
 

Donald George Warnes 

2327 Private, 1st Norfolk Yeomanry Household Cavalry and Cavalry of the Line (incl. 

Yeomanry and Imperial Camel Corps) 

He died near Malta on 12th November 1915, aged 22 

Donald died from fever on board Hospital Ship ‘Devanha’ at sea on active service 

He is buried at Pieta Military Cemetery, Malta.  Donald is also commemorated on his 

parents’ grave in Starston churchyard 

 

The Warnes originally came from Long Stratton via Shimpling.  Please bear with the variations in 

the spelling of the name, this is quite typical of the time and I thought in this history I would leave in 

the variations as they occurred! Going all the way back to 1777, the year after the Americans 

achieved Independence, Robert Warnes was born in Long Stratton.  He married a girl the same age 

as himself, by the name of Charity. The couple went on to have 8 children, including our Reuben 

Snr. Having married young, in 1841, we find 22 years old Ruben Warnes Snr, his  wife  Sarah (a 

little older than himself), and their 2 years old son, Samuel, living in Shimpling. Well I say Shimpling 

but for this family Shimpling and Burston seem fairly interchangeable – they certainly tended to 

baptise their children at Shimpling Church. Ruben Snr calls himself a ‘Dealer’ which covers a 

multitude of sins but in this context almost certainly means a livestock dealer.   This assumption is 

confirmed in the 1851 census when Reuben Walnes Snr, born Long Sttatton, details himself as a 

Cattle Dealer; this was in a time when huge droves of cattle would come across from Ireland and 

Wales and make their way down from Scotland to fatten up on the rich pastures and forage of East 

Anglia before making their way to London and the dining table. 

Reuben Snr’s wife, Sarah Warness, died in 1843; left with a young child, Reuben Warne remarried 

to Frances Hammond in early 1849. In a double baptism, Charles Hammond Warnes and George 

Warnes Snr were baptised at Shimpling church in October 1849 – fine cut timings if the boys had 

been twins! Actually the 1851 census reveals that while George Snr would have been a baby when 

baptised, his older brother would have been 2, so it seems this marriage was better late than never! 

By 1861, Reuben Warnes Snr, still only 41, declared himself to be a farmer of 40 acres as well as 

being a cattle dealer.  He was then employing 2 men and 3 boys; this would seem rather a lot of 

labour for a small farm, even in those days, but I think we can assume a lot of the focus was on the 

cattle dealing, a conclusion backed up by the fact that Samuel, now 23, was also a cattle dealer. 

In the 1871 census, Samuel and his new wife, 20 years old Susannah Neave from Pulham Market, 

were (as was normal at the time) starting their married life with the in laws; I am sure that Reuben 

Snr’s second wife, Frances, still only 32, would have been pleased to have some feminine company 

in this house of men. The younger couple had only been married a matter of months at this point. 



Reuben Snr died in 1870, aged 53, leaving his youngest son, Reuben jnr, aged only 10, to be raised 

(with the help of a mature housekeeper and a slightly younger house servant) by his two unmarried 

older brothers, Charles and George Snr.  The oldest brother of the family, Samuel, had his own 

establishment by then, but on the night of the 1871 census had sent his lad George Jnr over to his 

uncles!  I would think, at a rough guess, that since the farm in 1871 was the exact same size as the 

farm in 1861, the Warnes boys were working the family spread. The early 1870’s were not good 

times for the Warnes family; the youngest adult son, George, died in 1872, aged only 23. 

Norfolk Chronicle  

20 Jul 1872 

 

After that, some good 

news; second son, Charles married in late 1872, to Elizabeth Baxter, the daughter of a Pulham 

Farmer. 

 

 

Norwich Mercury  

21 Jul 1875 

  

This too ended sadly, 

Charles died 2 ½ years 

after his marriage. 

In 1871, Samuel, still in Shimpling, was doing well for himself, like his father he was both dealer and 

farmer with 90 acres under his belt, 4 men, a boy and a dairy maid on the books.  As well as George 

Jnr, over with the uncles, there were four more children at home including a 2-month-old baby. 

Samuel’s wife, Susannah had lots of help; her sister Maria Neave, the dairy maid and a girl just to 

assist with the baby. 

