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Albert Cooper was born 13th July 1892 at 1, Longworth Bank, Edgworth, Lancashire, he was 
the eighth child of Charles, a quarryman and Ann, née Knowles who had married 21 August 
1872 at St. Peter’s Church, Bolton. Albert had seven brothers and one sister, Thomas, (1873-
1903); Charles, (1876-1961); Alice, (1877-1964); John James, (1880-1936); David, (1882-
1964); Joseph, (1885-1940); William (1888-1959) and Edward (1897-1963).  
 
He attended Hob Lane School and left just after his 13th birthday to go and work at Know 
Mill Calico Printworks as a labourer. He played cricket for the work’s team and could bat 
both right and left handed.(24) 

 

War Record 
 
Albert enlisted for war service Tuesday 7th December 1915, at Edgworth and was mobilized 
into the Royal Horse and Royal Field Artillery 7/8th January 1916 at Fulwood Artillery 
Barracks, Preston.(23) Regimental No. 116491. Nothing further is known about Albert’s war 
service until 21st March 1918, however, anecdotally, he fought at the Battle of Arras in 1917. 
 
By March 1918, Albert had been promoted to Corporal. On the morning of 21st March he 
was serving with Y/24 Trench Mortar Battery. This was with the 24th Division. 
 

Trench Mortars 
 
By 1918, the trench mortars of the Royal Field Artillery were classed as medium; the light 
trench mortars were used by the infantry. The medium Newton trench mortar fired heavy 
shells over short distances at low velocities with high trajectories. 



The mortar was a smooth bore, muzzle loading weapon with a six inch diameter barrel. 
Trench mortars were used in a variety of defensive and offensive roles, from the 
suppression of an enemy machine gun or sniper post and enemy wire cutting to the 
coordination of a creeping barrage fired in front of advancing infantry in an attempt to 
eliminate enemy guns and troops. 
 
The mortar was operated from concealed pits close to the front during trench warfare, and 
then was used in the open during the ‘mobile’ warfare towards the end of the war. Trench 
mortar men received special training in trench mortar schools. The range tables specified 
the barrel angle, adjusted by guy ropes, and the propellant charges required. 
Meteorological training was also given. The mortars could fire eight rounds a minute. 
 
The 24th Division had X and Y Trench Mortar Batteries each with six mortars when 
undamaged and fully manned. As a Corporal, Albert would have had eight men under his 
command. 
 
 

 
 

A Newton Trench Mortar and shell(25) 

 
 
On 20 March 1918, Albert’s battery was placed in position to cover the reserve lines in case 
of withdrawal(16), he was close to the French village of Le Verguier (17) and 13 kilometers 
from St. Quentin, which was just within the German line.   During the early hours of the 
following morning Operation Michael, the German Spring Offensive against the weakest 
stretch of the British front line was to begin. 
 
“At 3.45 am the enemy opened an intense Bombardment all along the line, Battery positions 
were subjected to an intense Gas Bombardment. All the villages and encampments along the 
line were shelled. This shelling continued for 4 hours during which there was thick fog. When 
the enemy finally attacked he was able to do so quite unobserved. And he was able to 
overwhelm many forward posts”.(16)  

 
Other soldiers documented the German bombardment on that day.  Lieutenant William Carr 
of 377th Battery R.F.A was simply stunned; 
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“Think of the loudest clap of thunder you have ever heard, then imagine what it would be 
like if it continued without stopping. That was the noise that woke us at 4.40 a.m. on 
Thursday 21 March.  I have never before or since heard anything like it.”(18) 

 

All other credible sources also state that the bombardment started at 4.40am and lasted for 
five hours. 
 
Another artillery man asleep well behind the front “awoke with a tremendous start, 
conscious of noise, incessant, so intense that it seemed as if a hundred devils were 
hammering on my brain.  Everything was vibrating – the ground, the dugout, my bed.”(18) 

 

A war correspondent reported that by the end of the day the German artillery had fired 
more than 3 million rounds, of which more than 1 million were chemical, saturating the 
British trenches.(19)  This was phosgene gas mixed with a new gas which caused extreme eye 
irritation, (tear gas). The men and horses had to wear their gas masks for many hours that 
morning.  
 
