Private Charles Stephen©

Regimental number: 2337

Seaforth Highlanders

1st/6th Battalion (Morayshire) Territorial Force

born: 1 January 1899-died: 31 August 1916

Private Charles Stephen was just 17 years old when he died—one of the 704,803 soldiers from the
British Isles who lost their lives during or as a result of the First World War.!

Charles was born at 3 a.m. on 1 January 1899 in Lossiemouth,2 a small community (population
3,904 in 1901) in the county of Elginshire (now Morayshire) on the northeast coast of Scotland,
about 10 km from the town of Elgin.3 He was the son of Ann (née Blackhall) Stephen (1857-1943).4
Ann (known as Annie), married James Stephen (1857-7),5 (also known as James Steven) on 23
November 1877 in the Church of Scotland, Parish of Urquhart, Elginshire. James was employed as
an agricultural labourer and Annie as a domestic servant.6

James and Annie spent most of their married life in Lossiemouth and likely faced economic
challenges. In 1881, they and their two young children, George (1878-7)7 and Alexander (1880-
1967),8 were living at 105 Street A. Their lodgings had one room with a window. James worked as a
general labourer to support the growing family.? During the next decade, four more children were
born: Robert John (1882-1941),1° William Henry (1884-1962),11 Peter (1886-1912),12 and Jessie
Ann Whyte (1888-1983).13 When Rose Helen (1893-1941)14 was born, Annie reported on the birth
certificate that James had abandoned her in 1889 and was not Rose Helen’s father.15 Similarly,
when Charles was born, James was not listed as the father.16

In 1901, 2-year-old Charles was living with his mother and three siblings (Peter, Jessie Ann and
Rose Helen) at 17 Macduff Street, Lossiemouth. Both his mother and 14-year-old brother Peter
worked as farm labourers while Jessie Ann and Rose Helen attended school.1” The older children
had left home to live and work on farms: Alexander was a ploughman, 8 and Robert!® and William?20
were cattlemen. Information about George in 1901 was not readily available. However, in 1891 he
was working as a servant on the Teindland Farm.2!

Over the next 12 years, Charles’s life unfolded with both joy and sorrow. On the brighter side, two
of his siblings began families of their own. William married Williamina [sic] Anderson in 1907,22
and Jessie Ann wed Alexander Duncan in 1910.23

In 1911, 12-year-old Charles was attending school and living at Woodside Cottage with his mother
and brothers Alexander and Peter. The modest home with its three windows was kept by Annie,
who listed herself as a widow. Both Alexander and Peter were firemen on steam drifters—Ilarge
steam-powered boats used in the herring fishing industry.24 In 1912, Peter married Catherine
Wilson, but heartbreak soon followed when he passed away later that same year.25 The family faced
further change in 1913, when Charles’s sister Rose Helen immigrated to Toronto, Ontario, Canada.?®

When war was declared on 4 August 1914, Charles was 15 years old and working as a fireman on a
steam drifter. In November 1914, though underage, he enlisted in the 1/6th Battalion, Seaforth
Highlanders, in Elgin and was assigned to its 4th company, 16th platoon.2” His brothers Alexander
and Robert enlisted around the same time: Alexander in the Royal Navy?28 and Robert in the 1/6th
Gordon Highlanders. Robert had served in the Boer War.29



The Seaforth Highlanders was a line infantry regiment of the British Army, created in 1881 through
an amalgamation of the 72nd (Duke of Albany’s Own Highlanders) Regiment of Foot and the 78th
(Highlanders) (Ross-shire Buffs) Regiment of Foot as part of the Childers Reforms.30 The 1/6th
Battalion (Morayshire), Seaforth Highlanders, was a unit of the Territorial Force (TF), part of the
Seaforth and Cameron Brigade, 1/1st Highland Division. At the start of the war, it was stationed at
Elgin but moved to Bedford, Bedfordshire, England, about 879 km from Elgin, to train with the
division’s other battalions.3!

During the cold wet winter of 1914-15 at Bedford, Charles acquired some military skills in
musketry and drills and survived a measles outbreak that killed 59 men. On 13 April 1915, the
1/1st Highland Division was considered to have reached a level of “average” efficiency when it
received orders to mobilize.32 On 1 May 1915, the 1/6th Battalion (Morayshire), Seaforth
Highlanders, which included Private Charles Stephen, travelled to Folkestone, Kent, and sailed to
Boulogne-sur-Mer, France, arriving at 10:30 p.m. that evening to join the British Expeditionary
Force (BEF).33 Charles would ultimately serve 15 months on the front lines in France.

