
Private John Henry Wilcock Rhodes (1881 – 1915). 

22nd Battalion Australian Imperial Force. 

'Only the wanderer 
            
     Knows England's graces, 
            
     Or can anew see clear 
            
     Familiar faces'. 
            
     Ivor Gurney 

 

The Lone Pine Memorial bearing the name of J.H.W. Rhodes. 

John Henry Wilcock Rhodes was born in White Lee, Birstall, on February 10th 1881. His 

mother was Elizabeth Rhodes and his father was Wilcock, hence John’s third Christian name. 

In 1881 the Rhodes family were living at White Lee Grange. On John Rhodes’ baptism 

register his father is shown as being a ‘manufacturer’. 

Just a  month or so later the census of 1881 revealed that Wilcock Rhodes was 40 years old 

and at that time his role was defined as a ‘Woollen Manufacturer’, employing 170 hands. He 

was the owner of Brier Mill in Birstall, The Rhodes family of 1881 numbered six children 

between the ages of nine years old, and John, who was then the youngest at a few months old. 

As a mill owner Wilcock Rhodes could afford to have servants to help his wife with the  



growing family, and indeed, a Governess and three servants were living with the family at the 

time. The Governess, a Miss Nightingale, came from Woolwich and the other three servants 

were from equally far afield, from Gloucester, Maidstone and North Wales, showing the 

mobility of the servant classes towards the end of the nineteenth century. 

By 1891 the family had increased in size by the addition of two children. Wilcock Rhodes 

and his family had also moved house to Smithies Moor Lane in Birstall. The family were 

prosperous and were able to employ another servant, totalling four, along with a Governess 

still. In the same vein as the servants ten years previously they came from as far afield as 

Tonbridge and Durham and Lincolnshire, as well as two Yorkshire born servants. 

Before the next census in 1901, John H. W. Rhodes was to lose both his parents. His father 

died in 1896 and his mother died in September of 1900, leaving her small estate of £430 to 

her daughter Alice Mary, who became head of the Rhodes family. By the time of their 

mother’s death the family had moved to Frizinghall in Bradford. The mill in Birstall was 

taken over by James Hartley Rhodes and this explains why the company was named Wilcock 

and J. Rhodes in 1906. However, John Rhodes himself was not to feature in the 1901 census 

in Bradford with the rest of his family. He had already embarked on a life of adventure and 

travel.  

The school magazine for 1915 enlightens us as to where John Rhodes went in the next few 

years: 

‘He left England when he was 18 and spent some time in dairy farming in Australia. He 

afterwards went to America and fought in the Spanish American War. He was wounded 

and returned to England and subsequently joined the Elder Dempster line as an 

engineer.’ 

The Elder Dempster Line had its roots in the African Steam Ship Company established by 

Royal Charter in 1852, and the British and African Steam Navigation Company founded in 

1868. It mainly plied its trade on the routes to West Africa, and so it is surprising that the 

next time J.H.W. Rhodes appears in official documents is in Australia in 1903. The name J H 

W Rhodes appears in the Australian electoral roll for 1903. His address was 23 Church Street 

Melbourne and his occupation was shown as being a clerk.  

Exhibiting further wanderlust John Rhodes travelled to New Zealand in 1904 and another 

strange event occurred in his already extraordinary life, which is reported in the press. The 

report comes from the Waipiata Daily Times, a newspaper for the town of Waipiata near the 

town of Dunedin. On June 20th 1904 the latter reported: 

‘A man named John Henry Wilcock Rhodes was committed for trial at Naseby on a 

charge of setting fire to the premises of John Hansen, blacksmith at Waipiata. Rhodes 

was fined £2 and ordered to pay £1.8s.6d for damaging property in the locker.’ 

No reason is give for the behaviour behind this criminal act. However, John Rhodes fought to 

clear his name it seems and by August 24th 1904 the Dunedin newspapers were reporting that 

he had been acquitted of arson by a jury that did not even retire to consider the case.  



After returning to Australia from New Zealand Rhodes settled in Victoria state and the 

farming job attributed to him in the school magazine was probably that of a farm labourer in 

Carag Carag, a small town north of Melbourne, Victoria. The 1914 Australian Electoral Roll 

shows him simply as a labourer. Another mystery in the life of John Rhodes occurred in the 

years 1914 to 1915.  

In February 1915 John Rhodes joined the Australian armed forces being recruited to fight in 

the First World War. His attestation papers are preserved in the Australian state archives and 

give a good picture of his life at the time. Intriguingly, the Embarkation Roll for the 6th 

Infantry Brigade, 22nd Battalion of the Australian Imperial Force gives Rhodes’ last address 

before enlisting as Lewisham Park in London, the address of one of his sisters, Alice Mary, 

who had latterly been the head of the family in Bradford.  

