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Ashford, James    

Lance Corporal 

Royal Winnipeg Rifles Regiment  

Royal Canadian Infantry Corps 

F/97479 

 

 

 

 

 

James Ashford was born on Memorial Day, 1 July 1924 at Rose Blanche, 

Newfoundland, located about 45 kilometers from Port aux Basques.  His 

parents John Thomas Ashford and Annie Best were married at Rose Blanche 

in 1919 and adopted Walter Best 

from Annie’s side of the family.   

Claude was their first born child, 

followed by James and then Russel.  

The Ashfords moved to North 

Sydney, Nova Scotia when James 

was three years old. 

Rose Blanche, Newfoundland lighthouse 

The Ashfords identified with the 

Church of England and James 

didn’t enjoy attending school, only completing grade 5.  Referring to himself 

and his brothers, he said “none of us got along very well in school”.   James 

wasn’t involved in sports and went to work at age fourteen.  He took on 

seasonal employment over the next three years as a fish plant worker 

earning $0.35 per hour and as a farm labourer making $12 per month. 

Civilian work was slack and Second World War activities were very apparent, 

with trans-Atlantic convoys forming in Sydney Harbour, when James and a 

few of his friends decided to join the Army together.  His preference was to 

become an infantryman with the Prince Edward Island Highlanders, who 

were then assigned to home defence duties.  James attested at Sydney, 
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Nova Scotia 19 March 1942, mis-stating his birth year as 1923 because he 

was only seventeen at the time.  The Army later discovered he was 

underaged when enlisting 

but didn’t update their 

records.  James’s medical 

examination recorded him 

at 5’8” tall and 141 lbs.  

He was sent to the 

Canadian Army Basic 

Training Centre at 

Yarmouth, Nova Scotia 11 

April 1942. 

Canadian Army Basic Training 

Centre at Yarmouth, Nova 

Scotia during World War Two      

James was posted to the Royal Canadian Army Service Corps (RCASC) and 

assigned to the #6 Vocational Training School at Halifax in August 1942.  He 

worked in the cookhouse there among his other duties and was granted 

periodic leave time.  He met Phyllis Hatcher the next year, also born in 

Newfoundland and living in Sydney, and was granted permission to marry 

her by the Army.  James changed his next of kin from his father John to his 

new wife following their marriage at Halifax 15 December 1943. 

James was re-assessed in April 1944 at Halifax and deemed suitable for 

overseas deployment.  He was Absent Without Leave when ordered to the 

transit station at Windsor, Nova Scotia, likely to spend time with his wife 

before embarkation.  Phyllis was nearing the end of her pregnancy with their 

first child when James disembarked in the U.K. 27 July 1944, where he was 

assigned to the Canadian Infantry Reinforcement Unit.  

James received news that his son, also named James Ashford, was born 29 

August 1944 while Phyllis was in North Bay, Ontario.  The new father was 

sent across the English Channel, arriving in France 6 September 1944 and 

was taken on strength with the Royal Winnipeg Rifles (RWR) 18 September. 

The RWR, also known as the Little Black Devils, along with the other 7th 

Brigade battalions (Regina Rifles and Canadian Scottish) of 3rd Canadian 

Division were among the first Commonwealth infantry units to land at Juno 

Beach (Courseulles-sur-Mer) and suffered heavy D-Day losses.  The next few 

days were even worse for them, experiencing another 300 casualties at the 

small village of Putot-en-Bessin, almost half of the battalion’s combat 

strength.    
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After a few weeks rebuilding their strength the Little Black Devils rejoined 

the Battle of Normandy that summer.  They were preparing for an attack on 

the Channel port of Calais, France when James joined them as a Rifleman 

replacement.  James participated in the Capture of Calais with the RWR and 

7th Brigade 25 September – October 1,1944, with surrendered German 

prisoners numbering about 7,500.  James was admitted to a field hospital in 

France the day after the battle ended for undisclosed treatment and 

transferred to 13 Canadian General Hospital in the U.K. 3 October 1944.  He 

was discharged three weeks later and posted to the administration wing as 

the first step in re-entering the reinforcement stream.   

