
Corporal Rhodes Lister DCM ( 1891 – 1917). 

‘Q’ Special Company, Royal Engineers. 

‘The chlorine gases led to a slow death by asphyxiation, and even the hopeless cases took days to die, 

remaining conscious to within five minutes of the end. .. With mustard gas the effects did not become 
apparent for up to twelve hours.  But then it began to rot the body, within and without.  The skin blistered, 

the eyes became extremely painful and nausea and vomiting began. . . The pain was almost beyond 
endurance and most cases had to be strapped to their beds.  Death took up to four or five weeks.’ 

 
John Ellis: Eye Deep in Hell’  (1976). 

 

 

Rhodes Lister was born in Heckmondwike on May 26th 1891, just too late to be included on 

the census for that year. He came to the school in the spring term of 1903. In the 1891 census 

his father Henry was shown as a foreman in the Axminster carpet factory.  

By 1901 the family had moved to 32 Omar Street Heckmondwike, to live with Henry’s 

mother in law. The two mills which still exist in the vicinity of Omar Street could well have 

been the factories that Henry worked in, being so close to his home.  



In the 1911 census Rhodes Lister was shown as living with his sister and brother and their 

parents. Henry was now a warehouseman. The family lived at 31 Francis Street in 

Heckmondwike, which still exists today.  Rhodes himself was shown in the census as an 

assistant teacher. As he was only nineteen at the time it is likely that he was a pupil teacher in 

a local school.  

It is not known exactly when Rhodes Lister joined the army.  From Lister’s medal records it 

is evident that it was some time in 1915, which is at the same time as the Special Companies 

of the Royal Engineers were being formed, though at that time they were not designated as 

such. 

Rhodes Lister joined the 189th Company of the Royal Engineers. This unit was formed in 

August of 1915. Whether he was a trainee chemistry teacher is not known, but presumably he 

had some skill that set him out as a member of this particular unit. Part of their role was to 

provide a chemical warfare answer to the gas attacks that the Germans had started in 1915. 

Rhodes Lister showed great courage in the gas attacks of 1915, when he was awarded the 

Distinguished Conduct Medal for bringing in a wounded man in no man’s land. The citation 

in the London Gazette of November 29th 1915 read: 

“For conspicuous gallantry on the 13th of October 1915. After his work during the gas 

attack was over, he, with great courage and devotion to duty, went over the parapet 

under a very heavy machine gun fire and brought a wounded man to safety”. 

The school magazine of December 1915 was quick to note the award of the DCM. This was 

just a month and a few days after Rhodes Lister had arrived in France on September 7th 1915! 

It read: 

“Well done Rhodes Lister, our first DCM. The coveted distinction was gained, 

according to the official announcement, ‘for conspicuous gallantry on October 13th 

1915’ ”. 

The same issue recorded on other pages: 

“The official announcement of Rhode’s Lister’s DCM is given elsewhere.Our heartiest 

congratulations to him. Before enlisting Lister was teaching in Birstall and in a letter to 

is head master he says. ‘I have been in another engagement since I wrote to you last: 

overnight in the first line and business next morning. Then I saw the charge and the 

return of the wounded. It was for a little incident here that I was recommended for teh 

D.C.M. – fetching in a wounded soldier who had two bullet wounds and a broken leg. It 

was just a thing anyone would have done. We had it hotter in this attack than the first... 

A shell burst near to us again just as we were entering our communications trenches – a 

high explosive about twenty yards away. Every man fell flat and not one was injured. 

We were extremely lucky’. By the way Lister always had a leaning to the deadlier side; 

for instance, there was a little incident in the lab. Somewhere about 1908!” 



One has to wonder what the ‘little incident in the lab had been in 1908? However, many 

raffish schoolboys from both then and now would no doubt recall similar, ‘...little incidents in 

the lab!’. The fact that he had actually taken chemistry at school probably did result in his 

joining the ‘Special Company’ of the Royal Engineers. 

The school wrote to Lister to congratulate him upon his being awarded the D.C.M. He replied 

from France on December 6th: 

“I received your letter last night after coming off guard and heartily thank you and teh 

whole school for your good wishes and congratulations. I never expected to hear 

anything further of that little incident after leaving the trenches: so I was rather 

surprised when the official news came here. I had the colours pinned on last Thursday, 

before our company and felt rather uneasy when the pals in our section carried me 

from the field. The ribbon is red, blue, red about 1 ½ inches long”. 

Lister then adds that he met ‘Sugden’ just after coming to France. The latter was one of two 

Sugdens from the school who were both Corporals in the same regiment as Lister. 

Rhodes Lister carried on his letter to the school by giving details  of  life at the front. A little 

different to  teaching in Birstall: 

“I am billeted in a barn a few miles behind the line, and we are the happiest, chummiest 

section in the company, practically all old Grammar School or College men.  The life is 

healthy and, though sometimes strenuous, gives a man a good opportunity to test 

himself with regard to endurance. . . I have seen two charges – ‘Over you go and the 

best of luck’ – have had to stride over the dead and wounded in communication 

trenches, have lost chums, been half-gassed, and was only a hundred yards from the 

Germans’ first line in our last attack.  But I have also seen 300 Germans crossing ‘no 

man’s land crying ‘Mercy, Kameraden.’  I am fitter than ever before and  awaiting  

Spring; though leave just now would be welcome. 

With best wishes for the welfare of teh old school and thanking you for your kind 

wishes. 

Yours very sincerely. 

Rhodes Lister”. 

Poison gas was first used on 22nd April 1915. A bulletin issued by the French Tenth Army on 

30 March 1915 noted that the German XV Corps in the neighbourhood of Zillebeke (near 

Ypres) had installed iron cylinders containing an asphyxiating gas into their front-line 

trenches.  

