
 
 

Private James William Rothery (1876 – 1919). 

First Battalion, East Kent Regiment. (The Buffs). 

    ‘There’s a breathless hush in the Close tonight – 

Ten to make and the match to win – 

A bumping pitch and a blinding light. 

An hour to play and the last man in . . . 

The sand of the desert is sodden red, - 

 Red with the wreck of a square that broke, - 

 The Gatling’s jammed and the Colonel dead, 

 And the regiment blind with dust and smoke  . . .’ 

 

Sir Henry Newbolt: ‘Vitai Lampada’. 

 

The family headstone of James William Rothery in Harrogate Cemetery. 

James William Rothery was born on September 5th, 1876 at Staincliffe, Batley to Joseph and 

Hannah Rothery. He was baptised in the Wesleyan Methodist Chapel at Batley Carr in 

November of that year. In 1891 the Rothery family lived at 34, Halifax Road, Batley and 



 
 

Joseph was described in the census of that year as a cloth manufacturer. He must have been 

socially ambitious for he had started his working life as a mill foreman.  James had six 

sisters, three were at school and one  a teacher, and another a dress maker. The family were 

well enough off to employ a servant.   

James Rothery attended Batley Grammar School in Autumn 1890.  On his death on June 2nd, 

1919 an old boy remembered him as ‘..one of the neatest bats in the county eleven who 

had pulled Yorkshire out of some tight corners. . .’ ‘Jimmie’ as he was known, was also 

‘...a lovely light-weight back, a fearless lacrosse player, and a dainty handler of a cue – 

one of the best all-round men at ball sports the school has seen’. 

In 1901 the Rothery family had moved from Batley to Harrogate.  There were now four 

sisters living at home, and James’ father was now shown as being ‘out of employment’.  

James Rothery himself was a commercial clerk. In the 1911 census the Rothery family were 

living in St Mary’s Walk, Harrogate.  James’ father had died but his mother could now 

employ a general servant, Gertrude Lawley. James was by now a professional cricketer for 

Yorkshire County Cricket Club, having started his cricketing career with Yorkshire in 1903. 

The census for 1911 shows his occupation as ‘Professional Cricketer :Yorkshire County 

Cricket Club’.  

 

James Rothery was proficient enough as a county cricketer to have a cigarette card made of his picture. 

Exactly why James Rothery joined the army aged thirty-nine is a difficult question to answer.  

Perhaps he was disillusioned at the end of his county cricket career?  Perhaps he hoped to be 

able to gain a commission? 

James Rothery’s attestation papers still exist in the National Archive Collection at Kew in 

London. From these we can see that he enlisted in December, 1915 in the reserve battalion of 



 
 

the Royal Fusiliers. This was probably so that he could join the ‘Sportsman’s’ section of the 

Fusiliers, which many men from several sporting backgrounds had joined.  

However, his tenure in the Fusiliers was not to last for long, as by the time he was posted the 

British Army was reorganising its units so that ‘Pals’ regiments, which the Fusiliers Battalion 

Rothery was attached to was classed as, or particular attachments to counties were not 

necessarily adhered to. 

Instead  of the Fusiliers James Rothery was transferred to the 1st Battalion of the East Kent 

Regiment, known as ‘the Buffs’.  This active unit had seen almost continuous action from 

September, 1914 – on the Aisne, in Flanders, on the Somme, at Cambrai, and later was to be 

involved in the great victories of the ‘hundred days’ in 1918.  It was the catastrophic losses 

on the first day of the battle of the Somme (1st July, 1916) which hastened Rothery’s  

mobilisation two days later. 

When he was attested in December of 1915 James was living at no 4 Montpelier Terrace 

Harrogate. The address now is the home of a Blues Cafe in Harrogate Town Centre.  

Ironically the site is but a few hundred yards from the Harrogate War Memorial which bears 

his name, from its inauguration in 1926. 

On his enlistment forms he was noted as having the occupation of a ‘clerk’, which was 

probably correct in 1915, as he had ended his professional cricketing career by then. James 

Rothery was attested into the army on December 8th 1915. However, he was not actually 

mobilised until July 3rd 1916. 

