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Legacy of 
Empire

Woolwich in 1863 – historical context

KS3 RESOURCES

In 1861 the population of Woolwich was 41,695. St George’s 
Garrison Chuch was built in 1863, just as Britain was embarking 
on its greatest period of Empire Expansion and following the 
suppression of the ‘Indian Mutiny’ (1857) and the end of the 
Crimean War (1856).

In the late 19th 
Century, the British 
Empire had authority 
over many countries 
(or ‘colonies’), 
including New Zealand, 
Australia, Zambia, 
Ghana, Jamaica, India, 
Hong Kong, Borneo, 
Nigeria, South Africa, 
Zimbabwe, Malawi, 

Kenya, Canada and Uganda. It covered a quarter of the world’s 
land mass and made Britain one of the richest and most powerful 
nations in the world. Nearly 20 years after the church was built, 
the “Scramble for Africa” began, with the European powers 
carving up the continent into separate territories that they could 
control and whose resources they could plunder. Many Victorians 
believed they were bringing civilization (and Christianity) to the 
Empire countries. Others exploited these reasons to justify their 
pursuit of riches and glory.

The Victoria Cross
The Victoria Cross Memorial at St George’s lists the major 
conflicts of Queen Victoria’s reign, as Britain sought to expand 
the Empire by military means. Established in 1856, the VC is the 
highest award for actions in combat. It followed the example of 
awards in other European countries, (e.g. the Légion d’Honneur 
in France), in that it did not discriminate on the lines of a soldier’s 
class, rank or length of service. It was simple in design, and 
something which all soldiers could strive for.

Woolwich and its role in Building 
the Empire
The economy of Woolwich revolved 
around war; the Dockyard made 
warships and ships to import 
products from the Empire, the 
Arsenal was where the guns and 

amunition were made, the Barracks was the home and training 
ground for soldiers and the Royal Military Academy trained 

the officers of the Royal Artillery and Royal Engineers. Between 
wars, unemployment loomed, both for soldiers and workers in 
the Arsenal, and it could be said that it was in the interests of the 
people to support this war industry. 

Army Reforms – creating an Imperial Army
The 1850s had been a turbulent time, with the Crimean War and 
the Indian Rebellion. Trained soldiers in Britain numbered 25,000 
but an additional emergency reserve force was needed. The 
Royal Commission of 1858 reformed the army to make it a more 
appealing job prospect, ending harsh punishments like flogging. 
Bounty money for recruits was abolished and 26,000 troops were 
brought home from the colonies. Known bad characters were 
removed from the army and navy.

In 1870, the Army Enlistment Act reduced the time that soldiers 
had to serve to a minimum of 6 years and a maximum of 12. 
Previously men had to sign up for twenty-one years! This produced 
an army of old soldiers, often suffering from poor health, due to 
time spent in tropical climates, poor diet and illness.

Soldiers could now choose to spend time in the reserves rather 
than the regulars. The Regulation of the Forces Act 1871 introduced 
a system in which soldiers were guaranteed a particular regiment, 
often connected with their own county, and friends. Commissions 
(like buying a promotion) could no longer be bought. 

Units were placed on the same establishment whether serving at 
home or overseas. Canada, Australia and New Zealand were given 
responsibility for organising their own armies.

Cardwell (after whom Cardwell Primary School is named), 
Secretary of State for War, also ended the disputes between 
departments at the War Office and joined together the 
administration of the Reserves and Volunteers.

The Childers Reforms of 1881 restructured the infantry regiments 
of the British Army and standardized uniforms and colours 
(previously, the enemy needed to be identified by the colour of the 
uniforms, but gradually khaki battle uniform was adopted). 

Artillery weapons & training
Strict discipline and training in working well as a unit enabled 
the British regular army and colonial militias to win battles. 
New weapons, such as the Maxim gun, the first recoil-operated 
machine gun, invented in 1883, and the Enfield bolt-action rifle, 
were vitally important. 
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the Roman Empire in the East, with its capital in Constantinople 
(Istanbul). It existed for a thousand years until it was taken 
over by the Ottoman Turks in 1453. It was the most powerful 
economic, cultural, and military empire in Europe during the 
Middle Ages. 

At St George’s you can see Byzantine influences in the golden 
mosaics and the domed roof over the altar. The phoenix and 
peacock mosaics were made by the Salviati company in 
Venice, Italy.

