53: William Taylor Kerns MM
Basic Information [as recorded on local memorial or by CWGC]
Name as recorded on local memorial or by CWGC:
Rank: Quarter Master Sergeant MM
Battalion / Regiment:

W. T. Kerns

Shown in CWGC as being Company Sergeant Major

2nd Bn. Lancashire Fusiliers

Service Number: 1975

Date of Death: 04 November 1916

Age at Death:

27

Buried / Commemorated at:

Vismes-au-Val Communal Cemetery, Departement de la Somme, France

Additional information given by CWGC: The son of Edward and Mary Jane Kerns of Neston

William Taylor Kerns’ father, Edward (often recorded as Edwin) Kerns, was the
Secretary of the Neston Female Friendly Society between 1883 and 1908. Edward
married Mary Jane Taylor at Our Lady & St Nicholas & St Anne (‘The Sailors’ Church’),
the Anglican Parish Church of Liverpool, in early 1877 and their first child, Mary Jane
(recorded as ‘Little Pollie’ on the family gravestone when she died, aged 6, on 22 March
1883) was born shortly afterwards in Liverpool.
In the 1881 census, recorded as Edwin (aged 26, born Frodsham), he and his wife Mary
Jane (26, born Oldham) and their daughter (Nelly Gertrude, 1, born Liverpool) were
living at the School House on Liverpool Road; Edwin gave his occupation as parish clerk.
Edward / Edwin’s father, James Kerns, had been born in Lime House in Middlesex and
in 1861, aged 44, James was a police constable in Neston - Edwin was then 6 and he
had a younger brother, Alfred, who was aged 4 and had been born in Tarporley. Alfred
eventually followed his father into the police force and, in early March 1900, he was
killed at Haslington, near Crewe (see the postscript at the end of this account).
William Taylor Kerns was baptised at Neston on 5 April 1889 and his father, recorded as
Edward, was then an insurance agent. William’s middle name (Taylor) was his mother’s
maiden name. Edward was also recorded as an insurance agent at the baptism of
Edward Clarence Kerns in April 1892 (he died, aged 12, in early 1904).
In the 1891 census the family was recorded as living on Parkgate Road, Neston:
1891 census entry – Parkgate Road, Neston
Edward Kerns
Mary J.
Mary Taylor
Nelly G. Kerns
Harry
Rose M.
Marjorie R.
Dorothy M.
Alf
William T.

36
36
77
11
9
8
6
5
3
2

insurance agent & banker
mother in law, widow

born Frodsham
born Oldham
born Oldham
born Liverpool
born Neston
born Neston
born Neston
born Neston
born Neston
born Neston

Two further children had been born by the time of the 1901 census but the family was
still on the town end of Parkgate Road:
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1901 census (extract) – Parkgate Road, Neston (close to The Cross)
Nellie Kerns
Harry
Rose
Marjory
Dorothy
Alfred
William
Clarence
Muriel

21
19
18
16
15
14
12
9
7

clerk
clerk
school teacher
mother’s help
dressmaker’s apprentice
telegraph messenger

born Liverpool
born Neston
born Neston
born Neston
born Neston
born Neston
born Neston
born Neston
born Neston

Neither parent (Edward and Mary Jane Kerns) was at home and neither can be found elsewhere in
the census. Eldest daughter, Nellie (21), assumed the role as ‘head’ and William, 12, is listed as the
7th child. Of the nine children shown here, three (Harry, Dorothy and Clarence) had died before 1911.

The Kerns’ were a well-known and influential family in Neston and they experienced
many tragedies. This account has been expanded to consider members of the family in
addition to William Taylor Kerns.
The baptismal and dates of death (as known) of the children of Edward and Mary Kerns
are:
Mary Jane

- born mid-1877

Nellie/Nelly Gertrude

- born late-1879

Harry

- 5 August 1881

Rose/Rosa Maud

- 2 February 1883

Marjorie/Marjory Ruth - 30 May 1884
Dorothy May (Dollie)
- 19 February 1886
Alf
- 2 September 1887

