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Brother Charles Vincent

With this information I thought it best to stop and take stock, I had his name, his address but nothing else.  Back to the mind map of what was needed.  From here it was going to be best to start from the beginning and trace the story back to the start, so date and place of birth was the next stop.

To get this information the Official Census from around the time of 1914 was going to be the best chance of finding any information, and the nearest Census that was going to be of help was the 1911 Census.  After much tracing back of addresses and names the first surprise came to light, there were in fact several addresses but none of them in the name of Vincent.

This intimated that either the Vincent’s were only lodgers in these addresses or perhaps Vincent was not their original family name.  This meant checking the Land Registry details for the London area from 1900 to 1918 for that address and checking to see if any addresses were registered lodging houses, this search proved fruitless and this only left that Vincent was not his original name.

This could have been because of him taking his wife’s name at marriage (very rare in those days) or the more likely was he had changed his name by Deed Poll.  After checking with the Law Society and being informed that any applications for change of surname in that period would have had to be registered with the Supreme Court.  This led to a trip to the Supreme Court archives where after much searching I could only find one application for change of name to Vincent in the period 1900-1914, the original Petition had long ago been lost but, a helpful clerk informed me that during this period it was not uncommon for gentlemen to place notices in the official newspapers about this type of event and, as Charles Vincent was a Freemason it was a good bet that he was from a well to do family (the Joining fees and Subscriptions at this time amounted to several months’ salary for a working class person)

Next stop was the archives of the Gazette and the Times, and here the first mystery surrounding Charles Vincent was solved, he had indeed changed his name.  On page 7345 0f the London Gazette Charles Vincent had indeed placed a notice to record the fact that on the 16th day of September 1914 in the Central Office of the Supreme Court of Judicature he had by legal request changed his name to Charles Vincent from Karl Vincent Schwerzl, the address given was 17 Kenilworth Court, Putney in the County of Surrey which tallied with the address given to Grand Lodge on his original application form.

This begged the question why had he done this; fortunately this was more easily explained.  The outbreak of World War 1 a few weeks previously had led to a surge in anti-German sentiment throughout the country and anyone with a German name or German sounding name was subject to abuse and bad treatment, the fact that Karl Vincent Schwerzl was a natural born British subject did not help him or his family and this led Charles Vincent to change his name to protect is family from this treatment.

Charles Vincent or Karl Vincent Schwerzl family was not of German descent but Czechoslovakian but, his surname must have sounded German to ordinary members of the public, a copy of the official notice in the London Gazette is shown overleaf.  Charles Vincent was Born Karl Vincent Schwerzl on the 15th September 1882 in Croydon, London.  He attended Croydon High School and his Headmaster  At various points Brother Vincent’s occupation has been listed as a Furrier (Grand Lodge records), a Gentleman (stated in the London Gazette October 1914) and Manufacturer (in the 1911 Census) and, skin trader on his Army Attestation Form

He also had three addresses the Address he gave for his application to join the Hampden Lodge was 17 Kenilworth Court, Lower Richmond Road, Putney.  In the London Gazette he gives that address as well as another of 15, New Burlington Street, Oxford Circus, London.  The third address, which was in use for Brother Vincent, was 16 Randolph Crescent, Maida Vale, London W9

It seems that his address in New Burlington Street tallies up nicely with his given Occupation as a Furrier as it next door to a company by the name of Louis Silverblatt Limited who were Furriers to the upper classes, it seems after further investigation that our Brother Vincent was engaged in the sourcing and acquisition of Furs for this market rather than engaged in making the furs into garments. 

Although Charles Vincent was a natural born British Subject he came from a Czechoslovakian descent at least on his Father’s side that emigrated here from Europe and was naturalized January 1900 this goes some way to explaining why there is a scarcity of information about the family as a whole.  Brother Vincent was born Karl Vincent Schwerzl in 1882 and changed his name by deed poll in the Supreme Court on 18th September 1914.  

