Rifleman John Lewis©
Regimental number: 2200
3rd Battalion, Rifle Brigade (The Prince Consort's Own)

born: 3 January 1897—died: 13 May 1916

Rifleman John Lewis was just 19 years old when he died in 1916. According to his attestation for
service, he was also 19 when he enlisted two years earlier.! He probably lied about his age—then
17—in order to be able to enlisted. At the beginning of the Great War, a man had to be 18 years old
to enlist and could not be sent overseas until he was 19.2

John was born in Chorlton, Manchester, on 3 January 1897,3 the son of William Lewis and the
former Annie McKay.* He was baptized in St George’s Church in Hulme, Manchester, a month later.
At the time, the family was living at 5 Runcorn Street in Hulme, where John’s father was a dock
labourer.5 Neither of his parents were from Lancashire—his father William was born in about 1868
in Clockenoy, Denbighshire, Wales, and his mother in about 1868 in Ardywanig, Kincardineshire,
Scotland.t They married at Booth Chapel in the parish of Walton on the Hill in Lancashire on 24
August 18927

William and Annie had eight children.8 The first son, Hugh, was born on 1 March 1894,° followed by
a daughter, Bessie, born on 6 August 1895.10 John followed. Then there were four more children:
Ellen (born on 28 December 1898),11 Margaret (born on 5 June 1902),12 Jane (born on 19 August
1906)13 and William (born on 7 July 1909).14 The family lost three children in childhood. Their first
child, Hugh, died when he was just 6 years old. He was buried on 27 June 1900 in Southern
Cemetery, Manchester.!5 Their youngest daughter, Jane, also died at the age of 2 in 1908.16 It is not
known who the eighth child was, but he or she probably died in infancy.

In 1901, the family was living at 13 Nancy Street in Hulme.1” They lived at that address until at least
1911. By then, John’s father was working on the Manchester Ship Canal and John had become a
greengrocer’s porter.18

The ship canal is a 36-mile-long waterway that links Manchester to the Irish Sea, near Liverpool. It
was opened in January 1894 and, at the time, was the largest river navigation canal in the world.
Two years after its opening there began the development of Trafford Park, which eventually
became the largest industrial estate in Europe.1?

This is perhaps why the family had moved to Old Trafford, next to Trafford Park, by the time John
enlisted.2? John was obviously keen to serve. He enlisted in Manchester on 2 September 1914—just
a month after war was declared. He said that he was 19 years and 241 days old—in fact, he was 17
years and 241 days old. He was 5’ 6” tall and had a fresh complexion, blue eyes and black hair and
was working as a clerk.

He transferred to the Front with the 3rd Battalion of the Rifle Brigade nearly six months later—he
was probably anxious to see action by then. He arrived on the Western Front on 23 February
1915—just a month after his 18th birthday. A month after arriving, he received a gunshot wound to
arm. A year later, he had some dental issues that were treated in the field. Then, on 10 May 1916, he
was wounded again—this time fatally.



In May 1916, John’s battalion was at Hill 63, near Messines, south of Ypres, in Belgium.2! It would be
the site of major battle a year later but, in 1916, the British troops were bogged down in low-lying
land around Messines Ridge, with the German troops observing them from the higher ground.2z In
early May, John’s battalion was relieved by the 8th Battalion of The Buffs (East Kent Regiment) and
moved into Brigade Reserve. For five days, the troops were divided into working parties. What they
were doing was not noted in the war diary but, on 10 May, John was injured, receiving a shell
wound to his head. He was one of 140 admitted to No. 1 Canadian Casualty Clearing Station. He died
three days later22—he may have been one of only three soldiers to die at No. 1 CCCS that day.

He was buried in Bailleul Communal Cemetery Extension, Nord (Plot II, Row B, Grave 86). Bailleul is
in France, but near the Belgian border, about 15 kilometres southwest of Ypres. It was occupied in
October 1914 and became an important hospital centre not just for No. 1 CCCS but also for No. 1
Australian and five British Army casualty clearing stations.24

A letter was sent to his mother at 6 Rose St., Old Trafford, Manchester,25 and his father received the
monies owing to him from the army upon his death.26 His parents received the few possessions that
John had when he died: a disc, nine letters, three photos, a prayer book, a notebook, a badge, a
postcard and a purse.
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Death announcement, Manchester Evening News, 30 May 1916

Source: “British newspapers,” Findmypast (www.findmypast.co.uk) John was awarded posthumously

the British War Medal (for service overseas between 1914 and 1918), the Victory Medal (for service
in an operational theatre) and the 1914-15 Star (for service in the war against Germany between 5
August 1914 and 31 December 1915).
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