71: John Pyke

Basic Information [as recorded on local memorial or by CWGC]

Name as recorded on local memorial or by CWGC: John Pyke

Rank: Private

Battalion / Regiment:  8th Bn. Cheshire Regiment

Service Number: 8/12691 Date of Death: 22 May 1916 Age at Death: 22
Buried / Commemorated at: Amara War Cemetery, Al 'Amarah, Maysan, Iraq

Additional information given by CWGC: The son of James and Elizabeth Pyke of Liverpool Road, Neston

John Pyke was the second child of railway platelayer James and Elizabeth Pyke and he
was baptised in Neston 5 April 1894 (he may have been born on 1 April).
James Pyke was a son of Neston farmer John and Mary Pyke.

James Pyke married Elizabeth Edwards at St Peter’s Church in Liverpool in April / June
1890 and in the 1891 census, when they were living on Bridge Street, Neston, James was
recorded as a platelayer. It is not clear whether they later lived in South Wales but Mary,
their first child, was recorded as having been born there in the 1901 census when they
were then living on Liverpool Road:
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1901 census (extract) — Liverpool Road, Neston
James Pyke 32 foreman platelayer born Neston
Elizabeth 32 born Glandovey,
Cardiganshire
Mary 9 born Glandovey,
Cardiganshire
John 7 born Neston
George 4 born Neston
Thomas J. 1 born Neston

Glandovey, the anglicised version of Glandyfi, is a small hamlet in west Wales inland of
Aberystwyth.

It is known that John’s younger brother, George, joined the Royal Engineers as a joiner in
October 1916 when he was aged 20 years 1 month. Whilst it is known that he served at
Deganwy, and was posted to France on 24 April 1917, he was hospitalised several times
(once in an isolation hospital) and he may have seen very little active service.
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By the time of the 1911 census John Pyke, 17, was a motor works engineer and the family
was still living on Liverpool Road, Neston:
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1911 census - Liverpool Road, Neston
James Pyke 42 platelayer on railway born Neston
Elizabeth 42 born Glandyfi,
Cardigan
John 17 single, motor works engineer born Neston
George 14 joinery works born Neston
Thomas James 11 born Neston
Margaret Elizabeth 7 born Neston
Sarah 2 born Neston
James and Elizabeth had been married for 20 years and all of their six children had survived.

It is believed that John, having learnt to drive, became a chauffeur for Dr. Lewis Grant the
Neston GP who lived at Cheltenham Villas on Parkgate Road. Certainly, when he attested
for the 8™ Battalion Cheshire Regiment in Birkenhead on 1 September 1914 he was
recorded as being a chauffeur. He was then aged 20 years 153 days, was 5ft 9ins tall,
single, weighed 154lb (11 stone / 70kg), had a 36-inch expanded chest, a fresh
complexion, brown eyes and dark brown hair.

The 8" (Service) Battalion, Cheshire Regiment was raised in Chester on 12 August 1914 as
part of Kitchener's First New Army and joined the 40" Brigade, 13" (Western) Division.
The battalion moved to Tidworth Garrison on the Wiltshire/Hampshire border in early
September to undergo basic training, but by October 1914 was at Draycott Camp,
Chiseldon, Wiltshire.
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In February 1915 the battalion moved to Pirbright, near Guildford (Surrey) and towards
the end of that month the Division concentrated at Blackdown, Hampshire.

In stages the troops moved to the Mediterranean from 13 June 1915 - John Pyke
embarked on 26 June at Avonmouth - landing at Alexandria in Egypt then moving to
Mudros on the Greek island of Lemnos by 4 July to prepare for a landing at Gallipoli. By
the date of his embarkation John had served for 298 days in Britain.

Christmas 1915.
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Ward of Canadian Hospital, Cairo.

which is Christ the bord.”

GREETINGS.