He was Married to one Elsa Elana Vincent and had one child a daughter by the name of Iris Beryl Vincent and their family residence was 16 Randolph Crescent Maida Vale.  He also had a sister that we know of and her name was Mrs. C Bauscher who lived at 39 East Castle Street, Oxford Circus, London and it was somewhat strangely she who claimed Brother Vincent’s war medals in the early 1920’s

Other interesting facts about Brother Vincent:

Height		5 Feet 11 ¾ inches
Weight		11 Stone 13 lbs
Chest size	36 inches maximum 34 inches minimum

Distinguishing Marks		4 small moles on left Scapula (shoulder Blade)

He did not need glasses and had 6/6 Vision in both eyes

And was fluent in both French and German.  He was also a quiet man according to his army reports who had a good standard of military knowledge but who should develop more push and drive

The next stop was the Common wealth War Graves Commission to ascertain what information they held on Charles Vincent, again the information they held was scant and disappointing to say the least, it amounted to Name, Rank and Serial Number, where he was buried, due to the scarcity of information they did not even know his age when he was killed in battle, but they could tell me his war medal card was held at the National Archive in Kew.

Masonic History of Charles Vincent

Charles Vincent was initiated into freemasonry in the Hampden Lodge No.2427 under his birth name of Karl Vincent Schwerzl on the 10th February 1914 aged 32 years.  He was passed to the Degree of a Fellowcraft on 10th March 1914 and Raised to the Sublime Degree of a Master Mason on 21st April 1914. Our meeting venue at that time was Hampden House the Worshipful Master when he was Initiated was Worshipful Brother C.J. Winter, I have found after much searching a copy of the Summons dated 13th October 1914 when Bro. Vincent received his Grand Lodge certificate along with Brothers Hewitt, Graham and Shepherd; it is interesting to note that none of these Brothers ever became Worshipful Master of the Hampden Lodge. I can find no information on why this was so.

At this meeting a well-known and worthy Brother Isaac Seaman proposed that any member who was involved in Navel or Military service should have their subscriptions remitted for the duration of the war, from my research it seems it was adopted.  I am still waiting to check the minute books to see if Brother Vincent was a regular attendee at Lodge meetings.

Military History Brother Charles Vincent

Brother Vincent initially signed for military service on the 10th December 1915 and in accordance with the Royal Warrant that formed the Territorial Force he had to serve one day with the colours before he could join the Reserves.  Although Brother Vincent was going to be an officer he initially joined the reserves as a Private, this seems to have been the usual practice.

He joined the Officer Training Corps on 21st June 1917 at the Inns of the Court OTC again as a Private.  Between the dates of December 1915 and June 1917 he was under training in the reserve forces the National Archives has no information on Charles Vincent during this time.
On joining the Army Charles Vincent was 33 years old he was 5 feet 11 inches tall, his chest measurement was 41 inches fully expanded with a 4-inch range of expansion.  Under “Distinctive Marks” it was listed as he had four small moles on his left Scapular (shoulder blade).

He listed his next of kin as his wife Eleanor Elsa Vincent and his address as No. 15 New Burlington Street, London, West.  He stated he had one dependant a daughter named Iris Beryl Vincent and listed his Occupation as “Manufacturer”.  This caused some confusion but upon checking with Land Registry for the London area it seems Bro. Vincent was a man of some means having several properties in the London area all in very well to do areas in fact the property at New Burlington Street was sold recently and fetched over a million pounds.  After his application for a place in the OTC was approved at some point it seems he was posted to the Isle of Wight for further training and his wife accompanied him on this posting and it was around this time that some very interesting information came to light about Charles Vincent.

