
 

Oliver James Payne 

217984 Sapper, 98th Light Railway Train Crew Company, Royal Engineers   

He died at sea on 31st December 1917, aged 19.   

Oliver is commemorated on the Chatby Memorial, Alexandria, Egypt 

 

Oliver James Payne was in a specialist unit within 

a specialist branch of the Armed Forces.  Today the 

R.E., who provide military engineering and 

technical support, and REME, who maintain and 

repair military equipment but did not come into 

being until mid-way through WW2, make up a huge 

proportion of our current, highly technical army. 

100 years ago, the basic element of the British 

Army was still, as it had been since the invention of 

gunpowder, the infantryman armed with blade and 

rifle in conjunction with Artillery. However, as the 

set piece battles of Victorian times gave way to the 

almost static entrenched warfare of Flanders, 

supplying men, both with provisions and 

ammunition became a logistical problem requiring 

modern solutions.  One of those solutions was the 

use of light 2ft gauge railways that were first 

introduced to France in early 1917 for transporting 

supplies speedily and reliably from railhead to front 

line. On return journeys, these vehicles were often 

pressed into use as ambulance vehicles. Luckily 

the railway companies that crisscrossed Britain at 

the time employed huge numbers of men, many of 

whom were called up and called upon to use their particular skills in this innovative application of 

technology to the age-old problem of keeping troops fed, watered and armed. 

Oliver Payne, who attested, or expressed his willingness to enlist, at age 18 in November 1915 gave 

his occupation as being a railway porter; perhaps not directly relevant to the laying of rail track! At 

least he was familiar with trains and he was a muscular young man, especially compared with some 

of our heroes who, when they enlisted were barely more than boys with matching slight physiques.  

Oliver was a very average, for the time, 5’ 5” and a bit, but weighing at 10 stone with a 37” chest 

and 3” expansion certainly merited the ‘good’ he was awarded for his physique even if his eyesight 

was a little substandard. 

Oliver Payne’s 1915 home 



At the time he was living, most likely 

boarding, with a family at 2 York Terrace, 

a modest block of 4 two up two downs (I 

am assuming) on Webster Street in 

Bungay.  Very convenient for the railway 

line!  

At the time, Oliver’s father, Charles 

Payne, was a Postman living, equally 

conveniently, in Post Office Yard, Harleston, along with 

Oliver’s mother and 3 of his 4 siblings. The fourth, 23 

years old Ella was off near Bridgend, Wales, probably in 

domestic service. 

After his medical, Payne was promptly assigned to, but not detailed to the newly formed Railway 

Operating Division of the Royal Engineers. In contrast to Oliver’s splendid medical, when oldest son 

Percy presented himself in March 1916, he was deemed medically unfit although he survived 

another 61 years and had a full and busy life. 

When the then 19 years old Oliver Payne was finally mobilised, in late 1916, his employers (the 

Great Eastern Railway) had to confirm that he was indeed an employee and not swinging the lead 

to get what might be viewed as a role preferable to basic 

cannon fodder.  By this time Oliver could now claim to be a 

shunter, a very useful skill to possess.  

There is a splendid picture of Oliver in his Porter’s uniform, 

his cap had the GER badge on the front and his wool serge 

jacket boasts very practical leather sleeves.  His double 

row of metal buttons frame the watch and chain, an 

essential tool of office for all railway employees.  This 

complements a fabulous photo of Oliver in his Khaki 

uniform, again metal buttons, a cap with, this time, his 

regimental badge and instead of a watch, Payne flourishes 

a swagger stick of some sort, or possibly a horse whip. 

Oliver completed his 6 weeks basic training and was then 

sent off to France where he put in a couple of months work 

before being posted back to England where he spent a 

further 7 months before, fatally as it transpired, being 

posted to the Mediterranean. 

Part of the reason for his extended stay in the UK might 

have been an injury incurred when playing football, the 

almost universal past time for a bunch of bored lads with a bit of time on their hands!  Oliver managed 

a severe sprain in his ankle but when he tried to claim the injury as one incurred whilst he was on 

duty, he was given very short shrift!  Although it was a serious sprain it was deemed not an injury 

likely to interfere with his future efficiency as a soldier. 



Oliver, the rest of his company and other military and medical personnel left Southampton on the 

HMS Osmanieh, a pretty nippy vessel from the Swan Hunter Yard on the Tyne.  Originally a civilian 

build for cargo and passengers, she had been requisitioned as a troop and supply ship in 1916. In 

June 1917 she had a narrow escape, managing to evade two torpedoes fired at her by a German 

U-boat. 

