
The White Family Tragedy 

A Churton family ripped apart by the Great War 

 

At least four of the Churton White brothers went to war ;  eldest brother John served in the Grenadiers 

Guards,  George in the South Lancashire Regiment, Charles in the Army Service Cor ps, and Frank in the 

Cheshire Regiment .  Charles was highly decorated, being awarded the Distinguished Conduct Medal for 

bravery.   There were two more brothers; Frederick  who died aged five in 1894, and Arthur, who w as   

known to be working on Lewisô farm in Churton in 1911 , and was probably still there in 1914, as he 

was back living at home, now aged twenty .  He may have been exempted as a farm worker.   George, 

Charles and Frank never returned  home , all three dying in the war.  Their brother - in - law, Wilfred 

Ma yers, married to their sister Elizabeth, also died.   Despite being hospitalised on three separate 

occasions resulting from gunshot wounds, John alone survived and returned to his young wife and 

child in Aldford village.    This was a family ripped apart by the war, and th is their story.  

 

 

 
The First World War was one of profound tragedy for the White family who paid a great price for the 

contribution given by the sons of William and Jane White of Churton.   No other local family were 

affected to such an extent.    The Whiteôs were a very old Churton family, and although William had 

been born in Waverton, 5 miles to the north, his father John was an agricultural labourer following 

available work on local farms before returning to the village of his birth in 1878.    

 

In 1853,  John had left his fatherôs house, married Margaret Young and moved to the hamlet of 

Huxley, where he had found work on a local farm with a cottage.   They soon started a family and 

William was born in 1855, followed by sisters Sarah in 1860, Anna in 1863 and Mary in 1866 .   And 

there they might have stayed, but sadly Margaret died in 1870 and John returned to Churton with his 

young daughters shortly afterwards, to seek support from his family.   Sixteen year old William 

meanwhile, was taken in by his uncle at Carden, a couple of miles to the east of  Churton village, 

where he gave him employment on his farm.   By 1881, he was back in his fatherôs home on the high 

street in Churton, where his father John had married his new wife Jane, who came from the village and 

had a two year old daughter.    In 1884, William married Jane Clubbe, from another old Churton 

family, and moved into a cottage next to the White Horse Inn.  William continued to work on a local 

farm,  while their family soon began to grow, with  John born in 1884, followed by George (1885), 

Charles (1887), Fred (1889), Annie (1891), Elizabeth (1893), Arthur (1894), Frank (1899), and May 

(1903). 

 

By 1901,  Charles and George had left home to make their own way in the world; George, now aged 

16, was working as a cowman on nearby Matthews farm at Barton, while Charles had learned to fend 

for himself  at an early age; as soon as he had left elementary school in Aldford, he was working as a 

servant at the house of Joseph Johnstone, a building merchant at Ithels Bridge Farm, alongside the 

River Alyn, just inside the Welsh border.  He was still only fourteen. 
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The Old White Horse, Churton  

Ithels Bridge Farm 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Churton and district 
- late nineteenth century above, and modern below. 



 

T/23039 Driver Charles Henry White, 21
st
 Field Ambulance, Army Service Corps 

 
(1887-1918) 

 
In April 1905, Charles White decided he needed to see what was 

beyond the sleepy village of Churton and life on Ithelôs Bridge 

Farm, and travelled to Chester to sign on for the army on the 

15
th
, no doubt influenced by his older brother John, who had 

done the same only eight months earlier.   Still only 18, and at 5 

feet 2 inches tall, he was just under height for the main infantry, 

so he was posted to the Army Service Corps, no doubt hoping to 

grow a few inches while he was there.   The Army Service Corps 

was a section of the British Army responsible for land, coastal 

and lake transport, air despatch, barracks administration, the 

Army Fire Service, staffing headquarters' units, supply of food, 

water, fuel and domestic materials such as clothing, furniture and 

stationery and the supply of technical and military equipment. 

