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What was it like to live in Hinckley during the First World 

War? Each week The Hinckley Times printed photographs 

of local men who had been killed, were wounded, missing 

or had been taken prisoner. Their faces would have been 

familiar to families, neighbours, old school friends and work 

mates. Some found comfort in churches and chapels while 

others lost their faith. 

Noon’s and Harries’ draper’s shops on Castle Street 

advertised mourning clothes and black hats, and  ‘Hygienic 

Black Dye’ from Hawley’s Dye Works was in great demand. 

Women were left to bring up large families on small military 

allowances or widow’s pensions. Many worked in factories 

producing military uniforms and boots, or in the munitions 

factories. They juggled child care with long shifts and daily 

queuing outside shops due to food shortages. At least thirty 

local women began training as Voluntary Aid Detachment 

nurses in Hinckley and went on to serve in UK Military 

hospitals, on the Western Front and in Egypt. 

Older men and those doing essential war work joined the 

Voluntary Training Corps. Conscription was introduced in 

1916 and those who claimed exemption, mainly for essential 

work, had their appeals heard at the Council Office. 

Several local men were Conscientious Objectors and were 

sentenced to prison with hard labour in Wormwood Scrubs 

or Leicester Prison.

Keeping up morale was important and audiences enjoyed 

Charlie Chaplin at the cinemas and variety acts at the Music 

Hall in The Borough. Whist drives and fancy dress balls 

raised money for the many war charities. Concerns were 

raised, however, that factory production was being affected 

by heavy drinking, and that women were frequenting pubs, 

and opening hours were restricted during the war years.  

School children wrote letters to soldiers at the Front and 

collected pennies for charity. Boys played war games, but 

only children from the wealthiest families had a clockwork 

Torpedo Destroyer or Dreadnought from Baxters on Castle 

Street. Girls played with paper cut out dolls of VAD nurses 

and knitted socks for the soldiers.

On Armistice Day crowds gathered in Castle Street to 

celebrate the news. But a few days later an epidemic of 

influenza took hold. The first death was of a 28 year old man 

from Trinity Lane who was home on leave after serving four 

years on the Western Front. He left a wife and child.  Many 

children lost fathers, uncles, brothers and cousins in the war. 

Men who did return were often damaged both physically 

and psychologically, and wives and mothers were left to care 

for them with very little help.



 

For many men who went out to fight for King and Country 
in the First World War Hinckley Railway Station was their 
last sight of ‘home.’ Some would return briefly on leave or 
convalescing, and others would return too badly wounded to 
go back to the war.  Of those who survived, many would suffer 
from physical wounds and emotional trauma for the rest of 
their lives. 

At the end of the war Hinckley Station was the departure 
point for Belgian refugee families as they returned to their 
homeland.  In 1921 the first of many pilgrimages left for the 
Western Front cemeteries.  

  
 

In August 1914 the Hinckley District Relief Committee held its 
first meeting at the Council House, 5 Station Road.  Part of a 
national charity set up by the Prince of Wales, its aim was to 
assist the families of servicemen who were in financial distress. 
The Belgian Refugees Committee also met there to organise 
care for 34 refugees who had escaped from Antwerp.

In 1915 the council introduced lighting restrictions, and posters 
around the town gave instructions on what to do in case 
of a zeppelin raid. The Food Council was set up to manage 
shortages and the price of essential foods

After conscription was introduced in 1916, tribunals to hear 
appeals for exemption were held weekly at the Council 
House.  Most were for those employed in Work of National 
Importance, such as in factories producing military supplies, 
but there were also appeals by conscientious objectors who 
refused to fight because of religious or moral convictions.  

The local branch of the Hinckley Naval and Military War 
Pensions committee was set up in 1916. They organised 
training for disabled ex-servicemen to help them find suitable 
employment. 

In 1918 ration books were issued by the Food Council. 
Coal shortages had also reached crisis levels and the council 
allocated supplies. During the influenza epidemic in 1918 
posters were displayed in the town giving advice on how 
to avoid infection. Beds were allocated in the local isolation 
hospitals and the numbers of those who had died were 
reported weekly. 

After the war a programme of building council houses was set 
up in line with Lloyd George’s promises of ‘Homes for Heroes.’

  

On 5th May 1917 there was an exhibition in St Mary’s School 
Hall of ‘Unique War Relics from the Battlefield ,’ held by the 
British Red Cross Society and run by nurses and soldiers.  It 
was in aid of Weddington Hall Hospital, Nuneaton, where 
several local Volunteer Aid Detachment nurses were working.