A German prisoner taken near Langemark on April 14th 1915 told of a forthcoming gas attack 

on the French units in that sector, arranged for noon on  April 13th but delayed while waiting 

for a favourable wind. The prisoner was carrying  a small sack filled with cotton waste, which 

would be dipped in  chemical solution to counteract the effect of the gas. A Belgian agent 



reported much the same thing. A reconnaissance flight by No 6 Squadron of the Royal Flying 

Corps reported nothing unusual in the German positions. Further information from Belgian 

sources on 16 April 1915 reported the manufacture in Ghent of 20,000 face masks. 

Despite these warning signs, no specific defensive steps were taken. The idea of large 

concentrations of a poison gas being used in war was unfamiliar, and barely believable from 

both a practical and moral viewpoint. It was specifically banned by the Hague Convention of 

1907. 

The four original companies, of Royal Engineers set up to deal with Gas and to use it 

themselves were numbered  186-189 and formed in 1915. However they were simply known 

as 186 Company etc. They did however follow the normal RE number sequence for field 

companies to try and disguise their purpose.  

Any mention of "special" would of course have alerted the Germans to the fact that 

something was afoot. The designation "Special Companies" came into use in early 1916 

when the unit was expanded into a brigade size formation. The companies were then 

alphabetically arranged, A-Q, in 4 battalions with the exception of "I" which was not used 

because of its likeness to the figure "one.  

For a short while there was also 4A battalion which was formed to support the 5th New 

Army. In addition there was also "Z" Company, originally formed to operate flame throwers 

under Capt (later Major) W H Livens. A further addition was the formation of the 4" Stokes 

Mortar Companies, which formed the 5th Battalion of the Brigade. A Livens Flame Thrower 

was excavated on the Western Front by the television programme ‘Trench Detectives’ in 

recent years. The war diaries of the special companies give information about when the 

‘Livens’ was used. 

By May 3rd 1915 the British Secretary of State for War, Lord Kitchener, authorised the 

preparation of measures to retaliate against the German use of poison gas. Experimental 

research work was carried out at Porton, and a laboratory established at Helfaut, near St 

Omer in France. The Kestner-Kellner Alkali Company, being the only firm in Britain capable 

of manufacturing Chlorine gases in quantity, supervised trials with the final large-scale one 

taking place at Runcorn on  June 4th 1915. The method - as used by the Germans - was to 

form a continuous cloud by discharging compressed gas from cylinders to the atmosphere, 

and allowing the wind to move it over the enemy positions. 

Special Companies of technically skilled men, under Major C.H. Foulkes of the Royal 

Engineers, were formed with a Depot at Helfaut, to deal with the new weapon. No.’s 186 and 

187 Special Companies were formed first, in July 1915, followed by 188 and 189 Companies 

in August. All of the men were given the rank of Chemist Corporal. This is why Rhodes 

Lister was given the rank of Corporal. 

On September 4th 1915 the first two Companies, totalling 34 Sections of 28 men, were 

assigned to First Army for forthcoming operations. The author of the book on the Special 

Companies, Foulkes, was a junior major in the Royal Engineers, stationed at the Depot in 



Chatham when war broke out. He went to France in October 1914 to 3 Base, Boulogne, but 

some three weeks later, on 8th November, he was sent forward to 2nd Division where he took 

over 11 Forward Company Royal Engineers  at Zillebeke. 

Foulkes, a complete novice in the art of gas warfare, certainly didn't have much time to create 

a new unit and train it in a new aspect of warfare. The Battle of Loos, in which the British 

would first use gas, was only four months away. Volunteers with a knowledge of chemistry 

were sought among universities and colleges at home, as well as from the ranks of the BEF, 

with immediate promotion to corporal - chemist corporal. A suitable base was found at 

Helfaut, a village four or five miles due south of St Omer (where GHQ was located at the 

time), and it remained as the depot for the rest of the war.  

The special companies were then expanded in 1917 into the ‘Special Brigade’ of which 

Foulkes took command. The Special Brigade consisted of 16 cylinder companies organised in 

four battalions. Four mortar companies in one battalion were numbered 1 to 4 and equipped 

with the 4" Stokes Mortar, for firing gas and smoke bombs; and Z company, which employed 

a heavy flame projector that had a range of 100 yards. In 1934 Foulkes wrote a history of gas 

warfare in ‘Gas: The story of the Special Brigade’. Rhodes Lister was of course part of that 

story. 

Rhodes Lister’s medal card shows that he died of wounds on July 20th 1917. There are no 

other records available to tell us when he was wounded and therefore his death could well  

have come at some time much later than when he was first wounded.  

An entry in the war diary for the ‘Q’ Special Company shows that they were notified of his 

death on July 23rd 1917: 

“Notification was received that No 113220, Cpl. Rhodes Lister DCM. had died of 

wounds at a base hospital”. 



 

Etaples Miltary Cemetery France. 

It is likely that Rhodes Lister had been treated at a hospital at the rear, near Etaples, or ‘Eat 

Apples’ as it was colloquially known by the British Tommies.The area around  Etaples, near 

to Le Toucquet was the scene of many camps for British and Commonwealth soldiers and 

also many field hospitals.  In 1917 there were eleven general hospitals, four Red Cross 

hospitals and a convalescent unit all within the Etaples area. 

Corporal Rhodes Lister was buried in the Etaples Military Cemetery, which is the largest in 

France. It was designed by Sir Edwin Lutyens, as were many other cemeteries and 

memorials. The sentiment on the headstone of Rhodes Lister reads, ‘They shall hunger no 

more and God shall wipe away all tears’. The name of Rhodes Lister is to be found on the 

Heckmondwike War Memorial. 



 

Heckmondwike  War Memorial 

 


