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Charles Harris Gotts: was he an 
Olympic Weightlifter?

by Ian Gotts (Member 1398)

I was doing a trawl for my more recent Gotts relatives on 
www.iannounce.co.uk, an interesting website where 
there are many local family notices of births, marriages 

and obituaries, and was struck by this photo of Charles Harris 
Gotts. It was an ‘In Memoriam’ entry by his daughter, Jean 
Tonkinson, and mentioned he was an Olympic Weightlifter.

It had a link to an 
article by his daughter 
Jean in The Pontefract 
& Castleford Express. 
She was only six when 
he died of cancer 
aged thirty-six, so has 
very little memory 
of him: all the tales 
were from her mother. 
She wanted to know 
definitely whether the 
story was true that he 
had competed at the 
1936 Berlin Olympics.

I managed to phone 
her, and she told me 
that he had been to 

the games, and that she had a photograph of the Games in 
the stadium and a silk scarf which he brought back. She had 
seen a photo of him with the British Olympic team in Berlin 
all wearing the British team kit, but it had been destroyed 
in a fire!

The scarf shows all the flags round the edge, and it being 
the 1936 Olympics with the German Swastika on the middle 
right-hand side. 

So there’s a challenge, 
right in my lap!

First stop was to 
sort out his family 
tree where I found 
an interesting story 
of one of my family 
following her sisters 
to Yorkshire, having 
an illegitimate child, 
was helped by a 
Charles Harris Ducker, 
the widower of her 
sister, who helped her 
son Charles Herbert 

through school. Charles then honoured the help he received 
by calling his son Charles Harris Gotts.

Apart from that, there was nothing to find on Google about 
Charles or his weight-lifting in the Olympics.

So how did Charles become a champion 
weightlifter? 
He was a self-employed builder in Castleford, Yorkshire, so he 
would have been pretty strong because of his trade. Searching 
through the British Newspaper Archive via Find My Past I 
found several references to Charles winning competitions in 
1932-1934. The Daily Mail 29 April 1932 mentions ‘S Gotts of 
Castleford’ (clearly a typo) as coming third in the Yorkshire 
finals. His three Olympic lifts were: Military press 140lbs, 
snatch 159 ¾ lbs, Clean and jerk 225lbs. On 5 November 
1934 the Yorkshire Post reports Charles Gotts of Castleford 
taking part in the Northern Counties championship, though 
not winning. He did win the British Championships in 1934.

The next question was: how did they select 
the Olympic team? 
Some searching for weight-lifting championships produced a 
souvenir pamphlet for the 1936 British Olympic Championship 
run by the British Amateur Weightlifters Association on 27 
June 1936, but this doesn’t include Charles either. 

So was he in the Olympic Records?
Next stop the British Library, with its extensive collection 
of books, where I often find useful off-piste material. Here 
we have the German Official Handbook from the Olympic 

http://www.iannounce.co.uk


21Journal of One-Name Studies, January-March 2019

Games, written in German, of course. Stumbling my way 
through there I found the weightlifting section, but no Gotts 
in the winning names. They only included the winners, not all 
the competitors, so that didn’t rule out Charles competing.

Back online, looking up Olympics, I found the website www.
la84foundation.org. This publishes all the reports issued by 
the International Olympic Association, and the 1936 report 
is available to read and download - but it only lists medal 
winners.

Jean had previously been in touch with someone about the 
British Olympic Association, whose records turn out to be at 
the University of East London.

So, off to the Archives at UEL where a very helpful chap dug 
out all the boxes they had. He apologised that they didn’t 
have more, but the reason they now held them is that the 
BOA used to keep them in a cellar, and they had had a flood 
which ruined most of them! About four box files and a book 
were available, which described all the preparations for the 
whole British team, and identified that five weight-lifting 
competitors would be paid for, one for each class.