  

Thousands of letters, postcards, parcels, army allowances 
and official documents were sent and received via Hinckley 
Post Office during the war years. Only officers’ families were 
informed of a death by telegram. The families of other ranks 
were sent a letter from his Commanding Officer telling them 
he had been killed in action. If possible the contents of pockets, 
identity discs, and other personal effects were returned to 
families. After the war, memorial plaques known as ‘widow’s 
pennies’ were sent in packages embossed with the royal crest.

Hinckley Railway Station in the war years.
Photo courtesy of: Hinckley Museum 

Station Road in 1911,  
Photo courtesy of: Hinckley District Past & Present

Hinckley Post Office around 1902,
Photo courtesy of: hinckleypastpresent.org



  

In January 1917 over 1,000 people from local churches and 
chapels came together for a Memorial Service at St Mary’s. The 
names of 116 men who had died were read from the pulpit.  
On 11th November 1918, as news of the armistice came 
through, the bells of St Mary’s rang ‘a great peal’ and ‘A special 
service of thanksgiving and praise for the successful issue of the 
war’ was held that evening. The Hinckley Times reported ‘the 
recessional hymn brought to a close the most moving and most 
remarkable service ever held in the parish church within living 
memory.’

Recruiting rallies and military parades drew crowds to Hinckley 
Market Place in the war years. In February 1916 thousands 
of people welcomed three local ‘Neuve Chapelle Heroes,’ 
including William Buckingham, who had been awarded a Victoria 
Cross. He had grown up in Countesthorpe Cottage Homes, 
part of Leicester Workhouse.  The following month, to the 
delight of his many fans, ‘Togo’ Bolesworth  joined Buckingham 
in a recruiting rally. Before the war he had been a champion 
boxer.  He was awarded the Distinguished Conduct Medal and 
the French Croix de Guerre for bravery.

Many fundraising events and Flag Days took place in the Market 
Place, including a ‘Tank Bank’ campaign in which Hinckley 
residents contributed to the purchase of a tank. After the war it 
was displayed for many years in Granville Gardens, off Coventry 
Road.  In a Victory and Thanksgiving Parade on 25th November 
1918 the procession was headed by a 6 inch Howitzer and a 
Military Band.  The crowds were invited to buy war bonds and 
get them ‘stamped in the mouth of the gun.’

During the war years The George Electric Palace, in what is 
now The Bounty pub, was showing patriotic films such as ‘The 
European War’ and ‘Tommies in Action’ depicting the bravery 
of British soldiers. Serial dramas such as ‘The Exploits of Elaine’ 
were popular and the twice weekly Pathe Animated Gazettes 
were the first newsreels. 

Nationwide Building society now stands on the site of The 
Hinckley Theatre and Picture House. It entertained audiences 
with Charlie Chaplin and Keystone Cops films as well as variety 
acts and dance troupes, many with a military and patriotic 
theme.  Music hall songs, such as ‘Keep the Home Fires Burning’ 
were the popular music of the day. 

Liggins sweetshop was at 18 The Borough. Ethel Liggins was 
active in the Women’s War Relief Fund. She hosted sewing 
and knitting parties there, and also provided a storage area for 
contributions to collections such as ‘Fruit and Vegetables for the 
Fleet.’

William Buckingham and ‘Togo’ Bolesworth in the military cavalcade, 
 March 1916 | Photo courtesy of: The Hinckley Times

The Market Place around 1915 
Photo courtesy of: hinckley.netfirms.com

The Borough around 1902,  
Photo courtesy of: hinckley.netfirms.com/Hinckley

In 1919 a temporary War Memorial was set up in The Borough 



During the First World War there were over forty food shops 
on Castle Street alone. Among them was the Maypole Dairy, 
which was at 5 Castle Street. Aucott’s Baker’s was at number 8. 
Smith’s fruiterers was at number 20 and Mayne’s fish and chip 
shop was at 30½. The Co-op was at 45, Richardson’s butcher’s 
was at 67 and Farmer’s wet fish shop was at 71. For many 
women and children daily queuing for essential items such as 
margarine, butter and sugar became a way of life.

Before the NHS many relied on local pharmacies for health 
advice. Pridmores was at 2 Castle Street, Shakespear’s was 
at 15 and Knight & Crofts at 33.  John Baxter & Sons who 
were printers, stationers and newsagents were at 24 Castle 
Street. It was also the Hinckley Times office. The Voluntary Aid 
Detachment Brigade, (VADs,) met at Baxter’s premises for 
training in First Aid and nursing skills. Edith Mills, whose family 
had a hairdresser’s shop at 76 Castle Street, was awarded a 
‘Croix de Guerre’ in 1917 for her services as a VAD nurse at 
the Citadel Hospital, in Cairo. 

There were at least ten draper’s shops on Castle Street 
including Noon’s at 55 Castle Street who offered a ‘Free Latest 
War Map’ to their customers. At 70 Castle Street, Harries 
Millinery were advertising at Easter 1916 – ‘Have just received 
New Stock of Black Hats.’  

