Private George Herbert Potter
George came from a long line of ‘brass founders’ stretching back to at least
1700 in the Nechells area of Birmingham.i His great grandfather, Nathaniel, was
born in 1791. He married his first wife, Elizabeth Harris, on 16th September
1812, at St Martin’s Church in the Bull Ring, Birmingham.ii Elizabeth died eight
months later on 3rd May 1813, aged only 21.iii
Two years later, on 24th July 1815 Nathaniel remarried at St Bartholomew’s
Church, Edgbaston. His second wife was Mary Sutcliff.iv They had a daughter,
Mary Ann, born on 30th December 1819 in Hurst Street (she died in 1839, aged
20v) and a son William Edmund born on 14th October 1823. At the time of his
birth Nathaniel and Mary were living in Allison Street, Digbeth.vi Mary died, on
9th March 1834, aged 43.
On 9th February 1835,
Nathaniel married his third
wife Mary Ann Gittins at
St Bartholomew’s Church,
Edgbaston.vii They had three
children: George Nathanial,
Hannah and Thomas born in
1836, 1841 and 1844
respectively. The 1841 census
records the family living at
Court 16, Heneage Street,
Aston, and in 1851 at Court 16,
Great Lester Street, Aston.
Nathanial died in 1855, aged
64.viii
George Nathaniel Potter
(George’s grandfather) was
born on 15th April 1836 at
Upper Windsor Street, Aston
Figure 1: Cannon Street Baptist Meeting
House

and baptised at Cannon Street
Baptist Meeting House,
Birmingham on 31st January
1837.

In 1846 George established his own brass foundry at 154 Scholefield Street,
Birmingham. His trade catalogue includes designs for sash fasteners, casement
fasteners, casement stays, sash handles, sash lifts, sash plates, hooks and
pivots, barrel bolts, escutcheons, pulleys, brackets, rod holders, shoe fittings,
bell fittings, cranks, bell levers, bell pulls, pole brackets, rod brackets, rod
ends, blind brackets, tassel hooks, hat and coat hooks, wardrobe hooks, castors,
stair eyes, cornice pole rings, cabinet maker's fittings, ring and knob furniture.

Figure 2: The 72 page trade catalogue of George N Potter displaying
some of the brass fitments made at his establishment in 1898

George did not have the advantages of a good early education but ‘instead of
wasting his time in useless regrets at the past resolutely strove to improve the
present.’

ix

He entered the ‘Language and Thought’ Class and subsequently the

English Literature and History classes at the Institute then based in Cannon
Street, Birmingham. In 1859 George obtained a second class certificate in
history from the Society of Arts and later that same year passed his Institute
exams and obtained a first class Council certificate and won the Lord Hatherton
prize for History. George repaid his teachers, the Reverend Badham DD and C
Clarke, by preparing others to appreciate the advantages the Institute offered
to young men. George commenced a class for the study of English, History and
Geography at Heneage Street Chapel for young men and others.x
After the death of his father in 1855, George, at the age of 24, became head
of the household.
In the 1861 census he was living with his sister Hannah and brother Thomas at
the back of 169 Scholefield Street near his business. His widowed mother lived
elsewhere. In the last quarter of 1864, George married Mary Wheeler.
George was active in local
Liberal politics. When a
vacancy arose on the
death of Councillor
Roberts for the
Duddeston cum Nechells
Ward in 1868, he put his
name forward but was
not elected.xi
On 13th February 1883
George wrote a letter to
the editor of the
Birmingham Daily Post
complaining that the
Liberal Party in the
Nechells Ward was ruled
from the beerhouse and
in the interest of the
Labour League (see
left).xii

The 1871 census records George and Mary living in Water Orton Village (at that
time in the Parish of Aston) with their two children George Charles, born 2nd
June 1866xiii and Elfie Mary born in 1869.
By 1881 George and Mary were living at 286 Nechells Park Road, Aston. The
family had increased to six children with the birth of Nellie Rose, Lillian Bertha,
Henry Arthur and Frank Nathaniel in 1871, 1874, 1875 and 1879 respectively.
George’s business was doing well. He employed 40 men, girls and boys at his
brass foundry and two domestic servants at home.
The 1891 census recorded the family living on the premises at the brass
foundry. Another child Winifred Margaret had been born two years earlier in
1889. There are no longer any domestic servants listed. The change in
circumstances could reflect how the Great Depression, from 1873 to as late as
1896, might have impacted on the business
George died on 6th May 1896, aged 60, leaving Mary £1982 14s 3d (about
£250,000 in today’s money). His probate address was given as Grassmere,
Silverbirch Road, Erdington.xiv
By the time of his father’s death, the eldest son, George Charles Potter
(George’s father) had been married for six years to Eliza Sarah London and was
living at 243 Nechells Park Road, Nechells. The couple had two daughters,
Kathleen Mary, born 23rd February 1892 and Dorothy Sarah on 23rd September
1896. Sadly Eliza died on 10th March 1897 from TB, less than six months after
the birth of her youngest daughter. At the time of her death the family lived at
13, Stanley Road, Nechells.xv
On the 22nd January 1898, George married his wife’s youngest sister Ada Maria
London. They had to do this in secret as it was illegal (but frequently tolerated)
to marry the sister of your deceased wife until a change in the law in 1907 when
the Deceased Wife’s Sister Act was passed. This explains their marriage in St
Helier, Jersey.xvi
The couple had three sons, George Herbert, Louis Charles, and Oscar Frederick
born in 1899, 1900 and 1905 respectively. The 1901 and 1911 census recorded
George, Ada and family living at Arley Dale, a ten-roomed house at 35,
Queenswood Road, Moseley and George as a brassfounder’.
In 1917, George raised £3000 in £1 shares and took over the company which he
continued to run until his retirement.xvii