By 5 May, Charles’s battalion had moved to Robecq, France, where the 1/1st Highland Division was
concentrated. On 11 May, the 1/1st Highland Division was renamed and renumbered as the 51st
(Highland) Division; the 1/6th Battalion (Morayshire), Seaforth Highlanders, became part of the
152nd (Seaforth and Argyll) Brigade.

There was little rest for the soldiers. On 13 May, the 1/6th Battalion marched from Robecq to
Strazeele and on 19 May to Vieille-Chapelle, where it experienced shell fire for the first time. The
next day, the battalion was assigned to trenches in front of Richebourg St. Vaast, where it began to
construct a new front-line trench. Enemy sniper and artillery fire made this work difficult. Relieved
on 22 May, the battalion provided fatigue parties for the next three nights. During that time the men
buried about 700 bodies of soldiers killed during an earlier advance.34

On 31 May, the inexperienced 1/6th Battalion moved to the Festubert area where the 51st
(Highland) Division was assigned the difficult task of holding and consolidating the line in front and
to the north of Festubert, territory captured from the enemy during the Battle of Festubert (15-25
May 1915).35 The 1/6th Battalion was in the trenches by 4 June. Because of the high water table,
these trenches were only about 46 cm deep, offering little protection. Under shell and sniper fire,
the men worked at night to construct breastwork walls. On 15 and 16 June, the battalion
participated in the BEF’s unsuccessful attacks to gain more territory in order to straighten the line.
During these two days, the battalion’s casualties were 36 Other Ranks (ORs) killed and 1 officer and
109 ORs wounded.3¢ Somehow, Charles survived.

The 1/6th Battalion left the Festubert area on 24 June to take over the line south of Laventie, where
it remained until the end of July. From there, it travelled by train to the Albert sector east of Amiens
and during September, October, November and December was stationed in trenches in the
Authuille and Aveluy sectors. During this time, Charles took part in more skirmishes and
experienced day-to-day shelling, sniper fire, endless noise and a horrid stench, followed by rest
periods behind the lines. There were some pleasant moments. Christmas Day was spent at
Hénencourt. The men had baths. On 31 December, the battalion was at Pierregot, about 16 km
northeast of Amiens, and on 1 January 1916 they enjoyed a holiday. The soldiers welcomed the
New Year with feasting and the wail of the bagpipes. It was Charles’s birthday. Games were played;
the 1/6th Battalion’s football team was victorious over the 1/5th Battalion, Seaforth Highlanders’
team.3”



Out of the front line for the first time since arriving in France, Charles’s battalion spent the first six
weeks of 1916 training in Pierregot—honing its skills in trench defence and the principles of an
attack. In the ensuing months, Charles faced a succession of difficult combat conditions. By 19
February, his battalion had entrenched itself near Corbie, holding the position until early March.
Then came new orders: the battalion assumed control of a tangled web of trenches known as the
Labyrinth located near the villages of Anzin and Maroeuil, at the southern edge of Vimy Ridge.

The 1/6th Battalion arrived during a blizzard and was entrenched by 11 March. The enemy held the
high ground and had heavily mined the area. As the men laboured to reinforce the trench system—
ever vigilant against sniper fire and shelling—they faced the constant threat of a mine being
triggered. On 28 April, while the battalion was stationed on the front line, the enemy detonated
seven mines. The explosions killed 15 ORs and injured 5 officers and 16 ORs; 19 soldiers were
reported missing, likely buried beneath the rubble. The enemy followed the blasts with an assault,
which ultimately failed. Following four gruelling months in the Labyrinth, Charles’s battalion was
redeployed to the Somme offensive on 13 July.38

On 1 July 1916, the BEF had launched an assault on enemy-held trenches near Albert, France. This
marked the beginning of the Battle of Albert (1-13 July 1916), the first of 12 major engagements
that collectively became known as the Battle of the Somme, fought between 1 July and 18
November 1916.39

Charles’s battalion, arrived at Buire-sur-I'Ancre on 21 July. It was swiftly thrust into combat,
engaging the enemy at Fricourt Wood, Bécordel-Bécourt, and Mametz Wood before moving to High
Wood near Bazentin-le-Petit. The BEF had been attempting to seize High Wood since 14 July. In
early August, a renewed offensive was launched. Between 4 and 7 August, the 1/6th Battalion
constructed and occupied a forward position—named the Seaforth Trench—approximately 61 m
ahead of the existing front line in High Wood. During this brief engagement, the battalion’s
casualties were 1 officer and 22 ORs killed; 8 officers and 89 ORs were wounded.? Despite their
efforts, the enemy remained deeply entrenched and resistant to defeat. After more than 16 days of
combat, (during which the 51st (Highland) Division sustained over 3,500 casualties),*! the battalion
was finally relieved on 8 August and redeployed to Armentiéres, arriving there on 18 August.
Between 18 and 25 August, the 1/6th Battalion carried out a series of training exercises. The next
day, it commenced a five-day assignment in trenches near Armentieres.

