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Able Seaman 
 

JAMES HARDWILL 
 

R/3577 Drake Battalion, R.N. Division, Royal Naval Voluntary Reserve 
 

Killed in action 4 September 1918 
Aged 26 

 
Buried Moeuvres Communal Cemetery Extension 

 Grave III.B.17 

 

 
 

James Hardwill was born on 2 April 1892 at Merridge, near Spaxton, the third and youngest son of Henry 
James Hardwill (1850-1927) and Jane Hook.  He was universally known as Jim. His father James had 
moved around a great deal: Farm Bailiff for his father at Cothelstone, Farm Manager at Thurloxton, 
tenant at Spaxton, Steart and Donyatt, finally coming to Buckland Farm, Buckland St Mary in 1901.  He 
bought Meanwood Farm, Buckland in 1916.  Jim’s mother died in December 1904 and was buried on the 
27th of that month at Buckland St Mary church.  James senior was a short, portly and extremely broad 
man with a large but very tidy three inch long beard. When he died he was only five feet and eight 
inches tall and yet he weighed eighteen stone!  
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An Army reservist since 11 December 1915, Jim was called up for service late in 1916. In January 1917, 
as reported in the Taunton Courier, his father appealed to the Chard Rural Tribunal for an adjournment 
of their decision on call up until Lady Day (25 March) when he intended to take a smaller farm.  This was 
refused, although it was agreed to delay Jim’s call-up until that date. In fact it was delayed further, an 
appeal being heard on 2 June; the appeal was allowed, but the exemption terminated. By this time Jim 
was working for Thomas Podbury of Buckland as a Farm Carter.  The Appeal Chairman (Judge the 
Hon.W.B.Lindley) was unsympathetic to this, remarking that: ‘He ought to have gone into the Army 
before.…His former exemption was terminated when Mr Podbury took him into his employ.’  Thus are 
men’s destinies decided. 

Just before this, on 14th May,  a Resolution was passed by the Somerset War Agricultural Executive 
Committee: ‘In view of the necessity of bringing more land into cultivation and increasing the production 
of the land at present in cultivation, no more men should be taken from agriculture, without the consent 
of the War Agricultural Executive Committee.’ This was to be sent to the Prime Minister and the War 
Office among others; not a position that Judge Lindley would have supported, it seems. 

On 20 June 1917 he was taken onto the strength of 2nd Reserve Battalion, Royal Naval Division, 
Blandford. Because he was in the Navy, Jim’s Service Records (unlike many army records) have survived, 
so we have a full record of his service career. The RND was formed in August 1914 when there was a 
shortfall in land forces.  They served at Gallipoli, but mainly on the Western Front. The RND retained 
naval traditions, even while on land. They flew the White Ensign, used bells to signal time, used naval 
language (including "going ashore" and "coming on board"), and continued to use naval ranks rather 
than army equivalents. Attempts to convert the RND to conform to army practices were tried but were 
generally unsuccessful! 

Jim’s Service Record shows that on 13 October 1917 he was transferred to the BEF in France from the 
2nd Reserve Battalion and on 16 October was promoted from Ordinary to Able Bodied Seaman.  Drake 
Battalion was part of the British XIX Corps which formed in France in February 1917 and fought at the 
Battle of Passchendaele in Autumn 1917. In Spring 1918 it was driven back 20 miles in five days and 
found itself in disarray. By November 1918 the Corps, as an element of Second Army, was one of the 
most northerly British military formations in France. 

On 23 November 1917 Jim joined Drake Battalion, some 5 plus weeks after the order sending him to it. 

On 1 January 1918 he was admitted to Number 9 General Hospital at Rouen with ‘mild bronchitis’.  This 
Base Hospital was part of the casualty evacuation chain, further back from the front line than the 
Casualty Clearing Stations. In the theatre of war in France and Flanders, the British hospitals were 
generally located near the coast. They needed to be close to a railway line, in order for casualties to 
arrive (although some also came by canal barge); they also needed to be near a port where men could 
be evacuated for longer-term treatment in Britain.  In January 1918 Number 9 General Hospital was 
being run by the Americans.  The bronchitis was obviously not that 'mild' and on 14 January he was 
transferred back to a War Hospital in Reading and the Senior Medical Officer was informed. 