Recruits were required to be at least 5 feet 2 inches tall and could 

enlist up to 30 years of age, and were usually trained at 

Aldershot. (It did not become the óRoyalô corps until 1918).    

Charles travelled to Manchester the following day, where he enlisted for 2 yearsô full time,  and ten 

years in reserve, and was posted to the Army Service Corps as a driver, a common posting for farm 

labourers used to handling horses.  After a couple of weeks in Manchester, he was moved to Longford 

on 4 May, when he commenced his training.  On 25 September 1905, he was posted to Curragh Camp 

in Ireland where he spent the rest of his service. 

 

It was here that he got 

himself into a spot of bother 

ï and not for the first time ï 

Charlie White was quite a 

character.   From 2pm on 3 

November 1905, he was 

absent without leave, until he 

handed himself in at 4pm the 

following afternoon to the 

Royal Irish Constabulary in 

Swords, a town a few miles 

north of Dublin.  He was 

dressed in civilian clothes.  It 

seems he had ditched his 

uniform, as he was also 

charged with being ódeficient 

of 18 articles of clothing and 

Regimental necessariesô.   

For this he was óConfined to Barracksô, ordered to pay for the lost uniform, and fined four dayôs pay.  

It seems that Charles had had enough of army life and was possibly on his way home, before he 

thought better of it.   He was 40 miles north of the camp, may have been heading for the small port of 

Malahide, thinking that Dublin would be closely watched.  Nevertheless, to his credit, he returned to 

face the music, and to take what was coming to him.   

 

If that wasnôt enough, from April to June 1906, poor Charles was in hospital for 50 days with a severe 

case of eczema (frequently caught off the horses).  Nevertheless, he complete his full term of army 

service and on his discharge his conduct sheet recorded,  



óConduct good, thoroughly sober and reliable, no instance of drunkenness in whole service of two 

years.  Groom - Accustomed  good care of horses and a good groom ï has employmentô 

 

On 14 April 1907,  he was discharged to the Army Reserve, and returned to his family in Churton, and  

to a life of labouring on a local farm.  He also turned out for the local football team, Churton F.C. of 

which a photograph still exists showing Charles in the team. 

 

 

When the war broke out on the 4 August 1914, Charles was called up two days later as part of the 

Army Reserve,  then sent home to await further orders, which came through on 5 September, when he 

was mobilised, leaving for France with the B.E.F. the following day on the S.S.Australind.   By 17 

September, he was posted to the 21
st
 Field Ambulance.  This was not a vehicle, but a mobile front line 

medical unit. This was under the command of a Division, and had special responsibility for the care of 

casualties of one of the Brigades within the Division. Each Division had three Field Ambulance Units.   

In turn, the Field Ambulance was divided into three Sections. Each section had Stretcher Bearer and 

Tented subsections. The Field Ambulance was composed of ten officers and 224 men; a Section also 

had a Sergeant, ten Drivers and four officerôs batmen attached from the Army Service Corps.  Charles 

White was part of this section.   They had to be highly mobile, ready to advance or retreat, dependent 

on the movements of the infantry they supported. 

 

After several months in the field, Charles White was promoted to Acting Lance Corporal, the full rank 

being confirmed on 8 May 1915.   However, his new status was not to last long, and following a 

misconduct charge, he was demoted on 15 August 1915.   This was not the first time Charles would be 

on a charge, and his conduct sheet is more detailed than most, reflecting the difficult   

time he had during wartime. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The old Mark V horse drawn 

ambulance was soon replaced by 

the modern motorised vehicles. 



His first charge resulting in his reduced rank was for being absent without leave; 

óWhen on active service, absent from 8.45am, 12 Aug 1915,  to 15 August 1915ô 

 

As the months passed, it is clear that Charles was a troubled soul, and in addition the hardship and 

horrors of the war, he had a great deal on his mind about life back home ï his girlfriend, Mary Ellen 

Nicholson, had given birth to their son Francis Nicholson,  in Chester on 22 March 1915.   

