John James Hill
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John died on 6th June 1916. He had enlisted in the navy and at the time of his death he was a stoker, first class, aboard HMS Hampshire.
John was a miner, like his father. He is described as a “miner, haulage” in the 1911 census when he was 15 years old and was used to moving coal. Perhaps that is why he enlisted in the navy as a stoker.

HMS Hampshire had 23 boilers, each with its own furnace, and all stoked by hand. Conditions in the boiler rooms would have been unpleasant – noisy and hot, with little hope of escape if the ship were hit. 
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Despite what the newspaper article says, most of the sources say that HMS Hampshire sank after striking a mine.

John’s family
John was born in Crooke, but the two census reports show his family living in Common Road, Earlstown, Newton-le-Willows, called Newton-in-Makerfield in the 1901 census. The houses, 174 and 156 Common Road, apparently still exist.
In 1901 John is shown as the fourth of five children of Richard and Mary Hill. The other four were girls, and the family also had a lodger, a grocer’s clerk. The five children were all under 13. Father was a miner (hewer).

By 1911 two more children had been born, but the two older girls were no longer in the house. The fifteen-year-old John was a “miner, haulage”. Father was a fireman, below ground.

In the CWGC records John and the family are shown as living at 31, Moorfield Houses, Crooke.
John, the stoker
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This picture shows stokers aboard a United States battleship in 1918. We must assume that conditions were similar on HMS Hampshire, very uncomfortable, cramped, airless and hot.

“A stoker works four hours at a stretch, and during that time the temperature of his surroundings varies from 120 degrees to 160 degrees Fahrenheit. One stoker usually has four furnaces to attend to, and while feeding one furnace a man has to be extremely careful or his arm may be burned by the furnace behind him.”
“As a rule a man is occupied about three minutes at each furnace, and directly he has finished he rushes to the air pipe and waits until his turn comes again. The intense heat of the furnaces has sometimes rendered stokers temporarily insane, and there are many cases on record where they have jumped overboard after having made their way to the deck.”
From an internet source

What happened to John?
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John was a stoker on board HMS Hampshire, a Devonshire class, armoured cruiser of 10,850 tons, built at the Chatham dockyard and launched in 1904.
We do not know when John enlisted, but HMS Hampshire was refitted in Gibraltar in December 1914, and he might have joined her then.

The ship took a small part in the Battle of Jutland on May 31st 1916. 

“Immediately after the battle, she was ordered to carry Lord Kitchener from Scapa Flow on a diplomatic mission to Russia via the port of Archangel. The Hampshire left Scapa Flow and sailed north up the western side of the mainland of Orkney in a gale. At about 7.40 in the evening the ship struck a mine laid by a German U-boat.
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The detonation holed the cruiser between bow and bridge, and the lifeboats were smashed against the side of the ship by the heavy seas when they were lowered. About 15 minutes after the explosion, the Hampshire sank by the bows. Of the 655 crewmen and 7 passengers aboard, only 12 crewmen on two floats managed to reach the shore alive; Kitchener and his staff were lost.” (From an internet source).
HMS Hampshire
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