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PREFACE 
 
Both  Private Charles Percy Topham and Sergeant Percy Riley have been included 
in the same publication because they were connected through adoption. Percy Riley 
was the brother of Helen (Nellie) Riley who married Charles Frederick Topham and 
Charles Percy Topham was their adopted son. 
 
Part 1 is dedicated to Charles Percy Topham and Part 2 to Percy Riley 
 

ACKNOWLEDGED RESEARCH RESOURCES 
 
Information has been gathered from numerous resources including the CWGC 
website, various newspaper reports and the publication  "Lest We Forget" in Memory 
of the Fallen in the Great War, North West Leicestershire. 
 
Photographs of St. John's Chapel and the graves were taken by the author. 
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PART 1 - PRIVATE CHARLES PERCY TOPHAM 

 

COMMONWEALTH WAR GRAVE COMMISION 
CERTIFICATE 

 

 
 
 

 
 

ST. JOHNS MORTUARY CHAPEL AND  GRAVEYARD, COLEORTON WHERE 
PTE CHARLES PERCY TOPHAM IS COMMEMORATED ADJACENT TO HIS  

ADOPTIVE MOTHER'S GRAVE BY THE CWGC GRACESTONE  
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THE CWGC COMMEMORATIVE GRAVESTONE FOR  
PRIVATE CHARLES PERCY TOPHAM 
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HELEN (NELLIE) TOPHAM'S GRAVE WHICH INCLUDES A COMMEMORATIVE 
INSCRIPTION TO HER BROTHER SERGEANT PERCY RILEY WHO WAS KILLED 

IN THE GREAT WAR IN FRANCE AND FEATURES LATER 
 

 
 

Sadly, Charles Percy Topham's adoptive mother, Helen "Nellie" Tophan (nee. Riley) 
who was born in 1893, died on the 11th of November 1927 aged 33 / 34. She is 
buried in St. Johns Mortuary Chapel graveyard, Coleorton  Strangely there is no 
mention of her husband, Charles Frederick Topham on her gravestone. As they 
adopted Charles Percy (born in Whitwick) as a baby, Nellie would have died c.5 
years following his adoption. 
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COLEORTON GREAT WAR AND 2nd WW MEMORIAL. 
THE FALLEN IN THE 2nd WW ARE SHOWN ABOVE WHICH INCLUDES  

PRIVATE TOPHAM 
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               COPIES OF CWGC DOCUMENTS WHICH REFER TO  
CHARLES PERCY TOPHAM 
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  CWGC GRAVESTONE DETAILS 
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COMMENTS 
 
Although we know that Pte Charles Percy Topham was serving with the "Pioneer 
Corps" when he was killed. We don't know where he enlisted or how or where his 
death occurred. Research is ongoing to try and establish this. 

 

The tasks of the Pioneer Corps were varied but often involved manual labour. Many 
units found themselves stationed at ports, railheads and bases to help load or unload 
supplies. Work was also carried out on the construction and repair of roads and 
railways, often with the Royal Engineers. The Royal Pioneer Corps was formed in 
1939, and amalgamated into the Royal Logistic Corps in 1993. Pioneer units also 
performed a wide variety of tasks in all theatres of war, including full infantry, mine 
clearance, guarding bases, laying prefabricated track on beaches, and effecting 
various logistical operations. With the Royal Engineers they constructed airfields and 
roads and erected bridges. 
 
In September 1939, a number of infantry and cavalry reservists were formed into 
Works Labour Companies, which were soon made the Auxiliary Military Pioneer 
Corps (AMPC); a Labour Directorate was created to control all labour force matters. 
A large number of Pioneers served in France with the British Expeditionary Force 

From its inception, this was ranked as a combatant unit - a status no previous 
pioneer unit had achieved. In June 1940, many of the AMPC's companies had to be 
pressed into use as combat troops during the Battle of France (1940), before being 
evacuated. 

