
1 
 

WILLIAM SHIRE, Private 3164 or 202807, 5th & 1/4th Battalion, Somerset Light 
Infantry 
 
William Shire was almost certainly William Robert Shire, the brother of Albert Edward Shire.  
We can find no other William in Somerset who seems to fit the right criteria, though with only 
one first name given it’s hard to be 100% certain.  
 
William Robert Shire was born in early 1896, the older son of farm labourer Mark Shire and 
his wife Flora. In later life he gave his date of birth as December 14 1895, but the 1896 date 
comes from the GRO Indexes.  William and Albert were born in Corfe, where the family were 
living at the time.  William was christened there on January 26 1896. In 1901 they were at 
Windmill Hill, Ashill, and at Swaddles Green, Buckland St Mary in 1911.  By this time William, 
at 15, was away from home, working as a farm servant for the Trivett family, farmers in 
Broadway, not far from his home off Hare Lane, Buckand. 
 
Early in the War, on September 12 1914 (a date given on his Silver War Badge entitlement) 
William enlisted in the 5th Battalion of the Somerset Light Infantry. The History of the 1/5th 
Battalion reports that ‘Selected officers were despatched to the various Company areas in 
Somerset to conduct a recruiting campaign…no less than 916 recruits had joined the Battalion 
by 14th September.’ William was evidently one of those persuaded by them. 
 
 As with his brother Albert, which Battalion he was in, and exactly when, is not clear; he 
appears to have served in the 1/4th and the 5th Btns, both originally Territorial Battalions.  Both 
served overseas for most of the War, in India, Palestine, Egypt and Mesopotamia. His Medal 
Roll Index Card indicates that he didn’t go abroad until August 8 1915, and then probably 
straight from India to Mesopotamia (Iraq and Syria) as indicated by the 5a Asiatic code on the 
index card. 
 
Not all of the puzzle is clear, but from the information available, and reading of contemporary 
histories, this would be our best guess:  
 
We think he left for India to join the 1/5th Btn in the summer of 1915. A draft was sent from 
the 1/5th  to Basrah from India in May 1915, and another in August. We think William must 
have been in the later one. They were involved (fighting the Turks) in the infamous defence 
and siege of Kut on the River Tigris. The inconclusive Battle of Ctetisphon was fought in late 
November; the British retired to Kut; the Turks besieged them and in late April 1916 the British 
surrendered. The survivors were most cruelly treated; the officers were imprisoned; most of 
the other ranks died on forced marches or while imprisoned. 
In the Battalion’s History Private W. Shire is listed as wounded on 22 November 1915. Is this 
our man? He appears to have survived, so our surmise is that he was evacuated and 
recovered, and was transferred to the 1/4th Btn, also fighting in Mesopotamia.  Unsurprisingly 
he is not named in the 1/4th War Diaries; his War Badge award lists him as wounded, but there 
is no sign of fighting up to the time he was discharged. Could this refer to failure to recover 
completely from the November 1915 wound? 
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Be that as it may, on June 9 1917 , he was discharged 
wounded, and awarded a Silver War Badge, No 189,267 
(they were uniquely numbered). The War Badge, worn 
with civilian clothes, made the wearer’s ex-service 
position clear, and protected them from misplaced 
officious civilian patriotism. 
 
In the 1939 Register William was living at Manor Farm 
Cottage, Chard, and working as a Cowman.  He was 
married, with two children living at home. “ARP” is 
written beside his name, so he must have been part of 
that voluntary force. He died in at Ashwell Farm, 
Wheddon Cross in 1982 aged 86. 
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