George Herbert Potter was educated at Dennis Road Council School in Balsall
Heath for six years. When the school opened in 1896 it had a much wider range
of facilities than other schools including its own science and cookery rooms with
a laundry centre added in 1911. During the early 1900’s the numbers on roll
continued to increase and by 1905 the school enlargement was complete with
two more rooms and 760 on roll in the Upper school alone, including a new class
of 70 pupils. However, during this time attendance was often poor due to
various outbreaks of illnesses such as scarlet fever, mumps, chicken pox,
measles, typhoid, diphtheria and influenza. In some unfortunate cases the
illness proved fatal.xviii

Figure 3: Dennis Road Council School when it was opened in 1896
George was admitted to King Edward’s Grammar School, Camp Hill on 13th
September 1910.

Figure 4: Camp Hill registration record for George Herbert Potter

Figure 5: Camp Hill registration record for George Herbert Potter
George featured in sprint events at several Sports Days: his best results were
3rd in the under-13 final of the 100 yards sprint in 1912 and dead heat for 1st
in the 220 yards Open Race in 1915. He was also one of a small group who
completed a half mile swim. The venue was not mentioned. At a social event for
the Debating and Literary Society, George played a splendid violin solo.xix

Figure 6: Camp Hill Boys on the Stratford Road, Bordesley

On leaving school George was employed as an accident audit clerk at Messrs
Agar, Bates and Co, accountants of Edmund Street, Birmingham.xx
When war was declared on 4th August 1914, George was too young to enlist. He
was, however, a cadet with the 1st Battalion Royal Warwickshire Regiment for
three years.xxi
George was called up and on 2nd June 1917 presented himself for the routine
medical. He was tall, standing at 6’ and weighed 131 lbs. On 11th October, George
enlisted at Curzon Hall in the ‘A’ Coy 3rd/14th Battalion (London Scottish)
Regiment and became Private G H Potter, No 517295..
George embarked for France on 11th May 1918, arriving the next day at
Boulogne. Two days later he was attached to the 1st Battalion Gordon
Highlanders based at Hinges, 3 miles north of Bethune. They were positioned
there to resist the influx of
German troops as a result of
Germany’s Spring Offensive
from March to July 1918. It
was to be the German’s last
attempt to break through and
defeat the Allied Army.
The War Diary for the
1st Battalion Gordon
Highlanders contains a report
by Lieutenant Lockhart. He
writes that, on the Tuesday
night of the 12th June 1918,
the Battalion moved into the
front line trench in front of
Monch-le-Preux. On Thursday
the 14th June at 7.30 am ‘C’
and ‘D’ Coys went over the top
taking the Germans by

Figure 7: Map showing the German Spring Offensive.
Bethune is situated in the most northerly sector of
the German incursions shown by the dotted lines

surprise as no preliminary
barrage was put up. By three
o’clock the Battalion was dug
in which was fortunate as the
Germans put up a terrific

barrage at about 5.30 pm causing ‘D’ Coy about 20 or 30 casualties. However,
the second wave, comprising of ‘A’ and ‘B’ Coy, suffered so many casualties after
successfully resisting a German counter attack that they had to form
themselves into two posts and withdraw some 70 yards. George was mortally
injured in one of these actions.xxii
He was taken to the 4th Canadian Casualty Clearing Station near Bethune but
died of his injuries sometime on the 14th/15th June. He was just nineteen years
old when he died and had been in France for less than six weeks.
George was buried in Pernes British Cemetery, the
site of the 1st and 4th Canadian Clearing Station
from April 1918.
His personal possessions of a belt, handkerchief,
photos, letters, wallet, sleeve holders, wrist watch,
strap, purse, comb, pouch and cigarette holder
were returned to his family.xxiii
Figure 8: (Top) George’s Headstone at Pernes Military
Cemetery
(Below left) King Edward’s School Camp Hill WW1
memorial
(Below right) St Mary’s Church, Moseley WW1 memorial

George is also commemorated at St Mary’s
Church, Moseley and is named on the WW1
memorial at King Edward’s School Camp Hill.
and the Roll of Honour at Birmingham’s Hall
of Memory.
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