James returned to Northwest Europe the next month and finally caught up to 

his regiment 17 December 1944 while they were engaged in static 

operations near Nijmegen, Netherlands.  

The Little Black Devils were on the move with 

their 3rd Infantry Division in February 1945 as 

part of First Canadian Army to break out of 

their winter positions in the Nijmegen-

Groesbeek area under Operation VERITABLE.  

This was a new role for them, changing from 

being liberators to invaders, pushing the 

Germans deeper into their homeland. 

Initial progress was impeded due to severe 

flooding, requiring the use of amphibious 

carriers called Buffaloes. 

 

7th Brigade’s orders for 16 February were to move eastward from Cleve to 

Udem, running parallel with the British advance to the Rhine through an 

area that was only wide enough to use one brigade at a time.  They were 

tasked with the capture of Moyland Wood and the ground to the immediate 

south, opening the way to Calcar.  The Little Black Devils supported by tanks 

from a Guards Armoured Brigade assaulted the village of Louisendorf to the 

southeast at 1200 hours.  German artillery and rocket fire was extremely 

heavy, but both the speed and protection afforded by the Kangaroo’s armour 

meant that casualties in the approach to the village were light. 

Louisendorf was held by a battalion of Germans, and casualties were heavy 

in the ensuing fighting.  However, the village was captured and 
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approximately 240 prisoners were taken in what was a successful operation 

compared to the near disaster that befell the Regina Rifles at Moyland Wood. 

The Royal Winnipeg Rifles suffered heavy losses that first day of battle.  

Constant German shelling and machine-gun fire kept them pinned down on 

the following days.  On 20 

February the RWR were given the 

task of capturing Moyland Wood, 

after successive failures by the 

Regina Rifles and Canadian 

Scottish battalions.  Their well 

planned and carefully coordinated 

attack the next day was ultimately 

successful but came at a high cost 

of 183 casualties over five days of 

fighting. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

James was given a field promotion to Lance Corporal 23 February and the 

RWR performed training exercises in the ruins of the German city of Cleve 

while the next phase of the Rhine offensive Operation BLOCKBUSTER got 

underway.  The RWR were advancing the next month when James was 

seriously injured from a mine explosion 24 March 1944.  A telegram was 

sent to his wife informing her of his wound.    
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James’s left lower leg 

had to be amputated at 

a field hospital and he 

seemed to be stable 

following the operation.   

Sadly, he died three 

days later, 27 March, 

from a suspected brain 

embolism (blood clot), 

aged 20 years old. 

 

 

 

 

 

Two years later, the Army 

sent a letter to Phyllis 

Ashford in response to her 

inquiry about James’s 

burial place and provided 

her with a picture of his 

grave marker.   

 

 

 

The personal inscription 

that Phyllis chose to be 

engraved on his headstone 

reads:  

 

NEVER SHALL THY MEMORY FADE. 

SWEET THOUGHTS EVER LINGER 

WHERE THOU ART LAID 
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Lance Corporal James Ashford was temporarily 

buried at Bedburg, Germany and later 

relocated to Groesbeek Canadian War 

Cemetery near Nijmegen, Netherlands, grave 

reference XI. B. 3.   

                                 

James’s campaign awards included: 

- 1939-1945 Star 

- France-Germany Star 

- War Medal 

- Canadian Volunteer Service Medal with 

Clasp 

 

   

           

        Photo courtesy lestweforget1945.org 

       

 

 

 

 

 

 

Phyllis later remarried and had two more children, 

who James’s son grew up with.  

 

 

Phyllis passed away on January 13, 2001 In 

Ramea, Newfoundland. 
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Biography by Jim Little, Research Team Faces to Graves. 
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