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WILLIAM VINTER GURTEEN O.B.E 
‘MR WILLIAM’ 

William Vinter Gurteen (known as Bill) was born into 
one of Haverhill’s most prominent families on 20th 
September, 1908, the eldest child of Frank William 
Gurteen and Mabel Winifred Gurteen formerly 
Vinter. In 1911 the family was living at the house now 
known as Riverside House, Sturmer but they were 
later to move to back to Frank’s childhood home, The 
Coupals (photo below). No longer standing following 
a fire, this was the family home of Frank’s parents, 
Jabez (1843 – 1924) and Angelina Gurteen, a large 
house located in Coupals Road between what is now 
Haverhill Golf Course and the East Town Park.  

 

Bill attended Caldicott Preparatory 
School from 1917-1922 which at this 
time was in Hitchin, moving on to 
Brighton College, the first public 
school to be founded in Sussex, where 
he completed his secondary 
education. During his time here he 
was a member of the Cadet Force.  

On completing his education Bill joined the family 
firm D Gurteen and Sons Ltd, a company which is still 
based at Chauntry Mills. He spent time in other 
factories, learning his trade and acquiring the 
leadership skills necessary to take his place in the 
firm. He studied production methods at a textile mill 
in Lancashire where he compiled his own study 
collection of various weaving patterns.  
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He was, in time, to become Chairman 
before retiring aged 70 in 1978.  

(photo left Chauntry Mill) 

 

 

 

 

 

On 11th July 1935, Bill married Mary Adeline Ethel 
Cooper at Ashstead, St Giles, Surrey. She was the only 
daughter of architect, George Alfred Cooper and his 
wife Ethel May Cooper of Ridgecourt, Woodcote 
Park, Epsom and formerly of Jersey. 

 

  

 

 

Bill and Mary made Littlecourt, Wratting Road, Haverhill 
their home and when a daughter, Sally, was born in 1938 
followed by a son, Christopher, in 1940 their family was 
complete.  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
            Bill with Sally and Christopher in 1940 
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In March 1939, Bill enlisted, joining the 1st Battalion 
Cambridgeshire Regiment. The London Gazette of 2 June 
1939 noted that William Vinter GURTEEN (late Cadet Lce.- 
Corpl., Brighton Coll. Contgt., Jun. Div., O.T.C.) was a 2nd 
Lieutenant.   
 
In 1941 the 1st Cambridgeshire Regiment, as part of the 
18th Division, was mobilised ready for overseas service 
bound for the Middle East in an attempt to stabilise the 
deteriorating situation in North Africa. The Division 
consisted mainly of East Anglian Territorial battalions with 
very little experience or equipment. Troops were 
immediately prepared by taking part in training exercises 
in Scotland, England and wales. This training focused on 
the theory of desert warfare which made an interesting 
change to their previous duties of coastal defence.  
 
In October 1941 the 18th Division moved to the ports of Liverpool and Gourock. The 1st 
Battalion Cambridgeshire Regiment was among the first to arrive and boarded the Orcades. 
 
The convoy arrived in Halifax, Nova Scotia, on the 8 November and the 1st Battalion 
disembarked the Orcades to join the USS West Point (formerly the luxury liner America). On 10 
November the new convoy put to sea heading south towards the Caribbean. After a two day 
lay over for refueling and provisioning, they set course for South Africa arriving on 8 
December. While in South Africa the troops were able to enjoy some shore leave. It was while 
they were here that the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbour. And so instead of the Middle East 
being their final destination the men of the 18th Division found themselves diverted to the 
humidity of Malaya and Singapore. The USS West Point arrived in Singapore on 29th January 
1942. On 30th January the 1st Cambridgeshires began their move to battle positions south of 
Selatar Airfield.  
 
On 12th February the battalion began to move to new positions around Adam Park, a small 
housing estate lying off Adam Road. B Company took up positions from the Pierce Reservoir to 
approximately half way along the pipeline. A reconnaissance group spotted a large party of 
Japanese to the west of the reservoir. Capt. Gurteen decided to see if it would be possible to 
carry out a surprise attack on the enemy. When he reached the area he was astonished to see 
between four and five hundred Japanese troops by the water’s edge. He immediately ordered 
up 10 Platoon and requested additional Bren guns and 2-inch mortars. Shortly after daybreak 
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the attack began with mortars. The Platoon opened 
fire when only 400 yards from the enemy. The 
action lasted ten minutes and scores of Japanese 
were killed. 
Note Captain Gurteen’s action near the Peirce 
Reservoir top left of map.  
At dawn on 13 February, Capt. Gurteen reported 
that B and C Companies were returning to Adam 
Road to rejoin the Battalion. On their way back they 
were attacked by low flying aircraft and suffered a 
number of losses. As they neared Hellfire Corner 
(the junction of Adam Road and Lornie Road) they 
discovered that the Japanese had infiltrated almost 
up to the crossroads and B Company was forced to 
use the bayonet before the enemy was cleared from 
the area.  
Adam Park was coming under increasing sniper fire. 
The Japanese used snipers extensively and sniper’s 
camouflage was very effective and they were almost 
impossible to detect. They established themselves in 
trees that overlooked the defences. There was also 
mortar fire, high explosive and incendiary bombs 
and finally tanks to contend with.  