Cooper’s pawnbrokers at 58 Castle Street, on the corner of 
Chapel Yard, was familiar to generations of poor families in the 
town. After the war it was common for medals which had been 
pawned to be displayed in the window. 

There were four pubs on Castle Street – The King’s Head was 
at 69, The Crown and Anchor at 106, The New Inn, at 108 
and the Castle at 113.  In the war years opening hours were 
restricted due to fears that heavy drinking was affecting factory 
production. The strength of beer was reduced and a ‘No 
Treating Order’ stated that any drink ordered was to be paid 
for by the person supplied. 

On 11th November 1918, as rumours of the armistice filtered 
through, crowds gathered to celebrate. The Hinckley Times 
reported: 

‘The streets were gay with flags and bunting, and miniature 
processions passed by the main throughfare every few minutes... 
hundreds of youths and girls, with a sprinkling of soldiers and 
sailors, passed up Castle Street.’

St Mary’s vicarage garden, which covered five acres on Argent’s 
Mead, was the site of many fetes, garden parties and fund 
raising events hosted by Mrs Harriette Hurrell, the wife of 
Rev.William Hurrell. In July 1917 a ‘Baby Review’ was held to 
publicise the opening of a Welfare Clinic. The Hinckley Times 
reported that nationally ‘statistics show that while in 1915 nine 
soldiers died every hour, twelve babies died at home.’

 

The memorial was erected in 1921. The names of 386 men 
lost in the First World War are recorded.  The Angel of 
Mercy statue is positioned so that at the eleventh hour of the 
eleventh month, the shadow of her outstretched arms falls 
across the listed names.

Hosiery factories here included Francis and Wilebur, Moore, 
Eady and Murcott, and Orrill, Son and Orrill.  There were 
about 36 factories in the town. Many of them were producing 
socks, shir ts and other items for the military.  There were 
also about thir teen Boot and Shoe manufacturers in Hinckley, 
including Bailey and Simmons and Frank Griffin, who were 
on Stockwell Head. Many were working on military contracts 
including making boots for the Russian Army. While many 
women had worked in the factories before the war there was 
much resistance to them taking over the men’s jobs. ‘Dilution’ 
arrangements were made with the unions whereby a man’s 
’skilled’ work would be split into smaller operations to be  
carried out by several women, at a lower rate of pay.

 

Hinckley Police Station was then on Stockwell Head. Adjacent 
to it was a House of Detention and the Magistrates Court.

Castle Street around 1900

At the laying of the foundation stone for the memorial to fallen soldiers,  
Hinckley, 12th November 1921

Hinckley Police Station on Stockwell Head
Photo courtesy of: hinckleypastpresent.org



Court cases during the war years included ‘A Hinckley 
sensation – the wife of a Hinckley soldier’ who was ‘said to 
have eloped with another man – and the husband’s money.’ 
Other cases included a deserter who had been on the run for 
nearly a year before being caught and despatched to Wigston 
Barracks. A farmer on Hollycroft was fined ten shillings for 
allowing his pig to eat potatoes and brussels sprouts from 
an allotment, and there were many cases of breaches of the 
lighting act.

The Drill Hall, on the corner of Wood Street, was the recruiting 
office for the area. On the day war was declared hundreds of 
people gathered to watch as the regular army, reservists and 
Territorials joined their regiments. Over the next days and 
weeks young men queued to sign up for ‘King and Country.’ 

The Voluntary Training Corps met at the Drill Hall, and also 
Burbage Common for drill practice, route marches, and bayonet 
and rifle practice. Fundraising  events held in the hall included 
concerts, whist drives, sales of work, fancy dress competitions 
and dances. It was also regularly used for meetings and lectures 
during the war years. Subjects ranged from civil  defence to 
childcare and cooking. From April 1918 the local Discharged 
Sailors and Soldiers Association met there. It was made up of 
men who been ‘honourably discharged’ from the military due to 
illness or disability. It campaigned for better pensions, and more 
opportunities for re-training.  Many men were having to turn to 
charities for help, and resented the loss of independence. 

When peace was declared in November 1918 the Drill Hall 
was the venue for parties and celebrations. But the ‘Fancy 
Dress’ Victory Ball came to an abrupt end when P.C. Darling 
intervened to complain that lights were being shown after 
10.30pm.

There were four munitions factories in Hinckley during the First 
World War. Moore Bros. and W.K. Flavell were both on Wood 
Street. Moore’s also had factory on Albert Road, and Peacock 
and Waller’s was at the Alma Works. They were part of a 
consortium of munitions factories in the East Midlands.

