Report on William White 7638R

The first thing to look for in a search is always the service records – the enlistment and/or discharge papers that, if they have survived, will provide the basic framework of a 19th Century soldier’s career as well as some personal family details if you’re lucky.  I began therefore by looking for William White’s records in the National Archives database, going carefully through all the soldiers discharged between 1830 and 1855 who had served in the 15th Hussars and whose papers had survived in the category WO97.

Unfortunately there was no sign of any records for William White, but at least there was a regiment to work with - the 15th Hussars, also known as the 15th Dragoons - and a strong indication that he was stationed at Poonamallee (just west of Madras or Chennai in Tamil Nadu) in 1845. With no enlistment or discharge papers to consult, the only way to check this out was to find him in the quarterly regimental Muster Rolls (pay ledgers) and track his career backwards through these to his enlistment - and then forwards to when his career came to an end.

I began by ordering up WO12/1215, the 1843-1845 muster rolls for the 15th Hussars, who were then stationed at Bangalore in central South India – and there in the July to September 1843 musters (see pic 001) was Regimental No. 683 Private White William. What’s more, the notes against his name state that from 15th July 1843 onwards he was “On Command, Poonamallee”. (‘On Command’ merely means on detachment or on special duties other than the usual garrison duties of an ordinary soldier). With contact established, I then went backwards in time through the musters until I found his first appearance in the ranks of the British army, in the muster rolls for January to March 1839 (WO12/1211 – see pic 002), when the 15th Hussars were based first at Glasgow and then (from March 1839) at Hounslow, just west of London.

He was at the bottom of a page headed “Recruits who have joined during the Quarter” (see pics 003, 004 and 005) and, as is usual for muster rolls at the time, details were minimal: “683 White William, paid from 11th March 1839. Enlisted: 8th March 1839.

Age on enlistment: 23 years 9 months  [which suggests he was born in June 1815].
Height: 5ft 9ins. Place of Enlistment:  London.”

The next set of muster rolls (WO12/1212, 1839-1841) shows that within three months of enlisting Private William White was on his way to India. The April-June musters in Chatham (see pic 006) state that he “embarked for Bombay” on 3rd June 1839 and the July-September musters (pic 007) show that he “landed in India” on 19th September 1839. Unfortunately, because the muster rolls for regiments serving in India at that time are notoriously uninformative and rarely if ever include Married Establishment pages or any details of wives and/or children accompanying soldiers, there’s no indication as to whether Esther went out to India with him or whether he met and married Esther in India.
All I could glean from the successive musters (WO12/1213,  WO12/1214, WO12/1215 WO12/1216 and WO12/1217 – April 1841 to March 1847) was that his regiment remained stationed at Bangalore throughout and that he was “On command Poonamallee” from 15th July 1843 onwards. There was, however, a potentially interesting note in the April-June 1843 musters (WO12/1213)  –  Private White was “On Furlo’ 22 April to 30th June 1843”, (that’s to say, he was on leave). This was presumably in India and the cryptic entry suggests to me that this might have been when he married Esther, though the regimental rolls are no help with this whatsoever. His leave period (and his marriage?) might also have had something to do with him being put on permanent detachment to Madras almost as soon as the leave ended, rather than staying with the regiment in Bangalore.
Having tracked him through to March 1847 (WO12/1217) I almost lost him at this point because when I opened up the next fat ledger, WO12/1218, I found to my surprise that it contained the musters for April 1848 to March 1849, thereby skipping a year – and there was no sign of William White in them. Luckily I had already ordered WO12/1219, which turned out for some inexplicable reason to contain the missing musters for April 1847 to March 1848. The news, however, was not good. The entry for the April muster read as follows (see pic 008):
No 683 White William.  Died in Depot Hospital 17th April 1847 / Poonamallee”.

This was confirmed on a subsequent page entitled “Number discontinued or reduced in the Regiment since 31st March 1847” (see pic 009):  It read simply:
“Private White William. 17th April.  Deceased”.
And that was it – no explanations, no Effects and Credits pages that might have provided some family details, nothing else. The cause of his death would almost certainly have been one or other of the tropical diseases – cholera, typhoid or malaria perhaps – that killed so many British soldiers at that time in the far-flung outposts of Empire. And the fact that he died in service would explain why there were no discharge papers for him. He had completed just 8 years of service.
I looked for evidence of William’s marriage to Esther in the GRO Chaplains’ Returns for (overseas) Marriages but there was no sign of them. It did cross my mind, though, that if their daughter was baptized in the Church of St Mary Magdalene at Poonamallee, Madras, then it’s possible that’s where they got married in or around 1843 – and perhaps where his funeral took place in April 1847.
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