 

Later that year he again found himself on a charge after reporting late for morning duty, which was 

then exacerbated after he reacted to his Sergeantôs reprimand; 

 

When on active service; 

1. Absent from stables from 6.30 am  to 7.5 am  

2. Using insubordinate language to a section Sergeant 27 Oct 1915 

 

For this he was given seven days Field Punishment No.1,  a 

common punishment in the British armies during World War I.  It 

had been introduced in 1881 following the abolition of flogging, 

and a commanding officer could award field punishment for up to 

28 days, while a court martial could award it for up to 90 days.  The 

convicted soldier was placed in fetters and handcuffs and attached 

to a gun wheel or a fence post, for up to two hours per day.   In the 

early part of the war, the soldier also had to have his arms stretched 

out and the legs tied together, giving rise to Tommies nicknaming it 

ócrucifixionô.   This was applied for up to three days out of four, up 

to 21 days total.   There were punishment camps set up behind the 

lines, but if the battalion was on the move,  it would be carried out 

by the unit itself.   The soldier was also subjected to hard labour 

and loss of pay.  During World War I, Field Punishment Number 

One was issued by the British Army on 60,210 occasions.  It was 

eventually abolished in 1923. 

 

Yet despite this humiliating punishment, Charles was in trouble again only two weeks later,  

his charge sheet stating, 

 

When on active service; 

Irregular conduct: fighting in the Horse Lines  14 Nov 1915 

 

For this, his previous punishment was tripled, and this time he was given 21 Days Field Punishment 

No.1. 

 

Over new year 1915/16, Charles was given leave, and he headed  home on 28 December.  He was due 

back on 3 January, but this was extended to 11 January 1916, as he was married on 6 January to Mary 

Ellen Nicholson at Chester Record Office.     Maryôs address was the London Bridge Hotel, Chester, 

where she was probably employed and living in, rather than staying as a guest. The building survives 

on the Rows in Bridge Street, but no longer as a hotel. 

 

Yet,  despite  his previous record,   he was again absent without leave from  11 am  26 April 1916,  to 

6 pm 4 May 1916;  had he returned late from visiting his new family, not being able to leave for the 

horrors of the Front?  The reason was not recorded.   He had  now reached the end of the line with his 

immediate commanding officer.  Matters had now taken a serious course and Charles now had to face 

a court martial.  He was found guilty and sentenced to 6 months imprisonment without hard labour on 

17 May, but only the following week on 23 May he was admitted to hospital with appendicitis, before 

being returned to duty on 2 June.   While he was incapacitated, there may have been some sympathy 

shown for him ï or maybe a desperate need for drivers considering the Battle of the Somme was only a  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mary Ellen Nicholson 

The London Bridge Hotel 

(above) and the same 

building today. 

 

Below: 2 Stanley Street, off 

Watergate Street, Chester 



month away, but his sentence was suspended, and he was ordered to 

return to his base when he had recovered.  

 

Charles survived the horrors of the Somme and the winter of 1916-17, 

until he went AWOL yet again, this time for 10 days between 7 

February and 17 February 1917. He was again found guilty on 9 March 

and sentenced to one year in prison.     Charles clearly had to be 

punished ï and he was racking up the offences ï but although he was 

AWOL, he always returned.  His absences were obviously not good for 

discipline, but there must have been an element of sympathy again,  as 

he was returned to duty on 19 March,  6 months of his sentence was 

remitted, and the remaining 6 months suspended on 30 March.  Instead 

he was transferred out of the Field Ambulance, and the regiment, and 

posted to the 1
st
 Border Regiment, nearby on the Somme, with 

immediate effect.  The army needed every man they could get and there was not much point in jailing 

a man for a year for what was, in reality, taking an extra few days leave, probably to be with his young 

family, when he was otherwise a good soldier.  His career went back to 1905, maybe he had reached a 

point where he actually wanted to fight with the ranks and prove himself with the men, rather than 

driving ambulances for the rest of the war.   Driver T/23039 Charles White was now Private 34931 

Charles White of the 1
st
 Border Regiment and was in Etaples by 8 April 1917, for a period of training 

and recuperation behind the lines.  [29
th
 Division, 87

th
 Brigade, 1

st
 Border Regiment]. 