The book is interesting, as it is the report by the British 
Olympic Association, and consists of reports by members 
of the teams. The report by the Hon. Sec. of the British 
Amateur Weightlifting Association describes the difficulties 
they faced. Because of the sheer number of competitors 
from round the world, and insufficient time being allowed, 
the Featherweight and Lightweight classes had to lift their 
heaviest weight at the end of the competition when they 
would normally be asleep! Our Lightweight lifter was having 
to shower at 2am to try and keep awake.

And the book has a photo of the team, and the heavyweight 
class is Ron Walker, not our Charles. Ron Walker was the 
favourite to win from his previous experience, and they 
showed off their skills in the Olympic Park. It seems that he 
overdid this, and slightly injured himself, so the British team 
walked away with no medals at all.

Harold Laurance was the Middleweight lifter, and there is an 
image archive online for him. Included in that is an interview

in The Chronicle and Echo in 1996. This says: 

“Laurance can remember clearly when Hitler sent for 
the British team”. He added “We were all standing in 
a line. It was clear that Hitler liked the British team 
because we were, for the most part, perfect Aryan 
types”.

“But Ron Walker stood at the end of the line. He was a 
dark Yorkshire lad and it was clear that Hitler had little 
time for him. That was ironic because Ron was a real 
champion.”

Charles was and is a British Weightlifting 
Champion
So it is clear that Charles wasn’t competing, despite being a 
British Champion in 1934, though it appears that he went to 
Berlin with them to support the team.

The last stop was to try the British weightlifting organisations. 
The British Olympic Weightlifting Body doesn’t have any 
official links to the Olympics, other than being some form of 
support organisation. British Weightlifting Association don’t 
keep any records for that period, but referred me to the 
Yorkshire & North East Powerlifting Federation (www.ynepf. 
co.uk). An email to them found a very helpful chap called 
Ian Hampson, who checked the records in Mirfield and knew 
about all the Olympians from the club.  

Charles was not among them, but he found that CH Gotts still 
holds the British and YNE record for the “Right Hand Clean & 
Jerk”. The lift is one of the ‘odd lifts’, which were 42 lifts for 
which rules and records existed, but were rarely competed 
for. He lifted almost 100kg over-head with one hand, weighing 
only 75kg himself! (so in English money, he weighed 12 stone 
and lifted 16 stone over his head, equivalent to four bags of 
cement with one hand!!!) 

So Charles was, and still is, a British Champion. n

Ian is studying the surname Gotts with variant Gottes and 
can be contacted at gotts@one-name.org

This might be of interest...
The Guild’s Webinar Series starts up again in January 2019 – our 
theme is Around the World with Your One-Name Study. Each 
month we will focus on a specific country to learn about resources 
and research tips to help us travel the world with our one-name 
studies. More information about the countries and speakers will be 
posted in December. 

Persons of Interest – Havelock the Dane
On the second and fourth Mondays of each month, we share a 
short story [on the Guild website] provided by a member about a 
person of interest in their one-name study. Whether your person 
is good, bad, or simply interesting or unusual, please send us your 
story. This post is from Guild member Roger E. Havelock, who 
started his Havelock research in 1963 and has been a member of 
the Guild since 1981. 

Another famous person in the Havelok One-Name Study 
is Havelok the Dane, a Viking who may be the progenitor 
of all Havelocks.

Havelok the Dane, also known as Havelok or the Lay of Havelok 
the Dane, is the editorial title of a Middle English romance. 
The story, however, is also known in two earlier Anglo-Norman 
versions. This entry focuses on the Middle English text, while 
also giving a detailed summary of the earliest, Anglo-Norman, 
version. The name “Havelok” also has many variations in 
spelling, and can be found as “Haveloc” or “Havelock.” Early 
versions also use the Welsh form of “Abloec.”

The ancient town seal of Grimsby in Lincolnshire, bears the 
names Grim, Havelok, and Goldborow.

Why not submit a story (200-300 words OR a bit longer if need be) 
about a person of interest in your own one-name study. Email each 
story and image(s) to marketing@one-name.org.
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