Roman Empire
St. George is portrayed as a Roman soldier in the mosaic, wearing 
a helmet with a red crest and leather body armour, a ‘Pteruges’ 
skirt of leather or fabric strips to protect the upper legs, sandals 
and leg protectors (greaves) and a ‘baldric’, a belt worn over one 
shoulder that carries a weapon.

Greek Empire
Ancient Greece is considered the birthplace of Western 
civilization, culture and democracy. The Victorians admired all 
things Hellenic (relating to ancient Greece), and men of the ruling 
classes studied classical literature (Greek and Latin) in public 
schools and at Oxford University. Greek lettering can be seen on 
the lamb mosaic naming Jesus the Lamb of God (the Alpha and 
Omega – the beginning and the end). 

Ottoman Empire
Behind the altar at St George’s are some tiles with Turkish (Iznik) 
traditional designs, with a cobalt blue background. Items from 
Turkey were displayed in museums such as the Victoria and 
Albert Museum, founded in 1852, and designers copied the 
designs and colours. Whole rooms of some of the larger houses 
in England were decorated with tiles. 

Gurkhas and the North West 
Indian Frontier 
This mosaic at St George’s shows 
the letters NWIF (North West Indian 
Frontier) and the peacock, the 
national bird of India.  
The North-West Frontier Province 
was a province of British India, 
established in 1901 and dissolved 

in 1955, after eight years as part of Pakistan. The area became 
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Province in 2010.

It was the most difficult area for the British Army to conquer in 
South Asia, strategically and militarily.

After the Second Anglo-Sikh War of 1848-1849, when the Punjab 
came under the control of British East India Company, this region 
acted as a ‘buffer’ zone with Afghanistan. Many British army 
officers who were decorated in both World Wars learnt their 
military skills on the North-West Frontier, which they called  
the ‘Grim’.

The 5th Gurkha Rifles, formed as the Hazara Goorkha Battalion  
in 1858, served here as part of the Punjab Frontier Force  
(PIF or Piffers), and fought in the Second Afghan War.

At the beginning of the 19th century there were about 10,000 
parish churches in England. By 1872, there were 4000 new 
churches, mostly new, but some rebuilt, mainly for people moving 
to the cities for work. New garrison churches were built to provide 
moral guidance for soldiers, and other buildings, such as the 
Soldiers’ Institute were provided for their education. 

Victorians brought back design ideas from their travels abroad. 
Some materials in St George’s, such as the marble, granite, 
iron and glass for the mosaics were imported from the colonies, 
particularly from India. India was called the ‘Jewel in the Crown’ 
of the British Empire because it had natural resources, minerals, 
gold, animals, low cost labour, and culture. India was very large 
geographically and Britain was able to expand and control other 
countries using its naval and military bases. On the Victorian 
penny, the Latin inscription VICTORIA DEI GRA BRITT REGINA FID 
DEF IND IMP means VICTORIA, BY THE GRACE OF GOD, QUEEN, 
DEFENDER OF THE FAITH, EMPRESS OF INDIA.

Italianate Romanesque 
Some photos and drawings of the church before it was bombed 
in WWII remain. A similar church by the same architect, Thomas 
Henry Wyatt, Saint Mary and Saint Nicholas Church, still exists 
in Wilton, Wiltshire (built 1841-44). The style of architecture is 
Italianate Romanesque, which copies buildings from the 10th 
century and uses semi-circular arches. The Natural History 
Museum in London is a Romanesque-style building. 

Byzantine Empire 
The Great Exhibition of 1851 
at Crystal Palace was visited 
by 6million people. Rooms 
(or courts) were built in 
older architectural styles. 
Wyatt’s brother, Matthew 
Wyatt, designed the 

Byzantine Court. The Byzantine Empire was the continuation of 

Legacy of Empire
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Borrowing design ideas from other cultures
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  Here are some examples of Royal Artillery VC’s 
awarded during Empire Expansion.

 Crimean War 1853-56

coast of the Black Sea, south of Ukraine and west of Russia, 
became a republic within the USSR. 

Empire. Britain also feared a Russian threat to its power in India. 
France and Britain supported the Ottomans and declared war on 
Russia. 

with the allied forces finally seizing the port. All sides had lost the 
will to fight and the borders stayed the same as before.

the conflict. People started questioning what was the point of the 
war, and the awful conditions of the army became a scandal. 

that the system of bought commissions was ended (the officers 
that paid for their promotions were not necessarily the best for 
the job).

accuracy and fire and improved artillery.

anaesthetic and triage techniques for treating the wounded.