 

The Border Regiment saw a great deal of action during 1917-18.  During 1917, they were involved in 

the defence of Arras and the Third Battle of Ypres.  The war diary notes the following movements; 
First Battle of the Scarpe      9-14 Apr 1917, including the capture Monchy le Preux and the 

Wancourt Ridge. 

Second Battle of the Scarpe    23-24 Apr 1917, including the capture of Guemappe and Gavrelle. 

Battle of Langemarck             16-18 Aug 1917. 

Battle of the Menin Road       20-25 Sep 1917. 

Battle of Polygon Wood         26 Sep-3 Oct 1917.  

Battle of Broodseinde            4 Oct 1917.  

Battle of Poelcappelle            9 Oct 1917.  

The tank attack                      20-21 Nov 1917.  

Capture of Bourlon Wood     23-28 Nov 1917. 

German counter attacks        30 Nov-3 Dec 1917. 

 

Despite his previous troubles, Charlesô qualities as a soldier during these campaigns were recognised 

again, when he regained his rank of Lance Corporal on 27 October 1917.   

The ótank attackô and Bourlon Wood above, are references to the Battle of Cambrai, which was fought 

in November/December 1917,  and proved to be a significant event in World War One.  This was the 

first battle in which tanks were used en masse, together with heavy artillery and air power. While 

Passchendaele was still being fought in Belgium, Douglas Haig approved a plan to take on the 

Germans by sweeping round the back of Cambrai and encircling the town. This would see the old and 

new together - cavalry, air power, artillery and tanks that would be supported by infantry.   Cambrai 

was strategically important as it contained a railhead, and before it lay the formidable Hindenburg Line 

- a defensive position in which the Germans were solidly dug in. The plan included an attack on the 

Hindenburg Line and the use of three cavalry divisions that would encircle the town, thus cutting it off.   

Not everyone was convinced, especially as the tanks had yet to prove their worth.   

The attack started at 06.20 on November 20th 1917 and took the enemy by surprise.   Following an 

intense artillery attack on the Hindenburg Line, 350 British tanks advanced across the ground 

supported by infantry - both were assisted by an artillery rolling barrage that gave them cover from a 

German counter-attack. The bulk of the initial attack went well. In some areas the Allies quickly 

gained more than five miles, and compared to the gains made at battles like the Somme and Verdun, 

such a distance was astonishing.  



Not everything went to plan, however, and the 1
st
 Border Regiment found themselves outflanked.  



Charles was directly involved in the action, and was later reported for his heroics.  Furthermore, in 

light of Charlieôs bravery,  Lieutenant Colonel A.J.Ellis, D.S.O., commander of the 87
th
 Brigade, 

confirmed the following order; 

 

Remission of Suspended Sentence on 16 December 1917 

The Brigade Commander has remitted the Suspended Sentence on N.34931 Private C.H. 

White, 1
st
 K.O.S. Borderers*, for the following gallantry:- 

ñAt Marcoing, on November 20
th
, when the enemy were making a determined effort to 

outflank our troops, Lance Corpl. White, on his own initiative, led his Lewis Gun team 

round on to the exposed flank and brought heavy fire to bear on the enemy, so checking 

their advance.  Whilst doing this, he was shot at close range in the ankle, but continued to 

fight until the strong point had been taken.ò 

 
[*This was incorrect, Charles was with the Border Regiment, not the King's Own Scottish Borderers] 

 

As Charlieôs participation in the battle had ended prematurely, he was carried back behind the lines 

and his gun-shot wound to the leg was treated by the 34 Field Ambulance, before being ferried across 

to hospital in Rouen on the west coast by 6 December.  He was patched up and back with his battalion 

a week later on the 13
th
. 

