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• James Joseph Lawless was born in
Greystones, Co. Wicklow in 1890. Son of
Andrew and Mary Lawless, he was one of
Six children – Annie, Ellen, Thomas,
Bessie and Susan. According to the 1901
Census, James’s father worked as an
Agricultural Labourer . The family were
Roman Catholic. The Lawless Family have
lived in Greystones for generations.

Greystones main street
c.1890

• He attended the local national school in Blacklion. He did not
attend secondary school.

 Greystones was always a small fishing village, but in the mid

1800s it became famous as a victorian sea-side resort. Many
well to-do families flocked to Greystones to live or to simply
holiday.
 This meant that many occupations held by people of old
Greystones families were domestic servants and gardeners.
And that is exactly what James and his sisters became.

 In 1911, James Lawless is listed as working for Elizabeth Jane Eustace as a

Gardener Domestic Servant. His sisters Ellen and Susan are also working
in the same house. Ellen as a ladies maid/domestic servant and Susan as
a cook/domestic servant. It is not clear how long he was working as a
gardener, but we know that taking a job in domestic service was popular
among the Lawless family. This is clear from 1901 when James’s eldest
sisters Annie and Ellen are listed working as domestic servants.

 James enlisted in Greystones, Co. Wicklow in early 1916.

There is no record of his enlistment found except on his
death certificate from the war office. However historian
Liam Dodd was able to confirm for me that he was a late
joiner, as his regimental number was 20380, meaning
20380 men have enlisted before him. Also he did not
receive the 1914 or 1915 medal, meaning he did not
complete service in either of those years.
 Nobody knows why James joined the war. Perhaps he was
looking for adventure, or perhaps a better avenue of
income to support himself.
 Now, James Lawless , was a private in the 2nd Battalion of
the Royal Dublin Fusiliers.

 The 2nd Battalion was extremely instrumental in the run up to the
beginning of the first world war. The first band of 2nd Battalion soldiers
arrived in France a month before war was declared as part of the 10th
Brigade, 4th Division as the British Expeditionary Force.
 The 2nd Battalion was also involved in the retreat following the Battle of
Mons, their first engagement taking place at Le Cateau where they
fought bravely in 26th August 1914. However there were large numbers
of casualties and a badly depleted 2nd Battalion faced the Germans once
again at the Battle of Marne (5th-9th September 1914) which finally
halted the enemy’s advance.
 The 2nd Dublins went on to fight in the Battle of Aisne and their largest
engagement of all, the Battle of Armentiéres (13th October-2nd
November 1914). But it was not over for the soldiers yet.

 1915 saw the beginning of major

losses of lives in many Subsidiary
battle such as second Ypres and the
Battle of Saint-Julien , the latter
effectively disintegrating the
battalion as a fighting unit due to
serious Poison-Gas attacks.
 At this time, the British Army as a
whole had no defence against Gas
attacks, resulting in the horrible
deaths of thousands of men. Due
to this, the 2nd Battalion did not
take part in any more battles for
the rest of 1915 due to lack of men.
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 On 1st July 1916 the Battle

begun where which
Private James Lawless lost
his life. The opening days
of the battle took the lives
of thousands of men,
especially from the 1st and
2nd Battalions of the Royal
Dublin Fusiliers. There
were horrific casualties,
some days hundreds of
men from every Battalion
losing their lives. Men of
all ages, including boys my
own age.

Thiepval area of the Somme from the 14th
September to the 31st of October. This is
what the area would have looked like at the
time of Private James’s Death (23/10/16)

 Private James Lawless arrived in France in some time

after March 1916. Before he was posted to the front the
2nd battalion had faced many bloody battles and
suffered horrendous losses. From the time he arrived
at the front to his last battle in October, it is clear that
his battalion was victorious in a battle – shown on his
medal card.
 However James Lawless’s war only lasted a few
months. On the 1st of July, the Battle of the Somme
began. This was his final battle.

 Private James Lawless, under the command of Lieutenant

Colonel R.G.B Jeffreys, died during the hardest battles fought by
the 2nd battalion. The 2nd battalion fought in the Lesboeufs
sector, attacking Hazy Trench. James’ battalion was the second
wave of men to attack the German Trench, the first being shot
down by Machine Gun fire. Private Lawless made it to the
German Trench where hand to hand combat ensued with the use
of Bayonets. 36 men were accounted missing from that particular
attack, James Lawless was assumed one of those missing men.
They say Private James Lawless was killed in Action on the 23rd of
October 1916. However he was actually missing from this date on
(Died).
 On the next slide, we see the Lieutenant Colonel’s letters home
to his family discussing with them the horrors he witnessed from
the 20th of October onwards.

