Private Henry George Chamberlain©
Regimental Number: 20655
2nd Battalion, Suffolk Regiment
born: 1878 – died: 20 April 1918
Although Henry Chamberlain likely had a difficult childhood,
being born to an unwed mother who died when he was about 17,
and he ran “a-fowl” of the constabulary shortly before he signed
up for the War, he became a dedicated and valiant soldier,
earning a Distinguished Conduct Medal just months before his
untimely death. Much of the personal information in this
biography was provided by Herts at War, Great War
Commemoration.1
Henry had been born to Rose Chamberlain in Pirton,
Hertfordshire, England, in 1878; he was christened on Christmas
Day.2 Rose was one of seven children of Thomas Chamberlain
and Dinah Odell, who had married on 7 June 1843 at Hitchin, a
town close to Pirton.3 Rose’s youngest sister, Elizabeth, who was
born in 1866, about a decade after Rose,4 became an important
person in Henry’s life, particularly after the death of Rose.
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It appears that Rose had two other children, also out of wedlock:
Albert Thomas, who had been born on 11 June 1879 in Pirton5 but did not appear on any future
census with his mother; and Ellen, who was born in 18886 in Hitchin but died early in 1890.7

In 1881, toddler Henry was living with his grandparents, mother, uncle Hezekiah and aunt
Elizabeth. Thomas was then a retired agricultural labourer and Hezekiah was an agricultural
labourer, but all of the women were straw plaiters.8 Straw plaiting, the making of hats and bonnets
from wheat straw, had been quite important to the Hertfordshire economy from at least the early
17th century. Being close to London was likely an important factor, but it may also have been that
the wheat straw grown on chalky soil was of better quality for this purpose. The heyday of straw
plaiting was during the Napoleonic wars, when blockades and high import duties excluded foreign
plait. Wives plaiting straw could make appreciably more income than their farmer husbands.
However, by the beginning of the 20th century the industry had sharply declined and by the end of
the First World War, the local Hertfordshire plaiting industry was ending.9
In 1891, Henry was living with his mother, aunt Elizabeth and grandmother Dinah in Pirton. The
women continued to work as straw plaiters.10 Thomas, who was 72, is not shown on the 1891
Census, but he passed away early in 189411 when Henry was about 15. A year later Rose also passed
away at the age of 38.12 The death of his grandmother Dinah early in 1900 at the age of 8213 left
Henry relying on his aunt Elizabeth and her husband, Fred Gazeley.
In 1901, Henry was living with Elizabeth, his two-year-old niece Mary Rose and his infant nephew
Frederick.14 Although Elizabeth is noted as married, not widowed, Fred is not shown in the census.
Henry was an ordinary agricultural labourer.

