Private Charles Douglas Hamilton ©
Regimental number: 17832
32nd (Service) Battalion, Royal Fusiliers (City of London Regiment)

born: 27 July 1884-died: 25 August 1916

“Rest in Peace” is engraved on Private Charles Douglas Hamilton’s gravestone at Bailleul Communal
Cemetery.1 He was one of 704,803 soldiers from the British Isles who died in or because of the First
World War.2

Charles was born on 27 July 1884 at 77 Galleywall Road, Rotherhithe, part of the London Borough
of Southwark, England.3 His father, Matthew Martindale Hamilton (1843-1918)* and his mother,
the former Susannah Poague (1845-1920),5 were both born in the area; Matthew in Bermondsey
and Susannah in Southwark. Matthew and Susannah married on 25 December 1864 in a double
wedding at Saint Mary Newington, Church of England, Southwark. Susannah'’s brother, Henry James
Poague, married Emma McFarlane at the same time.6

For more than 50 years, Matthew and Susannah resided at various addresses in the London
Borough of Southwark.” Matthew was an engine driver (stationary), operating a steam-driven
engine in a factory.8 He and Susannah had 11 children, 5 of whom died in childhood.® Matthew
Edward (1866-1940)1° was the eldest, followed by Henry James (1867-1960),1t Emma Elizabeth
(1871-1949),12 Susannah Elizabeth (1874-1875),13 William Charles (1875-1877),14 Edward James
(1876-1883),15 Albert (1879-1883),16 Emily (1881-1883),17 then Charles Douglas,

Amelia (1886-1975),18 and finally Ernest Frederick (1890-1966).19

The third quarter of 1883 must have been an extremely sorrowful time for the family. Six-year-old
Edward, four-year-old Albert and one-year-old Emily died from illnesses.20 That year, 497 children
who were 1 year old or younger and 894 children between the ages of 1 and 5 died in Bermondsey
parish from such diseases as measles, whooping cough and scarlet fever. Their deaths accounted for
81% of the parish’s total deaths.2!

Charles was born the following year. Not long afterward, his older siblings began to leave home to
form families of their own. He was 2 years old when his brother Henry James married Amelia
Mexstead on 28 September 1886 at Saint Mary Magdalene, Church of England, Southwark.22 His
parents and remaining siblings had moved to 36 Ambrose Street, Bermondsey, when Matthew
Edward married Maria Symonds on 19 April 1888 at Saint Anne’s, Church of England,
Bermondsey.23 Later that year, on 3 December, four-year-old Charles was enrolled at the Galleywall
Road School.2*

In 1891, the family was still living at 36 Ambrose Street: his father’s occupation remained the same,
his mother was busy with domestic chores and caring for Amelia and Ernest, Charles attended
school and 19-year-old Emma was employed as a machinist.25> She married Ernest Leonard
Highwood, a typesetter in the printing industry, at St. Anne’s Church on 26 December 1897.26

In 1901, Charles was 16 years old and working in the leather industry, a major employer in
Bermondsey since the 17th century.2” He was still living with his parents at 36 Ambrose Street; 14-
year-old Amelia was an errand girl and Ernest attended school.28 At some point around 1907, there
was a change in the family’s fortunes. Charles, his mother, and siblings Amelia and Ernest moved to
Emma and Leonard Highwood’s home at 322 Lyndon Road. This was the address that Charles



provided when he married Annie Philpott (1888-1975)29 on 22 September 190730 and Amelia gave
when she wed Alfred John Bray, a leather dresser, on 28 August 1909.31 Both weddings were held at
Saint Anne’s Church.

Two years later, Charles’ mother Susannah and his brother Ernest were still sharing five rooms
with Emma and her family at 322 Lynton Road. His brother-in-law and his brother were employed
in the printing trade.32 His father, Matthew, was an inmate at Saint Olave’s Union Workhouse on
Ladywell Road, Lewisham. Why he was there was not mentioned. Of the 883 inmates, 771 (88%)
were listed as infirm.33

Charles and Annie had three children. When their daughter Maud Annie (1908-1998)34 was born
on 26 September 1908, the couple was living at 8 Aspinden Road, Rotherhithe, and Charles was
working as a leather dresser. The couple had moved to a three-room residence at 308 Lynton Road,
Bermondsey, when son Charles James (1910-1983)35 was born on 2 August 1910.36 When daughter
Florence May (1913-2005)37 was born on 16 September 1913, Charles and Annie were living at
324 Lynton Road, next door to his sister Emma Highwood’s home.