E. E. GRAHAM,
Chaplain.
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Christmas card from the Canadian Hospital, Cairo

On arriving in Mudros John was admitted
on 3 August to the 16™ Stationary Hospital
suffering from diarrhoea, then transferred
to the 24" Casualty Clearing Station
before being discharged back to his unit
on 28 August 1915. It appears that John
eventually made his way to Gallipoli but,
suffering from dysentery, was moved back
to the Canadian Hospital in Cairo where
he was admitted on 20 September 1915.

On 19 November John was discharged
back to duty in Alexandria, Egypt; by mid-
October 1915, Allied forces in Gallipoli had

suffered heavy casualties and had made little headway from their initial landing sites. The
campaign here was, clearly, going badly and plans were already being made to withdraw
troops so those men, such as John, who had moved away from Gallipoli, were generally
not returned. Full evacuation from Gallipoli began in December 1915, and was completed

early the following January.

On 14 February 1916 John Pyke, having presumably been engaged in defence work - and
not involved in any enemy action - in northern Egypt, embarked at Port Said for Basra in
Irag (then known as Persia) where he disembarked on 28 February.

Britain had a strong vested interest in this region as the oilfields at the head of the
Persian Gulf supplied much of the oil used by the British navy. Although, on the outbreak
of war with Germany, British authorities were anxious about this supply, Winston
Churchill who was then First Lord of the Admiralty echoed the sentiment of the British
government that no British troops could be made available in that region and that “We
shall have to buy our oil elsewhere. The Turk can be better dealt with at the centre.”
Nevertheless, Indian troops were sent to the area but control was uncoordinated and,
eventually, British troops - in particular the 8" Battalion Cheshire Regiment - were sent in

to provide support.

Arthur Crookenden summarised critically the unfocussed nature of the objectives in the
area of Mesopotamia, the zone between the Tigris and Euphrates river systems which
stretched north-west from Basra and the Persian Gulf to Baghdad and beyond:
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This was the beginning of the Mesopotamian Campaign. It was
started as a private enterprise of a Department of State without any
reference to the requirements and resources of the nation as a whole.
No attempt was made to obtain the advice of the experts as to the conduct
of the operation. No warning was given to the experts that part of the
forces earmarked for their disposal were being withdrawn ; no enquiry
was made from the people who had to do the work, whether they were
able to do it or not. An ill-considered objective was chosen, for the
attainment of which no proper plan was made. Such was the start, and
it will be agreed that it did not promise well.

A sort of “ Mass Direction ’* was instituted. The ** Mass >’ consisted
of the Secretary of State for India, the Military Secretary to the Secretary
of State, the Viceroy, the Commander-in-Chief India, and the Finance
Member of the Government of India. ‘Tthey had no co-ordinated method
of control, but worked together or individually, by official wire or private
wire, as they thought best. The G.O.C. Mesopotamia received instructions
from all. -

The trouble came in full measure. Nobody, unless he was actually
there to see, would believe that our men could be called upon to suffer
such hardships as they did. However, the operations struggled on.
Their scope was altered from time to time, always in the direction of
extension ; first Abadan, then Basra, Kurna, Amara, Kut, Baghdad.
The force was gradually increased to two divisions and some cavalry.
At first, a large measure of success was attained, and it was the only
bright spot in all our theatres of war at this time. But these early
successes were a snare. They gave the impression to the controlling
authorities that everything was all right and that a cheap victory was to
be gained. Further, it made the soldiers shut their eyves to much that was
wrong and, in short, take chances.

Much was indeed wrong. India was supposed to maintain this
force. She could not do it. She had not the necessary material. She
could not provide transport on a sufficient scale either for land or water.
In fact, she was short of everything in the way of supplies. ‘This was the
direct result of the tremendous power which the financial authorities had
obtained since Lord Kitchener had left India. TFurther, she had to supply
other forces, in East Africa and Egypt,while she had a frontier campaign
going on as well. She had no plant to produce material, even if raw mat-
crial could be found. The force, originally never intended to exceed one
division, had been sent out without base organizations of any sort.
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The History of the Cheshire Regiment in the
Great War, 1914-1918

