
Sergeant William Maxfield MM©  
Regimental number: 38012 
Royal Horse Artillery and Royal Field Artillery 
  
born: 25 February 1888–died: 25 April 1918 
 
Sergeant William Maxfield was born on 25 February 18881 in Cardiff, Glamorganshire, Wales, the 
son of Sydney and Mary Maxfield. Both parents were from Monmouthshire—Sydney was born in 
Chepstow on 20 October 18522 and Mary about 20 miles away in Newport in about 1859.3 Sydney 
had married Mary Elizabeth Gibbons in Newport in 18794 and they subsequently had seven 
children—three of whom died in infancy:  
 
• Sydney (born in 1879, but died shortly thereafter),5 
• George Aubrey (born in 1882),6 
• Fred (born in 1886, but died the same year),7 
• William, 
• Gertrude Annie (born on 1 Nov 1891)8 
• James (born in 1893, but died a few months later)9 and  
• James (born 1 November 1894).10 

 
Before their marriage, Sydney was working for the Monmouthshire Railway and Canal Company 
(MR & CC).11 When its business declined, it sold the rights to its network to the Great Western 
Railway (GWR) in 1875.12 The previous year, Sydney, a fireman, had left MR & CC to join the GWR.13  
 
Two years after their marriage, Sydney and Mary were living at 8 Canal Parade in Newport.14 Their 
first child had died, but three children followed and, the year William was born, his father was 
promoted to an engine turner. In 1890, he was promoted to 3rd Class Engineman, and the following 
year the family had moved to 19 Lower George Street in Newport.15  
 
In late 1896 Sydney’s wife died, leaving Sydney with four children 10 years of age and under. In 
December 1897, Sydney had to make a sacrifice for his family:  
 

[He] declined promotion to 2nd Class Engineman with removal to Didcot [about 100 
miles away] on account of domestic difficulties. Allowed by Mr. Dean to remain at 
Newport Dk St. as a permanent 3rd Class Engineman on the distinct understanding 
that he thereby forfeits all claim to further promotion or advance of wages. 

 
Since the family continued to live in Newport, both William and his brother James attended the 
local Bolt Street Boys School. William enrolled in 189716 and James in 1904.17 Gertrude attended the 
Alexandra Girl’s School, enrolling in 1899.18  
 
In 1901, Sydney, George and William were boarding with the family of James Collins at 3 Canal 
Parade—just down the road from their house in 1881. They were living next door to Sydney’s 
sister, Sarah Jane,19 who was married to Harry Andrew Day.20 Sydney’s parents, William and Mary, 
and William’s brother James were boarding with the Day family. It is not known where Gertrude 
was that year.  
 



During his employment with GWR, William’s father’s form and colour vision were checked 
regularly. In 1899, he had an eye inflammation as a result of receiving coal dust in his eye from a 
passing train. Although his eyesight remained normal, the death of his wife had taken a toll on him.  
 
In November 1904, at his vision check the examiner [Mr. James] reported that Sydney was a  
 

 . . . [v]ery dissipated man. Says he lost his wife 8 years. Promised to be more careful 
in the future.  . . . Maxfield states that he was not very well on the day Mr. James saw 
him at Newport. I told him if he did not keep away from the public houses, serious 
notice should be taken of the matter. He promised me he would do so, I told him a 
sharp watch would be kept on his movements. 

 
Sydney was allowed to remain in the employ of the GRW and things improved for a few years—
Sydney was in better health when he was examined in November 1907—but it did not last. On 14 
January 1908, the doctor reported 
 

I beg to say I have again had this man before me. I have also read through Maxfield’s 
medical history sheet. He appears to have disregarded the warning I gave him on 
22nd Jan 1906 as to his intemperate habits and losing time. I must also add that 
although he wears a truss on his Inguinal Hernia, this is useless. The instrument is 
worn out and does not control the abdominal ring. I am of [the] opinion that 
Maxfield at his examination today is not as sober as he might be. I must therefore 
repeat what I stated in my former letter that he is not fit to be retained in the service 
of the G.W.R. Co.  

 
Sydney was let go. He was awarded four weeks pay in lieu of notice and a pension from February 
1908. Sadly, on 10 July 1908, Sydney died, leaving his three children as orphans.  
 
