
Samuel Walter Billings was born on 28 March 
1879 in Prestbury, Cheltenham to Frances Anne 
(née Jones) and Samuel Bruce Billings. He had two 
sisters - Frances and Evelyn - and one brother, 
Arthur. He was privately  educated by Mr W Ward 
Whittard BA of Cheltenham.

In 1881 the family  were living in Wellington Square 
and employed two servants. By 1891 the family  had 
moved to Charlton Kings and they  had welcomed a 
third daughter, Lina. Sadly Arthur had died in 1884.

The 1901 census shows that the family  had moved 
again to Pen Rhys, Battledown, Cheltenham and all 
the children were still living there. Samuel was now 
recorded as an Articled Clerk.

In 1902 he followed his father and grandfather into 
the legal profession and practised at Bank 
Chambers, North Street, Cheltenham. In January 
1907 it was reported in the Cheltenham Chronicle 
that Samuel had been appointed a Land Tax 
Commissioner for Cheltenham and Gloucester; this 
appointment was to be for life.

By 1911 Samuel, Evelyn and Lina were living on 
their own at Pen Rhys; none of them were married. 
Their father had died and their mother, Frances, was 
living in Oxted. She later moved to Malvern.

In 1914 Samuel was recruited into the Public School 
Battalion and appears in a list of names in the 
following article in the Gloucestershire Echo on      
15 September:
Old Public School and University Men’s Force 
recruiting in Cheltenham
The following have been recruited in Cheltenham for 
the Old Public School and University Men’s Force, 
which is to be called the Public School Battalion, 
Royal Fusiliers company. It will be seen that forty 
have offered themselves, the majority residents of 
Cheltenham, though in some few cases recruits 
come from as far away as Kidderminster, Cardiff and 
Bristol. In all some 5,000 have joined the Force 
throughout the country to date ...

The brigade recruited volunteer University and 
Public School men from towns all over England and 
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also Aberystwyth and Edinburgh. In fact volunteers 
were sought from all the universities and public 
schools of the Empire. They  had to be between the 
ages of 19 and 35 (or 45 if they  had previous 
experience as a soldier).

Roughly  8,250 men arrived at Epsom on                 
18 September. At first they  were billeted in Epsom, 
Ashtead and Leatherhead but when the army  camp 
was ready  at Woodcote Park, near Epsom, Surrey, 
they moved there and became the 18th, 19th,          
20th and 21st Service Battalions of the Royal 
Fusiliers. They  were based here between February 
and May 1915.

After undergoing basic training many of these men 
received commissions as officers in other regiments 
or parts of the armed services because it was 
believed at the time that the best type of person to 
prov ide leadersh ip was ‘a wel l -educated 
gentleman.’ Samuel was offered a commission but 
declined as he preferred to stay in the ranks.

Samuel’s Medal Index Card stated that he entered 
the theatre of war on 14 November 1915. The 
battalion’s War Diary for that day reads:
PERHAM DOWN
8am: The Battalion, strength 30 Officers and 994 
Other Ranks, including attached, left No 3 Camp, 
PERHAM DOWN, en route for Active Service in 
FRANCE.
5pm: Arrived at CALAIS, via FOLKESTONE, per     
SS Princess Victoria.

8pm: Arrived by train at BOULOGNE.
9.40pm: Arrive OSTROHOVE LARGE REST CAMP. 
Weather fine.

Their eventual destination was Bethune where the 
Battalion was attached to the 22nd Infantry Brigade.

Samuel was wounded in the abdomen on 2 January 
1916. He underwent an operation but died the 
following day  in a Casualty Clearing Station; he was 
36 years of age.

The battalion’s War Diary for 2 January reads:
BRICKSTACKS
Sub-Section A1
The lull of overnight was the precursor of a storm. 
This has been remarked more than once and in this 
resect the usual wile of the German appears to 
direct him. The enemy by means best known to 
himself discovered a relief was being carried out 
today. Up went hostile planes and a heavy, but 
hardly an intensive bombardment of our front, 
suppo r t and th i rd l i ne was commenced 
approximately at 10.30, just when the relief was 
being started. It is believed that a woman and two 
men who live at a corner Estaminet at the junction of 
HARLEY STREET and the main LA BASSEE - 
BETHUNE ROAD are probably spies. They have 
every opportunity of gathering useful knowledge, 
and in an unobtrusive way take a great deal of 
interest in our movements. At about 11.30 when the 
relief was at its height the bombardment was at its 
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intensest. 5.9” were sent on and across the main 
road, particular attention being paid to Bde Hd Qrs. 
The placing of and the rapidity with which the 5.9” 
came, appeared very like a barrage. Simultaneously 
our front and support line, particularly CUINCHY 
SUPPORT were heavily shelled with field guns and 
4.2”. At approximately 11.15am a small mine was 
sprung on our left opposite the right Coy of the A & 
S Highlanders and at 11.30am a larger mine 
opposite our left front Coy (No 4). A fair amount of 
the parapet was blown in and our casualties were 
nearly all in this Coy. Total casualties: 2nd Lt Wood 
killed. Capt Shipster (OC no 4 Coy) wounded, and 
of OR 8 killed and 18 wounded. No attacks followed 
the springing of the mine or the heavy shelling, 
several Germans showed themselves very 
conspicuously on the parapet but this was more 
bravado than intent to attack. The general situation 
on this day is difficult to sum up. It suggest an 
intention to carry out an attack, but either something 
going wrong or a disinclination of the enemy to 
advance,  frustrating the effort at the last moment. 
We were relieved by 16th KRR. The last platoon 
arrived BETHUNE about 3pm, by which time the 
billeting was completed.

