
WILLIAM WHITEHEAD (1797-1881) 
 
Born in Downe in 1797, William Whitehead was a labourer before he joined the 
2nd Battalion of the Rifle Brigade at the age of seventeen. Fifteen months later 
he found himself fighting under the command of the Duke of Wellington in 
what was to become known as the Battle of Waterloo.  
 
On Sunday 18 June 1815 one of the most momentous battles in European 
history was fought on a muddy field about nine miles south of Brussels. It was 
the day on which the fate of Europe would be decided, the one decisive battle 
that would end twenty-five years of conflict and bring almost a century of peace 
to the continent. It was the day when 23,000 British troops allied with 44,000 
Germans, Belgians, Dutch and Prussians, defeated Napoleon’s Grande Armée 
of 74,000 men. 
 
On that terrible day of slaughter, Napoleon Bonaparte lost some 25,000 of his 
loyal soldiers, while the allies lost no less than 23,000. Among the survivors 
was Private William Whitehead who would later receive £2 11s 4d (£142 in 
today’s money) as his share of a gratuity paid to the victors by the French 
crown. Napoleon was exiled to St Helena where he died in 1821, while 
Wellington secured a peace deal with France and became British Prime Minister 
in 1828.  
 
As for Private Whitehead, although wounded in the chest at Waterloo, he 
recovered sufficiently to serve later in India and elsewhere, but he was 
eventually discharged from the army in 1830 through ill-health brought about as 
a result of injuries received on that Belgian battlefield. 
 
Having spent fifteen years in the Rifle Brigade, William was now thirty-two 
years old and an invalid with an army pension to support an otherwise uncertain 
future. His army discharge certificate described him as 5ft 6¾in tall, with fair 
hair, grey eyes and a fresh complexion. About twelve years later he married 
Sarah, a Brasted girl nearly thirty years his junior, and together they moved to a 
cottage at Kent Hatch where they had seven children, the second youngest of 
whom (Stephen), died in Oxted in 1932. 
 
Little is known of William Whitehead’s years in Crockham Hill, other than his 
reputation for being ‘much respected by his neighbours’ and that he owned a 
pony which ‘helped him to obtain a livelihood.’ Despite being invalided out of 
the army, he survived well into his eighties. When he passed away in October 
1881, he had reached the age of eighty-four. His funeral at Holy Trinity was 
‘very largely attended,’ his coffin drawn to the church by his favourite pony. He 



was buried with military honours, a company of the 1st Kentish Volunteers 
firing three volleys over the grave. 
 
As his army pension died with him, Sarah his widow, who was by then 
disabled, was left in straightened circumstances, so the Reverend G Herbert 
Johnson, the Vicar of Crockham Hill at the time, raised a fund to support her 
through the difficult years ahead. 
 
Twenty-three years later (in 1904) William Whitehead’s grave, set at the foot of 
the tower at the western end of the churchyard, was marked by a simple 
memorial which was replaced by a wooden cross in 2015 to mark the 200th 
anniversary of the Battle of Waterloo – the single, momentous day which 
dominated the rest of his life and gave William Whitehead a rare place in 
history. 
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