William Taylor

- 5 April 1889

Edward Clarence

- 8 April 1892

Muriel

- 16 March 1894

born in Liverpool and died and buried in Neston
(as Little Pollie) on 22 March 1883 aged 6
born in Liverpool and died on Wirral in mid-1956
aged 76
died in Neston 21 April 1906 aged 24. He died of
phthisis, pulmonary tuberculosis or a similar
progressive wasting disease [see report, below]
married John Davey of Heswall at Neston Parish
Church in 1913 and died in the Shrewsbury district
in late-1963 aged 80
died 6 January 1917 (aged about 32)
died 11 October 1903 aged 17 [see report, below]
named after Edward’s uncle, the police constable
who was killed in 1900. Alf died, probably
unmarried, in late 1968 aged 81
kia in France 4 November 1916 – the subject of
this account
died 17 February 1904 and buried 20 February,
aged 12 [17 Parkgate Road]
may have died, as Muriel Jones, in 1942, aged 48
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Chester Courant & North Wales Advertiser – 28
January 1903

Rosa Maud Kerns (born16 January 1883)
became well-known as a local schoolteacher
and, on 21 June 1913 she married electrician
John Davey of The Mount, Heswall, at Neston
Parish Church. John and Rosa were both aged
30 and Nellie Kerns was a witness. Rosa’s residence was given as High Street, Neston;
she was probably still living with her parents.
In the 1939 Register, living at 3 Sandymount Drive, Bebington, John (born 22 June
1882) was recorded as Chief Inspector Post Office Engineers Department and Rosa was
described as ‘formerly school teacher’. Also in the household were unmarried children
Muriel (born 16 March 1915, shorthand typist, Corporation) and John E (born 5
February 1918, skilled workman Post Office Engineering Department,
telecommunications instrument adjuster). During WW2 Muriel helped within the Air
Raid Precautions (ARP) unit and, in late-1941, she married Henry Harris at St Andres’s
Church, Bebington.
Dorothy Kerns died in October 1903 aged 17 and Harry died 2½ years later aged 24:

Cheshire Observer – 17 October 1903 (extract)
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Cheshire Observer – 28 April 1906

Edward Kerns died on 21 November 1908 and he was buried on 24 November, aged 54.
Until February 1883 he was, officially, recorded as being the parish clerk but from that
date he was described as being an insurance agent. However, he held a number of
important administrative positions within Neston.

The Chester Courant & Advertiser for
North Wales – 25 November 1908

Edward Kerns, seated, when he was the Secretary of
the Neston Female Friendly Society. For many years he
was Neston’s Registrar of Births, Marriages and Deaths

Cheshire Observer – 28 November 1908
(extract – this is the introduction to an
expansive report in the newspaper)
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William Taylor Kerns enlisted in the 4th Battalion Cheshire Regiment (a voluntary
infantry battalion) on 20 July 1908 when his age was recorded correctly as 19 years 4
months. He gave his address as Liverpool Road, Neston and his occupation as a clerk
with Alex Ross & Co. Liverpool (a company believed to be connected to the shipping
industry). William was recorded as being 5ft 6ins tall with a 36-inch expanded chest and
his Service Number was 497.
After serving for a total of 1 year 174 days in the Cheshire Regiment William was
discharged on 10 January 1910 as he wished to re-enlist with the Lancashire Fusiliers.
This was approved on 12 January and his medical report noted that he was 5ft 6⅜ ins
tall, had a 34½-inch expanded chest, blue eyes, brown hair and a sallow complexion.
William’s age, interestingly, was incorrectly recorded as 18 years 11 months – two
years younger than his real age. His father was recorded as Edwin Kerns of High Street,
Neston. On enlistment William was sent to the military station at Bury where,
presumably, he was attached to the 2nd Volunteer Battalion.
In the 1911 census William was recorded as being in the military barracks at South
Tidworth, the base of Southern Command.

1911 census [extract] for Assaye Military Barracks, South Tidworth, Hampshire
(now in Wiltshire).

At the time of the 1911 census William Kern’s mother and the rest of the family were
living in a substantial house - it had nine rooms - on Neston High Street. William’s
brother, Alf, was recorded as a ‘poor & rate collector, Neston Urban District Council’
but he also enlisted (14 August 1915), as a Gunner in the 2nd Lancashire Heavy Battery,
Royal Garrison Artillery. He served 3 sessions in France and, although he was injured,
survived the war and was discharged in June 1919. His Service Number was 308326 and
he was then living on Cumbers Lane, Ness.
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1911 census (condensed) – High Street, Neston
Mary Jane Kerns
Nellie Gertrude

56
31

Rosa Maud
Marjory Ruth

28
26

Alf

25

Muriel

17

widow
telephone operator
[National Telephone Co.]
school teacher [Church of England]
telephone operator
[National Telephone Co.]
poor & rate collector
Neston Urban District Council
no occupation

born Oldham
born Liverpool
born Neston
born Neston

born Neston
born Neston

Mary Kerns is recorded as having been married for 34 years with six of her ten children surviving - the
five living with her in Neston and William, 21, at the Assaye Military Barracks, South Tidworth, Hants.