In November 1940, the unit was renamed the Pioneer Corps. Its recruits included 
Jewish and anti-Nazi refugees who had fled from Austria, Germany and Eastern 
Europe. 

The author leans towards the view that the Pioneer Corps were in France making 
preparations for the D Day landings and this is when Pte Charles Percy Topham was 
killed. 

COMMENTS 

Although Charles Frederick  and Helen Topham are  credited on records as being 
from Coleorton on  Charles Percy Tophams death records (1943), Helen had died in 
1934 and no information as to where either Helen or her surviving husband Charles 
Frederick were living in Coleorton at any time has been found, and no Topham's are 
recorded in the 1939 register. 

In the 1921 census, Helen and Charles Frederick were recorded as living at 167 
Loughton Road in Whitwick with their adopted son Charles Percy Topham (under 1 
month of age) and Helen Topham's mother Annie (aged 50 & born in Moston, Lancs) 
who was a retired matron at Ashby Workhouse. 

In 1921, Charles Frederick was employed as an engineering fitter at Stableford's 
Waggon works in Coalville 

It can be assumed that they must have moved to Coleorton before 1934 as Helen is 
buried in St. John's cemetery as shown in the preceding photographs.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_Logistic_Corps
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_Engineers
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_Expeditionary_Force_(WWII)
https://www.nam.ac.uk/explore/defeat-west
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PART 2 - 23523 SERGEANT PERCY RILEY 

COMMONWEALTH WAR GRAVE COMMISION 
CERTIFICATE 

 

744 TOTAL IDENTIFIED CASUALTIES COMMEMORATED OR BURIED  
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COPIES OF RELEVANT CWGC DOCUMENTS 
MENTIONING SERGEANT PERCY RILEY 
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THE 15TH SHERWOOD FORESTERS 

The 15th (Nottingham) Battalion, Sherwood Foresters (Nottingham and Derbyshire 
Regiment) was raised at Nottingham in February 1915, by the Mayor and a 
committee, as a Bantam Battalion, from troops who were under the normal regulation 
minimum height of 5 feet 3 inches. Following initial training close to home, they joined 
the 105th Brigade in the 35th division at Masham, North Yorkshire in June 1915. The 
Division moved to Salisbury Plain for final training in August 1915. They were 
ordered to Egypt in late 1915, but the order was soon cancelled and they proceeded 
to France on the 1st of February 1916, and the division concentrated east of St. 
Omer. They were in action during the battles of the Somme at Bazentin Ridge, Arrow 
Head Copse, Maltz Horn Farm and Falfemont Farm. The division receivednew drafts 
of men to replace the horrendous losses suffered on the Somme.  

BIOGRAPHY OF PERCY RILEY 

Percy Riley was born at Mosten in Lancashire in 1895. He was the only son of 
Joseph and Anne Riley. In 1901, the family were living in Burnley at 3, Lancaster 
Street and Joseph was employed as a courthouse clerk. Anne worked as a woollen 
stocking knitter. By 1911, Joseph Riley was master of Ashby Workhouse which was 
located on Nottingham Road. Joseph's wife was the matron. This was what 
obviously brought their daughter Helen (Nellie) Riley who married Charles 
Frederick Topham to Whitwick / Coleorton. Apparently Percy Riley, before 
enlisting with the 15th Sherwood Foresters was also engaged in Poor Law Work, 
having successfully held the positions of master clerk at Hinckley, Kettering and 
Basford.  