The fo l l ow ing ob i tua ry  appeared in the 
Gloucestershire Echo on 8 January 1916:
CHELTENHAM SOLICITOR KILLED

Mr S Walter Billings dies a Hero's death in 
France

With deep regret, which will be shared by all who 
knew him, it is our painful duty to announce the 
death, as the result of wounds received in France of 
Mr Samuel Walter Billings, an honored member of 
the Cheltenham legal fraternity, who joined the 
University and Public School Batt within a few 
weeks of the outbreak of the war. He was wounded 
on January 2, and taken to the casualty clearing 
station.  An operation was found necessary, and this 
was performed successfully, but his injury was such 
that even his splendid physique could not rally from 
the shock, and he passed away at 7:30 on the 
morning of January 3, 1916.

The only son of the late Mr Samuel Bruce Billings, a 
well known solicitor of Cheltenham, and of Mrs 
Bruce Billings, of Pen Rhys, Battledown, where he 
resided, the deceased was a grandson of Mr 
Thomas Billings, also a solicitor, whom the older 
generation of Cheltonians will remember as 
practicing in Regent Street, and as largely 
concerned in the laying out of the Fullwood Park 
district and the charging of ground rents thereon.

Born 36 years ago, he was educated privately by Mr 
W Ward Whittard BA, of Cheltenham, and following 
his father and grandfather into the legal profession 
he was enrolled in April, 1902, and has since 
practiced as a conveyancer at Bank Chambers, 
North Street. A young man of very high principles, 
he was held in great esteem in the profession and 
having excellent ability, he might well have attained 
a distinguished position. 

But with a chivalrous sense of duty which before the 
high call of the present war might have been 
deemed almost quixotic, he was among the earliest 
to realize the country's needs in the great struggle 
sprung upon the Empire, and within six weeks of the 
outbreak of the war he had settled his business 
affairs and offered his service to the nation. He was 
accepted, for the University and Public School Batt 
and we understand that he was offered a 
commission. His one ambition, however, was to do 
something for his King and Country, and with this 
was not mixed the slightest element of self-
aggrandizement. Thus even against the advice of 
his friends he continued in the ranks. In his case the 
decision, although it was entirely in keeping with a 
disposition singularly lovable and free from 
assertiveness was somewhat to be regretted for 
physically and intellectually he had the qualifications 
which would have made a fine officer he being a 
young man of unusual capacity, notable also for his 
handsome features, and stature and lithe carriage.  
As a pedestrian he probably had no equal in town. 
He rejoiced in big rambles over our own country-
side and with kindred spirits on occasions enjoyed 
long tramps on the Yorkshire moors, sleeping 'a' la 
belle e' toile. We remember it being humorously 
remarked when he enlisted that if the Germans were 
to be beaten by marching S W Billings would march 
the whole of Hundom off its legs; and we have been 
told that in his battalion composed as it was of 
public school men, amongst whom were a great 
number of well-known athletes, there was not a man 
who could stand a day's march like him.

Of all the various activities of his active disposition 
he will be most widely remembered as a chess 
player, for he achieved more than local fame in the 
game. Mr Billings was widely known by name, and 
personally to most of the good players in the county. 
He joined the Cheltenham Chess Club as a lad, 
about twenty years ago, and soon got into the first 
class. A few years later he won the local 
championship, repeated this success at intervals, 
being generally second when not first in the 
"Cheltenham Cup" Tournament. He held the cup five 
times, and during these years led the club’s match 
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team in contests with Bristol, Birmingham, Oxford 
University, etc, and he also became known in county 
and in national chess. At the congress at Glasgow, 
about five years ago, he won first prize in the          
1st Class Amateur Tourney. As a sporting venture on 
the strength of his success he tried his luck in the 
British Open Championship at Richmond-on-
Thames, three years ago, but with such men as 
Blackburne and others playing, the young amateur 
was rather outclassed. He took part in the 
Cheltenham Congress, in 1913, with a good score, 
but did not quite reach the prize list.  Mr Billings was 
the secretary of the local Chess Club for six years, 
retiring from this position about six years ago, and 
has been a vice-president since. He visited the club 
twice during the past year, and remained a member. 
The knowledge, difficult at first to realize, that never 
again will he be seen in the club-room, is a severe 
blow to the club and more especially the elder 
members who had known him from boyhood. 

