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PURKIS, Charles William 
 

Able Seaman, R/378 
Nelson Battalion,  
Royal Naval Division, R.N.V.R. 
Place of Birth: Helions Bumpstead 
Date of Death: Saturday, 12th May 1917 
Died of Illness  
Cemetery: Haverhill 
Theatre of War: Home 
Aged 36 years 
 
Charles William Purkis, known as Charlie to his friends, was born on the 15th April 
1881 at New House Farm, Helions Bumpstead and baptised on 2nd October.  He was 
the fourth of seven children born to William Purkis and Mary Ann, nee Darken both of 
whom had roots in Helions Bumpstead going back over several generations.  The 
men folk of both families worked as agricultural labourers, but some had risen to the 
rank of horse keeper, and Charles was later to follow in this occupation himself. 
 
When Charles was born William and Mary already had a son, Samuel, and two 
daughters, Emily and Jessie.  By 1891 two more sons had been born, John in 1886, 
and Walter in 1889, and the family was living at 27 Hanchet End, Withersfield on the 
western edge of Haverhill.  Ten years later William was now a farm manager and the 
family had moved to 6 Spring Cottages on the eastern edge of the town. 
 
Charles had left home and was living at the Woolpack Inn where the innkeeper, 
Fuller Chamberlain, employed him as a domestic groom.  Mr Chamberlain also ran a 
horse omnibus from the nearby railway station to other parts of the town with Charles 
looking after the horses.  He still kept his links with Spring Cottages for he was 
courting Beatrice Gertrude Ince who lived at number three.  Cyrus Ince, her father, 
had moved his family to Haverhill from nearby Sturmer, and was a carpenter and 
joiner.  Beatrice worked as a seamstress at the Gurteen clothing factory. 
 
Charles and Beatrice were married at the St Mary’s Church on 12th August 1905.  
They had three children but by 1911 all had died and Charles and Beatrice were 
living with her parents in Spring Gardens.  Charles had left his post as groom and 
was working as a carman at the mineral works at The Duddery. When war started 
Charles was 33 and he did not immediately enlist.   

By 1916 the war was reaching a critical stage and conscription was introduced. His 
enlistment records show that he gave his date and place of birth as 15th April 1881 
in Helions Bumpstead. He was a carman, his next of kin was his wife Beatrice of 46 
Hamlet Road, Haverhill. He was 5 feet 7 inches tall, with a chest measurement of 
39", he weighed 158 lbs, had grey eyes, brown hair, and he gave the Church of 
England as his faith. On 17th January 1916 Charles was drafted into the Army 
Reserves, but it was October before he was required to leave home and join the 
British Expeditionary Force.  Charles became an Able Seaman in Nelson Battalion of 
the Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve on 23rd January 1917.  He served in this 
capacity until late April 1917.  The home base for the battalion was in Blandford 
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Forum, Dorset, but it seems probable that during this three-month period he would 
have been in training in France in preparation for forthcoming battles, rather than in 
the action itself. 

 
On 25th April 1917 Charles was diagnosed with acute appendicitis, and four days 
later he was invalided back to a military hospital in Bradford, where peritonitis set in.  
He died there at 8.45pm on 12th May following an unsuccessful operation to remove 
his appendix.  His body was brought back to Haverhill and he was buried in the 
Cemetery on 17th May.  He was 36 years old.  His wife Beatrice was informed of his 
death at their home, 46 Hamlet Road, Haverhill. 
 

 

 
 
The gravestone of Charles William Purkis 
in Haverhill Cemetery 
 

 