 Awarded the VC – Daniel Cambridge 
  ‘For having volunteered for the spiking 

party at the assault on the Redan, 8 
September 1855, and continuing, after 
being severely wounded; and for having, 
gone out under a heavy fire, to bring in 
a wounded man, in performing which 
service, he was himself severely wounded 
a second time.’

 

Legacy of Empire
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Empire Expansion – 1
  Indian Mutiny 1857-59
  Also known today as the First War of Indian Independence or the 

First Nationalist Uprising, it was the first major rebellion against 
the rule of the British East India Company. Indian people were 
angry about:

 
the lands of Princes who were already supplying them with 
soldiers, if they did not have a blood relative to inherit – local 
tradition allowed a Prince to adopt heirs, but the British refused 
to allow this)

gunpowder was released by biting the cartridge, but they were 
greased with animal fat, which offended Muslims if it was pork 
fat and Hindus if beef fat

  Mutineer Mangal Pandey was executed and this led to 
widespread revolt of military units, particularly the Bengal army, 
who marched on Delhi and demanded the Mughal Emperor 
Bahadur Shah II be made Emperor of India. Eventually rebellious 
areas were retaken, with massacres of rebels. 

  The East India Company was taken over by the British 
government who made India part of the Empire and Queen 
Victoria was declared Empress of India. The British Indian army 
was then formed of those who stayed loyal, mainly Punjab 
troops, especially Sikhs and Nepalese Gurkhas. 

 Awarded the VC – Earl Roberts 
  Earl Roberts was one of the most successful commanders of the 

19th century. He came from a military family and was born in 
India. 

  He was awarded the Victoria Cross medal for actions in 1858 at 
Khudaganj where he fought off a number of rebels and came to 
the defence of a ‘sowar’ (a horse-soldier of the British Indian 
army), who was under attack.

  He is buried in St Paul’s Cathedral and has a statue in Whitehall, 
London. He laid the Memorial Stone at the Royal Military 
Academy in Woolwich in 1902.
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Empire Expansion – 2
New Zealand (Mãori) Wars (1845-1872)
The indigenous people of New Zealand, the Mãori, resented the 
colonists’ dishonest land purchases and land confiscation. The 
Mãori religious Hauhau Movement opposed the foreign presence 
and this led to a series of wars. They used fortified hills (pã) 
which were very difficult to attack. The plaque from St George’s 
records the death of Captain Oswald Carr, of the Royal Artillery, 
who was assisting the colonial forces as a volunteer, when they 
were ambushed at the Ruakituri River by ‘insurgent Mãoris.’ 

Awarded the VC – William George Nicholas Manley  
Manley went to the Blackheath Proprietary School. In 1863, the 
school became one of the founders of The Football Association.

He fought in the Second Taranaki War 1863-1866. An assistant 
surgeon in the Royal Regiment of Artillery, he risked his life to 
tend the wounded. He refused a knighthood from Queen Victoria, 
as he did not believe that he could afford the lifestyle of a knight. 

Second Anglo-Afghan War 1879-80
The Amir of Afghanistan wanted to remain neutral between British 
India and Russia, but the British forced the issue by sending a 
mission into the region. Several battles were fought, with the 
British seizing victory. However the British political presence 
failed in the long-term. The forces involved were mainly made up 
of Indian troops and Gurkha units. 

Awarded the VC – Two Victoria Crosses were awarded for bravery 
during the Battle of Maiwand and during the retreat to Kandahar 
to members of E/B Battery, Royal Horse Artillery. Sergeant Patrick 
Mullane (an Anglo-Indian born in Deccan) had tried to save the life 
of a wounded colleague Gunner James Collis drew the attention 
of enemy fire upon himself instead of upon wounded colleagues. 
Collis’ medal was forfeited, due to his being found guilty of 
bigamy. King George V stated that he disagreed that  
VCs should be forfeited for crimes committed. 

South Africa – First and Second Boer Wars (1880–1 and  
1899–1902) 
The Boers were Dutch colonists who settled in the Transvaal and 
Orange Free State areas, north of the British controlled zone. 
Once the Zulus had been defeated, the Boers no longer had a 
reason to tolerate British domination, and the First Boer War 
broke out. The British did not want to use up manpower and 
money on a large war, so agreed to a truce, giving the Boers self-
government under the British Empire. 