They were still residing at this address when war was declared on 4 August 1914. Although he had
a wife and three small children to support, 31-year-old Charles enlisted in the 32nd (Service)
Battalion, Royal Fusiliers (City of London Regiment) also known as 32nd (Service) Battalion (East
Ham), at the Southwark recruiting office, most likely in October 1915.38

The Royal Fusiliers (City of London Regiment) was a line infantry regiment of the British Army
dating back to 1685. At the outbreak of the First World War, it had 4 regular battalions but raised
43 more reserve, service, labour and garrison battalions for the conflict. The 32nd (Service)
Battalion was one of these, formed in London on 18 October 1915 by R. Banks-Martin, the Mayor of
the Borough of East Ham.3° In December, it became part of the 124th Brigade, 41st Division, and
was training at Aldershot, Hampshire, when it received orders to mobilize on 1 May 1916.40

The 32nd (Service) Battalion’s 34 officers and 985 soldiers of other ranks (ORs), including Private
Charles Hamilton, arrived at Southampton on 4 May. There they boarded three ships, the HMS [His
Majesty’s Ship] Bellerophon, the SS [Steam Ship] Lydia and the SS Mona’s Queen (II), arriving in Le
Havre, France, at 1:30 a.m. on 5 May 1916 to join the British Expeditionary Force (BEF). From there,
it travelled 321 km by train to Steenbecque and marched 7 km to billets at Wallon-Cappel, France.

During the month, the battalion underwent training there and at Meteren in gas defence, bayonet

fighting, musketry, bombing and physical drills. There was a friendly sporting competition against
the 26th Battalion, Royal Fusiliers (City of London Regiment), on 25 May. The next day all the men
had baths. On 30 May, the battalion marched to La Creche and then to Papot, France, about 13 km

from Meteren.

During June, July, and most of August 1916, the battalion was billeted in Papot and assigned to
trenches near Ploegsteert, Belgium, about 2 km north of the French border. During this time,
Charles experienced day-to-day shelling, sniper fire, endless noise, horrid stench, and skirmishes,
followed by rest periods behind the lines. One such skirmish occurred on 9/10 July when 2nd
Lieutenant Wills led 30 men from the 32nd Battalion on “a minor enterprise to capture prisoners
and do as much damage as possible to the enemy.”4! On 15 August, a similar raid was carried out by
“D” Company during the battalion’s last assignment in the trenches at Ploegsteert (9 to 17 August).
During this period, one OR was killed and six ORs were wounded.*?



On 18 August, the 32nd Battalion, ordered to relocate to the department of the Somme, Hauts-de-
France, marched to La Créche and then to Bailleul, France. On 20 August, the men had baths before
boarding a train for Bellancourt, France, about 119 km from Bailleul. On 25 August, it was engaged
in training at Eaucourt-sur-Somme. From 18 to 25 August, the battalion had no casualties.*3

When, where or how Charles was critically wounded was not recorded. Most likely he was one of
the six ORs injured during the battalion’s last assignment at Ploegsteert. He was taken to No. 1
Canadian Casualty Clearing Station (CCCS) at Bailleul, France. A casualty clearing station was a
medical unit behind the front lines, usually located near transportation. Casualties who could not be
adequately treated were stabilized before being transported to a military hospital.44

Charles was one of 33 patients at No. 1 CCCS on Thursday, 24 August 1916, and the only one who
died on Friday, 25 August.*5 His death was recorded by the No. 1 CCCS chaplain.6

Private Charles Douglas Hamilton was buried at Bailleul Communal Cemetery Extension, Nord
(Grave/Memorial Reference Plot II. Row F. Grave 179).47 Bailleul is in France, close to the Belgian
border. It was occupied on 14 October 1914 and became an important railhead, air depot and
hospital centre. Several casualty clearing stations, including No. 1 CCCS, were quartered there. The
earliest Commonwealth burials at Bailleul were made in April 1915. An extension was built and
burials continued until April 1918; they occurred again in September and after the Armistice, when
soldiers’ remains were brought in from the neighbouring battlefields.