The fact that this was two days after the greatest losses for the British Army in a single day is 

no coincidence and even though he was an older man and probably would have been kept in 

the reserves, the Battle of the Somme hastened his departure for France. 

Initially James Rothery was posted to the 30th battalion of the Royal Fusiliers on July 7th 

1916. The 30th was to become the 106th Training Regiment, and from there men could be 

posted to other units. His record shows he was transferred to the 106th Training Regiment 

upon its formation on September 1st 1916. The 30th and 31st (Reserve) Battalions were 

formed in Romford and Colchester in August and September 1915 as Reserve battalions.  

James Rothery was posted to the British Expeditionary Force on April 12th 1917. On this date 

his record shows that he embarked for France. Shortly afterwards he joined the 1st Battalion 

of the East Kent Regiment, known as The Buffs, being transferred on April 28th 1917. 

Because his attestation papers survive we know something about James Rothery’s stature and 

physique, as he was medically examined by a doctor on the day of his attestation. James was 

a short man, probably not for the times, but nevertheless was shown on his record to be 5’5” 

tall when he was medically examined. This belies the picture of him in the Yorkshire County 

Cricket Club team photograph of 1908, where the man next to him is either very short or 

Rothery is standing on a box! 



 
 

His age is shown as 39 years and 3 ½ months. His next of kin is shown as his mother, a Mrs 

Haley, who had married again since the death of James’ father. She is shown on the forms as 

next of kin but actually living at two different addresses in Harrogate at the time. James’ 

attestation forms note that he needed dental treatment.  

The medical history form for James Rothery gives some clue as to his preferred posting. In 

the top left hand corner of the form it says, ‘Sportsman’s Battalion’, which is no doubt where 

he wanted to go before the reform of the training regiments in the middle of the war. No 

doubt the doctor signing his forms immediately saw him as a recruit for the Sportsman’s 

Battalion of the Royal Fusiliers. On this form his occupation is shown not as ‘clerk’, as his 

first form shows, but as ‘Professional Cricketer’, no doubt so that he could be eligible to join 

the Sportsman’s Battalion.  

James Rothery’s service record notes the next few months of his service after being wounded. 

He was attached to ‘B’ company of the Buffs. On that date his medical record states that he 

was shot in the left arm. He was moved to various field hospitals and Casualty Clearing 

Stations before being finally moved to England on June 1st 1916.  

James’ medical records show that this was not the first time he had been in hospital during 

his war service. He was treated in hospital for scabies even before he went to France and 

again in February 1917 he was treated at the Castle Hospital in Edinburgh for scabies.  

James Rothery was shot in the left arm on May 26th, 1917 near the village of Huluch, and 

then spent a long time in hospital until his death in 1919.  In June, 1917 he was admitted to 

the Princess George War Hospital in Harrogate suffering from ‘GSW’ (gunshot wounds). 

Mention of the ‘Grand Duchess’, Princess George, begs a little explanation here. In 1914 

Grand Duchess George of Russia came to Harrogate with her two daughters Nina and Xenia. 

The Duchess was the Greek wife of Grand Duke George Mikhailovitch, cousin of the Czar 

Nicholas II. She had left her husband behind in Russia, where he was assassinated by the 

Bolsheviks in 1919.  

A month after the family's arrival in England war broke out. During the First World War the 

Duchess ran a number of hospitals in Harrogate for wounded soldiers. One of these was 

Heatherdene on Wetherby Road. The Matron from 1915 was Christina MacRae and in 1917 

Queen Alexandra presented a red cross brooch, made by Fabergé, to her during a visit to 

Harrogate. The Harrogate Herald of March 14th 1917 records that Nurse MacRae and three 

other nurses at the Grand Duchess's hospitals had been given awards for their services.  