 

At the start of the year, Charlie was given news on 11 January of the confirmation of the award of the 

Distinguished Conduct Medal for his gallantry on the first day of the Battle of Cambrai;   

The official citation read; 

 
34931 L/Cpl. C.H. WHITE  (Chester) 

For conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty.  When the enemy made a determined attempt to 

outflank our troops he led his Lewis gun team to the exposed flank and brought heavy fire to bear 

on the enemy, checking their advance.  Though badly wounded, he remained in action until ordered 

to leave the firing line.  He showed great courage and determination.   

 
[The Distinguished Conduct Medal (DCM ) was (until 1993) an 

extremely high level award for bravery. It was a second level 

military decoration awarded to other ranks of the British Army and 

formerly also to non-commissioned personnel of other 

Commonwealth countries.  It was the first official medal award to 

recognise an act of gallantry in the field by a member of the armed 

forces who was below the rank of officer. It was the other ranks' 

equivalent of the Distinguished Service Order.]   

 
[Also of note - Lieutenant General Thomas D'Oyly Snow, commander of 

the British VII Corps to the south of Cambrai was the great-great 

grandfather of broadcaster and historian Dan Snow, the patron of the 

Churton War Memorial campaign.] 

 

Charlie White had certainly proved his worth, and to his 

superior officers, who no doubt had faith in his qualities as a 

soldier, despite his misdemeanours. 

  

Referring again to the Battalion war diary, the 1
st
 Border 

Regiment was involved in the following actions during 1918: 

 

Battle of Estaires              9-11 Apr 1918, including the first 

defence of Givenchy. 

Battle of Messines           10-11 Apr 1918.  

Battle of Hazebrouck       12-15 Apr 1918, including the 

defence of the Hinges Ridge and the Nieppe Forest. 

Battle of Bailleul              13-15 Apr 1918, including 



the defence of  Neuve Eglise.  

First Battle of Kemmel     17-19 Apr 1918.  

Advance in Flanders         18 Aug-6 Sep 1918.  

Actions of Outtersteene Ridge   18 Aug 1918 

 

It is likely that Charles was involved with most, if not all of the above (detailed movements are not 

recorded on his personal record).  It is also likely that he was involved at the Actions of  Outtersteene 

Ridge (about 10 miles directly east of St Omer) from 18 Aug 1918 in the final push through Flanders.  

It is also likely that it was in this action that he was severely wounded in the leg on 22 August.  

Charles was taken to the No. 9 British Red Cross Hospital in St Omer, where he died later that day, his 

death officially recorded as óDied of wounds received in actionô. 

 

The initial notification home by telegram advised that Charles was ódangerously woundedô,  the 

hospital clearly not expecting him to recover, and the following telegram was received only hours later 

that same day; 
 

From the Officer Commanding the 9th British Red Cross Hospital in St Omer; 

óReports 22 August 1918,  Died 22.8.18  34931 L/Cpl C.H.White 1 Border Regt GSW thigh right.ô 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At the end of October, Charles possessions were sent home.  The standard letter to the next of kin, 

listing the enclosed belongings of the deceased soldier, always looks very sad and pathetic, and the 

note to Mary Ellen was no different.  Among the belongings were, 

 
óWallet, cards, photos, religious book, medal ribbons, cap badge, cigarette case, strap and bag, 

rosary, and false teeth.ô 

 

By the end of the war, Mary Ellen had moved out of the London Hotel and was living in 2 Stanley 

Street, on the corner of Watergate Street, still in Chester, but now having to bring up her young three 

year old son alone, who had seen his father only a couple of times before his death.  

Charles was buried in Longuenesse (St Omer) Souvenir Cemetery, on the southern outskirts of St. 