 

Osmanieh before the war in 

her civilian prime. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Osmanieh stripped for 

action during the war. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Osmanieh as she 

sank.  From the Beds 

Regimental History Website 

– they lost 25 men in the 

sinking. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Departing Southampton on the 17th of December 1917, the Osmanieh set a course for Alexandria 

with a stopover in the southern Italian port city of Taranto. Taranto was reached on 28 December 

and Alexandria on 31 December.  Alexandra was at the time the camp and hospital base for the 

Mediterranean Expeditionary force; amongst other medical units there were 6 hospitals, requiring a 

roster of nurses and other medics to staff it. 

The previous day, a U-boat had been busy in the area, torpedoing and sinking the troop-carrier HMT 

Aragon and the destroyer HMS Attack; 610 people died on Aragon and 10 on Attack. The Osmanieh, 

as it waited outside the port of Alexander fell prey not to a torpedo but to a mine that had been 

previously laid by a U-boat.  One report stated that, whilst waiting for a berth in the busy harbour of 

Alexandria, the ship had drifted out of the ‘safe’ area that had been swept clean. Hit amidships, the 

ship sank in less than seven minutes, killing 209 people including eight nurses.  Other ships rushed 

to rescue the survivors, but Oliver was one of those who perished in the sea and whose body, like 

so many, was never found.  

Oliver’s mother wrote a 

touchingly humble yet 

dignified letter to, I 

assume, her son’s 

officer who had written 

to her in the first place 

informing her of Oliver 

having gone missing.  

Having heard nothing 

from Oliver, following 

the report of the sinking 

of the ship, she could 

not bear quite to accept 

her worst fears which 

were later confirmed. 

Oliver is one of almost 

1,000 Commonwealth 

servicemen who died 

during the First World War and who are commemorated at the Chatby memorial in Alexandra.  All 

remembered there have no other grave but the sea. Many of them were lost when hospital ships 

or transports were sunk in the Mediterranean, sailing to or from Alexandria. Others died of wounds 

or sickness while aboard such vessels and were buried at sea. More than 700 of those 

commemorated on the memorial died when their vessels were torpedoed or mined. 

Family legend has it that Oliver was first of all torpedoed before he died at sea; whilst the evidence 

does not quite bear this story out it does give a foundation for this version of events.  I rather 

suspect that either the torpedoing of the two boats the previous day or the ineffective torpedoing of 

the Osmanieh a few months back became conflated with the actual sinking of the ship – not so 

much a false tale so much as verbal history that had telescoped a series of events together into 

one incident. 

 



Also, on board the Osmanieh, were a number of young members of the Royal Flying Corps; by 

dint of them participating in the new aerial warfare, their life expectancy was incredibly low 

anyway. Being sunk on the way to their bases was a far less expected risk.  However, one of 

these young service men, Jack Cohen, not only survived the sinking of the Osmanieh but also his 

service in the RFC, later to become the RAF.  After the war Jack Cohen earnt a living selling 

groceries from a small stall in the East End.  One of his tea suppliers was called T.E. Stockwell; 

when Cohen decided to put his own brand name on the tea, he took the initials from this supplier 

TES and added the first two letters of his own name, CO. No, not COTES, TESCO!  The rest is 

history. 

In 1922 when they attempted to present Oliver’s medals to his next of kin, there seems to have been 

a problem with actually delivering the medals; bearing in mind that Oliver’s father was a well-known 

resident of the town and a postman to boot, it seems unlikely that they were unable to find Charles 

Payne.  Perhaps the heart broken mother refused delivery? 

Unlike many of the other lads who left Harleston to go to war, and whose bodies were never to be 

recovered, the parents of Oliver at least knew the details of his death although this must have been 

scant consolation at the time. 

So, who was this young man who had started work on the local railways before his knowledge took 

him hundreds of miles from East Anglia to die in a foreign ocean? 

The Paynes were not originally a local family although they settled into the heart of the town and 

became very much part of the community.  We find them, in 1911, in the Post Office Yard (now the 

Old Post Office Yard for obvious reasons) in the middle of Harleston.  Both parents and oldest son, 

Percy, had come from Suffolk, father and son from Kentford, mother, Ellen nee Nunn, from Molton.  

At this time the father, Charles Jnr, gave his trade as Auxiliary (part time) Postman and 

Warehouseman, Percy was a Hairdresser, not a job he followed for long, daughter Ella (born Kennet 

Cambs) was a servant whilst the other three children were all scholars. Whilst the youngest, George, 

aged 7 had been born in Harleston, Hilda, aged 10, had been born in St Cross and our hero, Oliver, 

aged 13 had, like Ella, been born in Kennet. 

The Paynes were active in the Congregational church, as were the families of a number of our 

Harleston Heroes, appearing in numerous events during and just after the war.  Young Oliver even 

got a special mention for his singing at a performance in 1909 when he would have been about 11!  

He obviously had a fine voice as the following year he was performing a solo at the Harleston 

Congregational Sunday School Anniversary – a prestigious event! 