After their father’s death, the Maxfield siblings split up. William had enlisted in the army in 1905 
and served with the 3rd Battalion of the South Wales Borderers. When he signed up, he was 5’ 5” 
tall and had a fresh complexion, grey eyes and brown hair. By July 1905, he had joined the regular 
army and was with the Royal Field Artillery (RFA).  
 
In 1911, George, an iron ore worker, was boarding with William Burgess and his wife at 7 Raglan 
Street. Gertrude was probably a domestic servant in the Davies’ home on Fairoak Road in Roath 
Park. James was still a boarder with his aunt and uncle, Harry and Jane Day, and living at 14 Clytha 
Crescent in Newport. 
 
William joined up to serve in the British Expeditionary Force in about August 191421 in Brecon, 
Breconshire, Wales22 and went overseas on 19 August 1914.23 He was serving with the 6th Battery, 
40th Brigade of the RFA when he was fatally wounded. He was admitted to No. 1 Canadian Casualty 
Clearing Station on 25 April 1918 with shrapnel wounds to his right side that penetrated his 
abdomen. He died the same day and was buried on 27 April in Pernes Military Cemetery (Row A, 
Plot 2, Grave 6) with the Canadian chaplain G. C. d’Easum presiding.24  
 
Pernes British Military Cemetery was only set up in April 1918 when No. 1 and No. 4 CCCSs came to 
Pernes, driven back by the German advance. William was one of 122 soldiers admitted on 25 April 
and one of 46 soldiers to die at the station that month.25  
 



William’s sister Gertrude and brother George received the monies owing to him from the army 
upon his death and Gertrude requested the following inscription for William’s gravestone:  
 

EVER REMEMBERED BY 
GERT, GEORGE & JAMES26 

 
William was awarded the Military Medal in 191627—a medal awarded to Other Ranks (non-officers) 
of the British Army and Commonwealth Forces for gallantry and devotion to duty when under fire 
in battle on land.28 In addition, he was awarded posthumously the British War Medal (for service 
overseas between 1914 and 1918), the Victory Medal (for service in an operational theatre) and the 
1914–15 Star (for service in the war against Germany between 5 August 1914 and 31 December 
1915). 
 
William’s two surviving brothers both served in the Great War. George was mobilized in 
Manchester in August 1916, at the age of 34; he joined the 8th Battalion of the Manchester 
Regiment as a private (regimental number 6091).29 At the time he was an iron ore barker. It is not 
clear if he ever served overseas. After being ordered to go overseas, he disappeared and was absent 
without leave until surrendering on 25 November 1918. He subsequently served 56 days in 
detention, was released on 20 January 1919 and was demobilized in March 1919. George may have 
married sometime after the war,30 but no record of a marriage could be found. He died in early 
1925.31  
 
Like his father before him, James worked for the Great Western Railway. He joined in August 1912 
as an engine cleaner. Just over a year later, he was promoted to a fireman.32 He left the GRW in 
September 1914 to enlist in the army and he served as a private (regimental number 16695) in the 
South Wales Borderers.33 He was discharged on 15 April 1919, with a disability as a result of having 
had malaria, and returned to the GWR. On 6 August 1923, he married Prudence Olive Morgan in 
Blaenavon,34 about 30 miles from Newport. Sadly, Prudence died in 1930.35 James remarried; he 
wed Agnes Maude Francis on 7 August 1932.36 In 1930, James became a engine driver and stayed 
one until the 1950s. James and Agnes probably had two children—Donald J., born in 1933,37 and 
Derek J., born on 15 July 1938.38 In 1939, the family was living at 22 William Street in Newport.39 
James died in 1972.40 He was William’s last surviving sibling.  
 
During the war (in 1916), Gertrude married Richard W. Barnes in Newport41 and had at least three 
children—Richard, born in late 1917 or early 1918,42 William J. (probably named after his late 
uncle) on 2 November 191943 and Sydney, born on 5 September 1922.44 In 1939, Gertrude was 
living at 4 Admiral Street in Newport with her husband and two sons.45 She died in Newport in 
1941.46  
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