Omer, on the main Abbeville road.  (St. Omer was the General Headquarters of the British 

Expeditionary Force from October 1914 to March 1916, and became a considerable hospital centre as 

the war progressed. There are around 3,000 burials, mostly of men who had died in the hospitals of St 

Omer).   Charlesô name was recorded on the Aldford church memorial plaque in the hamlet where he 

went to school.   



 
 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Medal Group Awarded to Corporal Charles White D.C.M. 

D.C.M. / 1914-15 Star / British Service Medal / Victory Medal 



 

 
 
 



 

Sergeant 7621 George White, 6th (Service) Battalion, South Lancashire Regiment 

 
(1885-1915) 

 

After George had spent time as a farm boy on Matthewôs Farm in nearby Barton, he may have had 

stint in the Army like his brothers Charles and John, as he was already at the rank of Sergeant at a very 

early stage of the war.  The service records of George no longer exist, but when the war began he was 

listed in the 6th (Service) Battalion, South Lancashire Regiment, formed at Warrington in August 1914 

as part of Kitchener's First New Army.  It would be unlikely that he would be in this battalion if he was 

in reserve, unless he was there to help train new recruits.  The 6th were soon moved to Tidworth for 

training, under command of 38th Brigade in 13th (Western) Division. Near the end of February, the 

Division concentrated at Blackdown in Hampshire, with the 6th East Lancashires at Alma Barracks.   

By June they were ready, and sailed from Avonmouth, heading for the Mediterranean. 

In October 1914, Turkey, whose empire then stretched from the Persian Gulf to the Balkans, joined the 

Central Powers. The Allies were trying to take the Dardanelles to ensure control through to the Black 

Sea and open an Eastern Front, but like on the Western Front, they were swiftly involved in trench 

warfare, made additionally difficult by Turkish possession of the commanding heights above the beach 

and shore positions.  

 



 

Of course, Gallipoli has become synonymous with the ANZACS, the Australian and  New Zealand 

Army Corps, who  suffered terrible losses in the futile, nine-month campaign, but there were thousands 

of British soldiers also involved.   Georgeôs battalion landed at Alexandria on 2 July 1915, before 

moving to Mudros on 4 July to prepare for beach landings.  The infantry landed on Cape Helles 

between the 6th and 16th July to relieve 29th Division. They returned to Mudros at the end of the 

month, and the entire Division landed at ANZAC Cove between the 3rd and 5th August.   George was 

now in the thick of the action of the Gallipoli Campaign.  Three days later on 8
th
 August, in their first 

major battle, the 6th South Lancashires, with 1/6th Gurkhas, captured Hill óQô on the crest-line of the 

vital Sari Bair ridge. This success, which could have resulted in victory on Gallipoli, was not exploited 

or even supported, and eventual retirement was inevitable.  Fierce fighting followed, in which the 

battalions were overwhelmed and almost wiped out, losing in all 41 officers and around one thousand 

five hundred men. 

The survivors of the 6th Battalion then held a sector of the Suvla front in appalling weather, until they 

were evacuated at the end of the year, among the last to leave being a detachment of the South 

Lancashires commanded by Captain Clement Attlee, the future Prime Minister.  

All would be evacuated to Mudros in the mass retreat of December 1915, severely depleted due to a 

mixture of what was described a ñcombat, disease and harsh weatherò. 



However, George was not among them.  Conditions were not good on the beaches, both militarily and 

regards sanitation.  George became very ill and was brought off the beach head but he died of 

dysentery on 8 August 1915.   He was brought back to the British base at Alexandria in Egypt, where 

he was interred in Chatby Military and War Memorial Cemetery (originally the Garrison cemetery) on 

the eastern side of the city.   His name is also recorded on the Aldford church memorial plaque. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Landings at Cape Helles 

 

Left:  Boat carrying the 

Lancashire Fusiliers to the 

landing beach 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