Judging by the ages of the 

children, it was probably 

about 1911 they had their 

photograph taken in a rather 

splendid sort of Swiss 

Family Robinson posed set 

up; quite cheerily informal 

for the time! From left to 

right, there is Charles Jnr 

with a splendid if 

prematurely grey 

moustache, Ellen nee Nunn 

a rather young looking 



matriarch, the youngest son George with a mischievous sort of look, crouching on the floor, 

handsome Percy, the only one of the entire group looking the camera direct in the lens, Ella at the 

back of the group looking every inch the sensible oldest sister, Oliver looking very unhappy to be 

there and Hilda very much echoing the mischievous look of her younger brother; I rather suspect 

that Hilda and George may well have been co-conspirators! 

In a much more formal photograph taken at the same time, it is only Ella looking directly at the 

camera and all the rest of the family look as glum as Oliver! 

Left to right, Oliver, Charles, 

George, Ella, Hilda, Ellen and 

handsome Percy! 

10 years previously and, the 

family were, as one might 

expect, living at St Cross when 

Charles gave his trade as 

Groom, domestic.  Hopping 

back another 10 years to 1891, 

things start getting a little more 

intriguing. Two years before 

Charles Jnr’s marriage to Ellen 

Nunn, he was already a groom 

in a family of Agricultural 

labourers and, along with his 

younger brother was living with 

their parents in Kennet 

although Charles Jnr’s father and brother had both, like himself, been born in Kentford.   

You actually have to go all the way back to 1871 to find the family in their hometown of Kennet when 

Charles Snr and wife Sarah Anne were living with their three boys in the High Street. 10 years 

earlier, the newly married Charles Payne Snr and Sarah seem to be in the exact same address; I 

wonder what inspired the family to up sticks and move? Cos, 10 years earlier and there was 34 

years old Charles Snr living with his elderly parents in Kennet High Street.  This does answer one 

question; no, Sarah Anne was not a second younger wife, instead Charles Snr had been a first-time 

elderly groom! 

Another, sort of family group exists of Mr and Mrs Charles Payne Jnr and their oldest son Percy.  It 

is actually a photograph of the Harleston Postal Delivery Staff that features in Roy Riches 

‘Oddments’. In the  group photo is a Mr Percy Payne (markedly younger than his fellow ‘posties’ and 

really quite handsome) standing behind his parents Mrs Payne (Snr.) and Mr Payne. With the 

moustachioed Mr Payne leaning slightly towards his fine-featured wife, this is quite a sweet family 

photograph! The photo was probably taken shortly before the war, the dashing young Percy Payne 

looks no more than 20.   

Roy Riches comments on the postal staff in the photo ‘With the exception of Mr Percy Payne all 

have passed on. Mr Payne lives at Jays Green, Harleston.’   

Mr Riches describes the job of a postman in the early 20th C thus... 

 

‘It was said by many of the locals of fifty or sixty years ago that you could set your watch 

or clock the right time when you saw a postman or post woman, so regular on time were 



they. Many of the post rounds were done on foot, immense distances being walked. Many 

of the rounds were known to the postman as walking rounds, one of these used to be to 

Alburgh and Denton, quite a distance from Harleston where they operated from. The 

clothing used to be of very heavy cloth material and the postmen were usually issued 

with an oilskin cape. The standard dress for the legs was cloth putties. A few of them had 

old fashioned cycles and during darkness they were lit up by an oil lamp’1 

 

No doubt, Mr Riches, who was for 36 years a County Council 

Roadman, met many of these postmen as they went about their 

work. 

 

Postman Charles Payne finally retired, on grounds of ill health, in 

1937 after having served the Harleston district for over thirty years.  

I am sure he was delighted with the presentation of a silver mounted 

ebony walking stick.2 

 

Oliver’s older brother, Percy, married to Ethel Lord in 1923.  She 

came from a most respectable family down in St Margaret’s, 

Southelmham.  Ethel’s brother, Edward Lord, was a church warden 

and had been a chorister at St Margaret’s since he was a lad.  

Edward had actually started his working life with his father, Osborne 

Lord, as a Carpenter and this is how he appeared in the 1911 census, by 1921 he appeared in 

Kelly’s directory as a farmer at Red House Farm where he farmed up to his death in early 1945. 

This was a bit of a diversion from the family trade, not only was Edward’s father a carpenter 

(appearing as such in Kelly’s 1921 directory) but so was his grandfather, Robert Lord.  The 1911 

census also reveals that Percy’s wife to be, Ethel Lord, was then working for the Post Office – I think 

we can guess the happy couple met at work! 