The Second War was due to the discovery of large gold and 
diamond sources on the Boers’ land. Cecil Rhodes, the British 
Prime Minister of the Cape Colony, who had a mining business, 

tried to start a rebellion in order to seize these areas. The War 
showed up many flaws in the army, but eventually the weight 
of British forces defeated the Boers. It is seen today as the 
beginning of modern guerrilla warfare and counter-insurgency 
tactics. Machine guns, logistics and artillery played an  
important role.

The British used scorched earth tactics and rounded up civilians 
in concentration camps. Ten years later, the Union of South Africa 
was formed and some self-government was given to the Boers. 

Winston Churchill was a reporter during this war and escaped 
capture, returning home a hero, a good start to his political 
career! Lord Kitchener (seen on WWI recruiting posters ‘Your 
Country Needs You!’) built his military reputation on this war,  
as well as the Sudanese conflict. Gandhi won a war medal for his  
action with ambulance services. It was the first time VCs were 
awarded posthumously.

Awarded the VC – Q Battery for ‘collective gallantry’ 
In March 1900 at Korn Spruit, South Africa, ‘Q’ and ‘U’ batteries 
of the Royal Horse Artillery were ambushed with the loss of most 

of the baggage column and five guns of the leading 
battery. Major Phipps-Hornby (VC, CB, CMG), 
launched an exhausting and dangerous operation 
to recapture the guns. This was carried out by, 
among others, Driver Glassock (VC), Sergeant 
Charles Parker (VC) and Gunner Isaac Lodge (VC). 

Sudanese Mahdist War 1881-1899 and General Gordon
The Sudan was taken over by the Egyptians in 1819, whose rulers, 
the khedives were largely under British control. Muhammad 
Ahmed was a prophet-like figure who led the Sudanese Mahdists 
in revolt against the Egyptians. British Prime Minister Gladstone 
ordered the Egyptians to withdraw their troops and sent General 
Gordon to Khartoum in 1884 to oversee this.

Gordon was born in Woolwich in 1833, son of 
a senior army officer. He served in the Royal 
Engineers and fought in the Crimean War and the 
Chinese Opium Wars. 

He knew the Sudan, from when he was governor 
of the province of Equatoria in 1873, spending his 

time mapping the upper Nile. 

At the Seige of Khartoum in 1885, Gordon refused to obey 
Gladstone’s orders to leave and was killed by the Madhists. 
British reinforcements arrived two days too late, and Gordon 
became a national hero; ‘Gordon of Khartoum.’ Gladstone’s 
political career was ruined.

The British retuned under Lord Kitchener, who defeated the 
Mahdists at the Battle of Omdurman (at which Winston Churchill 
served), and the Sudan was integrated into the British Empire. 

Awarded the VC – Gunner Alfred Smith  
At the Battle of Abu Klea (1885), Gunner Smith saved a lieutenant 
who was being attacked, suffering injury himself in the process. 
Smith returned to Woolwich and worked in the Arsenal, but 
unfortunately had his arm crushed by machinery.
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Victorian Reformers & Philanthropists in Woolwich

During the early years of Queen Victoria’s reign, people migrated 
to the big cities to work in the new factories. Life expectancy for 
the workers was very low, due to disease and poor sanitation. 
However, some people were making fortunes from industry and 
commerce and wealthy Victorians saw it as their Christian duty to 
help the poor. These philanthropists built hospitals and libraries, 
colleges of higher education and housing. Charities were formed, 
such as the NSPCC, RSPCA and Barnardos. They also paid for one-
way tickets to send people to Canada, Australia and other parts of 
the empire to seek better job opportunities.

Lord Herbert (1810-1861)
Sidney Herbert was the reforming Secretary of State for War 
during and after the Crimean War (after whom the Herbert Hospital 
was named). He sent Florence Nightingale to the Crimea, and led 
War Office reforms after this campaign. He wanted to provide 
better healthcare for soldiers and reduce the numbers dying from 
diseases and infected war wounds.

He founded the Royal Herbert Hospital (1865-1977) designed 
by chief architect Sir Douglas Galton (of the Royal Engineers). 
Florence Nightingale helped design the hospital, so that the  
wards were connected to a central corridor to bring in lots of light 
and fresh air.