The BEF initiated a bombardment of enemy positions on 30 August. In retaliation, the enemy
returned heavy fire. The battalion’s casualties were five ORs killed and five ORs wounded—among
them was Private Charles Stephen.42

Charles was taken to No. 1 Canadian Casualty Clearing Station (CCCS) located at Ballieul, France,
about 14 km from Armentiéres. 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.3 Charles was one of 93 patients at No. 1
CCCS on 30 August and one of four men who died there on Thursday, 31 August 1916.4¢ His death
was recorded by the No. 1 CCCS chaplain.*s

Private Charles Stephen was buried at Bailleul Communal Cemetery Extension, Nord
(Grave/Memorial Reference II. F. 190).46 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
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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’ mother announced his death in the Aberdeen Weekly Journal on 15 September 1916.47 On
24 March 1917, she received his savings of £1 18s 9d, followed by a war gratuity of £9 on 10
December 1919.48 She applied for a pension.4®

Private Charles Stephen was posthumously awarded the 1914-15 Star (for service in a theatre of
war against the central powers between 5 August 1914 and 31 December 1915), the Victory Medal
(for service in an operational theatre), and the British War Medal (for service overseas between
1914 and 1918).50 As next of kin, his mother received a memorial scroll and plaque.

The Stephen family mourned the death of a cherished son and brother in eulogies printed in the
Northern Scot and Moray & Nairn Express. On 1 September 1917, his sorrowing mother, brothers
and sisters at home and abroad wrote:
Often there my thoughts do wander
To that grave so far away
Where they laid my dear son Charles
Just one year ago to-day
Dear Charles, thou art one year gone
But to our memory dear
And many a time mother weeps
When there is no one near.

On 24 August 1918, they remembered Charles with the following:
In our hearts he ever dwelt
Never shall his memory fade
And we must well our souls prepare
When death shall come to meet him there. 51

The family’s world continued without Charles. Alexander and Robert remained in active service
with the BEF, their absence a source of concern. Yet, amid the uncertainty, there were moments of
joy. On 7 March 1916, Rose Helen married Robert Thomson, a soldier, in Toronto.52 That same year,
while home on leave, Robert married Jessie Stewart.53 The family’s anxiety must have escalated
when Robert was captured by enemy forces during the Battle of Saint-Quentin on 21 March 1918.
He endured eight months of internment before returning to Lossiemouth in December 1918.54
Alexander also survived the war and was officially demobilized on 25 April 1919.55 Despite
sustaining injuries, Rose Helen’s husband Robert Thomson also made it through the conflict.56

On 31 July 1919, Rose Helen travelled from Toronto to Lossiemouth with her two young children,
Robert and Margaret, for an extended visit with her mother. She returned to Toronto in August
1920.57

In the years that followed, most of Charles’s siblings remained in Lossiemouth. In 1921, Charles’s
mother Annie and his brother Alexander were living at 19 Macduff Street, Lossiemouth. Alexander
was working as a general labourer for Walker and Harrower Engineers, Glasgow.>8 His sister Jessie
Ann Duncan and her family lived next door,5° while brothers William and Robert, along with their
respective families, resided nearby.6% In July 1921, his mother Annie travelled to Toronto to visit



Rose Helen, returning to Lossiemouth in June 1922.61 Alexander married Mary Cameron on 1
December 1931.62

Private Charles Stephen’s sacrifice has not been forgotten. His name is inscribed on the Men of
Lossiemouth and Drainie Parish War Memorial alongside 159 other community members who lost
their lives in the First World War. Designed by P. Portsmouth, A.R.S.A., the memorial was unveiled
in 1922 and bears the enduring message: “Not in Vain.”63 His legacy is also preserved in the book,
Morayshire roll of honour: a biographical record of the men and women connected with the county
who took part in the Great War1914-18, published in 1921.64 In addition, Charles is commemorated
on the Scottish National War Memorial.¢>
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