
Joseph Spencer Mitchell

The Mitchells Connection

On the 5th October 1916 a young man attached to the Royal Flying Corps died of 
injuries accidently received whilst flying near Doullens in France, there are no 
details of the accident. His name was Joseph Spencer Mitchell and he had only 
been in France 4 days. The Royal Flying Corps was a new service created in 1912 
and during the war it was to undertake reconnaissance and artillery observation, 
eventually it would sustain losses equal to those of the Infantry fighting at the front.

2nd Lieut. Mitchell was a young man of some privilege having being previously 
educated at Rugby public school and being brought up in some comfort at 
Sandygate, Wath. His connection with Wombwell was that he was the only son of 
Lieut - Col Thomas Wilfred Howe Mitchell owner of Mitchell Main Pit who was also a 
member of the Wombwell Urban District Council, and whose family gave their name 
to the whole area around the pit. 
 
Because of Colonel Mitchell’s standing in the community he would be known by 
many Wombwell people and no doubt his influence and eloquence persuaded 
hundreds of his employees to answer the patriotic call and join up to fight for 
king and country. On the 9th January 1915 the local paper stated that ‘splendid 
progress’ was being made by Col Mitchell as he raised troops for a battalion for his 
own regiment the Yorks and Lancs. It describes how the previous Wednesday the 
Battalion had a ‘parade march which took it through Stairfoot,  Ardsley, Darfield, 
Low Valley, Wombwell, Wombwell Main, Worsborough and back to Barnsley’ . It goes 
on to say ‘the men were headed by a military band’ and ‘these parades are certain 
to have the effect of rallying men to the standard’, the paper concludes that ‘every 
praise is due to Colonel Mitchell for the manner in which he has organised the 
Battalion.’

A total of 121 of Colonel Mitchell’s employees were to lose their lives over the 
coming 4 years, 97 from Mitchell Main and 24 from his other pit Darfield Main.

The local paper for 9th October 1920 describes the unveiling ceremony of a stained 
glass window, given by Colonel Mitchell which had been erected in the baptistry of 
Wombwell Church.

The window was inscribed “In loving memory of our son 2nd Lieut Joseph Spencer 
Mitchell, R.F.C. accidently killed while flying in France 5th Oct 1916 and buried in 
Communal Cemetery, Gezaincourt and in grateful appreciation of sacrifice made by 
men employed at Mitchells Main and Darfield Main Collieries in the Great War, 1914-
1918.” The paper goes on to give a detailed description of the window which included 
‘In the lower part of the window, in two small central panels, are groups of men in 
khaki, portraying the suffering endured by men on active service. The text is ‘Greater 
love hath no man that he lays down his life for his friends’’’

The paper continues ‘The first and most obvious purpose of the window was to afford 
a visible and lasting memorial of those who had nobly sacrificed their lives for their 
fellow men. In doing that, it fulfilled one of the most natural desires of those who 
had lost their loved ones.’



The service attended by local dignitaries and families was conducted by the rector, 
the Rev James Cropper, and as the memorial window was unveiled the names of the 
men from Mitchells and Darfield Collieries were read out followed by a letter from 
Mr David, Joseph Spencer Mitchell’s headmaster at Rugby. 

The life experiences of young Joseph Mitchell and his father’s employees were 
extremely disparate but their deaths fighting for what they believed in, king, country 
and loved ones and a better England were the same as was the grief and desolation 
of their families at their loss. 


