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DEDICATION 

This story is dedicated to William John Bowtle, RN, Stoker 
(First Class), K.19516, the grandfather whom we never knew, 

killed in action on 4th January, 1918. 
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RECOGNITION 

The story is about one serviceman and his family but, perhaps, 
reflects the circumstances of those caught up in two World Wars 
and the many other conflicts in which British men and women 

have been involved. We owe them a duty of remembrance. 

William John Bowtle and Agnes Liddell Weir (née Bowtle) 
September, 2018.  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A NOTICE 

4th January, 2018. 
A brief ‘In Memoriam’ Notice in ‘The Times’ made a simple 
statement, with little hint on its story of private lives, two World 
Wars and unlikely co-incidences, a story covering over one 
hundred and twenty years. 

‘William John Bowtle, RN, of Tillingham, Essex, killed on 4th 
January, 1918, aged 24, beloved husband of Margaret Bowtle, 
father of William Archibald Bowtle, born 10th November, 1917.’ 
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A SAILOR’S LIFE 

August, 1912.  
No time for relaxation for Britain’s Royal Navy. Just a relentless 
need for men to crew the fleet being built to counter the threat of 
Kaiser Wilhelm II’s growing Imperial German Navy and to 
maintain British naval dominance.  

‘Name?’ asked the recruiting officer in Chatham, Kent, scarcely 
looking at the young man in front of him. He had seen it all 
before, youths full of patriotic fervour, anxious to fulfil dreams 
or to escape something. He didn’t care. 

‘Anyway,’ he thought. ‘That’ll be another two and six for me for 
signing this lad up.’  

‘William Bowtle,’ said the young man, known as ‘Will’ to his 
family. 

‘ Any middle names?’ 

‘John,’ replied the hopeful volunteer. 

‘Date of birth?’ asked the recruiter. 

‘10th October, 1893,’ lied William, knowing that, at seventeen, 
he was legally too young to sign up, being born in 1894, not 
1893 as he declared. He hoped there would be no more 
questions which might stop his enlistment but had no need to 
worry. There was no need to show a birth certificate at the time 
and some recruiters had blind eyes.  

�5



 

�6



‘Where were you born?’ 

‘Woodford, in Essex.’ 

“Address?’ 

‘Marks Farm, Tillingham in Essex.’ 

‘Occupation?’ 

‘Farm labourer.’ 

‘You’ll need to pass a medical examination,’ said the recruiter, 
looking, at last, at William, the seventh of eight young men 
(including twin brothers) whom he recruited that Wednesday*. 
At a height of five feet four and with a chest size of thirty-four 
and a half inches, he just passed the Navy’s size requirements. 

14th August, 1912. 
Success! William passed his ‘medical’ and duly enlisted in the 
Royal Navy’s Grand Fleet for twelve years as ‘Stoker (Second 
Class), K.15916’, recorded as serving in HMS Pembroke II** 
until 13 December 1912. As a ‘Stoker’, he had a lot to learn 
from the navy’s 1912 standard-issue,104-page training manual 
in mechanical and stokehold work, the base for engine-room 
ratings. 
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14th December, 1912. 
A posting to HMS Tyne, a destroyer depot-ship and promotion to 
Stoker (First Class) on 14th August, 1913. 

10th February, 1914.  
A posting to HMS Indomitable, a battlecruiser armed with 
eight twelve-inch guns, on the day she was re-commissioned 
at Sheerness.  

The posting preceded the British government’s declaration of 
war with Germany on 4th August, 1914, with the 
Indomitable’s being involved immediately in a confused and 
unsuccessful Mediterranean chase of the battlecruiser 
Goeben and the light cruiser Breslau. In a November action, 
Indomitable bombarded the Dardanelles and returned to 
British waters in December. Soon followed engagement with 
the German High Seas Fleet on 24th January, 1915 at 
Dogger Bank in the North Sea, one of two major naval 
battles of the war. The ship finally sank the German 
armoured cruiser Blucher, already heavily damaged in the 
action. As a member of Indomitable’s crew, William received 
his share of prize bounty, the grand sum of six shillings and 
one penny on 24th April for the sinking. 

