
The story behind 
the composition
IT WASN’T much fun growing up a hundred years 
ago. Young lads worked hard at school, had per-
haps a couple of years toiling in the mills or on the 
farms and then they went off with their pals to join 
the mechanised mayhem of the Great War.

As they grew up war taught them many things. It 
taught them character, determination, honour, sac-
rifice and duty. And when the time came for them 
to join the Colours they were ready.

This is the story of three Darwen lads who ven-
tured on to the moors just before Christmas, 1917, 
after Sunday School at St Barnabas’ only to be 
caught in a severe blizzard as they lost their way 
in the freezing white-out. All three were found 
dead in the snow drifts during the next few days of 
frantic searching by police and volunteers.

It was a tragic story made even more poignant by 
the revelation of a selfless act of courage by 16 
year-old Ralph Bolton . . .

It was on the Tuesday afternoon that the body of 
William Cooper Longton, just 18 and soon to be 
fighting in France, was found to the south of Old 
Lyons farm which was over to the west, on the 
Cadshaw Brook side of Black Hill and a couple 
of miles from the safety of Bull Hill. It seems that 
he had set off to get help and had reached the farm 

only to find it abandoned and derelict before press-
ing gamely on.

On the Wednesday, after a slight thaw, the body of 
little Jimmy Bolton, 10, was found under drifting 
snow in the lee of a stone wall about 400 yards to 
the north of the empty farm.

He was wrapped in his cousin Ralph Bolton’s 
brown topcoat which had been carefully placed 
over his own light jacket in a desperate attempt 
by his cousin to give him some protection from 
the swirling snow. Ralph himself, left with just his 
cheap suit, was found frozen to death about 200 
yards away. It seems as though he, too, had set off 
to get help after making the little boy as comfort-
able as he could in what shelter he could find for 
him. 

In the pocket of the coat which he had wrapped 
around the child was an emblem bearing the 
Church Lads’ Brigade legend: “Fight The Good 
Fight” and, as the Darwen News report on the 
tragedy asked: “Had he not done just that when he 
gave his overcoat to his young cousin?”

On the following Saturday the bodies of the three 
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The war, we decided, came hardest of all upon 
us who were young. The middle-aged and the old 
had known their period of joy, whereas upon us 
catastrophe had descended just in time to deprive 
us of that youthful happiness to which we had all 
believed ourselves entitled.
    – Vera Brittain: Testament of Youth



pals were taken from their homes to a moving 
funeral service at nearby St Barnabas’ where the 
older boys had been in the Church Lads’ Brigade 
and in the choir. William had also been the Sunday 
School secretary.

Hundreds of mourners packed the church and there 
was no more sad a figure than frail Mrs Nancy 
Bolton, whose husband Joseph had been killed in 
action in France the previous summer and who had 
now lost her only child.

Hundreds more lined the route to the nearby cem-
etery, their sadness compounded by the despera-
tion of a continuing and bloody war and the poign-
ancy of the selfless heroism and fine example of a 
16-year-old boy.

The joint funeral and the formal inquest were over 
in days and the tragedy was soon pushed into the 
background as the prospect of another long year 
of war dominated every part of life — and death 
— both locally and nationally. Every town, every 
village, every street bore witness to the tragedy 
that was unfolding over the water. 

Why did the lads set off for the threatening moors 
when it would be dark in an hour and in weather 
which, according to the Darwen News was “wild 
in the extreme” and with “their only shelter the 
heavens above”? They knew the moors well, but 
a simple wrong turning in the blizzard looks the 
likely cause. An uncle of the younger boys and his 
family lived at Duckshaw Farm above Bury Fold 
and they might have been heading there. It would 
have been adventurous and even dangerous but 
perhaps not as foolhardy as it had seemed. 

William was buried with his grandparents in Dar-
wen Cemetery. Ralph was buried with little James. 
close by. Under the heading “Self Sacrifice”, the 
gravestone bears an inscription taken from the Bi-
ble, from John 15:13 — “Greater love hath no man 
than he who layeth down his life for another.”

A moving postscript to the drama was penned by 
the writer of a letter to the Darwen News a few 
days later when local folk were still asking what 

had made them embark on what had seemed such 
an ill-advised venture.
 
“Such confidence, strength of purpose and love of 
adventure was obviously displayed by these lads 
and the crowning sacrifice made by one in giving 
up his overcoat only emphasised the true British 
spirit which their elders are displaying every day 
on the battlefields of Europe.” 

Everyone has their hero. Ralph Bolton is mine. 
        HH

The man who
composed the music
FORMER Darwener David Mellor was intrigued 
by the story of courage and sacrifice, written by 
historian Harold Heys, which he saw on Black-
burn with Darwen Council’s Cotton Town web site 
while working in Australia. It inspired him to com-
pose a symphonic tone poem about the tragedy. 

David Mellor has collaborated with hundreds of 
artistes and musicians and has been personal musi-
cal director for many famous singers. He has con-
ducted musicals in London’s West End and been 
guest conductor with the Moscow, Prague, Warsaw 
and Scottish Symphony Orchestras. He divides his 
time between France and England and works now 
principally as a composer/arranger.

He has written a large and varied anthology of 
work including “Meet Me in Paris’, the title music 
for a screenplay, and the moving ‘Peace Anthem’ 
which was written in the aftermath of 9/11. He has 
appeared on countless recordings as well as televi-
sion and radio worldwide. 

Of his latest composition, for symphony orches-
tra and choir, about the 1917 tragedy in his home 
town, he says: “I was intrigued and deeply moved 
by this story and proceeded to compose some 
orchestral music as a tribute to the young lads who 
perished. It is a timeless tale of selfless bravery 
and heroism, written very movingly.”

n David Mellor’s symphonic tone poem: Tragedy on Darwen Moors, December 1917, will  have its world 
premiere at Blackburn Cathedral on Saturday, November 15, 2014. The first part of the programme, 
which will mark the centenary of the Great War,  will include the Fauré Requiem and Mellor’s Peace Anthem.