In spite of the family losses, financially Samuel Warnes did 

well in the 70’s; by 1881 Dealer Samuel had 312 acres, 9 

men and 2 boys and they were living at Shimpling Place, 

which is a nice house, a very nice house! His son, George 

was back home and in a reversal of 10 years previously, 

George’s Uncle Reuben Jnr, Samuel’s sole surviving 

brother (19 years his junior) was in the household; Samuel 

had at least 8 children by that date. 

Norwich Mercury  

19 Aug 1874 

 

Samuel was obviously an acute and determined man; on 

several occasions, drovers, who you should be able to 

trust, filtered the odd beast off from the main flock, he pursued them with the whole force of the 

law. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 Norfolk Chronicle  

31 Jul 1875 

 

After a couple of attempts to diddle Samuel, it 

seems the local wide boys decided best to leave 

Warnes’ flocks alone!  
 

Shimpling / Burston Place 

 

 

 

 

I don’t know if the family were throwing some 

attitudes but the two girls working as domestic staff 

at Shimpling Place in 1881, were only logged in the 

census returns under their surnames.  Hmm. 

 

 

 Thetford & Watton Times  

26 Jun 1886 

 

This was a busy time for Samuel, 

when he was summonsed in 

1886 for allowing sheep to stray 

on the highway at Wortwell, the 

flock was described as being 300 

strong whilst in 1890 he took 800 

sheep to a single market.  
 

 Diss Express  

11 Apr 1890 

 



In 1885, oldest son Thomas had got married, to a lady butcher from Long Stratton, the year after 

that Samuel’s oldest daughter Rose got married.  Rose and her husband were set up by Samuel 

at Elm Tree Farm, Gissing – nice start to married life, but in 1891, Samuel and Susannah still had 

a houseful at Shimpling place: 

George, Emma, Annie, Susie, 

Ernest, Samuels’s brother, 

Reuben Jnr, Samuels’ sister in 

law, Harriet Neave and two 

servants. Sam and Susannah 

were the only married ones in the 

whole household. 15 years old 

Minnie, was boarding at the 

Rolfe’s school on Broad Street 

Harleston. Slightly worrying, the 

older of the two servants, at Shimpling Place, Arabella Bellamy, was described as a sick nurse.  

This is unlikely to mean she had any training, just some experience of caring for the ill.   

 Norwich Mercury  

12 Sep 1891 

 

A busy time, Warnes was rationalising 

his operation in 1891, liquidising the 

stock at a farm outside Diss.  

 
Diss Express  

21 Aug 1891 

 

More cheerily, this became a season 

of weddings: second daughter, Emma, 

married a chap from Hardingham in 

the summer of 1891; George, Samuel’s oldest son married in late October 1892. This marriage 

would have been about 18 months after the 1891 census and it seems this was the impetus for 

George Warnes to set up in his own right, at Grove Farm, Wilderness Lane 
 

  

 Norfolk Chronicle  

5 Nov 1892 

 

 

Grove Farm, now 

Grove House,  

Wilderness Lane 

 

I am pleased to report that there was a respectable 

distance between the wedding and their first child, 

our Harleston hero, Donald George; two more 

sons and a daughter followed in the next 5 years, 

there was then a bit of a gap with a final child being 

born 7 years after the previous one! 

 



Meanwhile, patriarch Samuel had headed north, all the way up to Trowse where he was really living 

in style up in Trowse Old Hall.  I supsect this was a well planned move to bring him closer to the big 

Norwich Cattle Markets. 
Trowse Old Hall.  

 

 

Samuel and his 

wife still had two of 

their unmarried 

younger daughters 

still living with them, 

plus of course, 

Rueben Jnr who 

seems to now be 

confirmed in his 

bachelordom.  

There were two 

servants to look 

after the family and 

a visitor from Pulham. Tragedy again laid waste to 

the family: Susannah Harriet Warnes Jnr (Susie) 

died aged only 30, in 1903, her mother Susannah 

Snr died 3 years later aged 65. The description of 

her funeral is rather lovely; her coffin had a wreath 

of primroses and violets from her own garden, a 

very personal touch,  She was buried near her 

daughters grave. 