It is clear that the Lieutenant Colonel was not really
‘in touch’ with what his soldiers were really facing on the front
and outside the safety of his office!

 No one knows exactly what happened to James

Lawless. He has no grave. It seems that the war office
did not have much of an idea either, as it took nearly a
year for the Lawless family to find out what happened
to James. This resulted in countless attempts from the
family to find any information which would lead them
to find out more about James’s last days. His mother,
recently widowed and now worried about her Son, had
no idea what happened to James. We assume she
ceased to receive letters home from the front.

 The Wicklow People, 25th November 1916

Private James Lawless, 20380, RDF 2nd Battalion
Missing since 23rd October 1916, Family searching for information
 The Irish Times, 27th November 1916

Private James Lawless, 20380, RDF 2nd Battalion
Missing since 23rd October 1916, Family searching for information
 The Wicklow Newsletter, 2nd December 1916

Private James Lawless, 20380, RDF 2nd Battalion
Missing since 23rd October 1916, Family searching for information
 The Irish Times, 30th July 1917

Private James Lawless, 20380, RDF 2nd Battalion
Missing since 23rd October 1916, Family searching for information

• 2nd June 1917
Missing since 23rd October 1916
(Every day, various newspapers across
the country published the photos of
missing soldiers or soldiers who died at
the front, often requesting information
by the family’s request. James’s sister
Susan put forward the request)

 It is unclear if James’ Mother , Mary, or any other

family members received any more information about
James from the war office, or they just decided to give
up hope on his return.
 Whatever they thought, they announced his death in
the Irish Times and the Wicklow Newsletter on the 4th
August 1917, dating his death as the 23rd October 1916,
aged 26. They never heard from him ever again nor did
they ever learn what happened to him. It remained a
horrific mystery to his mother Mary to her dying day.

The mother never forgot her Son
who never returned home.
James’s name is at his Mothers
final resting place, written on her
grave. Mary never got a chance to
visit the Thiepval Memorial,
where James is remembered.

Private James Lawless’s Medal
Card.
Written on the back (bottom
left photo) is a message
regarding his Medals
whereabouts.
It reads ‘O’c. Recs. Request’s
Auth re Disposal of medals
30/11/1922’

This meant that James medals
were destroyed, as no family
member was able to collect
them. Therefore the war office
destroyed James Medals and
they are no longer in existance.

UK Commonwealth war graves
records

UK Soldiers Who Died In
The Great War Records

Irish Soldiers who died in the Great War 1914-1918 Records

 Private James Lawless’s case is really a mystery. Not only to us learning

about him now, but a mystery to his family at the time. However there
were thousands of men out there in the exact same situation. Its as if
they were wiped from the face of the earth, known to no one ever.
 It was not only interesting to learn about the ordinary soldiers lives, but
the lives of their superiors, such as Lieutenant Colonel R.G.B. Jefferies.
These men were in safety behind their own desks and quite often were
very out of touch with what was going on or the consequences of their
orders.
 It was also interesting to see that at the time of James death how the
political landscape in Ireland changes dramatically in the space of a
couple of years. As you can see on the newspaper page enquiring
information on James featuring his picture, the opposite article was
announcing the new Sinn Fein’s first proper assembly and the trouble it
was causing. The public opinion shifted to supporting the Irish soldiers
in the war whole-heartedly to almost forgetting about them completely.

 This whole experience has been both educational and extremely moving. It

teaches you so much about the First World War and its effects on Ireland let
alone the men that fought in it, which was for some reason almost completely
forgotten. Perhaps because people did not want to talk about it, or perhaps it
was because it took place at the same time Ireland was fighting for its
independence and to finally achieve independence from the Empire that some
of its men were fighting for.
 Either way, All these men, including James and every single man who will
feature in the Adopt a World War 1 Soldier Project, fought for Ireland. They just
fought for Ireland in a different way we have been taught in school. They fought
for the future generations and the right to be free also. However similar their
fight was to the men and women searching for Irish Independence, their
struggle was almost completely forgotten. And in my opinion, I think that’s
one of the biggest mistakes their descendants, we the people of Ireland, have
ever made. More needs to be done to remember these men and I am so happy I
have been given this opportunity to honour and remember the brave men that
fought for us and never returned home.

Private James Lawless, Died 23rd October 1916
Died for Ireland and will never be forgotten.