When I was searching the archives at Kew I came across a confidential letter from the Security services addressed to his commanding officer dated 8th January 1918 just stating that it seemed that Charles Vincent was from foreign extraction and asking for comments, it was then passed on to a unit in MI5 for their comments and in true British style gave the wrong information they stated his name originally was Carl Schwerzl his name was actually Karl spelt with a K not a C, they stated his Father was a Hungarian but naturalised British his father was in fact Czechoslovakian they only fact they got right was that his wife was born in Germany and did still write to her family all her mail throughout the war was intercepted and nothing untoward was ever found.  

His Commanding Officer accepted the report and instructed that special reports would be written on Brother Vincent having in view of his wife’s correspondence with the enemy.  I have attached a copy of the letter below as it goes some way in explaining why Brother Vincent spent so long in the reserve forces. There were follow up letters, which I have also included

Military History Brother Charles Vincent
The Inns of Court OTC Regiment

All the Time that Brother Vincent was in the Officer Training Corps he was at the request of MI5 the subject of regular confidential reports as to his suitability for a commission should he be successful in his training, these seemed to have been carried out every three months or so by his Commanding Officer.

I have extremely lucky in that after contacting MI5 they made available portions of the paperwork that they had available in this particular instance and stated that in all of the time that this case was active they never had any information or evidence that Charles Vincent was anything other than a patriotic British subject who only wanted to serve his country.  They made available a copy of one of his confidential reports, which they said was typical of the outstanding reports made on this Officer Cadet during the time scale of 1915 – 1917.

They also told me that with regards to his wife Elena that although she was in contact with her family who were German this was by no means unusual for that time and in fact she used the officially approved channels of contact through intermediaries in Holland.  All of her correspondence was the subject of interception and censorship but according to their records nothing was ever found in these letters that gave any cause for concern, the subject matter being confined to family matters regarding health and how they were coping with the war.  MI5 did inform me that surveillance was kept up on Mrs Vincent up to the date of The Gazette of Charles Vincent (Gazette was the official recognition of the granting of a commission).

It was also noted that Mrs Vincent never attempted to leave the UK and visit her Parents in Germany and that no member of her family ever came to the UK during this time.  It is unclear whether Brother Charles or his family were ever aware of this close surveillance by MI5 but he must have wondered at the least why it was taking him so long to obtain his commission.

Brother Charles Put down his preferences for a commission as follows
1. 4th Buffs (East Kent Regiment)
2. 4th London (Royal Fusiliers)
3. 10th London (County of London Battalion Hackney)
Page3 of Charles Vincent’s Application for the OTC

Brother was gazetted and given a commission in the 4th Battalion, The East Kent Regiment which was known as the “Buffs”. Although he was in the Territorial Force Brother Charles was attached to the 1st Battalion which in August 1914 Landed in Fermoy France as part of 16th Brigade, 6th Division, It is not known whether Brother Charles specifically asked for this or whether he was sent to make good losses suffered during the heavy fighting that the 6th Division was engaged in.

Brother Charles was ordered to attend  Parkhurst for the next part of his training, why Charles Vincent was ordered to attend Parkhurst is not clear, it was usual for Cadets to attend training courses to complete their Officer training but they usually attended training battalions closer to home, but in any event Brother Charles reported for duty on 8th February 1918 to No.3 Officer Cadet Battalion, Parkhurst Isle of Wight.

Brother Vincent arrived at Parkhurst with a new rank as well he was a Lance Corporal which was initially an acting rank while he was at the Inns of Court OTC and made substantive on posting.  As previously mentioned Brother Charles’ wife took the unusual step of accompanying her husband down to the Isle of Wight and took lodgings close by the barracks where he was completing his training.  It seems Brother Vincent’s wife Eleanor mixed freely with the locals on the island and made no secret of the fact that she was of German extraction, more specifically a Prussian.

Whether this was her being open and honest or naivety on her part or just plain devilment is not known, but what is known is that the locals made a report to the Commanding Office of No.3 Officer training battalion about this, this would have come as no surprise to him as he had already received a letter from the Director of Staff Duties informing him of this fact and, requesting a special report after three months training on all aspects of his suitability for a commissioned rank.  Again it is not clear whether Brother Charles was aware of Eleanor’s actions but I think he would have been bearing in mind how they would have been looked upon by the locals whenever they ventured out together.

