
Corporal Percy William Crowther (1875 – 1916). 

7th Battalion Australian Imperial Force. 

'Gallipoli has been defined as the moment when Australia came of age as a nation. 
Its soldiers fought not for Australia or New Zealand but for the ‘old country’,                                                                                               
with which they still had strong ties of kinship and sentiment. 

 
Hew Strachan: 'The First World War' [2003]. 

 

Percy Crowther’s Grave Stone in Shrapnel Valley Cemetery, Gallipoli. 

Percy Crowther was born in Birstall in August of 1875. He enrolled as a pupil at Batley 

Grammar School in the spring term of 1885. Percy’s  parents, Henry and Emily, had married 

in late 1874 in nearby Mirfield. 

Percy’s father was a very good example of how working class men could better themselves in 

the hubris of cloth manufacturing in Victorian Batley. In 1871 Henry was a ‘cloth drawer’ 

which meant he operated a tentering machine in the woollen mills. Tentering was the process 

whereby cloth was stretched under steam and then dried under the tension of ‘tenterhooks’ 

which is where the term ‘on tenterhooks’ originates from. 

By the time Percy was born in 1875 Henry was a clerk and later in the 1881 census he was 

shown as a book keeper, clearly moving up in the lower managerial ranks of the mill. In fact 

his rise was so successful that by 1891 the Crowther family were living in a house in Oxford 

Road, Gomersal and Henry was listed in the census of that year as being a woollen 



manufacturer. Their status as a fairly well off lower middle class family was now confirmed 

by the fact that they had one servant, Emma Bailiff, who no doubt helped Emily with the 

needs of three growing Crowther teenagers. 

In 1901, when the next census was taken, the Crowther family were without their only son 

Percy. At some point in the 1890s Percy had emigrated to Australia.  He would have been 

there for some time before 1901 it seems as in that year he married Annie Bertha Smith in 

Tasmania. 

Miss Smith was the daughter of James ‘Philosopher’ Smith who  was to become an icon of 

Tasmanian history. Smith was born in 1827 and helped to establish tin mining as a 

prosperous industry in Tasmania. He named Mount Bischoff on the island after one of his 

prospector colleagues. Smith became an MP for Tasmania and helped to found the Labour 

Party there. The tin mine that James Smith founded was registered at Launceston and soon 

became the richest mine in the world, but true to his nature it seems he gave away most of his 

wealth and shares. 

James Smith’s family on his mother’s side had roots in the North of England. Smith’s mother 

Ann Grant was transported in 1819 after being convicted of larceny at Northumberland 

Assizes. Grant was taken to Australia on board the Lord Wellington convict ship. She was 

given seven years transportation. She gave birth to James Smith in July of 1827. 

Percy Crowther’s father in law did not live to see him marry his daughter, Annie Smith in 

1901. He died in 1897. After Percy and Annie were married they set up home in Coburg, on 

the Australian mainland, in the state of Victoria. Percy Crowther worked as a wool classer 

according to the Australian electoral roll for 1903. 

It was this same occupation that was listed on the passenger manifest for 1906, when he and 

his wife and young daughter Emily sailed for Liverpool on board the White Star liner 

‘Persic’. The young father Percy was obviously anxious for his Yorkshire family to see his 

wife and child for the first time. The Persic had transported troops from Australia to South 

Africa during the Boer War and was to see war service again from 1914 to 1918. In 1917 the 

ship was torpedoed off Sicily but managed to limp to port and again saw service transporting 

Australian emigrants until 1927 when she was broken up. 

Percy stayed in England from February 1906 until July that same year. They returned to 

Australia on board the ‘Afric’ another White Star Liner and ironically another liner taken into 

service by the Australian government as a troop ship after 1914. Coincidentally, like its sister 

ship, the Persic, the Afric was torpedoed but this time outside of Plymouth Harbour by the 

submarine UC 66 in February of 1917. The wreck of the ship is today explored by divers just 

off the Devon coast in 130 feet of water in the English Channel. 

During the first years of the 20th century Percy and his wife Annie Bertha became more 

involved in the emerging ‘Theosophist Society’ in Australia. The society aimed to promote 

the simple life and had vegetarianism and animal welfare at the heart of its mission.  



It is not known whether Percy was influenced to become a vegetarian by his new wife, but 

together they attended events held by the society and Annie Bertha herself started to write 

articles promoting the cause of vegetarianism in magazines published in Australia. In Crook’s 

‘A history of Vegetarianism in Australia’, written in 2008 both Annie Bertha and Percy 

Crowther are featured as playing a part in the growth of vegetarianism in Australia in the 

early 1900s. Crook writes that Annie Bertha in particular was prominent in advertising the 

cause in magazines such as ‘The Theosophist’ and ‘Advance Australia’. In fact Percy 

Crowther’s wife Annie became a well respected journalist and an archive of her work on 

vegetarianism and the History of her native Tasmania is today held in the Australian National 

Archives. 

Percy and his wife Annie and daughter Emily continued to live in Victoria after their return 

from England in 1906. Percy’s Yorkshire family meanwhile had moved to Horsforth during 

the first years of the twentieth century, where his mother and father lived in retirement until 

the death of his father in 1927. 