On 4 February 1918 he was discharged from hospital and granted furlough from 2nd to 11th  March, at 
the end of which he reported back to 2nd Reserve Battalion, now in Aldershot, presumably after some 
additional training. He made his Soldier’s Will on 30 March; he left everything (£113.11.8) to his father. 
He was then returned to France, rejoining Drake Battalion on 19 April 1918, having missed the first 
onslaught of the German Spring offensive. 



3 

 

On 11 May 1918 he was back in hospital again, this time into No 2 Canadian General Hospital at Le 
Treport. His record shows he was suffering from Pyrexia, the medical term usually applied to Trench 
Fever.  During WW1, Le Treport was an important hospital centre.  No 2 Canadian  

 

General Hospital, one of 6, was established there in March 1915. In all they contained nearly 10,000 
beds.  Discharged on 15 July 1918 Jim was back with Drake Battalion on 23 August. 

One can’t help but wonder whether all these health problems were a reflection of his inner turmoil at 
being in France and in the Services at all. By 1917 England was struggling to keep itself fed in the face of 
highly successful U-Boat attacks on its shipping. War Agricultural Boards had been formed to make sure 
agricultural production was maximized.  From a 21st century perspective one must wonder how sensible 
it was to remove farmers from the land where they could have done a useful job, and turn them into no 
more than cannon fodder – see the views of the Somerset War Agricultural Executive Committee quoted 
earlier. 

 

In early August 1918 the Naval Division moved into the Montigny area, south of the Albert-Amiens road. 
A new offensive from the north, Bapaume, was planned, and for this the Naval Division was transferred 
to the IVth Corps which held the Front north of Beaumont Hamel, through Bucquoy. Marching only at 
night, the Division moved North (15th-19th August) to Souastre in preparation for the attack on the 
21st. The first set of objectives were Bucquoy, Ablainzeville and Ablainzeville Spur. The IVth Corps and 
the Naval Division were assigned to the secondary set of objectives, the Irles-Bihucourt line and further 
north the Achiet-le-Grand-Arras railway. General Lawrie also set an intermediate objective known as the 
Brown line slightly to the east of Logeast Wood, which was to be attacked by eight companies, including 
two from the Drake Battalion.  
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No 2 Canadian General Hospital 

 

On the 20th all units managed to reach the Brown line having encountered virtually no opposition; the 
Germans had speedily retreated to a new line of defence further to the east. In attempting to press on, 
the Drakes found themselves halted on the outskirts of Achiet-le-Grand by well entrenched enemy 
forces, equipped with anti-tank guns and strengthened by fresh reserves. The British Infantry, without 
artillery support, made a gallant attack on the German lines, but were beaten back with heavy losses 
from most of the positions. The advanced posts, however, held firm.  

On the 22nd, the British line held against three counter-attacks. The following day, when Jim rejoined 
the Drakes, saw another German retreat, to a line running through Grevillers, Loupart Wood and 
Warlencourt. In light of this, an attack was planned for the evening of the 24th which would see the 
Naval Division work in concert with the New Zealand Division. Drake Battalion was to clear a 
communication trench, which ran along the right of the Divisional boundary to the German trenches, 
halfway between Loupart Wood and the Albert-Bapaume Road. Despite early success, heavy resistance 
was met on the south-west corner of Loupart Wood and both the Hawke and Hood Battalion 
Commanders became casualties. By midday the enemy resistance broke and the attack was now taken 
to the villages of le Barque, Thilloy and Ligny Thilloy. Here the Germans’ strength in depth proved too 
much for the attacking forces and they were unable to reach the final objective, Riencourt. Despite this, 
the rest of the operations had proved to be a great success, the enemies' communications had been cut 
and Bapaume was effectively isolated.  