Florence Nightingale (1820-1910) 
Florence nursed wounded soldiers in the Crimean 
War, together with a team of nurses who she 
trained. She was the founder of modern nursing and 
a talented statistician, demonstrating that ten times 
more British soldiers were killed by disease than 

by battle wounds. She introduced new standards of cleanliness 
on hospital wards, which saved lives. Victorians donated money 
to her Nightingale Fund, which was used to establish St Thomas’s 
Hospital School of Nursing in London in 1860.

Mary Seacole 
Born in Jamaica to a Scottish soldier father and a Jamaican 
mother, Mary was an expert in local herbal medicine. She led 
an interesting life even before the war, travelling and setting up 
boarding houses in the Caribbean and running businesses. She 
headed to the Crimea, wanting to be a nurse, but was refused. 
Instead she set up a “British Hotel” for recovering solders and 
wounded. Later, she became a celebrity in London. A horse was 
named in honour of her and won a race at the garrison in  
Woolwich in 1856.

Amy Hawthorn
Amy Hawthorn, who lived in Little Heath, a road linking Charlton 
to Woolwich, was the cousin of General Gordon. She informed 
Florence Nightingale of appalling conditions in the South African 
hospitals during the First Boer War, where she worked as a nurse, 
and campaigned against the neglect and ill-treatment of patients 
in military hospitals.

Amy was married to Colonel Robert Hawthorn of the Royal 
Engineers and was a member of the Enderby family, who owned 
a whaling and sealing company. Their ships’ captains were early 
Antarctic explorers, and Enderby Wharf is where a new cruise 
liner terminal is soon to be built.

Soldiers’ Institute
Lieutenant Colonel Walker founded 
the organisation that was to become 
The Church of England Soldiers’, 
Sailors’ and Airmen’s Clubs 
(CESSAC) to provide homely and 
welcoming centres for soldiers in 
1857, before the barracks provided 
anything similar. The centres were to 
provide an alcohol-free environment 

and were open to soldiers of all religions. The Woolwich Soldiers’ 
Institute opened in 1894, providing ‘social and intellectual 
recreation, as well as religious instruction’.

The Philanthropy Movement declined in the early 20th Century, 
as the government brought in welfare reforms, which had to be 
paid for through higher rates of income tax. Social reformers 
such as Charles Booth and Benjamin Seebohm Rowntree wrote 
about the causes of poverty, showing that poverty was caused by 
trade cycles (Recovery, Boom, Recession, and Depression), rather 
than by the poor who had been demonized as idle and wicked. 

Socialist ideas took hold, 
and in 1901, the trade union 
movement established the 
Labour Party.  
Will Crooks, MP for Woolwich 
1903–10 and 1910–18, was 
one of the first Labour MPs in 

the UK. Electoral reforms of 1867 and 1884/5, gave the vote to a 
majority of adult men, and women started to demand the vote. 

After the Boer War of 1898-1901, the Inspector General of 
Recruiting complained about the “gradual deterioration of the 
physique of the working classes from whom the bulk of the 
recruits must always be drawn”. The ‘New Liberal’ Government, 
elected in 1906, began to create a new, government-led welfare 
system, providing free school meals and, in 1908, the Children’s 
Charter ruled that children should be kept out of workhouses 
and raised the minimum age for capital punishment to 16, and 
limited children’s access to alcohol and tobacco. Pensions were 
introduced for the over 70s. In 1909 Labour exchanges were set 
up to help unemployed people find work. The National Insurance 
Act of 1911 gave workers the right to sick pay and free medical 
treatment and unemployment benefit.
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Life for army children and wives

Wives and children in the colonies 
Wives and children often travelled to parts of the Empire where 
their husbands were working. 

Many children were born and received their early schooling 
abroad in British Empire colonies.

For children, moving around a lot meant making new friends and 
starting different schools or having a governess to teach them 
at home. In Victorian times, children may have had to travel 
to tropical countries in the British Empire, where there were 
diseases for which there was no known cure. These plaques 
from St George’s, record the deaths of some children of army 
personnel in Rawlpindi, India. They may have died of cholera,  
like Captain Grierson at Lucknow. 

Another plaque records that Lieutenant Colonel Williams died 
of ‘the Great Sickness of 1852 in Barbados’, which was a Yellow 
Fever outbreak.