 
Eastern Daily Press  

3 Apr 1906 

 

Slightly more prosaically, the funeral notice reveals 

that as well as the farm at Trowse, Warnes’ farming 

operation also included farms at Porringland and 

Gissing. Back in 1902, a John Cook was arrested for 

stealing 3 chickens, value 6s from one of Warnes’ 

sheds in 

Porringland. 

 

Whilst the Warnes were doing very well for themselves they 

were still mixing, professionally, with the rougher elements of 

society: Samuel’s Bailiff got given two lovely black eyes by an 

irritated drover in 1902, drover fined 20s; Samuel’s brother 

Reuben got thumped in the face by an irritated drover in 1909, 

drover fined 12s!  
Eastern Daily Press  

6 Sep 1902 



 

 

 
Diss Express  

23 Apr 1909 

 

George seems to have been a chip off the 

block; in 1905 he spent over £2000 buying a 

farm, pastureland and accommodation 

meadows of over 130 acres in Weybread, this 

in addition to his existing holdings – he stayed 

at Grove Farm for the rest of his life whilst his 

second son  

 
Norfolk New 

26 Aug 1905 

 

Much like his father he had no qualms calling 

out a man who he thought had done him 

wrong.  Back in 1893 one of the farmers with which the Warnes dealt, James William Smith, went 

bankrupt owning the Warnes some £168. This seems to have been due to a deal done with 

Samuel; George took matters into his own hands and removed cattle and sheep to the value of 

just over £100. Fair enough really but the matter had been put into the hands of trustees, the 

Warnes were given a choice of paying the value of the beasts back into the debtors pot or sending 

them back; they sent back grumbling that they were in better condition than they were when they 

were seized. In 1900 there was another slightly complicated case which boils down to: a dealer 

had 18 bullocks; bullocks strayed out of their field; man sent out to round up the strays; man found 

the right number of bullocks of about the right sort and did not check too closely whether they were 

all part of the same herd; dealer takes cattle to Market; Warnes was able too prove that two of the 

bullocks did not belong to this herd and rather waded in, loudly  imputing all sorts of double 

dealing by the other dealer to all and sundry at the Norwich Market. 

 

The other dealer, who had actually made an honest mistake and accordingly handed over the 

cattle, somewhat objected to the imprecations being hurled at his head and (after tracking down 

his two missing bullocks in another person’s field entirely) took George Warnes to court for 

Slander.  George was unrepentant but the jury found against him and he was fined £5.  On 

another occasion, when a trap he was driving – erratically and furiously – upset a local by running 

over a milk pail, he was described as being a ‘heavy man’; this was at a time when they called a 

spade a spade, if he had just been fat, they would have called him such.  I cannot help but think 

this large, forthright man with a strong presence and a determination bred into him, from his father, 

not to be diddled, must have been an intimidating sight! 

 

I also rather feel he was a man with a good heart; when three of his cottages burnt out in Starston 

in 1902, leaving the tenants homeless, Warnes was on hand to supply wagons and labour to move 

the three families affected to other nearby empty dwellings. 

 



 
Diss Express  

18 Apr 1902 

Diss Express  

18 Apr 1913 

 

 

The baby of the family, Ethel, got married in 1913, the description of the wedding being extremely 

fulsome.  This is partly as weddings had now become fashionable affairs to be covered in great 

detail (much as funeral notices had also started to give great lists of attendees, coffin furniture and 

wreaths) and partly as the Warnes had properly arrived as part of the commercial squirearchy! 

Sam had now got all of his children squared off except Minnie and Ernest, Minnie worked as a 

companion, I suspect Ernest was involved in the business. 
 

Samuel died during the opening months of the 

Great War his death preceding that of his 

grandson and at a time when optimism still ruled 

the patriotic country.  However, it seems (as 

might be expected in a profession where many 

deals were done with cash and a handshake) 

that his affairs were in a bit of a muddle; 5 of his 

children wanted to call in a Chancery 

Administrator, 3 did not.  I suspect the 3 who did 

not, including out canny George, realised the 

only people who would benefit from this would 

be the solicitors. 
Diss Express  

20 Nov 1914 

 



  
 

I would not like to have been a Keeley when George discovered that 12 years old Gertrude Keeley 

from Starston set fire to his straw stack in the closing months of the war – arson was more 

common than you might hope for. 