 August 30th saw the Naval Division in action again, this time at the Second Battle of Arras with Sir 
Charles Fergusson's XVIIth Corps. The immediate object was to seize the northern end of the 
Hindenburg system and the Drocourt-Queant system behind it, ideally forcing the enemy to retire east 
of the Somme and relinquish their hold on Lys falling back to the lines of the Canal du Nord and Canal St. 

http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=Kmd5Tf5cmjQ2QM&tbnid=oZVr1hpClPxF_M:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.maxisciences.com%2Fmaladie%2Fla-grippe-espagnole-devastatrice-mais-meconnue-a-cause-de-la-guerre_art1303.html&ei=QKv8UuG-LYKT0AWpmIG4DA&bvm=bv.61190604,d.ZG4&psig=AFQjCNFGdTpcLCdGhxb9livEuXIguCKn0g&ust=1392376970105524
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Quent. The intermediate objectives were met with rapid success and the next step was to advance on 
Inchy. Before these instructions had, however, reached the Battalions Commander Beak had made on 
his own initiative a deeply penetrating advance across the railway to Pronville (south-east of Queant), 
capturing on the way a substantial part of the Hindenburg support line.   

There then followed another attack in the area of Logeast Wood on 4 September when Jim was killed, 
just two months before the end of the War.  He is buried in Moeuvres Communal Cemetery near 
Cambrai, his body having been exhumed from its battlefield burial site SW of Cambrai in April 1920. 

 

 

 

[This account is almost entirely the work of the Hardwill Family Historian, Graham Bone.  Any errors 
introduced are mine!  My grateful thanks to him and to Philip Hardwill.] 

 

 

 

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 
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1891 CENSUS FOR JAMES HARDWILL SENIOR 
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1901 CENSUS FOR HARDWILL FAMILY 
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1911 CENSUS, AND COVER, FOR HARDWILL FAMILY 
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JAMES HARDWILL’S APPEAL JANUARY 1917 
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SECOND APPEAL JUNE 1917 

 

 

 

         1 
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JAMES HARDWILL SERVICE RECORD 
 
 

Discharged, Dead 

Reservist 

Ordinary Seaman 
Able Bodied Seaman 

Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve 

Blandford 

Royal Naval Division 
British Expeditionary Force 

Joined the Army Reserve first in 1915 and then transferred to the Royal 
Naval Volunteer Reserve in 1917 to serve in a Royal Naval Division 
where he would effectively be a soldier anyway! 
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21 Jun 17 - Drafting Order 172 (2nd Reserve Battalion) - as above 
13 Oct 17 - Transferred to Drake Battalion British Expeditionary Force from the 2nd 
Reserve Battalion, Blandford (Rifle Brigade (?) 
23 Oct 17 - British Expeditionary Force Drafting Order 79 - order sending him to his unit 
16 Oct 17 - Drafting Order 288 - 'promotion' from ordinary to able bodied seaman to 
indicate greater experience 
2 Nov 17 - Joined XIX Corps reinforcement camp on his way to Drake Battalion  
(British XIX Corps was formed in France in February 1917 and fought at the Battle of 
Passchendaele in Autumn 1917. In Spring 1918 it was driven back 20 miles in five days 
and found itself in disarray. By November 1918 the Corps, as an element of Second 
Army, was one of the most northerly British military formations in France.) 
23 Nov 17 - joined Drake Battalion some 5 plus weeks after the order sending him to it 
1 Jan 18 - Hospital Admission 17840.  Administration Number 9 General Hospital at 
Rouen with mild bronchitis.  AFB (Army Form Book) 104-80a was the form used for 
hospital admissions 
(The Base Hospital was part of the casualty evacuation chain, further back from the 
front line than the Casualty Clearing Stations. They were manned by troops of the Royal 
Army Medical Corps, with attached Royal Engineers and men of the Army Service 
Corps. In the theatre of war in France and Flanders, the British hospitals were generally 
located near the coast. They needed to be close to a railway line, in order for casualties 
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to arrive (although some also came by canal barge); they also needed to be near a port 
where men could be evacuated for longer-term treatment in Britain.  In Jan 18 No 9 GH 
was being run by the Americans) 
14 Jan 18 - The bronchitis was obviously not that 'mild' as he was transferred back to a 
War Hospital in Reading and the Senior Medical Officer (SMO) was informed 
26 Jan 18 - a belated BEF Drafting Order recording that James had been invalided on 
27 Dec 17 with bronchitis via the Field Ambulance.  The Field Ambulance was part of 
the chain back to the General and Stationary Hospitals 
4 Feb 18 - AFB 103 was the Army Casualty Sheet form, here recording discharge from 
hospital and being sent back to France via Folkestone and Boulogne where he joined 
British Division (??) 
13 Feb 18 - recording form (presumably AFB103) being forwarded to the Senior Chief 
Officer at Blandford 
4 Mar 18 - FW3016 (Furlough Warrant) was the form at that time granting leave, here 
from 2 to 11 Mar 18.  Not sure what Class 1 means but I suspect the class of furlough 
determined where that leave was to be taken - France or England.  In this case Class 1 
must have been England as on 11 Mar 18 we see James reporting at the end of his 
leave to 2nd Reserve Battalion, now in Aldershot. 
1 Apr 18 - drafted back to Drake Battalion with the British Expeditionary Force from 
Aldershot 
19 Apr 18 - rejoins Drake Battalion 
11 May 18 - Another hospital admission, this time into No 2 Canadian General Hospital 
at Le Treport 
  PUO : Pyrexia of Unknown Origin (medical term usually applied to Trench Fever) 
10 May 18 - another belated entry to record his transit to No 2 General via the Field 
Ambulance 
28 Jun 18 - Transfer from the hospital to No 3 Convalescent Depot, also in Le Treport 
(During the First World War, Le Treport was an important hospital centre. No.3 General 
Hospital was established there in November 1914, No.16 General Hospital in February 
1915, No.2 Canadian General Hospital in March 1915, No.3 Convalescent Depot in 
June 1915 and Lady Murray’s B.R.C.S. Hospital in July 1916. These hospitals 
contained nearly 10,000 beds. No.47 General Hospital arrived in March 1917 and later 
that year, a divisional rest camp and a tank training depot were established in the 
neighbourhood.) 
15 Jul 18 - discharge from Convalescent Depot to Base Details (This typically included 
clerks who dealt with admin and looked after effects left at the base and battle casualty 
replacements) 
16 Jul 18 - A Drake Order also recording transfer to Base Details.  Not sure what the L 
or the S mean 
23 Aug 18 - Rejoins Drake Battalion 
20 Sep 19 - Drake Order recording James was killed in action on 4 Sep 18, that his 
Next of Kin were informed on 25 Sep 18 and recorded on the Royal Naval Division 
casualty list 
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Able Bodied Seaman James Hardwill 
 