It is quite possible that the untraced child of Edward and Mary who did not survive was
born, and buried, in Liverpool before Edward and Mary moved to Neston.
Both Nellie and Marjory Kerns were working as telephone operators for The National
Telephone Company in Neston. The NTC was a British telephone company which was
formed in 1881 to bring together smaller local companies in the early years of the
telephone. Under the Telephone Transfer Act 1911 it was taken over by the General
Post Office (GPO) in 1912.
In Neston the NTC applied to bring telephone poles into the town and permission was
granted in 1890 although no poles were erected until 1894. A small telephone
exchange was established in a room at Youd’s confectioner’s next to the Brown Horse
but in 1902 it moved to near the Methodist Church. A new, larger, telephone exchange
was opened on Leighton Road in 1926 although in 1922 there were still only 154
telephone lines - in 1906 there had been just 64 subscribers.
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Very little appears to have survived of the records
of William’s subsequent army career although it
is known that he was promoted from Corporal to
Acting Warrant Officer Class 2 and, on 11
November 1916, was mentioned in The London
Gazette for having being awarded the Military
Medal (he was then a Company Quarter Master
Serjeant). William’s War Office record notes that
he became an Acting Company Sergeant Major
Award of the Military Medal, November
and, in the ‘Daily List’ of 7 December 1916, he is
1916 - Campaign, Gallantry & Long Service
shown as being ‘Accidentally Killed’; unusually,
Medals & Awards Roll
local newspapers do not appear to have carried
any report of his death and we do not know the circumstances.
It is known that in early August 1914 the 2nd Battalion Lancashire Fusiliers were
stationed at Dover as part of the 12th Brigade of the 4th Division and, on 20 August they
mobilised for war and landed at Boulogne. In 1914 the Division engaged in various
actions on the Western Front including The Battle of Le Cateau, The Battle of the
Marne, The Battle of the Aisne and The Battle of Messines and they took part in the
Christmas Truce of 1914. During 1915 they were engaged in The Second Battle of Ypres
and, in November 1915 the 12th Brigade was transferred to the 36th Division.
During 1916 the Division, still on The Somme, was at The Battle of Albert and The Battle
of Le Transloy (1 -18 October). However, it appears that William was ‘accidentally
killed’ following this engagement, when he was engaged in grenade training although
the announcement of his death in the Chester Chronicle was
listed under ‘Killed in Action’. The accident, near to Vismes au Val
and away from the front line, killed 3 members of the Lancashire
Fusiliers outright and a further two soldiers, injured in the
incident, died later. [Source: http://1914-1918.invisionzone.com/
forums/index.php?/topic/128083-grenade-training-accidents/]

The grief of the Kerns family was increased when, on 6 January
1917, William’s sister Miss Marjory Kerns, died in Neston aged 32.
Mary Jane Kerns, William Kerns’ mother, died in July / September
1917, aged 63, just a few months after her daughter, Dorothy,
and less than a year after William Taylor was killed in France. She
was pre-deceased by her husband, Edward, and six of their
children.

Chester Chronicle - Saturday 18
November 1916
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Photo:
http://www.ww1cemeteries.com
/

Army Registers of Soldiers' Effects, 1901-1929
In Summer 1919 the army paid outstanding credits – mainly remaining wages – to soldiers or, in the case of
those who had died, their family or nominated representatives. At the same time a War Gratuity was often
paid. Unusually, there are two separate and different entries for William Taylor Kerns.
Entry 373464 – two credits, the first of £27 and the second of 7d are recorded and £27 0s 7d was paid to his
mother, Mary Jane Kerns, as sole legatee. Mary died in mid-1917 and administration of the estate passed to
Nellie Gertrude Kerns, William’s unmarried sister and it was her who received the War Gratuity of £19 10s –
an unusually high amount. This entry records that William was an Acting Company Sergeant Major.
Entry 740054 – two credits (£2 and £2 19s) were made in July 1919 to Nellie Gertrude. This entry record
that William was ‘killed accid.’ and his rank is given as Company Sergeant Major.
This total payment of £51 9s 7d equates to a labour value (approximating to wages) of about £7825 in 2016.