Army life for children could also make them feel a part of history 
and allow the opportunity to travel all over the world, and they 
could learn to be self-sufficient and independent, with the back-
up of belonging to a tight-knit community. At Woolwich Barracks 
there was a theatre and schools for children of the Royal Military 
Academy and Royal Engineers. However if they were left at home 
in Woolwich, they may have had nightmares about their father 
being wounded or even killed abroad.

Child Migration
In the early 20th century, the Barnardo’s charity aimed to turn 
‘Nobody’s children’ into ‘Empire Builders.’ Children who were 
orphans or who came from poor backgrounds were sent out on 
migration ships to live in the colonies; to New Zealand, Southern 
Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) and the Cape, but mostly to Canada - 
around 90,000 between 1869 and the 1920s. The authorities were 
worried that if they stayed in Britain, they would turn to crime. 
Often the children were treated as cheap labour to work on farms 
and many were cruelly treated.

Child soldier – Prince Imperial
Prince Eugene Louis Napoleon was 
the nephew of the famous Napoleon 
Bonaparte I and heir to the French 
Emperor’s throne. Born in 1856, his 
father took him to the battlefields of 
the Franco-Prussian War when the 
prince was only 14. The 2nd French 
Empire lost the war and the Prince 
Imperial and his family fled to England.

The Prince’s father sent him to the 
Royal Military Academy at Woolwich to 
train as a soldier at the age of 16.

In 1878, Britain and the Zulu King, 
Cetshwayo clashed, and war was 
declared. The Zulus were led by the 
mighty warrior King Shaka and, in 
January 1879, the British invasion of 
independent Zululand began. This 
conflict was known as the Anglo-Zulu 
War of 1879.

There were huge British defeats at Isandlwana and Rorke’s 
Drift, and reinforcements had to be found, and the young Prince 
Imperial volunteered his services. In June 1879 he was sent on 
a mission to select a campsite for the troops. His group was 
ambushed near Nqutu, and the prince was killed, at the age of 23.

On 4th July 1879, the Zulus were defeated at the Battle of Ulundi 
(there is a road in Blackheath with this name). 

British Somaliland
The British Somaliland 
Protectorate in northwestern 
Somalia was established in 
1888. The country supplied 
meat for the British soldiers 
garrisoned in the port of Aden 
(the region was called “Aden’s 
butcher’s shop” for this 
reason), from where the army 
was able to control the coastal 
areas and protect the caravan 
routes. It was important for 
the army to have a presence in 
the area near the Suez Canal, 
which opened in 1869.

Major Henry Martin Sandbach died here as a result of his injuries 
whilst lionhunting. Accidents and falls from horseback were 
common and infection could set in easily.
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Empire legacy in our Streets
Many streets, pubs, places, schools and plaques in and around 
Woolwich are named after people and events connected to the 
British Empire:

General Gordon Square & Herbert Road

Cardwell School – named after Edward Cardwell Secretary of 
State for War 1868-1874

Beresford Square – Lord Beresford, British admiral and Member 
of Parliament, likened to the patriotic cartoon character John Bull

Connaught Mews – Duke of Connaught, British military officer 
and grandson of Queen Victoria, Governor-General South Africa 
1920s

Wrottesley Road – George Wrottesley, commanding officer of the 
Royal Engineers at Woolwich in 1875 

Kashgar Road – Battle of Kashgar 1934 during the Xinjiang Wars 
in China

Lucknow Road – Seige of Lucknow during Indian Rebellion 1857

Ulundi Road – Battle of Ulundi 1879, the last major battle of the 
Anglo-Zulu War

Sutlej Road – Sutlej Campaign (First Anglo-Sikh War 1845-6)

Ancona Road –Liberation of the Italian port in 1944 (WWII)

Vincent Road – William Thomas Vincent, historian, wrote “The 
Records of the Woolwich District” in 1890

Prince Imperial Road – Prince Eugene Louis Napoleon (see above)

Verdun Road – Battle of Verdun 1916, famous battle of WWI on the 
Western Front between the German and French armies

Raglan Road – FitzRoy Somerset, 1st Baron Raglan, Master-
General of the Ordnance 1852

Mulgrave School – Earl Mulgrave, Master-General of the 
Ordnance, 1810-19

Wellington Street – Duke of Wellington, hero of Battle of 
Waterloo, 1815

Masons Hill – Named after the Freemasons Hall, now the Sikh 
Ramgharia. Many military men were freemasons.

