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Private Harry Keeling 
17th August 1884 - 7th June 1917 

Private Harry Keeling, service number 32998 was a member of the 4th Company, 1st Battalion of the 

Otago Regiment, New Zealand Expeditionary Force who died on 7th June 1917 aged 32. 

Harry first appeared on the 1891 Census aged six, when the family was living in Norsey Road. His 

father, Peter (44 years old) a labourer, who was born in Stock and had been a brickmaker and 

agricultural labourer in his time, and Harry's mother, Mary Ann (38 years old) hailed from Baddow. 

His nine siblings were, William the oldest, Frederick, George, Arthur, Sarah, Rosa, Tom, Samuel, and 

Joseph (the youngest). 

Census evidence from 1861 shows that both Peter (then 14) and Mary Ann (then 8) would have been 

aware of each other when living South Hanningfield with their respective families. Harry's 

grandfather an agricultural labourer, Joseph (who in 1861 was then aged 73) had been born in 

Woodham Ferrers, and his grandmother Sarah  (59 years old) had been born in Basildon. As to Mary 

Ann's family her father and mother, Thomas Elliott was 27 and a Brickmaker born in Great Baddow, 

whilst his wife also Mary Ann was 25 and is registered as being from Chelmsford. 

The 1901 Census does show that a Harry Keeling aged 17 from Billericay, was working as a barman in 

a pub, the Queens Head, in West Ham Lane. If we turn that on its head, he wasn't at home with his 

mother and father when this census was taken. In fact most of the siblings had moved on at this 

time. 

At time of writing and this will need further research, Harry, forever what reason went to New 

Zealand and  there is a gap of some fourteen years that need accounting for to fill in this time of his 

life. 

 

We do know that at the time of the Great War he was a General Clerk and 

was residing in Wellington, North Island, NZ. His attestation papers give a full 

resume of his physicality and where he was living and the job he was doing 

at time of enlistment. It did come as a surprise to read that he had joined 

the Otago Regiment based near Wellington. Evidence of this had come in 

from a secondary source, the Commonwealth War Graves Commission 

which cites these details, plus his mother and father, Peter and Mary Ann 

were living in Gooseberry Green, Billericay at the time of his death. 

copyright www.archway.archives.govt.nz 

Harry joined the New Zealand Expeditionary Force 28th July 1916, enlisting at Trentham which is a 

suburb of Wellington. The house he lived in 67 Hanson Street is no longer there but Google maps 

does show some older properties in the area which may give the viewer an idea of where Harry was 

living at the time. 
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 Harry was 5ft 9iin tall; weighed 10st 12lb; chest expansion 34 1/2 in to 37 1/2 in; he had a dark 

complexion, dark brown hair with grey eyes. The medical examiner deemed him fit for active service. 

On August 1st 1916, when Harry joined, he was posted to the 7th Company  Otago Regt, which put 

him under basic training until 15th November 1916 when he was shipped out (according to Army 

Form B.103) from Wellington as they headed to Europe, and disembarked in Devonport on 29th 

January 1917, where they entrained to Sling Camp on Salisbury Plains. Sling Camp, comfortable 

enough in many ways, was situated on rising ground within close distance of the permanent military 

camp above Bulford village, and comprised accommodation which, though cool in summer time, 

failed to keep out the intense cold of an English winter. Harry remained in Sling Camp until 1st 

March 1917, when the Reserve Battalion of which he was a member left Sling for France, and arrived 

two days later in Etaples. They remained in Etaples until 26th May when Harry was assigned to the 

1st Battalion Otago Regt and posted to the 4th Company. 

The Regiment was moved to Messines Ridge which lies approximately  5 miles due south of Ypres, 

where a well planned attack was due to take place early in June. During the previous two years some 

22 underground mines had been dug under the German front line which lay along the ridge. In itself 

showing the static nature of the Western Front. The plan was to explode them on the night of 

6th/7th June which along with suppressing fire from the artillery would enable the ground troops to 

rush the German defenders and hit them before they realised what was happening. 

Lieutenant-General Godley’s II Anzac Corps comprising of Australian and New Zealand forces would 

be the southernmost, facing Messines town. Either side of them there were mines that they would 

have seen explode at zero hour.  The Brigades moved off at 0310 and made short work of the 

defenders, and within four hours the first objective had been achieved and indeed the 1st Brigade 

then moved on up the ridge in a very smooth move that took the potential new front nearly a mile 

further on. 

Messines was captured with relatively few casualties which is a testament to the good planning that 

took place, some 3700 New Zealanders of which there were 700 dead. 

One of the dead was Harry Keeling who was killed in action on the 7th June, his body was never 

found so is remembered at Messines Ridge NZ memorial. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                courtesy of the Commonwealth War Graves Commission 
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Post war Harry's mother was sent the British War and Victory Medal, along with the plaque and 

scroll. 
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