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Private William Henry PAYNE, S/1012 
A Company,  1st  Battalion,  Queens Own Royal West Kent Regiment. 

Killed in action at Hill 60 near Ypres, Flanders on 18 April 1915, age 26. 
 

Early days 
 

William Payne was born in Wandsworth, Surrey in about 1890. His father John who was originally from 

Gravesend was married to Charlotte from Barnes, London. By the time of the 1901 census his parents then 

aged 36 & 31 had moved to Milton, Gravesend. He had 4 siblings: John, age 10 [Gravesend]; Charles, age 8 
[Wandsworth]; Alice, age 1 [Wandsworth]; May, age 3 [Gravesend] [ordered as shown on census form with 

place of birth in the square brackets]. His father was employed as a Carter on a farm. 

William married Alice Errington a spinster on 20 June 1912, at the Gravesend Register Office. Their first 

home was at 21, Parrock Street, Gravesend, Kent and they had three children. Henry George was born 25 
October 1906 at Gravesend. Their twins William John and  Florence May were born 25 May 1910 also in 

Gravesend. 

He was called up on 28 September 1914, then aged 24, height 5 feet 2 inches, weight 108lbs. Formerly a 

fisherman he had previously enlisted in 3rd Battalion, Special Reserve, Royal West Kent Regiment and 
Royal West Kent Regiment Militia. His Attestation form records that he was 24 years & 141 days old [11 

May 1890]. 

He was immediately posted to Maidstone and then to Fort Darland, Gillingham on 8 October 1914. He was 

finally posted to 1st Battalion and arrived in France on 27 December 1914 joining A Company, Queens Own 

Royal West Kent Regiment. 
 

A Company,  1st  Battalion,  Queens Own Royal West Kent Regiment. [RWK] (13th Inf Bde 5th Div’n) 

The 1st Battalion, then based in Dublin, were mobilised at the outbreak of the First World War and 
immediately sent to France.  They took part in the Battle of Mons in August 1914 being engaged in a sharp 

little action at Tertre where they gave a good account of themselves as they did at Le Cateau three days later. 
They then fell back with the British Expeditionary Force to the river Marne. They had a hard fight on the 

river Aisne and then moved up to Neuve Chapelle. Here, in October they made an heroic stand with only 
300 men commanded by a Lieutenant and 2nd Lieutenant falling back out of the 750 that went into the line. 

They were then moved up to Ypres. 

Extract from the Ba�alion War Diary from 4 January 1915 to 20 April 1915 are in italics. Places & personal names are 

in capitals which was the way it was wri�en in most war diaries. Items in [ ] brackets are the author’s comments. 

NEUVE EGLISE 4 January: The battalion remained in billets. A draft of 45 rank & file joined the 

battalion. 

This was the first draft to arrive on or after 27 December 1914 so probably when Pte Payne arrived. Neuve 

Eglise is now known as Nieuwkerke and lies about 9 miles south of Ypres on the N331. The battalion 
remained in the billets carrying out various tasks mainly at night. This included helping to bring in the 

wounded to the field ambulance and trying to find and capture an enemy sniper.  

NEUVE EGLISE 9 January: The battalion paraded at 5pm and marched to WULVERGHEM taking over 

trenches occupied by the KOYLI [Kings Own Yorkshire Light Infantry]. Companies marched down at 5 
minute intervals. D, A and C companies were in the firing line and B company in support. The trenches 

were very wet and in many cases had fallen in even where they had been revetted by the RE [Royal 

Engineers]. D company trenches were about the worst in this respect… 

During the night the battalion scouts went out in 3 patrols and obtained useful information as regards 

the enemy trenches. 

WULVERGHEM 10 January: The enemy shelled the trenches occupied by A & D companies during the 
day with ‘Jack Johnsons’ and shrapnel. Our artillery by request replied by shelling likely enemy gun 

positions and also his trenches with great accuracy. This had the desired effect of practically stopping 

enemy’s artillery fire. 

This was Pte Payne’s introduction to trench warfare and the battalion was relieved that evening by the 

Devonshire Regt. Moving to billets in BAILLEUL the diary noting on 12 January Nothing of importance 

happened. A further reinforcement draft of 75 rank & file arrived that day. 