 

In 1920 Grand Duchess George erected a war memorial to the soldiers who died in her 

hospitals. It can still be seen on the corner of Wetherby Road, next to the Stray. Heatherdene 

hospital was later demolished. Had James Rothery stayed in the Princess George War 

Hospital his name would be on the war memorial that still stands in Harrogate to the soldiers 

who died in the hospital. However, he was transferred to the East Leeds Hospital, no doubt 

being more serious and needing more expert treatment that nearby Leeds could offer. 



 
 

James was transferred to the East Leeds Hospital in September 1917, now the site of the 

Thackray Medical Museum, perhaps because his wounds needed more specialised treatment. 

He was transferred there on September 6th 1917. On July 4th 1918 he was considered fit 

enough to be transferred back to the Princess George Hospital in Harrogate.  

On January 16th 1918 an article appeared in the Harrogate Herald saying that doctors had 

decided in the hospitals ‘in the south’ that Rothery’s arm would have to be amputated.This 

indicated that there was some conflict regarding his treatment, for doctors differed as to 

whether amputation of the wounded arm was necessary. Ironically, if his arm had been 

amputated then his life would probably have been saved. The operation was deferred and 

septicaemia set into the wound, from which he died on June 2nd, 1919. James Rothery died 

in  Beckett Park Military Hospital in Leeds. His death was reported in the Harrogate Herald 

of June 4th 1919. 

Beckett Park Hospital was opened as a special war hospital for the duration of hostilities. Just 

prior to the war it had opened up as the Leeds Training College for teachers, to which 

purpose it reverted back after the war. It has remained an educational establishment, though 

under different names, including the City of Leeds Carnegie College, Leeds Polytechnic and 

now Leeds Metropolitan University. A House of Commons question was asked about the 

hospital’s closure in 1924 and it was closed shortly afterwards. 

James Rothery’s war record says that he spent a period of 3 years and 177 days with the 

colours. However, analysis of his war record gives a more stark picture of his life as a soldier. 

He entered the theatre of war in France on April 12th 1917 and was shot on May 26th 1917, 

thus being at the front for about 6 weeks in total. He spent the next two years in various 

hospitals in the Leeds and Harrogate areas.  

James’ mother would have been alive to see the building of the War Memorial in Harrogate 

in 1926, which bears her son’s name. The memorial is but a few hundred yards from his last 

home in Harrogate. James Rothery left a total of £1457 17s 7d to his mother in his will.  

The school magazine noted Rothery’s death in a 1919 issue.  

“He got a bad gunshot in the arm last year and was apparently making a satisfactory 

recovery, for he was a keen spectator of the practice at Headingley. His death on June 

2nd at Beckett’s Park, came as a painful surprise. A lovely lightweight back, a fearless 

lacrosse player and a dainty handler of the cue, he was one of the best all round men at 

ball sports that BGS has seen. “  

James Rothery’s final resting place is under a family headstone in the Harlow Cemetery 

Harrogate, North Yorkshire. However, a further honour was bestowed upon him some ninety 

years after his death in 2007. On the opening day of the Roses Championship match at 

Headingley Carnegie on August 9, 2007, a plaque to honour the memory of Yorkshire players 

who had been killed in action or died of war wounds was unveiled just inside the Hutton 

Gates.  



 
 

The names on the plaque and their ranks are: Captain F.W. (Frank) Milligan (died at the 

Relief of Mafeking on March 31, 1900; Second Lieutenant M.W. (Major) Booth (killed in 

action near Serre, France, on July 1, 1916; Gunner F (Fairfax) Gill (died of war wound in 

Boulogne General Hospital on November 1, 1917; Private J.W. (James) Rothery (died June 2, 

1919 in Beckett’s Park Hospital, Leeds, of war wounds sustained whilst serving with the East 

Kent Regiment; Captain H (Hedley) Verity, died Caserta, Italy, July 31, 1943, a captain in the 

Green Howards who was mortally wounded in Sicily. 

 

The Headingley Plaque Commemorating Yorkshire Cricketers who died in the Two World Wars. 

James William Rothery was a Batley lad who had certainly played up for his county and his 

country! 

 


