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In 1920, William Curtis, a resident of Kilnsey, described his occupation as a 

‘Photographic Postcard Maker’

William Curtis produced his photographic postcards whilst living in Kilnsey 

between approximately 1910 and 1920. (It is difficult to establish the exact 

dates for this period).

 Much of his work was based in the Upper Wharfedale area. His postcards and 

photographs are well known to collectors, but little seems to be known about 

the man himself. This article attempts to provide some biographical details.

1869 - 1914

William Curtis was born in Leeds on June 8th 1869, son of Edward and Elizabeth

Curtis. Walter, his brother was seven years older than William. He also had a 

sister, Sarah, who was born in 1863. At the time of the 1871 census, the family 

lived at 6, Armley Road, Wortley, Leeds.

 In 1881, the family had moved to 43, Burley Road, Leeds. Edward, his father, 

was a butcher, and Walter was his apprentice. The 12-year-old William is listed 

as a scholar. 

On the 1891 census, William is living with his parents and sister at 215, Burley 

Road. (On the same road as in the 1881 census). His father is now listed as a 

‘Bone Merchant’ and William is a ‘Wool Cloth Designer’. Next door at number 

213, Burley Road, Annie Hampshire lived with her parents. A romantic 

attachment between William and Annie was formed, and the Non-Conformist 

Registers show that on the September 19th 1895, William married Annie 

Hampshire at Queen Street Chapel Leeds. William’s occupation is listed as Pork

Merchant, so he must have given up on cloth design and followed his father 

into butcher related work. His new address, at the time of his marriage, was 

243, Burley Road. (This was the third house on Burley Road William had lived 

in).

William and his wife Annie cannot be found on the 1901 census. Following the 

lead given in the newspaper article (Fig.7), William was found in the Population



Registers for the Netherlands (See Figs.1&2). In the returns, he is listed as 

living in Amsterdam in 1900 and he is still living there in 1904, living and 

working in Amsterdam:-

 “For some years prior to 1899 he was in partnership with his father, Edward 

Curtis of New Park Street, Leeds, as Fat Refiners and Soap makers. He then 

retired due to ill- health and went to Holland, having got the sole agency for 

the sale of Messrs. Bibby’s cattle cakes. He traded under the style of J. Bibby 

and Sons, at Amsterdam. This was a success but in 1908 he had to retire for a 

time due to ill- health. He returned (to Amsterdam) later, but in 1910 came 

back to England.” (See Fig.7)

William therefore lived in Amsterdam between 1899 and 1910 and so was not

on the UK 1901 Census.

Fig.1 Netherlands Population Register 02/03/1900



     
Fig.2 Netherland Population Register 1904

The 1911 census shows that William had returned to England, and was residing

with Annie in Kilnsey. They had been married for fifteen years, and William 

lists his occupation as ‘Private Means’. The third person living in the same 

house was Elizabeth Summerskill, aged 24, who was William’s cousin, (born in 

nearby Rylstone).  It can be said with some certainty that his photographic 

postcard career started in Kilnsey in 1910, after his return from the 

Netherlands.

Examples of William Curtis Photographic Postcards

Homeward Bound



Mothers and Children

Throstle Nest Falls



Conistone Bridge

Conistone



1915-1917   The First World War

On the 18th March 1915, William volunteered to join the Army. His partial 

service records survive; he enlisted in Keighley, joining the 25th Battalion Royal 

Fusiliers (Frontiersmen). The service record (see figures 3-6 below) reveals that

he was 44 years and 8 months old; he describes his occupation as ‘Postcard 

Publisher’. His height was recorded as 5’ 4’’ his army number was 14908.
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Fig.6

Why William joined such an unusual battalion is difficult to say. 

“The Frontiersmen have long been regarded as exceptionally formed due to the

quality and experience of the recruits, this being the reason for the battalion 

being sent overseas without significant formal training in Britain. The original 

battalion strength was largely comprised of older men, many with previous 

service in the Second Anglo-Boer War and other conflicts, who hailed from 

many diverse backgrounds and occupations. (William was one of the original 

battalion members). Besides the average stay-at-home Englishmen, there was 

more than a sprinkling of colonials and adventurers, men from Valparaiso to 

Alaska and from Rangoon to Fiji. Much emphasis has been placed on the more 

exotic characters of the battalion, the big game hunters, a naturalist, a famous 

photographer, a lion tamer, a few American cowboys, a lighthouse keeper, 

some circus clowns and acrobats, an Arctic explorer, an opera singer, a number 

of Russian exiles escaped from Siberia, a millionaire, a Buckingham Palace 

footman, some French Legionnaires and a General in the Honduras army. 

Whilst this is undoubtedly true, it does tend to create a romanticised picture of 

what the battalion was like. What mustn’t be forgotten is that a large 

proportion of the battalion members, perhaps as many as 50% had no previous 

military experience and had never fired a rifle. These were recruits who, like the



bulk of the volunteers encouraged to enlist at Lord Kitchener’s ‘call to arms’, 

and were just ordinary men from all walks of life united by a thirst for 

adventure and a common desire to put the ‘Hun’ in his place.” (Extract from 

website 25throyalfusiliers.co.uk courtesy Steve Eeles)

Perhaps William joined the Battalion having seen one of the articles which 

appeared in the local newspapers in late 1914 and early 1915, and this 

appealed to his spirit of adventure.

This advert appeared in the Leeds Mercury on 9th March 1915, (The day before

he enlisted!) and similar adverts appeared in other local newspapers.

Did he have previous contacts with the League of Frontiersmen in Yorkshire? 

Did he go hoping to use his experience in photography? All that can be said 

with certainty is that he volunteered in 1915, saw active service fighting in East

Africa and was invalided home in 1917.

On April 10th 1915, William embarked for East Africa and the battalion arrived 

in Kilindini, British East Africa on May 4th 1915. On 7th August 1915, William 

was promoted to Lance Corporal. He fought with the battalion until May 1917, 

when, suffering from Malaria, he was sent back to England on board the 

Hospital Transport ‘Commonwealth’, arriving on June 10th 1917. He was 

discharged in September 1917 as being no longer fit for army service.

William’s pension records show that he was awarded a pension of 8 shillings 

(40p) per week for himself and 2 shillings (29p) for his wife Annie. The award 

notes that he had a 20% disablement. Perhaps this disablement hindered his 

photography activity.

1919-1950



There is a newspaper report involving William Curtis in the Yorkshire Evening 

Post on June 18th 1919. This article gives us information on William which has 

been used for details in the section 1869 -1914.  Fig.7 is the complete 

newspaper report about the bankruptcy proceedings in Bradford.

William Curtis seems to have ceased his photographic business in the early 

1920’s. 

In 1939, he is recorded as living at 25, Valley Mount, Dacre  Banks, Nr. Pateley

Bridge, with his wife Annie. His occupation is described as “Exporter of Cattle 

Foods (retired)”. This seems to indicate that he had reverted to the work he 

did in the late 19th and early 20th century.

On May 4th 1950, William’s wife Annie died in York Hospital, and was buried at 

Holy Trinity Church, Dacre on May 6th 1950. On May 8th 1950, two days after 

Annie was buried, William died at home on Valley Mount, Dacre. He was 

buried at Holy Trinity Church, Dacre on May 11th 1950.



Yorkshire Evening Post June 18th 1919

Fig.7