3rd February, 1916. 
A posting to HMS Actaeon, the shore-based torpedo school at 
Sheerness, Kent, including a period on the C-class destroyer, 
HMS Vulture. (During this posting, William blotted his 
copybook in an unspecified sailorly misdemeanour which 
resulted on 4th November in his being given fourteen days in the 
cells, having always had ‘Very Good’ reports since his 
enlistment).  
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Meg (around 1915)



1912?-1916? 
Somewhere along the line between 1912 and 1916, William  met 
his future wife.  

‘What’s your name?’ asked sailor William, looking at his new 
acquaintance with interest. 

‘Meg,’ she replied. ‘Meg Buchanan,’ she added. From the small 
town of Armadale in Central Scotland and working as a maid in 
nearby Edinburgh, she probably knew nothing of the tiny village 
of Tillingham, home to this new young man, handsome in his 
uniform. 

(Here, history draws a discrete veil over the date and 
circumstances of their meeting and the ways in which love 
blossomed. There is a puzzle as to how a young woman from 
Armadale met a young man from distant Tillingham. One clue 
lies in HMS Tyne’s being stationed (dates 1914-18 ?) in 
Queensferry, Scotland, just fifteen miles from Coates Crescent, 
Edinburgh where Meg worked. Official naval dates do not quite 
much up but there is too much of a co-incidence of place to 
discount the point).  

‘Will you marry me?’ said William some time later in Moffat, 
fifty miles south of Edinburgh, an emerald engagement ring 
nestling hopefully in his pocket.  

‘Yes,’ said a happy smiling Meg.  

‘It’s lovely to meet you all,’ said Meg some months afterwards 
to William’s parents, William and Laura and to his sister and  
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three brothers, after an exhausting journey from Armadale to 
Tillingham.  

‘I’ve heard a lot about you,’ she continued.  

‘And we’ve heard a lot about you,’ said William’s family, the 
beginning of a fondness which would remain with Meg for the 
rest of her life, especially with her soon-to-be sister-in-law, Ivy.  

24th December, 1916. 
‘I do,’ said both William and Meg in St. Nicholas Church, 
founded in the village in 608-610, the second-oldest church in 
England, with a direct contemporary connection to the founding 
of a monastery in London on the site which is now St. Paul’s 
Cathedral.  

30th June, 1917. 
William joined HMS P.60 ( also known as HMS PC.60 ). 
Launched on 4th June, 1917 from the Workman Clark Yard in 
Belfast, the ship was one of twenty decoy ‘Q-ships’, Royal Navy 
secret weapons against the increasing U-boat menace. At 694 
tons, appearing like a merchant ship and under the disguise 
name ‘Idaho’, she had twin oil-fired steam turbines with two 
screws which could drive her at 23 knots. A tight turning circle, 
a four-pound gun, depth-charge capability, two torpedo tubes 
and bows hardened for ramming meant that her bite was harder 
than her bark. Sailing from Pembroke Dock*** in the Bristol 
Channel with a crew of 54 under the command of Lieutenant 
Frederick A. Richardson, she appeared tempting easy prey for 
any unsuspecting German U-boat but had deadly capability 
against it. 
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December, 1917. 
‘I’ve just a few days’ Special Leave,’ said William.  

‘He’s just like you,’ said Meg to the proud new father, showing 
their infant son, William Archibald, born on 10th November.   
Tears waved him ‘goodbye’ as he left to return to his ship at the 
end of December.  

1st January, 1918. 
04.30: Berthed in Pembroke Dock, all hands were called to 
general duties. 

‘Where’s my pen?’ thought William later. Reaching out to his 
wooden diddy-box, the only really private place as a crewman 
he had on-board, he thought of the short time with his young 
wife, newborn son and of his parents. A careful hand started to 
craft a loving letter home.  