By 1911 Alice Mary Rhodes was married to an Australian doctor, a surgeon by the name of 

Charles Blue. Their address of 69 Lewisham Park Road in London was the address noted on 

the embarkation roll of ‘C Company’ of the 22nd Battalion, Australian Infantry, which John 

Rhodes had joined. Whether Alice Mary Rhodes had travelled to Australia to visit her brother 

and had met her doctor husband there is open to speculation, but it is an odd coincidence that 

she should be married to an Australian doctor when her brother was living in that very same 

country. In another coincidence for the Rhodes family, Alice and John’s sister Bertha was 

also married to a doctor living in Birstall, one Charles Girling. 

 

The attestation Papers of John Henry Wilcock Rhodes. 

John Rhodes was attested into the 22nd Battalion of the Australian Imperial Force on February 

11th 1915. Because his papers survive it is possible to see details about his physical 

appearance and other aspects of his life. John listed his next of kin as being Alice Blue, his 



sister, and his occupation was farm labourer. Although his papers say he was thirty three on 

the day of attestation, he had actually had his thirty fourth birthday on the 10th of February, 

the day before. 

One of the questions asked on his forms was ‘Have you been convicted by the civil powers?’ 

Because of his appeal in the courts in New Zealand he was able to answer ‘Yes for being 

drunk’, and no other conviction. His physical description was recorded and he was quite tall 

for the times it seems, being  5’ 9 ½”. His complexion was fair, with blue eyes, and he 

weighed 140 pounds. His hair was dark brown and he had a scar over his right eye.  His 

religion was noted as Church of England. 

The embarkation roll shows that he left from Melbourne on May 10th 1915 on board Her 

Majesty’s Transport Ship Ulysses. Ironically this was the same ship that was to bring back 

from Gallipoli the personal effects of  Percy Crowther, his fellow Australian Infantryman and 

Old Batelian, who had preceded him at the school by about five years.  

From his service records it seems that John Rhodes spent some time at the Zeitoun army 

camp, a staging post for units going to Gallipoli, which was near Heliopolis in Egypt. His 

notes show that he returned to his unit on September 29th 1915. 

The unit that Rhodes rejoined in September 1915 was already at Lone Pine, Gallipoli, a 

strategically important plateau in the southern part of Anzac Cove. The Australians had taken 

the area after the initial landings on April 25th, but the Turkish army had taken back the area 

and became a strong point for them until August 1915. They named the area ‘Bloody Ridge’.  

The Australians pushed mine tunnels towards the plateau of Lone Pine from the end of May 

to the beginning of August and on the afternoon of 6 August 1915, after mine explosions and 

bombardment from land and sea, the position was stormed by the 1st Australian Brigade. By 

10th August, the Turkish counter-attacks had failed and the position was consolidated. It was 

held by the 1st Australian Division until 12 September, and then by the 2nd, until the 

evacuation of the peninsula in December. 

The Australian positions endured heavy shelling after they had been retaken from the Turks 

and it was during the bombardment on October 4th that John Rhodes was wounded by a 

shrapnel hit to the head. 

The circumstances of the death of Private Rhodes are a little confusing. Indeed the fact that 

his body was not buried at all is also somewhat odd, given that he was admitted to a casualty 

clearing station for treatment. His name is on the Lone Pine Memorial near to where he died, 

but his body is not buried in the cemetery there. The memorial commemorates four thousand 

nine hundred Australian and New Zealand servicemen who died during the fighting and 

whose graves are not known. 

One typed card in John Rhodes’ file states that on October 4th 1915 he died from a ‘shrapnel 

wound to the head’ after being admitted to hospital on October 2nd 1915. If he was admitted 

to hospital with a shrapnel wound to the head then there is certainly a mystery as to why he 

not buried. He died at the 1st Australian Casualty Clearing Station. 



On April 26th 1916 a letter was composed by the officer in charge of the Australian Records 

Section for the army. It was addressed to Miss Alice Blue at 67 Lewisham Park, London, 

though the address given on John Rhodes’ attestation papers as his next of kin was actually 

69 Lewisham Park Road. One hopes that the letter reached its addressee, as it accompanied 

the personal effects of Private John Henry Wilcock Rhodes. They were listed as, a hairbrush, 

some photos, a pipe, a letter and a note book cover, along with a crucifix. 

John Henry Wilcock Rhodes is commemorated on Panel 97 of the Australian National War 

Memorial. He is also named on the Batley Grammar School Roll of Honour, outside the 

school hall. Interestingly, he is noted on the latter as J. W. Rhodes. The omission of an initial 

is no surprise, given the fact that in the December 1917 edition of the School Magazine his 

name is shown as G.H. W. Rhodes, dying on active service, and earlier in the list of those 

serving, he is attributed as a Captain in the King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry. Both 

mistakes can be forgiven in the confusion of information no doubt coming back to the school 

about its old boys serving on several fronts. 

 

Lone Pine Memorial Cemetery, Gallipoli 

 