Another of the late Mr Billings' intellectual hobbies 
was astronomy, in the pursuit of which, we believe, 
he was associated with Mr Steavenson, the young 
Cheltenham Collegian, who was a Fellow of the 
Royal Astronomical Society for his first observation 
in this country of a famous comet four or five years 
ago. A fine celestial telescope, presented him by his 
friends, was one of his cherished possessions. The 
trend of his mind was, however, by no means 
confined to physical and intellectual pursuits. With a 
disposition the geniality of which won for him the 
friendship and admiration of all with whom he came 
into contact, it was not surprising to find coupled 
strong humanitarian feelings. He associated himself 
warmly with the work of the Royal Society for the 
Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, was largely 
responsible for the presentation to Corporation of an 
influentially signed petition in favor of humane 
methods in local slaughter-houses. Mr S Bruce 
Billings, father of the subject of this notice, was 
member of the Plymouth Brethren, and his son was 
brought up in the tenets of that denomination. For 
some years past, however, he attended Christ 
Church, but of such a man it might be said that 
to whatever church he belonged he would do it 
honor, and whatever principles he professed 
would command respectful hearing from such 
an advocate.   Politically he was a Unionist, but he 
could not be described as a "party man" in the strict 
sense of the term, for with strongly held opinions he 
coupled much of the spirit of the eclectic. Mr. 
Billings, who is survived by his mother and three 
sisters, was not married. When he enlisted he 
arranged with a brother practitioner in the town for 
the oversight of his professional affairs and this 

arrangement will, we understand, hold good for the 
present.

A sad fact in connection with the news of the fine 
young soldier's death is that with the news, which 
was sent by a nursing sister, was sent a letter 
written by him before going into action on the day he 
received his fatal wound. Some days ago his 
relations, with whom the utmost sympathy will be 
felt, received a letter from him describing his 
Christmas at the front, and stating that he and his 
comrades managed to sit down to a good Christmas 
dinner at a cottage. 

Amongst professional positions held by Mr Billings 
was that of solicitor to the Imperial Lodge of 
Oddfellows, a position held by his father before him, 
both being members of the Order.

Two letters from fr iends appeared in the 
Gloucestershire Echo on 10 January. These extracts 
show that Samuel was well respected and would be 
greatly missed by many:

1) By the passing of Samuel Walter Billings our 
town has lost another useful life. Of a retiring 
nature, he did not figure largely in the public life 
of the town, yet his loss will be felt deeply by the 
many who held him in high esteem. He was of a 
sunny disposition, an honourable and generous 
friend, and a great lover of nature. He knew the 
Cotswolds thoroughly from end to end, and 
revelled in the open air. He has died a hero’s 
death for us who remain to mourn his loss.

2) …he was so great-souled and left of principle 
that his character stood out str ik ingly 
conspicuous in comparison with that of the 
average young man of the day. He was a 
“thinker”, and having chosen his course he had 
the strength of purpose and courage of his 
convictions to carry it out. He had indeed “strong 
humanitarian feelings,” for as a proof of these he 
was an ardent anti-vivisectionist and vegetarian, 
being keenly opposed to cruelty of any kind 
towards the brute creation. His nature was so 
sympathetic, and so sensitive to the sufferings of 
the animal world, that where there was anything 
to be done he never left a stone unturned in his 
earnest efforts on their behalf. Had he lived he 
would without doubt have become in time a 
Name in the humanitarian world.

Further notices of his death appeared in the 
Western Daily Press, Birmingham Daily Gazette, 
Birmingham Mail and as far afield as the Ormskirk 
Advertiser.
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Samuel is buried in Bethune Town Cemetery, Plot 
IV, Row G, Grave 76. His headstone is inscribed 
‘With Christ’. He is remembered on the Christ 
Church Roll of Honour; Cheltenham War Memorial; 

Charlton Kings War Memorial; Solicitors and Articled 
Clerks World War 1 Memorial, Chancery  Lane, 
Holborn, London (903 names are honoured on this 
memorial).
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