ERNEST COPHAM, Private 25517 15 Somerset Light Infantry

Trying to disentangle fact from fiction about the Copham family has proved tricky. Ernest’s
parents emerge as presiding over a deeply dysfunctional and troubled family. Ernest,
christened Frederick Ernest at Holy Trinity, Taunton on November 14 1891, was the son of
Kate Florence Lowton, a machinist. In August 1892 Kate married Theophilus Copham at the
same church. Was Ernest his son? We can’t know, but his name changes from Lowton to
Copham.
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In 1888 Kate had had a son Frederick William Charles (yes, another Frederick, a name he
seems to have stuck with); in 1891 she was living with him and ‘John Lowton’, a tailor, in
Bridgwater; John can’t be traced; Kate’s maiden name we know was Lowton. On April 15
1893, Charles, son of Kate and Theophilus, was christened at Holy Trinity, but died later that
year. In December 1894 another son, Edward John, was born to them. The family were
living at 3 Court, King Street in Taunton — not a good location.

Theophilus was in and out of gaol for petty crimes; in The Courier of December 1899 he’s
sent to gaol for 2 months for desertion — ‘his wife and children had been chargeable to the
Taunton Union during the past three and a half years’. After this he, Kate and Edward vanish
completely — we cannot trace them. The Police Superintendent dealing with the desertion
case commented that the police ‘had done their best to serve the warrant on the prisoner ever
since it was issued, but he was an adept at hiding’. Kate and the three children (Frederick,
Ernest and Edward) had been admitted to Taunton Workhouse on May 8 1896.

At the 1901 Census Frederick aged 13 and Ernest aged 10 are on their own in Taunton
Workhouse; most of their fellow inmates are elderly. It seems a harsh fate.

By 1911 it begins to seem that they are perhaps more resilient — or more honest — than their
parents. Frederick, now 22, is living in Cheddon Fitzpaine, the head of his household, with
two lodgers. Ernest, now 19 ( their ages are a bit elastic) is boarding with a family in St
Andrews Road in Taunton and helps ‘in Poultry & Fruit Farm’. For ‘Place of Birth’ he ‘says
he does not know the place of Birth but it was in Somerset’. Mr Phillips, the Head of the
Household is ‘a Traveller for Brick & Tile & Coal & Manure & Cake Merchants’. This fact,
and the job Ernest was doing must be the link with Buckland St Mary — we can find no other.
One can imagine that Mr Phillips may have helped him find another job further up the hill.



Ernest is not on the Absent VVoters Register for Buckland St Mary after the War, nor at
Buckland St Mary School nor on their School Roll of Honour.

Come the War, Ernest was called up to the 1%t Battalion of the SLI. Their Muster Roll and
Casualty list for WWI survives, and we learn that he embarked for France on September 9
1916, joining the Battalion on the 23". He was admitted to No12 Field Ambulance with
diarrhoea on January 1 1917, and admitted to the General Hospital on the 11" as NYD ‘Not
Yet Diagnosed’, and sent back to England on the 18". What happened then is not clear, but
on the list of those entitled to the Victory Medal it’s noted that he was discharged to the Z
Reserve on 4.10.19 when he was an Acting Lance Corporal. His brother Frederick is listed

next to him on the same roll.

We have no knowledge of what happened to Ernest when he left the forces. The final chapter
is found in two news reports of 1930. They cover the same story, but The Wells Gazette adds
that Ernest had been working for ‘Mr R. Bruford of Nerrols, Taunton, former MP for the
Wells Division. He served in the war in the Somerset L.I. and was badly gassed.’
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Central Somerset Gazette

His brother Frederick lived to be 82, dying in Taunton in 1971. In 1939 he was working as a
gardener, living in Galmington Road with his wife Alice.
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of Bridge Farm, Godney,
, on Satarday morning.
Deceased, who was a farm labourer and aged
39 was employed by Mr. Clifford George Coate,
of Bridge Farmi. He was about as usual on
Friday and returned to the farm at about 6.3
in the evening. He had a meal and sagn th
house until 10 o'clock. He went upstairs anc
spoke to George Henry Gerrish, another farn
employee, with whom he slept. Early nex
ming Gerrish tried to wake deceased bv
could not do so. He went for Mr. Coate, wh
went inta the bedroom and found deceas

Copham had been working for Mr. ‘Coate fo
about three weeks. He was formerly emplove
by Mr. R. Bruford, of Nerrols, Taunton, for
mer M.P. for the Wells Divison. He serv
in the war in the Somerset L.I. and was badly
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