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War Record 
 
Willie Spencer was the younger brother of James H. Cripps (see separate biography).(1)  
James was sadly killed in 1916 at the Battle of the Somme.  Before he died, he sent Willie a 
letter from the front warning him not to enlist on account of the terrible conditions that he 
was encountering in the trenches.(16) 

 



Willie’s cap badge tells us that he eventually found himself in the 4th East Surrey regiment 
(no:  34213).(17)  Jim’s warning to Willie is a foreshadowing of the theme of the play 
“Journey’s End” by R.C. Sherriff, also of the East Surrey Regiment (recently performed at The 
Octagon, Bolton).   
 
R.C. Sherriff (1896-1975) joined the army shortly after the outbreak of the First World War, 
serving as a captain in the East Surrey regiment.  The play was “an unflinching vision of life 
in the trenches” based on his experiences.  It was hailed by George Bernard Shaw as 'useful 
[corrective] to the romantic conception of war'. 

“Journey's End concerns a group of British officers on the front line and opens in a dugout in 
the trenches in France. Raleigh, a new eighteen-year-old officer fresh out of English public 
school, joins the besieged company of his friend and cricketing hero Stanhope, and finds 
him dramatically changed. Laurence Olivier starred as Stanhope in the first performance of 
Journey's End in 1928; the play was an instant stage success and remains a remarkable anti-
war classic.”(20) 

According to an Edgworth resident, Willie was shot in the leg during the war.(19)  However, 
he survived and was known in the village as “Happy” Spencer and his injury did not seem to 
have affected his footballing prowess.(18) 

 
There are no records of his service, but he was awarded the Victory and British medals.(2). 
 
 

Family History 
 
Willie was born in Edgworth in 1894 at 5 Mount Pleasant. He was the son of John William 
Spencer, an Under Carder at the Cotton Print Works and Keziah (nee Cripps) born in 
Edgworth at a row of cottages called Edgworth Quarry (close to the Turton FC ground at 
Thomason Fold). The date of registration of the marriage is Oct-Nov-Dec 1888(3).  
 
John William Spencer died in 1931 and Keziah, in 1946, both were buried at Edgworth 
Methodist Church.  Census and birth, marriage and death data indicate the following: (1)(3) 

 
Father: John William Spencer  - born 1869 Edgworth,  
 died 22nd November 1931, 5 Mount Pleasant 
 
Mother: Kezia(h) Cripps – born 1868  Edgworth 
  Died 23rd May 1946, 5 Mount Pleasant 
 
Siblings: 
  James Henry  b. 1888 – died 1916 
  Thomas  b. 1892 Edgworth, d. 1893 
  Willie   b. 1894 Edgworth, d. 1968, Occupation – Side Piecer 
   
The 1901 and 1911 Census show the Spencers/Cripps living at 5 Mount Pleasant, Edgworth.  
(1)  

 



Willie married twice, first to Bessie Knowles and then to Constance Eva Rawlinson. Willie 
and Bessie had one daughter Irene who married Harry/Henry Locke and had three children, 
Christopher, Sandra and Veronica. Harry was still living at 5 Mount Pleasant until recently.   
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Willie (Bill) was also in the local football team.  He died in 1968 and at that time was living at 
119 Bolton Road.(3)(16) 
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