Although the training reports from this time are available, because of the special circumstances surrounding Brother Vincent his are lodged with MI5 and although over 90 years have passed since our Brothers death they say they will eventually release these papers but not several more years as they are carrying out a rolling programme of release and as Vincent is towards the end of the alphabet we have quite a wait.  What MI5 told me was that there was nothing untoward or that would raise any concerns about either Brother Charles or indeed his Wife Eleanor still, the papers when they are released will make interesting reading.

We know that Brother Charles successfully completed his Officer Training at Parkhurst and that a special report as regards his suitability for a Commission was made by his Commanding Officer, as I have been successful in persuading MI5 in releasing these documents.  The special report requested by MI5 was completed on May 7th 1918 and he completed his training on 23rd June 1918. I have also obtained a copy of the initial letter from MI5 to his commanding Officer.

After the completion of his Officer training on the Isle of Wight Brother Charles would have had some leave due to him before joining his new regiment, he was discharged from the OTC on 30th June 1918 and shown on the books of the East Kent Regiment 4th Battalion, Territorial Force on the 1st August 1918 with his new attained rank of 2nd Lieutenant.  Brother Charles had got his first preference choice on the Regiment he wanted to join; the East Kent Regiment had a long and illustrious history

The Action in Which Brother Vincent Was Killed

On October 16 the 1st Battalion The Buffs, which had been attached to the 71st Infantry Brigade, again came under orders of the GOC 71st Infantry Brigade

HQ and A and C Companies were in billets and bivouacs east of Bohain and B and D Companies on the southern outskirts of Becquigny. Several hours before zero (05:20 17th October) the whole Battalion proceeded to the forming up point north west of Vaux Andigny.

The Battalion attacked on a 2 Company frontage with A Company on the left and C Company on the right. D Company was in support and B Company in reserve. The objective was a trench system including Bois St Pierre and the 2 railway crossings. The Battalion attacked in a thick fog, which made it difficult to keep their direction, but the railway was some help in guiding them to their objective. The fog also helped operations by providing cover. In one case an enemy machine gun was outflanked unobserved. At 08:50 a message was received from Lieutenant Milles commanding A Company that he had captured his objective and was digging in on the line.  An hour later a similar report was received from Lieutenant Stainforth commanding C Company. The Reserve Company was brought up in case of a counter attack from La Vallee Mulatre. The artillery barrage was excellent and was successful in suppressing enemy artillery. Successful flanking movements removed the threat of enemy machine guns. A considerable number of Germans were killed and over 200 taken prisoner. Casualties were slight. Second Lieutenants Taylor, Ronca and Vincent were killed. Second Lieutenant Pitt Pitts died of wounds. Six Other Ranks were killed with a further 50 wounded and missing.   Although the casualties were relatively light the fighting was intense, from the Battalion diary it describes the vicious hand to hand combat that the Buffs had to engage in to secure their objectives and it seems from records that most of the Regiments casualties were from close quarter combat rather than open battle.  We can only imagine what was going through the mind of a newly promoted and very recently posted officer thrown into the carnage of this type of warfare.   

The Aftermath

Brother Charles had only been in France a few weeks when he lost his life in could only have been his first full scale engagement, and what brings it home even more is the fact that the war ended less than a month later, that must have been very hard to bear for his widow and daughter.

The one thing you can say about the British Army is the efficient way the bureaucracy swings into motion in the aftermath of such a battle.  The clerks in the field attached to the 1st Battalion the Buffs seem to have been very good at their job, first a form 49 Notification of the death of an Officer “Field Service” was raised and completed, the chronology is below. 

