
John Afford 

1896 – 1917 

 

Born in Oxford 

Grocer's errand boy 

Died of wounds inflicted at Arras, aged 21, on 14 May 1917 

 

Family 

Isaac John* Afford was born in Oxford on 27 March 1896. His parents were Walter 

Henry Joseph Afford, born in Oxford, and Sarah Ann White who was born in 

Buckinghamshire. He was the third of their seven children. John's grandfather 

was a cab fly proprietor and his father worked as a cab driver. At the 1911 census 

John was 15 and a grocer's errand boy. He was living with the family in Great 

Clarendon Street, but in 1913 his father died aged 44. 

 

War Service: 2nd then 6th Battalion, Oxford and Buckinghamshire Light 

Infantry; 5th Battalion, Princess Charlotte of Wales's (Royal Berkshire 

Regiment) 

Soon after war broke out John joined the 2nd Battalion of the Oxford and 

Buckinghamshire Light Infantry as a Private. This was a regular army unit, sent to 

France in August 1914, but John was still in training in England when they were 

fighting in the early stages of the war. They experienced heavy losses and John 

was sent to join them relatively quickly. He reached France by 1 April 1915 and 

trained with them as the battalion was being rebuilt. In mid-May they made a 

night attack in the Battle of Festubert.  

The unit then took part in the Battle of Loos, 25 September - 8 October, 

attacking on its first day and suffering heavy losses. After a relatively quiet spell 

they fought at the Somme, attacking from Delville Wood on 30 July 1916, again 

with major casualties. At some point John was promoted to Lance Corporal. 

Then on 13 November the battalion attacked trenches north of Beaumont Hamel, 

and John seems to have been among the many injured in this action: there is a 

record of his being on the 31st Ambulance train that night from nearby 

Warlincourt with a gun-shot wound in his left leg, being evacuated to the Etaples 

hospital.  

It is not clear how long John's recovery took, but at some point he was 

transferred to the 6th (Service) Battalion of the Ox and Bucks and became a 

Private again. This demotion and move to a territorial unit may have been due to 

a disciplinary issue. It is even conceivable that he was suspected of inflicting the 

injury on himself in the hope of being invalided home. There were many 

instances of soldiers being desperate enough to do this. Thousands were formally 

convicted of the offence and were at risk of execution, although in practice they 

were all punished with imprisonment. 

The 6th was where John Skuce, also on the Walton Street memorial, was serving, 

and at the end of 1916 the battalion was being rewarded with two months' rest 



after continuous action in the Somme battles. In January they were back 

defending the front line. 

But at some point John Afford was transferred again, to the 5th Battalion of the 

Royal Berkshires, which had had a particularly bad time at the Somme. They 

were moved in January 1917 to the front at Arras ready for a planned offensive, 

and subesquently took part in a series of battles. At the First Battle of the 

Scarpe, 9-14 April, considerable ground was gained, and the battalion is 

remembered for emerging from tunnels to enter the fight and then capturing 

guns at Battery Valley and turning them against the Germans. The Battle of 

Arleux followed, 28-29 April, and then the Third Battle of the Scarpe, 3-4 May. 

The battalion faced heavy shelling and machine-gun fire in these two offensives. 

At some point during this period John was wounded and shipped back to 

Brighton. He died there on 14 May 1917, aged 21. He had a military funeral and 

was buried at Botley Cemetery with an Oxford and Buckinghamshires firing party 

at the grave. He is also remembered on a war memorial at St Barnabas Church 

(where he and most of his siblings were baptised as a babies). 

 

 

 

 

 

* Known as John Isaac, even though he was registered and baptised as Isaac John 

______________________________________________________________________ 
This is the story of one of the men who appear on the war memorial of Walton Street 
Methodist Church, which can now be seen at Wesley Memorial Methodist Church in 
Oxford, UK. These stories were compiled in 2019 based on detailed research by 
Stephanie Jenkins 
(http://www.oxfordhistory.org.uk/war/walton_street_chapel/index.html), 
supplemented by information from a variety of military sources.  
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