‘1/1/18 
Number 5 Mess 
HMS P.60 

Dear Mother 
Just these few lines hoping to find you in good health, as I am very 

glad to tell you that  Meg, baby and myself are keeping in the 
best…………’ 

2nd January, 1918. 
A hectic day, including mustering a convoy in the Bristol 
Channel and hearing distant heavy explosions. After re-oiling at 
Milford Haven, P.60 returned to sea at 19.30.  
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William continued his letter. 

‘Dear Mother, I have just returned from a short leave with Meg but 
we are at sea again,  not even had an opportunity of posting a letter. I 
am writing this at sea. ………….’ 

Soon, he had four pages of elegant, grammatical script, placing 
the completed letter in his diddy-box. 

3rd January, 1918. 
From midnight, P.60 patrolled in the area of  Grossholm Island 
and of Small’s Lighthouse, 21 miles off St. David's Head, 
Pembrokeshire, on the north coast of the Channel. 
08.50: Alarms sounded for ‘Action Stations’ on the sighting of a 
surfaced submarine   to the north/north east.    
09.02: P.60 opened fire at an estimated 5000 yards range, 
causing the submarine to dive at 09.08.  
10.05: A nearby destroyer was seen dropping depth-charges. 
P.60 closed and dropped two depth-charges but one failed to 
detonate and the raider escaped, with P.60 returning to its 
overnight patrol area.  

4th January, 1918. 
P.60’s patrol continued off St David’s Head during a mild 
morning and early-afternoon, passing  the familiar Small’s and 
South Bishop lighthouses and Grossholm Island.  

16.38: No warning, only the sudden chaos of a depth charge 
being dropped and exploding prematurely, wrecking the after-
part of the vessel, amid cries of terror and pain. One man was 
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lost overboard and eighteen were wounded. The ship survived 
but William was fatally injured and died later in Pembroke Dock 
Hospital, as did three others, bringing the ship’s losses to five 
men that day. None was named in the ship’s log.  

The presence of HMS P.60 in the Bristol Channel had been 
meeting a part of a very real need to counter the German 
unrestricted-warfare submarine threat, with the well-lit HM 
Hospital Ship Rewa’s being torpedoed and sunk off Hartland 
Point on the north coast of Devon by U-55 on that morning, just 
sixty nautical miles away from P.60’s patrol area****. There 
was international outrage at the sinking. Was there a connection 
between P.60’s action on 3rd January and the next morning’s 
sinking of HM Hospital Ship Rewa? We will never know but the 
possibility cannot be discounted.  

5th January, 1918. 
A letter to Meg at Tillingham from Lieutenant Richardson, with 
his deep condolences in his capacity as Captain of HMS P.60. 

10th January, 1918. 
William was buried at St. Nicholas Church. 

*:   of the days’ eight Chatham ‘Stoker’ recruits (K.15910-K.15917), one was 
invalided from the Navy and five others survived the war. The naval record 
for one recruit is incomplete. William was that day’s only ‘Stoker’ enlistee 
killed in action. 
  
**: HMS Pembroke II was a Navy accounting base and often appeared on 
sailors’ records, even when they were serving on ships. HMS Pembroke II 
was located at Chatham, alongside HMS Pembroke barracks. Some mystery 
surrounds William’s actual posting while listed as being on  ‘Pembroke’, with 
a cap band for ‘HM Torpedo Boat 36’ being kept in his diddy-box, with no 
listing in his record. 
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***: Confusingly, Pembroke Dock in Pembrokeshire is quite distinct from 
HMS Pembroke ,which is in Chatham, Kent. 

****: U-55 went on to sink a further five ships that month. 
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William Archibald (around 1938)



IN THE PASSAGE OF TIME 

1918 - 2017. 
In the years following William’s death, Meg returned to her 
home-town of Armadale, re-married and raised a second family 
with Roderick Brown, giving the young William (known as 
‘Billy’) a happy home with three brothers and one sister. She 
maintained fond contact with her late-husband’s family over the 
years, making periodic visits and dying on 9th March, 1982. 
Billy,  married to Janet Marshall Peden from Armadale, had two 
children, served in the RAMC in World War II (service number 
7375239) and died in 2004. Passing time and passing lives 
virtually erased the connection between William John, 
grandfather and William John, only grandson.  

