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DEATH AT RYDE OF CRIMEAN HERO 
 
HOW HE WON THE VICTORIA CROSS 
 
We regret to record the death of Mr W. T. RICKARD, V.C., K.L.H., 
which took place at Ryde on Tuesday.  Only a fortnight ago we chronicled 
the gallant veteran’s 77th birthday and wished him “Many Happy Returns 
of the Day.”  He was at one time in command of the Ryde Coastguards, 
and he was held in high respect by all who came in contact with him. 
 
The deceased was born at Devonport on the 10th February, 1828, and at an 
early age he joined the Royal Navy.  He afterwards had some varied 
experiences in the Merchant Service but his heart was in the Royal Navy, 
which he rejoined, and he took part with the Naval Brigade in several 
engagements in the Crimean campaign, including the battles of the Alma 
and Inkerman.  He was subsequently told off to H.M.S. Weser as 
quartermaster, the vessel being under the command of Captain John 
Edmund COMMERELL, and it was under orders to take part in the 
bombardment of Sebastopol.   While cruising on the eastern side of the 
Spit of Arabat, Captain COMMERELL learnt that large quantities of corn 
and forage – about 4000 tons, intended for the use of the garrison at 
Sebastopol – were stored on the Crimean shore of the Livash.  Realising 
the importance of destroying these stores of the enemy, Captain 
COMMERELL gallantly undertook to attempt the service and asked for 
volunteers.  Quartermaster William T. RICKARD was the first to 
volunteer, and then followed George MILESTONE and two other seamen.  
The five entered a small shallow boat and rowed towards the Spit.  On 
arriving there they leapt ashore, dragged the boat across the Spit, and 
launched it on the waters of the Putrid Sea.  This was done in intense 
darkness and the Spit was swarming with Cossacks.  Having crossed the 
Putrid Sea, two seamen were left in the boat, while Captain 
COMMERELL, RICKARD, and MILESTONE accomplished the 
remainder of their enterprise on foot, having to walk some two miles and a 
half to reach the magazine of corn and forage.  Near the stores was a 
guard-house, and close by was a village in which a large number of 
Cossacks were encamped.  Heedless of all dangers the heroic party of 
three pressed on, and they contrived to ignite the stacks.  The straw being 



very dry, in a moment the whole was in a blaze, which aroused the 
Cossack guard.  The glow of the burning ricks revealed Captain 
COMMERELL and his companions running with all possible speed in the 
direction of their little craft.  Which a wild cry of vengeance the Cossacks 
leapt into their saddles and started off in hot pursuit, a number of infantry 
joining them, and keeping up a heavy fire of musketry.  The distance 
between the pursued and pursuers grew less and less.   When within 
signalling distance of the boat Captain COMMERELL called out to the 
men in it to fire on the pursuers, which they did with effect.  The next 
moment the gallant three felt the ground yielding beneath their feet.  They 
had reached the muddy belt which skirts the shore of the Putrid Sea.  It 
was their salvation.  The Cossacks dared not urge their horses through the 
treacherous loam, but though the pursuit was not kept up, the Russians 
continued to fire.  The struggle, across the thick, slimy mud proved too 
much for MILESTONE, who slipped and fell, and here let us quote from 
Captain COMMERELL’S report:  
“I must bring to your notice the excellent conduct of my quartermaster, 
William T. RICKARD, who, much fatigued himself remained to assist the 
other poor, unfortunate seaman, who, from exhaustion, had fallen in the 
mud and was unable to extricate himself, and this was done 
notwithstanding that the enemy were keeping up a heavy fire at the 
distance of 30 or 40 yards.”  RICKARD carried his comrade, and the three 
heroes reached their boat in safety.  After rowing across the Putrid Sea 
they re-crossed the Arabat Spit, where they encountered more of the 
enemy, who fired upon them, but they managed to regain their vessel, 
having successfully accomplished a deed of the highest daring.  For his 
noble share in the heroic exploit William Thomas RICKARD was awarded 
the Victoria Cross, a medal for distinguished conduct, and a special 
pension.  He also received the Legion of Honour.  The Victoria Cross was 
likewise conferred upon Captain COMMERELL, who afterwards became 
Admiral of the Fleet Sir John Edmund COMMERELL, G.C.B.  Sir John 
predeceased his old quartermaster of the Weser, and to the last he 
manifested his interest in the gallant comrade who shared with him the 
glory of compassing one of the most hazardous deeds recorded in Naval 
annals. 
 
The funeral will take place this (Saturday) afternoon, the body being first 
taken to St. James’s Church at 3 o’clock.  The Volunteer Band and a Naval 
party will attend. 


