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	During the winter of 1998, while researching my Uncle Bill's experiences as a Canadian soldier in the Great War, I was lucky enough to come across his album of snapshots taken during his years in the Canadian Expeditionary Force. The album concludes with a series of photos of a 1928 British Legion pilgrimage to the Western Front, and I was particularly struck by one picture (right) of an elderly lady whom Uncle Bill encountered in Ypres. She was wearing five sets of service medals - 1914/15 Stars, War Medals and Victory Medals - but Uncle Bill had not recorded her name. He had simply inscribed her photograph, "Lady Lost Five Sons".


I was curious to find out who the lady in the picture was, and confident that someone who had lost five sons must be well-documented and easy to trace through the Commonwealth War Graves Commission. However, without knowing even the lady's surname, it was impossible to make use of CWGC records. For two years, I did not come across any source who could put a name to her face, and the lady in the picture remained "lady lost five sons". 

It was not until the winter of 2000 that I came across a chance reference in a senior citizens' magazine to "Canada's War Mother" - a C. S. Woods (sic), who had lost five sons in the Great War. Since then, I have spent a year researching the life of Charlotte Susan Wood and her family, including the five sons lost in the Great War. This article presents the results of that research. I am not a professional researcher, and I had no commercial interest in telling this lady's story. It just struck me as a shame that someone could lose five sons in the service of their country and, just eighty years later, have almost no-one remember even her name. 

Charlotte Susan Fullman was born on 27 September 1861, at Ordnance Place, Chatham (pictured below). She was the third of seven children born to Stephen and Frances Fullman, natives of the Medway Valley villages of West Farleigh and East Malling, respectively. Stephen Fullman was a Greenwich pensioner, whose sons attended the Greenwich Hospital School on the south bank of the Thames. A relative recalls that the family "were not very wealthy, but they were educated". 
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Ordnance Place is this elegant row of Georgian houses, on Ordnance Terrace, Chatham.  The white plaque on the wall of the second house from the left identifies 
the home of the young Charles Dickens, who lived there 1817-21 while his father 
(like Charlotte's) was employed in Chatham by the Royal Navy. 

Charlotte grew up in the Medway towns, and took her first job in Gillingham, when she became a domestic servant to the family of Henry Giles, foreman of the Pier Road gas works. By 1887, Charlotte had returned to Chatham: she was living at 19 Chatham Hill, and earning her living as a laundress. Her neighbour at 22 Chatham Hill was 31-year-old Frederick Louis Wood, the son of a shipwright at Chatham's Royal Naval Dockyard. He had recently returned to settle in his home town after service with the Royal Horse Artillery at Topsham in Devonshire, and was working as a journeyman bricklayer to support his young wife, Elizabeth, and their five small sons. 

The Woods moved to Greenwich, on the south bank of the Thames, in the spring of 1888. But tragedy struck the family soon after, when 28-year-old Elizabeth died from complications arising from her sixth pregnancy. Over the following months, Fred renewed his acquaintance with Charlotte Fullman, and they were married at Maze Hill Congregationalist Chapel in Greenwich, on 21 October 1888. Charlotte found herself mother to an instant family of six boys - all under the age of eight. To these six was added Charlotte and Frederick's only daughter, Ellen, born in August 1889. Soon after Ellen's birth, the family moved back to Chatham, where they rented an end-terrace house at 1, Seymour Road. 

Throughout the 1890's, the Woods were constantly on the move, relocating within the county as Frederick sought work to feed his growing family. His oldest son, Richard, died during the Kroonstad typhoid epidemic of May 1900, while serving with the British Army in South Africa. Nevertheless, by the time their youngest son was born in 1901, Frederick and Charlotte still had twelve children to support: Louis (aged 19), Joseph (18), William (17), Arthur (15), Alfred (14), Ellen (12), Frederick (10), John (7), Herbert (6), Harry (4), Percy (2) and the infant Charles. 

In 1905, the Wood family took the opportunity to build a better life for themselves, by applying to the British Government for a Dominion Land Grant. They were assigned 160 acres of virgin land near the town of Gunn, northwest of Edmonton, Alberta. By 1905, the oldest children were established in Kent, and they chose to remain in Britain. So Charlotte, Frederick and just four of their younger sons emigrated to Canada, where they settled in Gunn and cleared a ranch on their new land. 

When war broke out in 1914, Charlotte's sons in Britain were immediately affected. The oldest four - Louis, Joseph, William and Arthur - had probably already seen peacetime service in the Royal Navy, and were immediately called up for wartime service. Their younger brothers, Alf, Fred and Harry, followed them into the military. Alf and Fred went into Kitchener's New Armies, while Harry followed his oldest brothers into the Navy. In Canada, John and Herbert were also old enough for military service, and volunteered for the Canadian Expeditionary Force (CEF). The two youngest sons, Percy and Charles, were too young to serve (they were aged fifteen and thirteen, respectively, when war broke out), but signed up anyway at Christmastime, 1915. By the beginning of 1916, all eleven of Charlotte's sons had enlisted. 

War struck home early in the Wood family, with 32-year-old Louis lost at sea when HMS Hogue was torpedoed in September 1914. In the agonising four years that followed, Charlotte and Frederick suffered a succession of losses: Fred, killed on the Somme, while serving with the Royal West Kent Regiment; Harry, killed aged eighteen on the Helles Front at Gallipoli; Joseph, who survived Gallipoli and the Somme, only to perish at Passchendaele; and Percy, who was still a month shy of his eighteenth birthday when he was killed at Vimy. Additionally, at least two other sons, Alf and John, were seriously wounded, but survived the war. 

A relative remembers that Charlotte was extremely proud of what her family had done, but also bitter that she and so many other mothers had lost loved ones and given so much to the "war to end all wars". For the rest of her life, Charlotte channelled her energies into voluntary organisations serving disabled veterans and bereaved family members, and into acts of commemoration for the fallen. She was an active supporter of the Canadian Legion, and President of the Imperial Veterans of Canada; a life member of Comrades of the World and the Association of War Widows; and a life member of the old Contemptible Club in Winnipeg, Manitoba (her post-war home). 

In 1928, Charlotte Wood returned to Europe, visiting the Western Front as part of a British Legion memorial visit to France and Flanders. She also visited her home town of Chatham, where the townspeople organised a special tribute to her. She was scheduled for an audience with Queen Mary during the same trip, but had to postpone the meeting, due to illness. 

	Charlotte was awarded the George V Jubilee Medal in 1935, and was the first recipient of the Memorial Cross, the Honour which is still awarded to the mothers and widows of those killed while serving in Canada's armed forces. On 16 July 1936, she sailed from Montreal for her second return visit to Europe, this time as part of "The Vimy Pilgrimage". The Pilgrimage comprised 8,000 Canadian ex-servicemen and next-of-kin who were travelling to Vimy, France, for the unveiling of Canada's World War One Memorial by King Edward VIII. On the eve of departure, Mrs Wood told the press: "I would rather have all my twelve about me tonight than all your pilgrimages, so I would". 


The pilgrims reached Antwerp on 25 July, and gathered the next day at the site of the new Memorial. They explored the preserved trenches and fortifications of Vimy Ridge, witnessed the King unveil the huge Memorial's central figure - Canada mourning her lost sons - and laid their own floral tributes at its base. Charlotte Wood was one of three War Mothers presented to Edward VIII just prior to the unveiling. 