The Queen's Own Royal West Kent Regiment 
 
The regiment can trace its roots back to 1756 when it was found as the 50th Foot. It spent most of the 

Seven Years’ War in England and then fought in Germany in 1760. In 1778 they saw action with the 
Royal Navy as marines. Retitled the 50th or West Kent Regiment of Foot in 1782 they went on to see 

service in Egypt, Denmark and the Peninsular War (1808-1814) where they were nicknamed the Dirty 
Half-Hundred. The dye from their uniform cuffs black facing stained their faces as they wiped sweat 

away. In 1827 they were retitled 50th (Duke of Clarence's) Regiment of Foot, in honour of the future 
William IV of the United Kingdom, and then as the 50th (Queen's Own) Regiment of Foot in 1831 in 

honour of William's wife, Queen Adelaide. 
 

The Cardwell reforms of 1881 Army gave Kent two county regiments, one of which was the Queen's 

Own (Royal West Kent Regiment). It was formed by merging the 50th (The Queen's Own) Regiment of 
Foot and the 97th (The Earl of Ulster's) Regiment of Foot, which became the new unit's 1st and 2nd 

regular battalions. 
 

A year after the merger, 1st Battalion left Britain for Egypt. 1st Battalion fought in the Sudan in 1884, 
then spent most of the following 30 years in India, Malta and Britain. 2nd Battalion spent most of the 

period between 1882 and 1898 in Ireland, at the end of which it moved to Egypt and then, in 1900, to 
South Africa following the outbreak of the Boer War (1899-1902). It then transferred to Ceylon (now 

Sri Lanka) in 1902 and spent the rest of the pre-1914 period in Hong Kong, Singapore and India.  
 

1st Battalion moved to Ireland in 1911 and from there it deployed to France at the outbreak of the First 

World War (1914-18) in August 1914. They served in Italy between November 1917 and April 1918, 
before returning to the Western Front for the remainder of the conflict. In February 1915 2nd Battalion 

landed in Mesopotamia where it remained until the war's end, although two of its companies were 
captured by the Turks at Kut al Amara in April 1916. The regiment also raised 14 Territorial and New 

Army battalions between 1914 and 1918. 
 

1st Battalion deployed straight to France at the outbreak of the Second World War (1939-45) in 

September 1939 and was evacuated from Dunkirk in June 1940. Meanwhile, 2nd Battalion had moved 

to Malta in 1939 and garrisoned the island throughout its siege. In June 1943 it left Malta to serve in 
North Africa, where 1st Battalion had landed three months earlier. 
 

In September 1943 2nd Battalion joined the unsuccessful Dodecanese Campaign. It was captured on the 
island of Leros. In May 1944 the regiment formed a new 2nd Battalion by renaming its 7th Battalion, 

though this remained in Britain until the end of the war. 1st Battalion spent 1944 fighting its way up 
through Italy, until being transferred to Greece in December of that year. 4th Battalion served in Burma 

where it played a leading role in the epic Battle of Kohima (1944). 
 

In 1945 2nd Battalion joined the occupying forces in West Germany, returning to Britain in 1947 and 

merged with 1st Battalion the following year. The regiment served in Malaya during the Emergency 
(1948-60) from 1951 to 1954, the Suez Crisis of 1956 and against EOKA (National Organisation of 

Cypriot Fighters) guerrillas on Cyprus from 1957 to 1958. It returned to Britain in 1959 and two years 
later amalgamated with The Buffs (Royal East Kent Regiment) to form The Queen's Own Buffs, Royal 

Kent Regiment. They joined the newly formed Queens Regiment in 1966.  The Queen’s Regiment 
joined with the Royal Hampshire Regiment in 1992 to form the Princess of Wales’s Royal Regiment.  

 

Motto of Queen's Own (Royal West Kent Regiment) 

 

'Invicta' (meaning 'Undefeated' - the county motto of Kent, inherited from the 50th Foot) 
'Quo Fas et Gloria Ducunt' (meaning 'Where Right and Glory Lead' - inherited from the 97th Foot) 

 
 

 
Left: Cap badge as worn in 1914. 