Charles’s wife, Annie, informed of his death on 31 August, applied for a pension on 15 September
1916. She was granted one for herself, eight-year-old Maud, six-year-old Charles and three-year-old
Florence, which started on 5 March 1917.48 On 30 November 1916, she received Charles’ savings,
£3 7s 6d, and on 16 September 1919, a war gratuity of £4 10s.49

Private Charles Douglas Hamilton was posthumously awarded the Victory Medal (for service in an
operational theatre) and the British War Medal (for service overseas between 1914 and 1918).50 As
his next of kin, Annie received a memorial scroll and memorial plaque.

The war continued to impact the Hamilton family. Charles’ brother Ernest enlisted in the Royal
Navy on 10 October 1916.51 His brothers-in-law also served: Ernest Leonard Highwood in the 22nd
Battalion, London Regiment (The Queen’s),52 and Alfred John Bray in the Royal Fusiliers.53 All
survived the war.

Their world continued without Charles. His parents survived him by a few years, his father dying in
1918 and his mother in 1920.5¢ On a more positive note, his brother Ernest married Ethel Louise
Finken at Saint James’ Church, Walthamstow, Essex, on 10 November 1920.55

In 1921, family members were clustered on Lynton Road in Bermondsey. Ernest and Ethel lived at
319; he was a copper plate printer for Baddeley Brothers, Moor Lane.>¢ Emma and husband Ernest
Highwood were still at 322; Ernest was a printer overseer at Baddeley Brothers.>” Amelia and
husband Alfred Bray were at 316; Alfred was a leather finisher at Hymans, Dockley Road,
Bermondsey.58 Charles’s eldest brother, Matthew Edward, and wife Maria were living nearby at
33 Ambrose Street; Matthew was an out-of-work leather bag maker.5° Farthest away were Henry
James and Amelia at 34 Boundary Road, West Tottenham. Henry was a commercial traveller for
biscuit maker Peek, Frean & Company Ltd.¢0
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That year, Charles’ wife Annie was living with the three children: Maud, Charles and Florence at
25 Anchor Street, Bermondsey. She was listed as a homemaker; the children attended school.61 On
21 October 1923 at Saint Augustine, Church of England, Bermondsey, she married widower and
neighbour Frederick Joseph Baxter (1895-1935),62 a dock worker.63 Frederick had a four-year-old
son, Frederick Robert (1919-1942).64

On the eve of another world war, in 1939, Annie was still living on Anchor Street. Her parents,
James and Caroline Philpott, her three children and stepson were residing with her. Daughter Maud
was a paper-bag maker, Charles constructed cases for the pharmaceutical industry, Florence was a
biscuit wrapper and stepson Frederick was a dock labourer.¢5 Nuptials followed. Charles married
Lucy Hollingsworth and Florence married John Higgins in 1941;66 Maud wed Arthur George Sacre
in 1942.67 Annie continued to live on Anchor Street for many years with daughter Florence and
John Higgins.8

In 1940, Annie’s stepson Frederick Baxter enlisted in the Royal Engineers and was killed in action
in Egypt on 15 September 1942.6° He was survived by his wife Florence May (née Butler) Baxter,
whom he had married in 1941.70

Private Charles Douglas Hamilton'’s sacrifice was remembered. His name is inscribed on the East
Ham War Memorial, which commemorates the sacrifice of the men of East Ham and in particular
those who served in the 32nd (Service) Battalion, (East Ham), Royal Fusiliers (City of London
Regiment).”! In 1921, the Bermondsey War Memorial was erected to honour the men of
Bermondsey and Rotherhithe who fell in the Great War 1914-1918.72 More recently, he has been
commemorated on the London WW1 Memorial 1914-1918 website.”3
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