
Wallace Branch 
 
Wallace Branch was born on 8 January 18921 in Buckland Brewer, the son of William 
Henry (Harry) and Mary Susan Branch née Collacott.2 His birth was registered as 
‘Wallance’.3 He was not baptised in the parish church of St. Mary and St. Benedict4 but 
few people were in the early 1890s. Perhaps he was baptised in the Wesleyan Methodist or 
Bible Christian Chapel. At the time of the 1891 census, his parents and three older siblings 
had been living in two rooms at 1 Rickards Row5 and Wallace may well have been born 
there. 
 
In 1901 ‘Wadda’, his parents, three sisters and two brothers, were living in four rooms in 
Buckland Brewer Village. The eldest child, James Henry, had already left home. It is not 
absolutely certain where exactly their home was at this point but the surrounding 
properties are Bell Cottages on Tower Hill and Smales Cottages (also known as New 
Buildings) in Barton Road. This would suggest that it might be Change in Time or the 
cottage behind it, that is now part of Change in Time.7 
 
On 13 April 1905, when he was thirteen, Wallace left school.8 It is not known where he 
started his working life but by the time of the 1911 census, he had followed his brother 
James to 15 Lewis Street, Swansea and was working as a platelayer for the Great Western 
Railway (GWR). They were lodging with the King family. This three roomed house 
contained sixty-six year old widowed Mrs King, her adult son, her twelve year old 
nephew, the Branch brothers and another male lodger.9 
 
When he joined the Amalgamated Society of Railway Servants, in 1912, twenty one year 
old Wallace was a platelayer for the Rhondda and Swansea Bay Railway Company.10 This 
company was operated by GWR at this time and the line linked the Rhondda Valley coal 
mines with Port Talbot docks. 
 

Wallace attested in Swansea, on 11 December 1915, as part of the ‘Derby Scheme’. This was 
introduced by the Earl of Derby, Edward Stanley. All men between the ages of eighteen 
and forty one, who had not already enlisted, with the exception of those in reserved 
occupations, had to attend a recruiting office and ‘declare’. They were paid 2/9 for signing 
on and were sent back home on reserve to await call-up, with single men, like Wallace, 
being the first to be called. He did not have to wait long as he was mobilised on 27 
January 1916. At the time of enlistment, Wallace was twenty one years and eleven months 
old and was described as a platelayer with the GWR of 21 Ysgol Street. His next of kin was 
listed as being his mother and she was given the same Swansea address, so perhaps his 
parents spent a short time in Swansea.11 This is a little odd as they were known to have 
been living in Ashton’s Row, Buckland Brewer in 191512 and they apparently remained 
their until their deaths. The Service Record has been overwritten, suggesting that his 
attestation was confirmed in Exeter on 28 January 1916. ‘Wallance Branch’ became Private 
16765, a driver in the 9th Devon Infantry Regiment. His service record describes him as 



being C of E, 5 foot 6 inches tall and having a 34¼ inches chest with an expansion of 2¾ 
inches.13 
 
Wallace spent the first five months at home, presumably training. On 10 May 1916 he was 
in camp at Wareham, Dorset and was admonished and forfeited a day’s pay for 
overstaying his pass by thirteen hours and fifty minutes. On 1 June 1916 Wallace was sent 
to France.14  
 
A month later, on 1 July 1916, Wallace was in Mametz village on the Somme. The 8th and 
9th Battalions of the Devonshire Regiment formed part of the 7th Division who attacked 
Mametz, which was then behind German lines. They managed to clear and hold the 
trench and many casualties from the regiments were buried in their old front line 
trench.15 The campaign is described on the website www.1914-
1918.net/bat15G_Mametz.html. “The village of Mametz lay in and behind the first German 
defensive position on the Somme, which in this area consisted of three principal fighting 
trench systems connected by many communication trenches. It was an exceptionally 
strong position to have to attack. The German front line ran approximately in parallel 
with the British and was called (left to right) Bulgar Trench, Mametz Trench, Danube 
Trench and Kiel Trench; behind it and in front of Mametz was a second line that 
incorporated Cemetery Trench and a key machine gun post (at ‘the Shrine’) at the village 
cemetery. Well behind the village on higher ground ran the third line incorporating Fritz 
Trench and Railway Alley. 
 
The job of 20th Brigade was to advance across the German front line (Mametz, Danube 
and Kiel Trench) and form a defensive flank facing Fricourt. The latter village itself was 
not being attacked; 21st Division was on the far side of it. 2nd Gordon Highlanders were 
to advance alongside the South Staffords of 91st Brigade and through the western half of 
Mametz. 9th Devons, across the Albert to Peronne road, were to advance in parallel with 
the road towards and through Hidden Wood. 
 
The 2nd Gordons moved off towards the enemy front line but their left company ran into 
uncut barbed wire, hidden in a dip. Surrounded by unexploded British shells, many men 
fell to German machine gun fire from ‘The Shrine’, a machine gun post at Mametz 
cemetery, as the wire was negotiated. Even so, the Gordons got as far as the second 
enemy position at Shrine Alley by 7.55am and maintained touch with the Staffords further 
along in Cemetery Trench. They were unable to progress from there and spent much 
effort in clearing dug outs of enemy. Across the road, the 9th Devons advanced from a 
line some 250 yards behind their own front trench, so badly had this been damaged by 
shellfire. They were hit by heavy machine gun fire from Fricourt Wood, the German 
support trenches and from Mametz. At least half of their losses for the day were incurred 
before they had even reached Mansel Copse, just ahead of the front line. The survivors 
pressed on into the German front and support trenches, but by now all the battalion’s 
officers had become casualties. As early as 7.40am the final company was ordered to 
advance but lost all its officers in crossing no man’s land. The same thing happened to 



two companies of the 8th Devons when they were ordered to reinforce.”16 
 
In this offensive, Wallace sustained a gunshot wound that fractured his upper left arm but 
was lucky to be alive. He was sent to the field hospital at Abbeville, where his arm was 
amputated. On 10 July he was sent home on the hospital ship Carisbrook (sic) Castle.17 On 
1 August 1916 The Bideford Gazette reported that Mr and Mrs Branch had “received official 
news that their second son Wallie has had his left arm amputated through being 
wounded. Private Branch is now in hospital in Winchester.”18 
 
Wallace was officially invalided out as being no longer physically fit for service on 21 
March 1917. On 9 November 1917, he was awarded the Silver War Badge, along with others 
who were not fit to serve or who had been invalided out. His address at that time was 
Virginia House, Jersey Marine, near Briton Ferry, South Wales.19 
 
No record has been found of Wallace marrying or having children and he died in Neath, 
Glamorgan in 1982.20 
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