 
Right: Present day PWRR cap badge. 
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The Battalion was now in and out of the fighting line around YPRES frequently subject to enemy 
shellfire with consequential loss of men.  For example at ZILLEBEKE [now the home of the 

Passchendaele Memorial Museum] on 22 February they lost 18 men killed and 19 wounded. Some of 
the bodies were recovered others were not found. Various promotions were noted in the diary and also 

the receipt of both Distinguished Conduct Medals and Military Medals for various soldiers. 
 

OUDERDOM 13 

March: The Battalion 
remained in camp 

standing by to move at 
about one hour’s 

notice in case of 
necessity…  Lt Gen 

PLUMER 

Commanding V Corps 
and Major Gen 

BULFIN commanding 
the 28 Division visited 

the camp during the 
morning and in the 

afternoon Gen Sir H 
Smith Dorrien also 

visited the battalion 
and addressed the 

officers and men 
congratulating the 

battalion on its 

continued good work… 

VLAMERTINGHE 12 
April: A draft of 50 

NCOs and men under 
2nd Lt POLAND 

joined the battalion… 
The day was fine, but 

cold and the battalion 
enjoyed the rest. Many 

aeroplanes passed 
over during the day 

and about 11.30pm a 
ZEPPELIN passed 

over the camp 
dropping about 15 

bombs. Some of these 

were large making a 
big hole in the ground 

but others were quite 
small. None did any 

damage whatever… 

VLAMERTINGHE 13 

April: Another fine 
cold day. B company 

practised the assault. 
The whole battalion was 

able to get baths at 

RENINGHELST. 

VLAMERTINGHE 14 April: The whole battalion and 2 companies of the KOSBs [The King’s Own 
Scottish Border Regt] practised the assault of a trench which was marked out with tapes on the 

ground to represent the enemy’s trenches (HILL 60). 

Image 1 - Plan of Hill 60 issued with the opera�onal orders for the assault  

with approximate posi�on of the mining tunnels overlaid in red by the author. 

Larch Wood Railway Cu%ng CWGC cemetery is at about the posi�on  of Larch 

Dug Outs on the is plan.  (Na�onal Archives) 

Pte W H Payne - Next of Kin and family details from his military records. [Na�onal Archives] 
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Preparations for the assault on HILL 60 [so called because of its position at the 60 metre contour line] 
continued with orders being received to take over certain trenches on the night of 16/17 April with a view to 

launching an attack the following evening [Image 1 - sketch plan from the operational orders]. HILL 60 had 
a commanding view of YPRES and its surroundings and  was, therefore, a key point on this part of the 

salient. It was to be much fought over throughout the war and was the site of the BEF’s first serious efforts 

at underground warfare. 
 

On 17 February a mine had been blown here by British sappers with consequential counter-mining and 

retaliation by the Germans. The 1st Northumberland Field Company Royal Engineers [TA] supported by 
miners drawn from Monmouthshire Regt. began work on 8 March. By mid-April they had completed a 

series of 3 Y shaped tunnels with gunpowder charges laid at the heads of each arm of the Ys. Those at the 
end of central Y, each of 2,700 lbs. were directly under Hill 60 as seen in the map extracted from the 

battalion War Diary for 16 April [image no. 1]. The two charges laid to the left were each 2,000 lbs. and 
those to the right nearest to the railway cutting were each 500 lbs.  With the tunnellers now under the 

command of the nascent 171 Tunnelling Company RE the mines were set. 
 

VLAMERTINGHE 16 April: The night was very dark with a steady drizzle of rain. After halting for tea 
and the issue of ammunition near the ASYLUM just west of YPRES the battalion marched off…  On 

arrival at the TUILERIE hand grenades were issued to C company also one day’s rations in sandbags…  
While these were being issued the enemy burst two ‘WHIZ BANGS’ on the road nearby but without 

doing any damage. All this together with the extreme darkness caused much delay so that all the 

companies and the KOSBs were not in position till about 5 am 17th Inst. 
 

HILL 60 17 April: The day was fine and warm and the battalion remained concealed in the various 

trenches cleared for it all day. Aeroplanes patrolled up and down in order to prevent detection by hostile 

aircraft.  