17th October 1918 - Charles Vincent was killed in Action.
19th October 1918 – Reported as Killed in action by Commanding Officer.
21st October 1918 – Form 49 Completed by Echelon Commander.
22nd October 1918 – War Office notified by G.H.Q.

But from here on in it seem the civil servants in the War Office were not as efficient as it seems Brother Charles’s widow was still getting effects of officers forms some 18 months later in 1920.  It appears that the effects were not recovered to a central unit but it department listing what they held of Brother Vincent’s effects and these were then sent piecemeal to the war Department who then notified the Widow. 

This must have been quite upsetting to receive these notifications on a regular basis for almost two years after Brother Charles was killed, and this may have been prolonged by the fact that she had recently changed address from 15 New Burlington Street to Randolph Crescent, Maida Vale.  During this time the last will and testament of Brother Charles was granted on the 8th March 1919 at the Principal Probate Registry in London and its value excluding properties was listed as two thousand seven hundred and eleven pounds eleven shillings and zero pence in today’s money that would equate to over £150000.  Brother Charles had several properties in the London area these were:

Bohemia, 171 Lower Addiscombe Road, Croydon. His mother’s house
17 Kenilworth Court, Putney. His own residence.
15 New Burlington Street Oxford Circus, London. Seems to be his wife’s property.
16 Randolph Crescent, Maida Vale, London. The family home.

In fact his total net worth taking everything in account was around £4000 in 1919 in today’s money that is over £750000, and just to put in perspective how much one of the houses were worth a house in Randolph Crescent was recently sold for £1.2 million pounds and that was a 3 bed roomed house Brother Charles’s was 5 Bedroomed.

It does seem that the wheels of beaurocracy did indeed grind very slowly in this case and, seemed to have been overtaken by the Principal Probate Registry when they granted the Probate to Brother Charles’s widow Eleanor and his executors one Herbert Linnell of the firm of Solicitors Finnis Downey Linnell and Chessher.  

It is very difficult to see how the will was granted probate when there were still effects forms coming in to the War Department detailing monies owed to and belonging to Charles Vincent, which should have formed part of his estate.

And just to prove he reach of the Inland Revenue was just as potent then as it is now I have unearthed a letter from the War Department Solicitors detailing monies that they held on behalf of Charles Vincent and giving the breakdown of how the money was made up and the fact that the Inland Revenue had taken out £3 10s 8d income tax from the amount of £71 16s 6d which after other deductions left £60 0s 9d to go to the widow.

Also it seems that as Brother Charles’s estate was quite substantial it was necessary for his widow and executors to apply the Commissioners of Revenue to obtain remission from the payment of death duties which seemed to be a common place occurrence when the death occurred as a result of serving your country.

All in all it seems that Brother Charles’s widow had a prolonged period of time to wait to finally get her husband’s affairs in order.  I am not sure and there is nothing in the minute books or any correspondence that I have been able to find that sheds any light as to whether the Lodge gave any help and assistance during this period, it is to be hoped that they did as we would be very shamefaced if this Brothers widow was left to finalise her husband’s estate on her own.

It appears from what I have found out that Brother Charles’s estate was finally put in order sometime in 1920 a wait of almost two years for Eleanor and his daughter Iris and it was around this time that the War Department wrote to Eleanor asking if she would be pleased to receive a Plaque and Memorial Scroll commemorating her husband’s sacrifice in the service of his country.  I have been extremely fortunate in locating both the letter from the War Office and more importantly the reply from Eleanor saying she would be pleased to receive these items as a memorial to her beloved husband Charles.

From the address on the letter from the War Department and her reply and subsequent delivery of these items it seems that all of the properties owned by Brother Charles were still in the hands of his widow at this time. There is no record that I can find detailing Eleanor’s contact with her family after the war and MI5 were not very forthcoming when asked if they still had her mail and movements monitored just replying a terse “No Comment”.

From their reticence to disclose any information I believe it is safe to assume they still had some form of monitoring going on which only the passage of time will resolve.