Not all connections were lost, however. Passed down the 
generations and surviving various house-moves, the Royal Navy 
diddy-box remained intact, its brass name-plate ‘WJ BOWTLE’ 
tarnished by time. It held many personal items, some from 
William himself and some from Meg, lockets with photographs, 
wisps of William’s hair, a pen with a broken nib and well-
chewed end, cap bands, two pipes with hallmarked sterling-
silver ferrules (‘W.R.’), a rusted pen-knife, medals, an empty 
grey canvas envelope addressed to Mrs. Margaret Bowtle, 
Marks Farm, Tillingham and, touchingly, the letter to ‘Mother’, 
written so many years previously but unsent. 
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St. Nicolas Church and a Commemorative Plaque 
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A HUNDRED YEARS’ COMMEMORATION 

18 July, 2017. 
An invitation, completely unexpected, to grandson William John 
Bowtle in Livingston, Scotland, from Sue Hanson, Warden, St. 
Nicholas Church, uncannily addressed from Packards Farm 
Cottages, Mark Road, Tillingham, indicating that a 
Commemoration Service would be held in January, 2018 to 
recognise the centenary of William’s death in action.   

7th January, 2018. 
A Sunday gathering at St. Nicholas Church on a brilliant, blue-
skyed morning, chilled by a biting North-Sea wind.  

William John Bowtle, son of William Archibald and his wife, 
Margaret, of East Calder, Livingston, Scotland.  
Agnes (Nan) Weir, daughter of William Archibald, of 
Whitburn, Scotland. 
Christine Bowtle-McMillan, great-granddaughter of William 
John and her husband, David, of Livingston, Scotland.  
Joshua McMillan, great-great grandson of William John, of 
Livingston, Scotland.  
Andrew Bowtle, a family genealogist and his wife, Jill, of 
Chipping Ongar, Essex. 
Sue Hanson, Warden, St. Nicholas Church. 
Rev. Steven Poss, Vicar, St. Nicholas Church. 

A touching graveside Commemoration Service, carefully 
composed by Mrs. Hanson and Rev. Poss and in which William, 
Christine and Andrew also participated. 
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A poem, penned by William’s Uncle Ernest and included in the 
funeral service one hundred years earlier, gave added poignancy 
to the morning.  

A gravestone for William John Bowtle, a carved date of death of 
4th January, 1917, an error  corrected in an unknown hand in the 
records of the Commonwealth War Graves Commission, an 
error, perhaps, due to William’s original age declaration, known 
years of service and also resulting in his age at death being 
stated as 24 years.  

Mrs. Hanson kindly gifted a new memorial to the church, a pew 
kneeler, which she had designed and hand-sewn to represent 
William’s naval service. 

Later, an age-old annual service in St. Nicholas Church, ‘Plough 
Sunday’, the local community’s blessing and celebration at the 
start of its agricultural year, a service similar to one in which, 
perhaps, William participated over one hundred years earlier.    

The close of a memorable family day, one in which William was 
remembered and respected, a day which also looked to the 
future, a future for which all those lost in wartime gave their 
lives. We give them our heartfelt thanks. 
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Bill and Nan
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Bill and Margaret



A PERSONAL OBSERVATION AND THANKS 

Of necessity, parts of this story are clearly fictional but the 
substance is correct, gleaned from family history and 
mementoes, parish and national archives, P.60’s log (part), 
Wikipedia and other articles in the public domain. I offer my 
thanks to my wife, Margaret, for her support in writing this 
piece and gratefully acknowledge the help of Sue Hanson of St. 
Nicholas Church and of Andrew Bowtle, a new-found distant 
relation and friend.  

William John Bowtle, September, 2018. 

�26



NOTES  

�27



NOTES

�28