At 7 pm everyone was ready when the mines were exploded.  There was not much noise …. the whole of 
the ground round shook as if there was an earthquake and a few minutes afterwards bricks, Germans 

and all kinds of debris were hurtling through in all directions.  

Immediately after, all of our guns (70 in all) commenced rapid fire pouring shells into the German 

trenches on each side of HILL 60, the woods in the rear, ZWARTEELEN and the railway cutting. 

C company as the storming party rushed forward from trenches 39 & 40 [see image 2 from the War 
Diary] in eight columns each headed by men armed with axes to deal with any wire entanglement which 

might remain in front of the enemy  
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Notes 

West Kingsdown War Memorial  - How the name of this Gravesend fisherman came to be recorded 

on the village war memorial is not clear at present. If anyone knows of a connec�on between his 

widow and children, his brothers or sisters or indeed any other connec�on we would very much like 

to hear from them.  

Helmets - The BEF were not issued with steel helmets un�l September 1915. 

Loca�ng a WW1 map reference - 28.I. 29.c.95.25 the loca�on from this map reference is determined 

as follows: 28 is the sheet number. I [capital le=er i] is the largest square on the sheet, 29 is the 

numbered square and ‘c’ is the bo=om leA hand sub-square. This is a 500 yard square which can be 

further sub-divided into one tenth units which represent 50 yards. In this case 9.5 units East and 2.5 

units North. See Map 1 which is an extract from sheet 28.I on which can be seen large square 29.  

Jack Johnson - Large ar�llery shell. The power and large amount of dark smoke given off by big shell 

explosions were reminiscent of black Heavyweight boxing champion Jack Johnson. 

Whizz Bangs - German ar�llery in the moment of death. Although the term was used widely by Allied 

(most oAen Bri�sh and Commonwealth) servicemen to describe any form of German field ar�llery 

shells, the 'whizz bang' was originally a=ributed to the noise made by shells from German 77mm field 

guns.  In all cases however the name was derived from the fact that shells fired from light or field 

ar�llery travelled faster than the speed of sound. Thus soldiers heard the typical "whizz" noise of a 

travelling shell before the "bang" issued by the gun itself.  Whizz bangs were consequently much 

feared since the net result was that defending infantrymen were given virtually no warning of 

incoming high-velocity ar�llery fire as they were from enemy howitzers. 

Visi�ng. The extract from a WW1 trench map on page 19 shows Hill 60 which is on the edge of the 

small village of Zwarteleen. It can s�ll be visited today but much of the remains that you see are those 

of the subsequent events of 1917 when much larger mines were laid and blown by the Royal 

Engineers. There are various memorials here and also the Hill 60 tearoom. Beyond the railway cu%ng 

[the line remains in daily use] is an area known as The Caterpillar where there is another substan�al 

mine crater. The layout of the roads is much the same today as it was prior to 1914. 

Image 2 - HILL 60 aAer the mines were exploded. 

Trench map of Hill 60 [National Archives] 
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trenches. The wire, however, if it had existed had been destroyed by the explosions. Behind each 

column were 4 hand grenade throwers and 4 hand grenade carriers. 

On arrival at the top of the HILL, 50 or 60 Germans were still remaining in what was left of the 

trenches but offered no organised resistance… 

The position being captured by 7.20 pm. a firing line was then taken up on the crest of the HILL and 

the forward edge of the left hand crater [see image 2]. 

From then onward wiring, building new parapets and digging communication trenches was carried 

out by the 2nd KOSBs under the direction of the RE. 
 

B & D companies had moved up into the trenches behind C company leaving A company in reserve. 
The whole front line and rear areas were continuously under fire. Very heavy casualties were suffered 

by all of the battalions in this action and removal of the wounded was very difficult. Despite this 
casualties were removed to a first aid post serving all of the battalions in the railway cutting. They were 

then removed by stretcher bearers to the 14th Field Ambulance about 1,000 yards to the rear. 

18 April: Order to A company: you are to have ½ a company in 39 trench in support to KOSB on 

HILL 60. 4.5 am. 