How many had you heard of already? Is the history of 
these people still taught in Woolwich schools today?

Military legacy – Soldiers from the Commonwealth 
Woolwich is now home to many communities with long-standing 
connections to and service in the British Army.

Sikh soldiers 
Large scale recruitment of Sikhs began after the defeat of the 
Sikh Empire. In 1897 at the Battle of Saragarhi, only twenty-one 
soldiers from the 36th Sikhs led by Havildar Ishar Singh held off 
an Afghan attack of 10,000 men for several hours. Each soldier 
fought to the death, and all were awarded the Indian Order of 
Merit.

Woolwich today
In WWI, over 100,000 Sikhs fought, being known as Lions of 
the Great War. They could use traditional Sikh weapons such as 
chakrams and talwar swords, and battalions carried the Sikh 
holy book, the Guru Granth Sahib.

By the early 20th Century, the Punjab was providing over 50% of 
troops in the British Indian Army, despite Sikhs making up just 
1% of the population of India.

In WWII, Sikhs served with distinction during the Allied invasion 
of Italy and made up over 60% of the Indian force that fought 
against the Japanese invasion in Malaya.

In the Burma Campaign, Sikhs helped stop the invasion of India 
by the Japanese.

Havildar Umrao Singh VC 
Honorary Captain Umrao Singh won the 
Victoria Cross in Burma in 1944, during the 
Second World War for setting ‘a supreme 
example of gallantry and devotion to duty.’ 
A field gun commander in the Mountain 
Regiment of the Indian Artillery, he withstood 
a 90-minute bombardment of guns and 

mortars from the Japanese Army, then an attack on his gun 
position by two companies of Japanese infantry. Using a Bren 
light machine gun and rifle fire of the gunners, he was able to 
hold off the assault, but was wounded by two grenades.

A second round of attackers was also beaten off and only Singh 
and two other gunners were left alive, with bullet supplies 
running out. As a third round of attackers approached, Singh 
fought back with a heavy iron rod in hand-to-hand fighting, 
before being beaten unconscious and was found six hours later, 
with a serious head injury. He was presented with his VC by King 
George VI at Buckingham Palace in 1945, and is the last name on 
the VC memorial at St George’s. 

He met former Prime Minister, John Major at an event to mark the 
50th anniversary of VE Day in London in 1995 and complained 
about the poor pensions received by VC holders, which led to it 
being increased from £100 to £1,300 a year.

Gurkha soldiers
The Brigade of Gurkhas, its Nepalese soldier units, has been a 
part of the British Army since 1815. It was firstly involved with 
conflicts in the Far East, but when Hong Kong was transferred to 
China, its base was moved to the UK. From 2010, women were 
allowed to join. 

Nepalese Gurkhas, and non-British troops of the British East 
India Company Army and the British Indian Army, were denied 
being awarded the VC until 1911. Before then, they could be 
awarded the Indian Order of Merit. Since 1911, 13 Gurkhas of 
Nepalese heritage have been awarded VC’s, most recently in 
1965 to Rambahadur Limbu, during the Indonesia–Malaysia 
conflict. Today, Gurkha regiments of the Indian Army are given 
the Param Vir Chakra (PVC), which is India’s highest medal 
and equivalent to the Victoria Cross. The Gurkha regiments are 
amongst the highest ranking Commonwealth units, in terms of 
medals awarded.
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Legacy of Empire
KS3 RESOURCES – ACTIVITY SHEET

Imagine you have to choose names for the 10 streets in a new housing 
estate in Woolwich. The names must reflect the history of the British 
Empire as it connects to communities living in Woolwich today. 

Choose names of people or events whose stories have been forgotten 
or left out. Who’s missing from this history of Empire? 

Whose story needs to be told/remembered? (e.g. people from 
colonized countries, women, children, Commonwealth soldiers). 

Would you re-name the Estate? What name would you choose? 