 

 
Diss Express  

15 Mar 1918 

 
 

 

 So basically, a lad came out from Long 

Stratton, married young, became widowed young, remarried young and did well raising and 

dealing livestock.  Having died in late middle age and with two of his sons dying in their twenties 

and only one son marrying, it was up to that son, Samuel to carry on the business. Samuel did so 

very successfully, had himself some very nice houses and as shown at his funeral had made quite 

the name for himself by the time he died. At least one of Samuel’s sons inherited the same flair for 

business and livestock that his father had and having moved to Grove Farm shortly before his 

marriage in 1892, George raised his own family of five children on the outskirts of Redenhall. 

 

Although I have no doubt the two men very much 

ran their own businesses, George and Samuel co-

operated when it suited them, sharing dipping in 

1911 and doubtless other operations on other 

occasions; a formidable combination!  This 

closeness dated from George’s boyhood when he 

accompanied his father to markets. 

Diss Express 

27 Oct 1911 

 

 

George and his father Samuel may have each got the most part of their education by the side of 

their respective fathers, touring the markets, but George had higher aspirations for his lads. At 

least two of the boys, Donald and Leonard boarded at Paston Grammar School in North Walsham; 

it would be reasonable to assume the other two lads, Herbert and Norton did the same.  

 

The daughter, Ruby, was also boarding in the 1911 census, at a small school that probably had as 

much to do with a vague polish and pretension of manners than a proper education. 4 ladies of 

late middle age were joint heads, 3 teachers (one of whom was a niece of one of the 

headmistresses) covered Art and Languages, and the 15 pupils had three servants to care for 

them and their mistresses.  The pupils occupied Lonsdale House, 89-93 Earlham Road, I suspect 

there must have been a number of day girls too!  The school had been founded in 1823, moved to 

Earlham Road in 1895 and only closed in 1990!  Ruby never married, whether due to inclination or 

the fact that prospective husbands were thin on the ground after the death of her generation of 

men in the trenches. 



 
 

Lonsdale House School – Now and then! 

 

Donald is commemorated on the Roll of Honour Board in the Assembly Hall of Paston School 

today, one of 46 Old Pastonians to die in the First World War. His first posting abroad was in the 

Balkans, a particularly messy arena of war. He first set foot on the Balkan soil on the 15th of 

October 1915 and was dead less than a month later.  However, it was not direct enemy action that 

killed this young man; in the prime of his life, he died of fever on the hospital ship Devanah. From 

1915 the hospital ships took wounded or dying men to Malta and it is in Malta that Warnes’ final 

resting place exists. Unlike most of the CWGC with the standardised vertical grave markers, the 

design of the Pieto Cemetery, where Gordon’s remains lie, is very different.  Malta has shallow soil 

and the graves had to be cut into the rock; by necessity several men share each grave and the 

graves are marked with a horizontal tablet allowing sufficient space for the details each man to be 

engraved. Gordon left all he had to his father.  George, a tough, hard-headed businessman 

requested a touching dedication for his oldest son’s head stone: 

 

‘Peace perfect peace with loved ones far away.” 

 

A terrible waste of a promising young life. 

After the war, Leonard picked up the reins of the 

farm, based at the Grove although he never quite 

achieved the prize-winning heights of his rough 

and brough father: sheep, cereal and root crops 

all earnt George first places and awards.  

Leonard’s brother, Herbert, had been apprenticed 

to the butchery trade – I suppose it is smart to 

have the family involved in the whole chain of 

food production from field to fork, and lived to the 

fine old age of 82, dying in Ipswich. The youngest 

brother, Norton, only made it to 68 and died in 

North Walsham, scene of his school days. 

 
Diss Express Norfolk, England 

13 Sep 1940 

 

Would Donald have surpassed his father and 

grandfather, or would his better education and 

less tough upbringing have made him less 

ruthless?  Would he have embraced the changes 

that made farming an efficient industry after the 

second world war? We will never know. 