Arthur Crookenden, Colonel of the Regiment
WH Evans, Sons & Co. Ltd. 1938

It is almost certain
that John Pyke was
injured at The Action
of Fallahiya during
the Siege of Kut-Al-
Amara (7 December
1915 - 29 April
1916), also known as e LS spamiles
The First Battle of
Kut, when the Ottoman army was besieging the 8,000 strong British-Indian garrison in
the town, 100 miles south of Baghdad. Arthur Crookenden recalled that:
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The 8th Battalion arrived in Mesopotamia, or Mespot as they called
it, at a moment when hope of relieving the garrison besieged in Kut was
almost gone. The great attack on the Duyj aila (or Es Qmm) position had
failed throuuh too rl-frld adherence to the plan of attack, itself open to
criticism on the grouud of rigidity and over-caution on an occasion when
it would have been justifiable to take a risk. This failure was one of a
series of reverses, the like of which the British Army had never before
experienced.

But as long as any smallest chance of relieving Kut remained, it
had to be tried. The 8th Battalion spent a month training under Colonel
W. W. B. Gover, a regular officer of The Regiment.

Action of Fallahiya.

It was decided to 11‘111\(’ the next effort on the northern, or left bank
of the Tigris. A river’s banks are called right or left as they appear to
one facing down stream. The first Turkish position, and 'lppflrgnth the
onlyv one on this side, was that at Il Hanna.

Saps had been dug to within fifty vards of the enemy’s wire, ample
artillery was available, and we were able to bring fire to bear on the Turks
from both flanks. The 13th Division had rehearsed the attack, during
its month’s training, over full scale dummy trenches. IS{very battalion,
every company, knew its task thoroughly.

On the 5th April, the 8th Battalion passed through the leading
Brigade to the attack of the 3rd Turkish line. But the Turks had gone
and the Battalion found itself advanced guard to the Division moving
into the ‘“ blue.” Nothing could be seen of the enemy but gradually
fire was felt on the left flank, and Colonel Gover changed direction in this
direction, the Battalion covering a front of some 2,000 yards. After
moving forward some 300 yvards, the enemy fire became heavier, and after
advancing a further 300 vards by short rushes, the Battalion halted and
dug in. They were quite unsupported. Here they remained till dark,
when they were relieved by the 38th and 39th Brigades. Our losses were
Captain . Delves Broughton, Captain C. W. Boote killed, seven officers
wounded ; 28 men killed, 170 wounded and seven missing.

After a bombardment, the 38th and 3gth Brigades made a night
attack, which was successful. The Turks were driven back to a position
at Sannaiyvat with one flank in the river and one on the Suwaikiya marsh
as before. So we were no nearer Kut. An attack made in daylight on
this position by the 7th Division was defeated with terrible loss.

It was on 5 April 1916 that John suffered a gunshot wound to his right hand and was
taken to the Stationary Hospital at Kut-Al-Amara for treatment on 7 April.

On 22 April 1916 John was discharged for duty but soon fell victim to cholera from which
he died, on 22 May 1916, at the Cholera Hospital at Filayish near Amara.

Like Gallipoli, conditions in Mesopotamia defy description. Extremes of temperature (120° F was
common); arid desert and regular flooding; flies, mosquitoes and other vermin: all led to
appalling levels of sickness and death through disease. Under these incredible conditions, units
fell short of officers and men, and all too often the reinforcements were half-trained and ill-
equipped. Medical arrangements were quite shocking, with wounded men spending up to two
weeks on boats before reaching any kind of hospital. These factors, plus of course the
unexpectedly determined Turkish resistance, contributed to high casualty rates.

[The Long, Long Trail : www.longlongtrail.co.uk/ ]

The official HMSO statistics (London: 1920) showed that, in the conflict in Mesopotamia,
12,678 died of sickness compared to 14,997 who were killed in action or who died of
their wounds.
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John was buried at the Amara War Cemetery - Amara was occupied by the
Mesopotamian Expeditionary Force on 3 June 1915 and it immediately became a
hospital centre. The accommodation for medical units on both banks of the Tigris
was greatly increased during 1916 and in April 1917, seven general hospitals and
some smaller units were stationed there. Amara War Cemetery contains 4,621
burials of the First World War, more than 3,000 of which were brought into the

cemetery after the Armistice. [C WGC]
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NESTON SOTDIER DIES IN ITOSPITAT.