 
 

HELEN (NELLIE) TOPHAM'S (NEE. RILEY) GRAVE WHICH INCLUDES A 
COMMEMORATIVE INSCRIPTION TO HER BROTHER SERGEANT PERCY 

RILEY WHO WAS KILLED IN THE GREAT WAR IN FRANCE 
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PERCY RILEY'S MILITARY SERVICE 

In February 1915, Percy Riley enlisted in Nottingham with the 15th Sherwood 
Foresters, one of the many Kitchener Battalions. He was posted to France in January 
1916. In a short while and at a young age he had risen to the rank of sergeant. In 
July 1916 the 15th Sherwoods' were involved in the Somme battles and on July 16th 
they relieved the 6th Northamptons' in the trenches south east of Trones Wood. 
Thiss one of the many wooded areas (see above) which were to become notorious 
for the ferocity of the fighting required to capture and hold them. Percy Riley was 
killed instantly whilst attacking German lines near Trones Wood on July 17th 1916. 
He was 21 years of age and as shown on the previous page he is buried at 
Guillemont Road Cemetery on the Somme, location, Vll. 1. 4. 

FAMILY LETTER 

In a letter to his mother (Annie Riley) confirming his death 2nd Lt. N. H. Beedham 
wrote - "He was killed instantaneously whilst attacking German lines and was buried 
near the spot where he fell. Perhaps it will be of some little consolation for you to 
know that your son was a fine soldier, possessing a high level of duty and was 
greatly esteemed by all the Regiment who knew him. He met his end nobly and 
bravely facing the "Hun, even in death". In further testimony of high esteem in which 
Sgt. Riley was held, Lieutenant Hodgkinson wrote "in the death of your son, the 
company has lost one of the best Sergeants. For a long time, he was employed on 
special work at Army Corps Headquarters". 

NEWSPAPER REPORTS 

Transcribed from the Coalville Times - Friday August 18th, 1916 
 

   ASHBY BOARD OF GUARDIANS 
 
   DEATH OF SERGEANT P. RILEY 
 

Mr Parker said they could not separate without expressing their deepest sympathy 
with the master and matron (Mr & Mrs. Riley) in the loss they had sustained by the 
death of their only son, Sergeant P. Riley, who had been killed in action. They were 
all very grieved when they heard the sad news, though it was only a repetition of 
what was happening in many homes at the present time. Here was a bright young 
man with every prospect before him who volunteered to serve his King and country, 
and had laid down his life in the noble cause he went out to uphold. He moved a vote 
of sympathy with the parents in their sad loss.  
 
The chairman, supporting it, said he felt that he could never say enough in these 
circumstances. It was an awful thing when a father lost a promising son, especially in 
a war created through malice and enmity. These young fellows, from patriotic 
feelings, felt that they must go and fight for their country, and it was very sad when 
they were cut off. It would be a great grief to the master and matron, but it was one of 
those things which no one could help them to bear. They had to bear it themselves, 
and he hoped the matron, especially, would be given strength to bear it. (Hear, hear). 
 
The resolution was also supported by the Rev. C. T. Moore, Mr Fowler and Mr 
Andrews, and was carried in silence by the members rising from their seats. 
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  ASHBY WORKHOUSE MASTER’S SON KILLED 
 
On Thursday morning last week, Mr and Mrs Riley, master and matron at the Ashby 
Workhouse, were officially notified that their son, Sergt. Percy Riley, had been killed 
in action on July 17th. Sergt. Riley was in the Notts and Derby Regiment. Before the 
war he was master’s clerk at Basford Union and had held similar posts at Kettering 
and Hinckley. He was a promising young man and the only son of his parents, for 
whom much sympathy is felt. Reference was made to the sad event at the Ashby 
Guardians meeting on Saturday. 
 

Transcribed from the Hinckley Times and Bosworth Herald - Saturday 19 
August 1916  

WORKHOUSE CLERK FALLS IN ACTION 

Mr and Mrs Riley master matron of Ashby-de-Ia-Zouch Workhouse have notified that 
their son Sergeant P Riley of the Notts and Derby Regiment was killed in action on 
July 17th. Before the war he was acting as master’s clerk at Basford, Notts and 
joined up soon after war was declared. He had held similar posts at Hinckley and 
Kettering. Mr Parker made reference to the event at the Ashby Guardians’ meeting 
on Saturday and vote sympathy passed 

 

 

 

 

 