 

In 1937, when he was living in the Old Market Place, a home he was to remain at for at least a dozen 

more years, Percy received a fairly hefty 24s fine for failing to either renew or return his ‘public 

service vehicle license plate’- i.e. his taxi plate, for a 

period of sixteen days3 He may have been a little lax 

on his paper work but he was good hearted soul, 

taking a group of the ‘workhouse’ kids to Yarmouth 

in 1934 – maybe it was more a charabanc than a 

taxi that he drove! Sadly, Percy and Ethel do not 

seem to have had any children of their own which 

makes this treat even more poignant. 
 

Diss Express Norfolk, England 

31 Aug 1934 

 
1 Roy Riches Oddments 
2 Diss Express 5 Nov 1937 

3 Thetford & Watton Times and People's Weekly Journal 25 Sep 1937 



 

 

 
Diss Express  

1 Feb 1946 

 

Father, Charles died in early 1946, his service to the Post Office 

being marked by a wreath from the Harleston Post Office; his 

Kentford roots being marked in his obituary.  Unfortunately, his 

eldest daughter, Ella, was not able to attend due to illness.  This 

is something often seen in funeral notices at the time, 

particularly in the early months of the year.  Until the recent 

Covid 19 epidemic, we, a generation raised with anti-biotics and 

the NHS, had forgotten how a relatively minor infection could 

escalate into potentially fatal disease.  

 

Flu, pneumonia and chest infections were all potentially fatal. 

 

 

By the 1939 census, Percy, 

still up at Old Market Place, 

was a ‘waterworks attendant’!  

Percy’s first wife Ethel May 

nee Lord, died in 1949 at the relatively early age of 57, rather 

touchingly the grieving husband invested in a double plot for the 

pair of them.  She was obviously a very busy and popular lady 

involved in the Mother’s Union, the WI, the Bowls Club, the RAOB – 

she also had the Deputy Chief Constable of Essex attend along 

with numbers of friends and families. Edith had died up in London 

following an operation. 

 

Percy did remarry in 1950, to Miss Gladys Woodgate whose father 

lived on Broad Street.  His younger brother, George, was the best 

man. Gladys had been working in the 

International Stores, was a member 

of the Congregational Church 

Badminton Club and was a little 

younger than her husband which 

was very good news as 2 years after 

their marriage Percy finally became a 

father, to little Judith 

Diss Express  

21 Oct 1949 

Diss Express  

2 Jun 1950 

 



Perhaps it was the birth of young Judith that led Percy to selling his motorised tricycle; I wonder if it 

was to be replaced by a more substantial family orientated vehicle! 

Diss Express 

22 May 1953 

 

Percy worked at various trades 

and moved around the town a bit but was certainly at The Common during the 50’s - raising his 

chickens although I pity the poor hen who laid this extraordinary egg!4 

OUTSIZED EGG A Black Leghorn pullet belonging to Mr. Percy Payne, of St. Lawrence 

The Common, Harleston, has just laid an outsize 

egg weighing 6ozs. Inside the outer shell was 

another complete normal size egg with a hard 

shell.  
 

Charles and Ellen Payne’s home on Harleston Common, I 

believe later lived in by Percy and family 

 

Percy survived to the grand old age of 83, dying 

in 1977 having been able to see his little girl not 

only to adulthood but also married and settled with 

a husband and children of her own. 

 

Bury Free 

Press  

6 Aug 1932 

 

 

 

 

 

Percy and 

Oliver’s 

much younger brother, the mischievous looking George, grew 

up to become a very talented footballer being picked in the 

1920’s to play in goal for the South Norfolk team.  Percy was 

his younger brother’s best man when he wed to Edith 

Hutchinson in 1932.  Not exactly local, they wed at Ethel’s 

home church in Great Cornard, south of Sudbury in 1932, at 

this point the Payne parents, Charles and Ellen were still living 

in the Old Post Office Yard, Laburnham house as it was then 

called. 
 

 

 
4 Diss Express 11 Mar 1955 



 

A photo exists of two men and a lad standing 

in Old Post Office Yard, it is believed that the 

man stood behind the lad is George, who 

appears to have grown up too be almost as 

good looking as his brother Percy; a 

handsome family! 

 However, by 1939, on the eve of the war 

when youngest daughter Hilda got married, 

Charles and Ellen were living at No 6 the 

Close, or the council houses on the Common 

 

Norah Turner, from the Common and one of 

Hilda’s bridesmaids was the Aunt of young 

Lionel Turner, another of our Harleston 

heroes, who also died in the middle east, 

Tunisia in World War II. The Turners had 

been living on the Common for many years  

 

 

Diss Express  

15 Sep 1939 

 

Two years after the end of the War, Ellen herself 

died, aged 79. Her obituary reveals that the family 

had moved to Harleston in 1903; almost 120 years 

on and the Payne’s descendants are still in the 

area!  

 

 

 

 

 

Diss Express  

7 Mar 1947 

 


