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Joseph Hugill is reportedly the first Helmsey man to have died during WW2, his 
cousin John Hugill (RAF) being the first Helmsley man to have been decorated in 
WW2 with the Distinguished Flying Cross in 1943. 
 
Josephs name appears on Helmsley War memorial in the grounds of Helmsley’s All 
Saints Church. 
 
Joseph was the third child of four born to George Sigsworth Hugill 1877 - 1954 and 
Ellen Amy Hugill nee Barnard. His brother Percy Hugill, B 1905, Sisters Kathleen B 
1908, Sister Marion B 1915. 
 
Nothing is known of Joseph’s early years. His father George had taken over the 
family business of Hugill Drapers and Grocers in Market place Helmsley and resided 
above the shop since his birth in 1877 living there with his wife and four children and 
moving to Ashdale Road, Helmsley upon sale of the business to the Co-Op and his 
retirement. 
 
Joseph may have been influenced into a life at sea by a great uncle William Hugill B 
1849, D 1929 who as an able seaman on missionary ships. He went to the South Seas, 
married an island girl and settled in The Gilbert Islands populating the South Seas 
with many Polynesian Hugill’s, also by a second cousin Admiral Rene Charles Hugill 
B 1883 D 1962. 
 
In November 1940 Joseph aged 30 and unmarried was residing in York and employed 
as First Officer / First Mate on MV Fishpool owned by Ropner and Pool shipping of 
Stockton. His ship was to sale from The Tyne in ballast? to Vancouver, Canada 
possibly via the Panama Canal. 
 
   
The MV Fishpool had only been completed early in 1940 and this was to be the 
vessels maiden voyage. The ships Master was Captain Tomas Morgan Hill aged 61 a 
First World War veteran of the Atlantic Convoys who had evaded attack and damage 
on several occasions during that war and was decorated for his actions. By 14th 
November 1940 Fishpool had rounded the North of Scotland and was South West of 
Rockall heading out into the mid North Atlantic on what might have been classed as a 
happy voyage in a new ship to a safe destination.  
 
For this night there are some reports of engine trouble on an untried ship and a moon 
lit night, when Fishpool was attacked by a German FW 200 ‘Condor’ anti shipping 
aircraft operating from Bordeaux – Merignac airfield in Northern France. This was 
the same crisp first night of the full ‘Bombers’ moon when Coventry was bombed by 
The Luftwaffe 14th November 1940! 
 
The ship was hit by seven incendiary bombs. Joseph and eight others were killed on 
the ship fifteen crew took to a life boat and were never seen again. Captain Hill was 



amongst those that died and his name along with twenty other crew members is listed 
on Tower Hill Memorial.  
One crew member Ernest Edmondson age 42 has his name on a Welsh memorial 
giving his date of death as 21st November 1940 possibly buried at sea. He has a 
CWGC grave number starting with an ‘S’ and no location. 
 
Also John Henry Irving aged 24 3rd Engineering Officer on Fishpool is recorded as 
dying 1st December 1940. His family folklore gives an account of dying in hospital 
after exposure in a lifeboat. 
 
With the nine killed on the ship and the twenty one listed on Tower Hill Memorial 
and the one listed on The Welsh memorial and also John Iriving there were thirty two 
men killed on Fishpool from that attack. I have not been able to ascertain if anyone 
actually survived from that ship. 
 
In two moths in 1940 Condor aircraft had sunk 90,000 tones of shipping and by 
February 1941 had accounted for 363,000 tones of shipping sunk. Winston Churchill 
dubbed it ‘The scourge Of The Atlantic’.  The Condor would patrol from its base in 
Northern France, The Bay of Biscay, the West Coast of Ireland, North Scotland and 
complete its patrol in Tronheim, Norway. After 1941 it was no longer used 
offensively as it was too valuable to loose to anti aircraft fire and allied fighter 
aircraft. Its role was that of recognisance for U Boats and transport. 
 
The Corvette Gargdenia rendered assistance to Fishpool. It is not known if Fishpool 
was part of a convoy when attacked. RN Tug Boat Assurance later took Fishpool in 
tow to The Clyde. Both Gargdenia and Assurance like Fishpool were less than a year 
old Assurance launched in May 1940. The tug was lost on rocks off Ireland October 
1941 and the Corvette which was launched in April 1940 sunk in a collision in the 
Mediterranean in November 1942. Her Majesty’s Rescue Tug Assurance’s savage 
work on Fishpool between 17th November 1940, to 24th November 1940 attracted a 
salvage award from the Admiralty in October 1945. The top payment was                 
£262 .11.2 pence and the lowest payment eight rungs down was £39.7.9 pence.  
 
The first proper landfall on the way to The Clyde was Rothesay on The Isle of Bute 
where the remains of Joseph Hugill and eight other crew members were removed 
from the stricken ship. They were taken to Rothesay High Church cemetery for burial. 
All nine men share a two plot CWGC grave which is a very small space for nine men, 
Sect L Coll Grave 1790 – 1791, testimony of being on a ship stuck by seven 
incendiary bombs. A fine large memorial stone now stands over the men’s grave. 
 
Fishpool was brought back into service. And was twice further attacked in home 
waters with loss of life and finally bombed and sunk in Syracuse harbour, Sicily, 26th 
June 1943 with grate loss of life. 
 
 
Michael Hugill 
2nd Cousin of Joseph Hugill 