Percy continued in the same job as a wool classer, as that was the employ he was to state 

upon his enlistment with the Australian Imperial Force in December of 1914. We know a 

good deal about Percy’s service with the armed forces because of the survival of his 

attestation and service records in the Australian archives. There were no German bombers to 

destroy the records as there were in London for the records of many of his Old Batelian 

colleagues. In more modern times his record of service is celebrated online in the annals of 

the ‘Australian Infantry Project’ which gives a good description of his life in 1914 when he 

enlisted. (1). 

From his records we know that Percy was married and that he was born in Ravensthorpe in 

Yorkshire (a village near Birstall) and that his religion as stated to the army was ‘Church of 

England’. Batley Grammar School is quoted as his ‘education’ and his occupation was ‘wool 

classer’. The latter role would have seen him make sure that shearing took place properly and 

that the wool produced was to a high standard. One wonders how much of his produce was 

sent to mills in his native Yorkshire? The records show that Percy was 39 years old when he 

enlisted and was married to Annie and lived in Oakleigh in the state of Victoria. 

The surviving records also give us a taste of what Percy was physically like. They record that 

he was 5’3 ¾ inches in height and that he weighed twelve stones altogether. His eyes were 

grey and he had a fair complexion with reddish brown hair. Percy was to pass his medical 

examination on December 30th 1914, but only just! His records show that the doctor who 

examined him passed him ‘fit’ but only on condition that ‘... his teeth are attended to’. 

Percy was probably seen as a fatherly figure for the younger recruits at the age of 39. This is 

probably why he had attained the rank of acting Corporal by the time his regiment embarked 

from Melbourne in 1915. His unit, the 7th Battalion, 4th Reinforcement of the Australian 

Imperial Force set sail on April 14th 1915. Their troopship was ‘His Majesty’s Troop Ship A 

18 Wiltshire’. The Wiltshire was owned by the Commonwealth and Dominion Line of 

London and leased to the Australian Government as a troopship until 1917. Once again the 



Australian records of the time are very well preserved and the embarkation roll for the 

Wiltshire show that by the time the ship left Melbourne Percy Crowther was an acting 

corporal, being paid the princely sum of five shillings per day. 

Following the outbreak of the First World War, the Australian government decided to raise 

an all volunteer force for overseas service due to the provisions of the ‘Defence Act (1903)’ 

which precluded sending the Militia outside of Australian territory to fight. While this force 

would draw from the military forces that already existed—the part-time citizens force and the 

permanent military force—it would be largely be made up from recruits not currently serving. 

Percy Crowther was one of the first men to volunteer for the force when it was set up in late 

1914.  

He joined the 7th Battalion which was among the first infantry units raised for the AIF during 

the First World War. Like the 5th, 6th and 8th Battalions, it was recruited from Victoria and, 

together with these battalions, formed the 2nd Brigade. The 7th Battalion served during the 

Gallipoli campaign where it had the distinction of having four of its members awarded the 

Victoria Cross. In 1916 it was transferred to Europe, fighting in the trenches along the 

Western Front for the next two and a half years. 

It was for Gallipoli that Percy’s troop ship The Wiltshire, set sail on April 14th 1915. They 

went via Alexandria and Lemnos Island. On the morning of 25th April 1915, the battalion 

took part in the Landing at Anzac Cove, coming ashore as part of the second wave. Over the 

course of the first week the battalion was involved in establishing the beachhead and suffered 

heavily, losing five officers and 179 men killed or died of wounds. This was higher than any 

other subsequent battle that the battalion fought during the war.  

Percy Crowther survived this landing but later was to be involved in the fighting at the 

ominously named ‘Shrapnel Gully’. The latter, renamed ‘Shrapnel Valley’, was an essential 

road from the beach up to the Anzac front and took its name from the heavy shelling it was 

given by the Turks on 26 April 1915. Wells were sunk there and water obtained in small 

quantities, and there were camps and depots on the south side of its lower reaches. Gun 

positions were made near its mouth. It was here on June 1st 1915 that Corporal William 

Crowther was killed in action. He had been in Gallipoli for just six weeks. 

Crook’s ‘History of Vegetarianism in Australia’ states: 

“A. Bertha Crowther was a Theosophist lady who had become very much Involved in 
spiritual issues after losing her husband Percy at Gallipoli. Sadly Percy Crowther was 
not the only vegetarian to die at Gallipoli as Lt. Col. George Frederick Braund, 
commanding officer of the 2nd Battalion and Liberal MP for Armidale and President of 
the Armidale Theosophist Lodge was also killed in action there in 1915.” 

Percy Crowther is buried in the Commonwealth War Grave Commission Cemetery at 

Shrapnel Valley. His personal effects were transported home by the travel company, Thomas 

Cook, on board the Australian troopship A38 Ulysses. The effects were listed in his file as 

being, one disc, one silver watch and guard and one testament. There were also letters, 

photographs and notebooks in a leather case and a wallet. 



Percy Crowther’s name is commemorated on the Australian War Memorial, panel 9 and also 

remembered by the people of Oakleigh, Victoria in a book published by the town entitled 

‘Fallen Leaves’. His name is also of course on the Batley Grammar School Roll of Honour. 

He is buried in Shrapnel Valley Cemetery, Gallipoli, under a headstone bearing the 

inscription, ‘Death is swallowed up in victory’. Perhaps being viewed from this juncture, the 

sentiment should read the other way around! 
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