Private Charles Alfred Dickenson
Charles, born in 1889, came from a large family of 11 children, six of whom were boys.
Charles, like his father George, became a house painter. His mother, Rose, was a ‘monthly
nurse’, someone who would look after a mother and her baby for the first few weeks after
birth. In 1901 the family is recorded as living at 33 Grange Road, Kings Heathi, but by
1911, they had moved to 9 Chandos Avenue, Leighton Road, Moseleyii.
On 7th June 1907, aged 18 years and one month, Charles joined the 3rd
Battalion of the South Staffordshire Regiment as a regular soldier. Exactly
a month later he transferred to the 2nd Battalion of the Northumberland
Fusiliersiii. In the 1911 census he is listed as being at Hillsborough
Barracks in Sheffield.
Nine days after war was declared on August 4th 1914, Private Charles
Dickenson, as part of the 1st Battalion Northumberland Fusiliers, was on
the docks at Portsmouth ready to sail for France. He arrived at Le Havre
the following day, 14th August.

Hillsborough Barracks, Sheffield (xi)

The 1st Battalion served with the 9th Brigade, part
of the 3rd Division in the 2nd Corps of the British
Expeditionary Force (BEF). On 23rd August, the
Northumberland Fusiliers saw action when the
BEF was ordered to hold the line of the Mons–
Condé Canal against the advancing German 1st
Army in the Battle of Mons.
Soldiers of 1st Northumberland Fusiliers preparing street barricades
in Mons before the fighting started on 23rd August 1914 (Ref iv)

Captain Sandilands, with his troops from the Northumberland
Fusiliers attempted to hold up the German advance in Mons by
erecting a
barricade in
the village, but
his position
became
untenable and
The BEF position at Mons (Ref xii)
by 3pm the
next day a retreat was orderediv. The British, closely
pursued by the Germans, fought several rearguard
actions including one at Solesmes, south-west of
Mons, on 25th August and another at Le Cateau the
next day. The fighting retreat continued until 5th
September when the BEF reached an area south-east
of Paris.
The BEF retreat from Mons (Ref xiii)

The following morning, the exhausted British army
was ordered to counter attack immediately and
advanced on the river Marne. This unexpected move
by the Allies shattered the German hopes of an early
victory. The advance continued across the river Aisne
but came to a standstill when the Germans turned to
face the pursuing Allies on 13th September. It soon
became clear that neither side would give way. Since
there was no question of retreat an impasse was
reached. From this moment, the development of
trench warfare began. After three weeks, both sides
gave up frontal assaults and began trying to outflank
each other. This period is known as the ‘Race to the
Sea’, but this rolling battle failed to yield victory to
either side and the two armies became deadlocked
againv. The First Battle of Ypres, from the 19th
October to 22nd November, was the last attempt by
Allied and German forces to outflank each other.
A map showing 'The Race to the Sea' (Ref xiv)
Private Charles Dickenson was fortunate enough to
th
survive these earlier battles, but his luck ran out on 8 November. The Northumberland Fusiliers were
close to Ypres, defending a position at Hermitage Château on the Menin Road. The regimental war diary
for this day reads, ‘’4 am, received orders to hold the line at all costs. Intermittent shelling and rifle fire
throughout the day. About 5.30 pm the enemy left their trenches and charged our right. During the day
our fire from our trench had been withheld. When the enemy charged a heavy rifle and machine gun fire
from our trench was brought down to bear on them and coming in the nature of a surprise did great
execution and the enemy were repulsed with heavy losses.’’ At the end of the day the diary goes on to
report that three men of the battalion had been killed, 11 wounded and sixty-one listed as missing.
Among those whose bodies were never found was Private Charles A Dickenson vi. With no known grave
his is one of the 54,389 names on the Menin Gate.

Charles had married a local girl, Elsie Lillian Smith in 1913. They were living at 278 Alcester Road, Kings
Heath, Birmingham in 1913vii. On 10th September 1914 Elsie gave birth to a daughter, Jean Mayviii. It took
only a couple of days for mail to reach the front from Britain, although it would have taken a few more
days to be distributed to wherever the men had been posted. It is likely that Charles would have
received the good news before he was killedix.
Charles’s brother Thomas was killed in action in May 1915, but his four other brothers survived the Warx.
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