In 1911, Elizabeth was a 44-year-old widow with two young children, and Henry, her 32-year-old
nephew, was still living with her. He remained a farm labourer.15
In early October 1914, the Hitchin Express described a “fowl” incident for which Henry was found
guilty. He had apparently been in the local public house, perhaps having consumed a few too many
pints. There had been a number of fowl robberies in the town recently and the police were paying
special attention to the “fowl-runs,” which are small enclosures for poultry. Just before 10:00 one
evening, two special constables, wearing arm bands identifying them as such, entered the
establishment and were immediately threatened with violence should they be caught around one
defendant’s fowl-runs that evening. The article appears to imply that this gentleman may have been
suspected as being a fowl thief. He, with Henry and another fellow, followed the constables outside
where the constables were accosted. Henry pleaded guilty to striking one constable in the face and
the other on the shoulder, and to using obscene language. He was fined £2 7s 6d or one month in
jail (this was a very large sum of money for an agricultural labourer.)
In addition, later that night in another part of town Henry was charged with assaulting a Mrs.
Hubbard. She had been awakened with police whistles and shouts of “police,” “murder,” and “help.”
She went out to the back lane and saw three men, including Henry, who were threatening her
husband. Mrs. Hubbard spoke up against Henry hitting her husband and Henry “sprang at her and
grasped her shoulder. Then he struck at her, but her husband stepped in front and received the
blow on his eye.” For his rashness, Henry was fined an additional £1 or 14 days in jail.16 The article
did not say whether Henry paid the fines or spent six weeks in jail.
It seems that a few months after this incident, Henry joined the war effort at Hitchin. Regrettably,
only about 30% of UK service records still exist due to a fire resulting from a 1940 air raid on the
Army Records Office in Walworth, London,17 and it appears that Henry’s records were not saved. As
a result, certain specifics of Henry’s military experience were not obtainable. Henry initially
enlisted with the 12th Battalion, Suffolk Regiment and eventually was moved to the 2nd Battalion.18
The North Herts Mail dated 1 July 1916 and the Parish Magazine of September 1915 both state that
Henry joined one of the Suffolk Bantam Brigades. This indicates that Henry was of small stature
(likely less than 5’ 3”), as men of such stature were not accepted for service at the outbreak of the
war.19 Indeed, the 12th Battalion was raised in July 1915 as a bantam battalion. They proceeded to
France on 6 June 1916, landing at Le Havre.20
Early in 1917, Henry was badly injured and was returned to England to convalesce, but he was
returned to France in July of that year.21
Henry received a Distinguished Conduct Medal (commonly referred to as the DCM), 22 the next
highest award to the Victoria Cross, for his gallant conduct at Zonnebeke, a municipality in the
Belgian province of West Flanders. This would have occurred during the Third Battle of Ypres or
the Battle of Passchendaele in late 1917. The Suffolk Regiment Museum has an account written by
Colonel C. C. R. Murphy to identify the likely date of the event as 27 September 1917, for the 2nd
Suffolks had captured Zonnebeke on the 26th.23 The Allied forces were fighting to fend off
advancing German forces during one of the bloodiest battles of the Great War. The fighting was
particularly bad in the Zonnebeke area. At the height of the battle, more than 35,000 soldiers were
surviving underground in the Ypres area. This battle lasted 100 days, claimed half a million
casualties for the sake of a five-mile advance. The Telegraph recently reported, “Thunderous rain
turned the battlefield into a quagmire of mud that drowned tanks, horses and men as they tried to
reclaim the high ground at Passchendaele and push the Germans back from the coast, in order to

destroy their submarine bases that threatened Britain’s supply lines and the American
reinforcements arriving by ship.”24
Henry’s receipt of the DCM was unusual in
that he was but a private. His actions were
described in a number of newspaper articles
and the award citation was published in The
London Gazette on 23 November 1917.25
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Other local newspapers expanded upon
Henry’s bravery: “He was further instrumental
in the capture of a “pill-box” containing twelve
Huns, who had been overlooked by the front
line troops. He also bayonetted several
Germans who feigned death.”26 (A pill-box was
a concrete guard post with loopholes through
which to fire weapons. They were often part
of a trench system, camouflaged to conceal
their location.27) One can only imagine

Henry’s fortitude after being injured and fighting,
constantly under fire by the enemy for several years
in horrendous situations and conditions, especially
the months in torrential downpours, surviving in
mud-laden trenches with so many of his comrades
killed and injured while fighting next to him.
Sadly, Henry was admitted to No. 1 Canadian
Casualty Clearing Station on 20 April 1918 with
shrapnel wounds and a fracture of his head. He died
later that day.28 The war diary for the 2nd Battalion,
Suffolk Regiment reported a quiet day on 20 April,
while still identifying two Ordinary Ranks (nonofficers) killed and six injured.29 Henry was buried
at Pernes British Cemetery on 21 April in Plot 1,
Row C, Grave 2 with Chaplain G. d’Easum
presiding.30 His grave marker contains the
additional quote selected by his aunt Elizabeth: God
is Love, In Paradise.31 Pernes British Cemetery was
not opened until April 1918 when the 1st and 4th
Canadian Casualty Clearing Stations pulled back to
Pernes, driven back by the German advance in
Flanders. There are 1,098 First World War burials
in Pernes.32
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Many thanks are extended to Jonty Wild, co-author of The Pride of Pirton, for providing copies of
newspaper clippings, excerpts from the book, and other supporting documents and photographs.
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