The British Troops in the St. Quentin sector were overwhelmed by the fire of nearly 10,000 
guns and trench mortars. Later, waves of German storm troopers assaulted the British 
defences. Aided by thick fog the Germans captured the British Forward Zone, taking some 
500 guns and 21,000 prisoners.(20)  Two men from the 24th  Division’s Trench Mortar Battery 
were captured that day.(21) 

 
Albert soon found himself on the front line; trench mortar men were easy targets for enemy 
retaliation as their positions were spotted by the trajectory of the mortars when fired. It 
was under these circumstances that Albert Cooper won his Distinguished Conduct Medal. 
 

“For conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty.  He carried the battery’s rations 
through a heavy barrage.  When put in charge of a trench mortar he caused heavy 
casualties amongst the enemy.  Later, he carried a wounded man to a dressing 
station half a mile away under very heavy fire.  He has always shown the greatest 
courage under trying conditions, and given a splendid lead to the men under 
him.”(22) 

 
Albert’s trench mortar battery was firing at the advancing German Army until 3am, 22nd 
March(17). The battery then retreated and in the following days was employed on setting up 
forward ammunition dumps. By early May the British Army had lost all the ground gained 
since 1916. From mid May to October, Albert’s battery was in The Field firing at enemy 
defenders, particularly trench mortars and machine gun emplacements, wire cutting in 
support of raids by the division’s infantrymen, refitting and training.  3rd October 1918, no 
firing was possible owing to enemy withdrawal”.(17) 

 
After the Armistice, Albert was based at Tournai, Belgium, the time there was spent in 
training, education and helping the local farmers. An inter battery Football Challenge was 
set up but snow stopped play in the fourth week(17).  Albert brought back a post card of the 
town’s ruined ramparts. 
 



Post War 
 
Albert was transferred to the Army Reserve 14th March 1919 and returned home to 
Longworth Bank and to work at Know Mill Calico Printworks as a labourer.   

 
He married Ethel Maden, of Waterfoot, 
26th May 1920, at the Parish Church, 
Newchurch, Haslingden.(24) 

  
Ethel was a munitions worker and this 
rather crumpled picture which Ethel sent 
to Albert, shows her (middle) with two 
friends. 
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The couple had 3 children but during the war Ethel had worked in munitions. This was in a 
cotton waste factory making gun cotton which was used in the production of cordite, a 
propellant for shells and small arms such as the mortars Albert had fired from his trench 
mortar.  
 
Ironically Albert was considered to be A1 on his army discharge but Ethel was to succumb to 
Phthisis (Tuberculosis) which was a well-recognized consequence of working with cotton, in 
a damp mill environment, inhaling cotton dust and fibres which caused damage to the lungs.  
She died 10th June 1927, aged 33, at 155, Bolton Road, Edgworth, leaving a 4 month old 
baby, Doreen, 4 years old daughter, Marjorie and a 6 year old son, Stanley.  Ethel was buried 
at St. Anne’s Church, Turton.  Doreen was to join her mother just thirteen months later. 
 
When Albert remarried he was a foreman dyer at Know Mill Calico Print Works and he 
moved his family to Bury when the company opened a new dye house there. He worked in 
the dye house until he retired, and received a lapel badge for 25 years and then a gold 
watch for 50 years of service.  
 
Albert would never speak about his war experiences but he did express a wish to return to 
northern France to pay his respects to his fallen comrades, sadly he was never able to make 
that journey.  He died 1st September 1971, aged 79, in Scarborough. Of the four cottages at 
Longworth Bank, three sent sons to the war.  Fred Haworth died, Albert Cooper and 
Frederick Down survived. (see separate biographies). 
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