Empire Estate

RIVER THAMES

SPORTS 
COURT

SPORTS 
COURT

SPORTS 
COURT

PLAY 
AREA

PLAY 
AREA

PLAY 
AREA
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Legacy of Empire
TIMELINE OF EVENTS – ST GEORGE’S AND THE ROYAL ARTILLERY

Date Event

1803–15 Napoleonic Wars (1808-14: Peninsular War)

1812–15 War of 1812

1814–16 Gurkha War

1833–42 First Afghan War

1845–46 First Sikh War

1848–49 Second Sikh War

1854–56 Crimean War

1857–58 Indian Mutiny

1862 Building works start on St. George’s

2.11.1863 Church Consecrated

1867–68 Abyssinian War

1879 Zulu War

1880–81 First Boer War

1878–80 Second Afghan War

1884–85 Sudan Relief Expedition

1896–98 Reconquest of the Sudan

1899–1902 Second Boer War

1914–18 World War I

16.2.1918 Church bombed – front rose window blown out
 Garrison Church loses its stained glass windows

1919 Third Afghan War

1928 Visit by King George V

1939–45 World War II

13.7.1944 Church destroyed by a flying bomb

1950–53 Korean War

1956 Suez Crisis

1969–2007 Operation Banner (Northern Ireland)

1970 Upper wall demolished

1982 Falklands Conflict

1987 Roof nearly blown off in Great Storm

1991 Operation Granby (the first Gulf War)

2000 St. George’s on Heritage at Risk register

2001 2001 to date: Operation Veritas, Operation Fingal and Operation Herrick (Afghanistan)

2003–9 Operation TELIC (Iraq)

2011 Heritage of London Trust Operations leases building from Defence Estates

2015 Phase I conservation works completed

2016 Woolwich Garrrison Church Trust formed

2016 Royal Artillery celebrates 300 years

2016 Phase II conservation works begin
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Legacy of Empire
GLOSSARY

Word/phrase Definition

abolish Get rid of

bigamy To be married to two people at the same time (against UK law)

bounty money  Before army reform laws, soldiers signed up for lifetime service. Recruiters would try and 
tempt recruits to join up, promising them a cash bounty; this amounted to £23 17s 6d for 
lifetime service in 1812. This system was prone to corruption, as money often went missing 
(into the recruiters’ pocket), but also some recruits accepted the bounty money and then 
immediately deserted.

(buy a) commission   The process of paying the government to become an officer. The system was abused, with 
children gaining commissions, and inexperienced and incompetent officers taking the place of 
skilled and experienced soldiers.

concentration camp A place in which large numbers of people, especially political prisoners or members of  
 persecuted minorities, are imprisoned in a small area with inadequate facilities, to provide  
 forced labour or to await mass execution. 29,927 Boers died in the concentration camps.

counter-insurgency  Military or political action taken against the activities of guerrillas or revolutionaries

dismantle  To take (something, such as a machine or structure) apart so that it is in separate pieces , to 
destroy (something) in an orderly way, to gradually cause (something) to come to an end 

empire A group of countries under a single authority

forfeited Taken away

freemason A member of a secret fraternal order pledged to mutual assistance and brotherly love

garrison A group of troops stationed in a fortress or town to defend it

guerilla warfare  Small groups of combatants such as paramilitary personnel, armed civilians, or irregulars use 
military tactics including ambushes, sabotage, raids, petty warfare, hit-and-run tactics, and 
mobility to fight a larger and less-mobile traditional military.

imperial  Belonging or relating to an empire or the person or country that rules it

Master-General of A very senior British military position, usually held by a serving general. The 
the Ordnance  Master-General of the Ordnance was responsible for all British artillery, engineers, 

fortifications, military supplies, transport, field hospitals.

militia  An army or other fighting unit of non-professional fighters, citizens of a nation or subjects of a 
state or government who can be called upon to enter a combat situation. Often uses guerrilla 
tactics.

philanthropist  A person who seeks to promote the welfare of others, especially by the generous donation of 
money to good causes

posthumously After death

scorched earth  A military strategy that targets anything that might be useful to the enemy while advancing 
through or withdrawing from an area (such as food sources, farms, transportation, 
communications, industrial resources, and even people). This destruction leaves people 
without means to survive, since crops and livestock are also destroyed.

sovereignty  The authority of a state to govern itself or another state

spiking party  A group of soldiers which goes out to make a gun unusable by driving a metal spike into the 
small hole through which the propellant charge of a cannon or muzzleloading gun is ignited

triage  The process of determining the priority of patients’ treatments based on the severity of their 
condition. This rations patient treatment efficiently when resources are insufficient for all to be 
treated immediately.