 
In the early hours of 15 Feb 
1942, after just 17 days of action, 
Capt. Gurteen was wounded, 
shot through the neck. Fellow 
officer Lt Bigmore, also from 
Haverhill, was killed by the same 
sniper with a shot to the head.  
 
Capt. Gurteen seated 2nd left; Lt 
Bigmore seated 3rd left 
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The Battle of Adam Park continued until 1600 hours, when instructions to cease fire were 
received. Then, the commanding officer Lt-General Percival and his adjutant "walked out on to 
Adam Road to meet the enemy”. The British had surrendered Singapore to the Japanese. 
 
And so Capt. Gurteen along with other Allied troops in Singapore found himself a Prisoner of 
War.  The Cambridgeshires were held in the tennis court for four nights before making the 15 
mile march to Changi. They had only the clothes they stood up 
in. What followed were three and a half torturous years as 
POWs at the hands of the Japanese. 

News about those men captured after the Fall of Singapore was 
heartbreakingly slow to get back to families.  Most had been 
informed that their loved ones were missing in action and had 
to endure months, and in some cases years, of anxiety not 
knowing if they had been killed. 

Capt. Gurteen’s family was not to receive confirmation that he 
was still alive until just before Christmas 1942, some 10 months 
after capture.  
This was much sooner than many families heard about 
their loved ones. 

The Gurteen family received many letters from family, 
friends and business acquaintances expressing their 
happiness at hearing the news that he was alive. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Haverhill People  (A Haverhill Family History Group Project 2017) 

P
ag

e6
 

 

It was still months until Capt. Gurteen was to be repatriated following the Japanese 
Unconditional Surrender.  

He was on the first shipload of Far East POWs to arrive home. The P & O Liner ‘Corfu’ docked 
in Southampton on 7th October, 1945. With him were several other Haverhill men.  

(News cutting showing the POWs disembarking 
from the P & O liner Corfu in Southampton.) 
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The message from the King.  
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Capt. Gurteen completed a liberation questionnaire following repatriation that lists the camps 
he was held in. 

Changi      Feb 42 
Wang Lung? (written Wun Ren)  Nov 42 
Tamuan? (written Tharmlin)  Jan 43 
Nong Pluduc (written Non Plaqut) Mar 43 
Kanburi      Apr 43 
Kinsayok (written Kynzyaok)  May 43 
Kanburi Hospital     Aug 43 
Kanburi main    Sept 43 
Tamuan (written Tamua)   Feb 44 
Kanburi     May 44 

 

 
 
On his return to civilian life, Bill returned to work at D Gurteen & Sons Ltd becoming the 
Company Chairman. He was also the Chairman of the Clothing Manufacturers’ Federation of 
Great Britain in 1952/3 and the Chairman of the International Men and Boys Wear Exhibitions 
(Olympia), a position he held for 8 years. 
 
Locally he was a respected magistrate and until 1974 a leading figure on the Haverhill Urban 
District Council. In his role as a Councillor he played a prominent part in shaping the progress 
of Haverhill’s Town Expansion. Haverhill was the first town to enter into an overspill 
agreement with the LCC under the 1952 Town Development Act. 
 
On 1st January 1971 the London Gazette reported that: 

William Vinter GURTEEN, T.D., Chairman, D. Gurteen and Sons Ltd. had been 
awarded the OBE. This was in recognition of his services to export and the 
clothing industry and his involvement in local affairs. 
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Mr. W V Gurteen outside Buckingham Palace after receiving his OBE from Her Majesty the 
Queen. 
 

William Vinter Gurteen, OBE, died on 23 July 1988 aged 79, just missing his 80th birthday.  

 

 

ALL INFORMATION, NEWSPAPER CUTTINGS, AND PHOTOS PROVIDED BY WILLIAM VINTER 
GURTEEN’S SON MR CHRISTOPHER GURTEEN. 