At Christmas 1914, Herbert Parker at 32 New Buildings was 
advertising ‘Soldiers in Uniform Photographed Free.’ But many 
photographs of men posing proudly before they went off 
to war appeared in the Hinckley Times as their deaths were 
reported.  For years after the war many families kept a shrine 
on the mantelpiece where the photographs were displayed. 

Pick and Whitmore, Forward Works, and John Foxon and 
Manufacturers, Boot and Shoe manufacturers were on New 
Buildings and Samuel Davis Hosiery was on the site of what is 
now B & Q.

Many factories had memorials for workers who died in the 
war. The Roll of Honour for the Samuel Davis factory is in 
Hinckley Museum. Of the sixteen names on the roll, two are 
of members of the Davis family, who lived at Elmlea on Derby 
Road.

Outside the Drill Hall, on the corner of New Buildings and Wood 
Street 4th August 1914, Photo courtesy of: Hinckley Times

New Buildings around 1900 from outside the Drill Hall, 
 Photo courtesy of: hinckley.netfirms.com

The Samuel Davis factory, 
 Photo courtesy of: Hinckley District Past & Present 

St Mary’s vicarage garden, which covered five acres on Argent’s 
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raising events hosted by Mrs Harriette Hurrell, the wife of 
Rev.William Hurrell. In July 1917 a ‘Baby Review’ was held to 
publicise the opening of a Welfare Clinic. The Hinckley Times 
reported that nationally ‘statistics show that while in 1915 nine 
soldiers died every hour, twelve babies died at home.’
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lost in the First World War are recorded.  The Angel of 
Mercy statue is positioned so that at the eleventh hour of the 
eleventh month, the shadow of her outstretched arms falls 
across the listed names.

Hosiery factories here included Francis and Wilebur, Moore, 
Eady and Murcott, and Orrill, Son and Orrill.  There were 
about 36 factories in the town. Many of them were producing 
socks, shir ts and other items for the military.  There were 
also about thir teen Boot and Shoe manufacturers in Hinckley, 
including Bailey and Simmons and Frank Griffin, who were 
on Stockwell Head. Many were working on military contracts 
including making boots for the Russian Army. While many 
women had worked in the factories before the war there was 
much resistance to them taking over the men’s jobs. ‘Dilution’ 
arrangements were made with the unions whereby a man’s 
’skilled’ work would be split into smaller operations to be  
carried out by several women, at a lower rate of pay.

 

Hinckley Police Station was then on Stockwell Head. Adjacent 
to it was a House of Detention and the Magistrates Court.

At the laying of the foundation stone for the memorial to fallen soldiers,  
Hinckley, 12th November 1921

Hinckley Police Station on Stockwell Head
Photo courtesy of: hinckleypastpresent.org



 
 

St Peter’s welcomed the Belgian refugee families into their 
community. The young Alice Delafaille attended Hinckley 
Grammar School and she described their experiences in the 
school magazine. Some members of the family stayed on in 
Hinckley after the war, and became caretakers at St Peter’s 
School, living in Rosary Cottage on the corner of Priory Walk 
and London Road. In 1922 the war memorial, listing the names 
of 36 men, was unveiled. Among them are ‘Togo’ Bolesworth 
and his brothers William and James. 

 

Between 1915 and 1920 twenty seven men who had died 
in British Military hospitals were interred there. They each 
have Commonwealth War Graves Commission headstones. 
The names of another 23 casualties are recorded on their 
family graves in Hinckley cemetery but they are buried or 
commemorated elsewhere.

 

A housing estate now stands on the site of the Workhouse 
on London Road. When it closed the mortuary and infirmary 
blocks were incorporated into Hinckley College. In September 
1914 there were 103 inmates at Hinckley Workhouse and 82 
‘tramps’ or ‘vagrants.’ By February 1917 there were 85 inmates 
while 113 troops were ‘relieved.’ Presumably these were men 
‘passing through’ with nowhere else to go. All able bodied men 
of military age were conscripted into the armed services so 
numbers in the workhouse dropped during the war years and 
the ‘tramps’ or ‘casual’ ward was shut. 

In January 1918 there was a local outcry as military 
authorities demanded that German prisoners of war should 
be accommodated in the Workhouse. The Guardians refused 
consent. However, it was agreed that wounded soldiers should 
be admitted to the Workhouse Infirmary. After the war the 
casual wards were re-opened and concerns were raised about 
the numbers of disabled ex-servicemen who were ‘vagrant.’

A First World War funeral cortege at Ashby Road cemetery, 
 Photo courtesy of: Hinckley District Past & Present

St Peter’s War Memorial
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© Sue Mackrell and David McCormack. Thanks to Greg Drozdz.

Hinckley Workhouse, London Road, about 1920 
 Photo courtesy of: hinckley.netfirms.com
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