26 Sep 18 - placed on the Missing Person (?) List 
26 Sep 18 - I believe the AFB 2090a is a record of death 
1 Oct 18 - placed on the Royal Naval Division Discharged, Deceased list 
2 Oct 18 - AG6 (Adjutant General's Office) used to look after my records so I presume 
AG14 was an RNVR equivalent 
14 Oct 18 - not sure what DC was - a standard Deceased Card, Death 
Commemoration?  The rest is just administration less the recording of James' 
exhumation from his battlefield burial place to a Commonwealth War Graves Cemetery  
 

 

JAMES HARDWILL’S SERVICE RECORD INTERPRETED (BY GRAHAM  

BONE) 

 

 

 
BUCKLAND FARM TODAY 
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JAMES HARDWILL’S WILL  

It was a service Will, witnessed by a Navy Sub Lieutenant and an Able Bodied Seaman - 

HARDWILL,  JAMES 

"Will.  In the event of my death I appoint my father James Hardwill[2] of Meanwood Farm, 

Buckland St Mary, Nr Chard Executor of this my last Will and Testament and I give to him the 

whole of my property and effects - 

                                                                                    James Hardwill 

                                                                                                A.B. R.3577[3] 

                                                                                                30.3.18 

J. S. H. Cole, Sub Lt 

H. Woods A.B. 

Affidavit that Testator made  ) 

his Will while a seaman in       ) 

actual naval service filed.        )           On the 4th day of February 

1919.  Probate of this Will was 

granted at Taunton to James Hardwill, the sole Executor. 

National Wills Index:  Hardwill, James of Buckland St Mary, Somersetshire, able seaman, died 

4 September 1918.  Killed in Action in France.  Probate Taunton 4 February 1919 to James 

Hardwill farmer.  £113-11-8." 

 

http://null/#_ftn2
http://null/#_ftn3
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JAMES HARDWILL’S GRAVE WITH HIS NEPHEW PHILIP HARDWILL 2014 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