A company were ordered up to trenches 39 & 40 at 4.25 am and then instructed to move into the line 

with the KOSB at 5.15 am bringing additional ammunition with them. 
 

2nd Lt Doe a Platoon Commander of A Company reported: 

I was ordered to reinforce the left crater with my platoon about 4am 18th. On reaching the HILL I 

found 2nd Lt WALKER & 2nd Lt BORLAND and about 20 of our men with some KOSBs. 2nd Lt 
WALKER was shot through the face about a moment after my arrival. Capt. TUFF was lying dead 

in the crater. 

In order to keep away the German bomb throwers (advice given by 2nd Lt WALKER) I ordered a 

good fire to be kept up. This proved successful but after about an hour’s firing it was found that 

nearly all the rifles were out of order owing to heat. I sent for reinforcements immediately and was 
informed that the bulk of the Duke of Wellingtons regiment were on the way. Fortunately for us 

shelling stopped for a good time owing I think to the presence of one of our aeroplanes hovering 
over the German line. I do believe this saved the situation although the men I am sure would have 

hung on to the last. 

The first platoon of the Duke of Wellingtons regiment arrived with an officer (he being wounded 

coming up) so I stayed on.  

In fact the remainder of our men did not leave until two platoons of the Dukes had arrived and 

taken over. I was wounded by a hand grenade while leaving the crater. I never saw such a sight at 
that left crater. Hardly a portion of ground could be seen for dead and seriously wounded men who 

could not move owing to the communications trench being blocked with wounded. 

At 8.5 am an instruction was issued for all stretchers to be sent up when the RWK & KOSB were 
progressively  relieved by the 2nd Battalion Duke of Wellingtons in the morning. The men took cover in dug 

outs at the railway embankment near ZILLEBEKE LAKE. Throughout this time they were subject to 
artillery fire and in the evening this included gas filled shells. In the evening they marched out to 

OUDERDOM, the regimental history records that on arrival: 

They met with a tremendous reception from the other troops in the rest camp whilst congratulatory 
messages from persons in authority, from the Commander-in-Chief downwards, testified to the general 

recognition of their gallantry. 

The War Diary goes on to record:  

Unfortunately many could not be got down at once and the HILL and communication trenches were 

littered with dead and dying and the sights witnessed were most distressing. 

At some point during these events Pte William Henry Payne of A company was killed in action along with 
many others from the battalion. Regrettably the dead had to be left where they fell and only a few could be 

recovered for burial. As a consequence of this the bodies of many of the men were lost and many still lie 

under Hill 60 to this day. 
 

The troops rested at VLAMERTINGHE and received reinforcements, they went back into the line on the 

evening of 22 April having been visited in the afternoon by the C-in-C Sir John French.  
 

The Aftermath 

At the time of his death his wife and children were living at 21 Peacock St [or possibly Parrock St.], 

Gravesend and his parents at 11 Robert St., Gravesend. A pension of 20/6 [£1.05] a week was awarded to his 
widow and their three children with effect from 1 November 1915 for William’s death in action after 203 

days service. He was awarded 3 medals: 1915 Star, British War Medal & the Victory Medal, these were all 

received by his wife who then signed herself as Mrs A Burke. 

William is commemorated with seventy seven others from the Battalion who were killed in action at Hill 60 
on the Menin Gate Memorial,  Panel  45 and 47, at Ypres Belgium. Eight of those killed at Hill 60 on 18 

April are buried in at Oosttaverne Wood Cemetery. There are also nine other soldiers here identified as 

having belonged to the RWK so it is, therefore, possible that Pte Payne may be one of them.  
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Panorama of Hill 60 in early April 1915 [IWM] 

Above: Pte Payne’s name on the Menin Gate,  

Panel 45 & 47. [Both photos by the Author] 

 

Below: Headstone of Pte Chamberlain also killed in 

ac�on at Hill 60 on 18 April and to the right one of 

the nine headstones of  unknown soldiers of the 

Great War of the Royal West Kent Regiment at 

Oos=averne Wood Cemetery.  

Above: Medals similar to those awarded to  

Pte W H Payne [Author’s collec�on] and 

Below: His Medal Index Card  

[Na�onal Archives] 