The War Gratuity was introduced in December 1918 as a payment to be made to those men who had
served in WW1 for a period of 6 months or more home service or for any length of service if a man had
served overseas. The rules governing the gratuity were implemented under Army Order 17 of 1919 but the
amount paid was related to the length of war service.

British Army WWI Medal Rolls
Index Cards, 1914-1920

Nellie Gertrude Kerns (born 10
September 1879), William’s sister, died
unmarried in April / June 1956 aged 76.
In the 1939 Register, living at 3
Cumbers Cottages, Ness (off Burton
Road) she was described as ‘retired
through illness, Post Office
telephonist). With her in the household
were unmarried siblings Alf (born 16
August 1887, Post Office telephone
linesman, unemployed) and Muriel
(born 24 February 1874, Operator-incharge, Post Office telephones, Neston).
In mid-1940 Muriel married Edward Jones
at Neston Parish Church.
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Chester Chronicle - Saturday 13 January 1917

Chester Chronicle - Saturday 29 September 1917

Postscript
Edward/Edwin Kerns’ father was James Kerns who had been born in Limehouse,
Middlesex, and was married to Jane who was born in Mouldsworth. In 1861 James was
a police sergeant in Neston, in 1871 he was a police sergeant, aged 57, living on Park
Road but by 1881, when he was 70 and living on Neston High Street, he had become an
agent for the Prudential Insurance Company. Both he (77) and Jane (72) died within six
weeks of each other [22 June and 31 July] 1889 and are buried at Neston Parish Church.
James and Jane are known to have had five children:
Mary Ann born in Liverpool, her contribution to Neston is detailed below.
James

born in Bunbury he became a joiner (in 1881 he was living in Chester with
his wife, Jane) but in 1901 and 1911 he was recorded as a newsagent /
shopkeeper in Birkdale, Liverpool. James and Jane had no children but
they adopted a daughter, Ruth.

Harry

born in Bunbury he was recorded as a gardener in 1871 but died, aged 22,
on 6 October 1874 and is buried with his parents at the parish church.

Edwin

born in Frodsham, the father of William Taylor Kerns (and sometimes
named as Edward), he is detailed in the account above.

Alfred

born in Tarporley he was two years younger than Edwin/Edward. His
untimely death is recorded below.
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Mary Ann(e) Kerns had been born in Liverpool and, unmarried, moved to Neston with
her parents - in 1881 the family was living on Neston High Street. Mary Ann Kerns died,
aged 43, on 15 September 1886. Mary achieved prominence in becoming the Head
Mistress of the Parkgate and Neston Infant School and was commemorated by the
installation of two lights in the Clayton & Bell window in the South Aisle of Neston
Parish Church.
The inscription in the glass below the left and right lights, installed in 1888, reads:
Erected by public subscription to the memory of Mary Anne Kerns for twenty three years the
beloved mistress of the Parkgate and Neston Infant Schools who died Sep. 15 1886

Below the central light the inscription reads:
Esther Johnson Assistant Mistress to the Neston School AD 1877

It is interesting to note that Rose/Rosa Maud Kerns, Mary
Ann’s niece, also became a schoolteacher in Neston.
Alfred Kerns, Edwin/Edward’s younger brother, initially
became a railway porter in Chester where, in 1881 aged 23,
he was recorded as living at 19 Dee Lane with his wife Annie.
Ten years later, however, he had followed his father into the
police force and in 1891 he was recorded, aged 36, as a police
constable living in Nantwich. In March 1900, in Haslington, a
village near Crewe, Alfred Kerns (who was then 42) was
assaulted by two men; shortly after the assault Alfred
collapsed and died.
Although the headline in the Cheshire Observer states that an Alfred Walker was
charged with the murder of Alfred Kerns, a charge of manslaughter was brought
against Walker and John Boffey, a local butcher. The outcome was that the men were
acquitted as there was insufficient evidence of homicide.

The Kerns’ family
graves at Neston
Parish Church
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Cheshire Observer - Saturday 24 March 1900

Chester Courant &
Advertiser for North
Wales – 2 May 1900
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Chester Courant & Advertiser for North Wales –
28 March 1900
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