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Able Seaman Harry Benton (1893-1917) 

Royal Naval Division. 

 
The gravestone of Harry Benton in Croxyde Cemetery, West Flanders. 

Harry Benton was one of seven soldiers who left pubs in Drighlington during the First World 
War to fight for King and Country. He, was not a ‘Drig’ lad but actually came to the village 
after he was fostered to the family who ran the Railway Tavern.  

Harry Benton was actually born in Cleckheaton on June 2nd 1893. In the 1901 census Harry 
was shown as a 7 year old, living with his family in Gildersome. His father was Willie 
Benton and his mother Annie. He had a younger sister and a baby brother at the time. Willie 
was a hairdresser by profession. 

In 1901 Harry’s mother Annie died and by 1911 the family found themselves in 
circumstances where Harry had to be fostered out. In 1911 Harry was to be found on the 
census of that year living at the Railway Tavern in Drighlington. There he became the foster 

son of the adequately named Walter Tankard and his wife Charlotte, who were both from 
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Drighlington and Westgate Hill themselves. Harry was 17 years old at the time and was 
shown to be working as a cloth finisher. 

Harry Benton joined the services on April 15th 1915. His entry in the book of remembrance 
wrongly states that he was ‘Killed in action off the Belgian Coast on April 26th 1917’. The 
entry is wrong in that Harry’s unit was not a sea going unit at all. Colleagues back in 
Drighlington writing the memorial book in the 1920’s probably saw Royal Naval Division 
and assumed that he died on a ship, as they wrote ‘off the coast of Belgium’. It seems that the 
concept of the Royal Naval Division as a land fighting force had not filtered through to the 
people at home even by the 1920’s. Harry was certainly on dry land when he was killed at 
Dunkirk in 1917. 

 

The entry for Harry Benton in the Book of Remembrance. 

Most Drighlington men were to join local regiments such as the Leeds or Bradford Pals or the 
Kings Own Yorkshire Light Infantry, but Harold Benton found himself joining the Royal 
Naval Division. This was a collection of battalions of largely naval personnel who were 
surplus to navy requirements and were kitted out as a land fighting force during the First 
World War. Harry though was to be posted to a naval gun unit and was sent to guard Dunkirk 
in case of a German rush to the coast. 

He was on duty at the ‘Carnac’ battery in Dunkirk on April 26th 1917 when a German 6” 
naval shell burst near his gun emplacement, killing outright Sub Lieutenant Donovan and 
Able Seaman Harry Benton, another Able Seaman was injured and died later. 

Harry Benton’s funeral was held in Belgium on April 28th 1917 and he was buried in the 
cemetery at Croxyde, West Flanders, Belgium. It seems that a large contingent of French, 
Belgian and British officers were present at the funeral and they formed a guard of honour as 
the cortege passed them. Prince Alexander of Teck was also noted to have attended the 
funeral.  

This was obviously a great honour for the three British ‘sailors’ to be treated in this way. The 
two seaman were transported in one vehicle and the officer in another and a four mile walk 



55 
 

was taken by the mourners to the cemetery on the nearby hillside just over the border in 
Belgium. The transports pulling the carriages were pulled by four horses with French soldiers 
riding them.  A diary written at the time noted that ‘four of our machines hovered overhead’. 

All in all this must have been an extraordinary way for the deaths of three servicemen to be 
treated, as many of their colleagues were unceremoniously buried in hastily dug graves, only 
to be retrieved later and placed in properly dug cemeteries. 

The French must have taken the sacrifice of the three men of the Royal Naval Division to 
heart and they awarded them the Croix de Guerre. Able Seaman Harry Benton, late of the 
Railway Tavern Drighlington, went to his grave with the Croix de Guerre Second Class 
pinned to his uniform on top of his coffin. 

 

A Croix de Guerre Medal like the one awarded to Drig Lad Harry Benton. 

Nothing is known of how the news was to reach his foster parents in Drighlington, though 
one suspects that it was conveyed to them by the dreaded telegram delivered by the local 
telegram boy, bearing the news from the War Office and expressing deepest sympathy. By 
the time of his death the Tankards themselves had moved from the Railway to another pub, 

the Queen’s Head in Drighlington, the latter no longer exists.  Thus yet another pub can be 
said to have mourned for one of its lost sons. 
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The war memorial at Drighlington with the name of Harry Benton on it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