Official intimation was received on Monday last
\by Mr. and Mrs. James Pyke, of Liverpool-read,
\es‘on. that their eldest son, Pte. John Pyke, of
\the Cheshires, haq died in hO3p1tﬁ:l in India oi
\the 22nd May, i} is thought of cholera. Up to
the commencement of tlm war he was employed
by Dr. Grant es chauffeur, and after trai ning has
b van for some time abro«ul and a2 few weaks
'before hiz dea ath Wrota Lomae saying he had been
\slightly wounded in the hand, but stated that
ho hoped by the time they received his letiter to
'be well on the road to recov ery. He received the
‘wo'md n \Iesopchml.x and was in the greab
|bayonet charge there. I was ‘taken to the
hoamba.l at, l‘lb/ﬁ] where he died. Previous to
being in M\,nnota,m'l he went thrcm'*h th~ Dar-
d:melles campaign. Ie was only in his 22nd year.
‘Much sympa.thy is extended to the tannly in
‘their bereavement.,

Chester Chronicle - Saturday 22 July 1916

Mistakenly, the report on John Pyke’s
death records that he died in India.
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http://www.nestonpast.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/James-Elizabeth-Pyke-GGP-sml.jpg
http://www.nestonpast.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/John-Pyke-photo-front-bw-sml.jpg

Birkenhead News — Saturday 22 July 1916 (extract)
Transcription:

Neston’s Dead and Wounded
Deep regret has been occasioned at Neston by news of the
death of Private John Pyke, of the 8™ Cheshires, eldest son
of Mr and Mrs James Pyke, which occurred on May 22nd in
Mesopotamia from cholera and Gordon Jones of the South
Lancashires, who was serving with his regiment in France.
Both were well known and very popular. They had given
their service to their country in the first days of her need,
and the sympathy of all is extended to their relatives in
their great sorrow. Touching references to the sad events
were made at the Parish Church on Sunday morning and
the ‘Dead March’ was played at the close of the service.
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PYKE~In lovm: memory of Privata John Pyke (8th
Cheshires), the bsloved eon of James and Eiizabeth
Prike, Neston, who dis in Mesopotanis, Mar 22,
1916 ameq 22 years

Peacc, perfect peace, with loved ones far awey,
In Jesnt's keeping we are safo and they.
(Fondly remem by Father, Mother, Sisters, and

Brothers.)
Liverpool Daily Post - Tuesday 22 May 1917

Elizabeth Pyke died on 15 March 1928, aged 59,
at Eglwys Fach, Glandovey and James Pyke died
27 March 1932 aged 63.

The Pyke grave in Neston Cemetery where Elizabeth and
James Pyke are buried.

The flower vase is inscribed Also loving memories of their
youngest daughter Sarah (Cis) and her husband Eric.
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Army Registers of Soldiers' Effects, 1901-1929

In June 1919 the army paid outstanding credits — mainly remaining wages — to soldiers or, in the case of those
who had died, their family or nominated representatives. At the same time a War Gratuity was often paid.
John Pyke had accrued a credit of £10 13s 2d; James Pyke, John’s father, received a credit payment of £9 15s
10d and 13s 4d was received by a R. Pritcharge (presumed to be R. Pritchard, although the identity of this
person is unknown). James Pyke received also the £7 10s War Gratuity. The total payment, £18 3s 2d, is
approximately equivalent to a labour value (ie wages) of about £2800 in 2016.

The War Gratuity was introduced in December 1918 as a payment to be made to those men who had served
in WW1 for a period of 6 months or more home service or for any length of service if a man had served
overseas. The rules governing the gratuity were implemented under Army Order 17 of 1919 but the amount
paid was related to the length of war service.

At the time of the 1939 Register (29 September) unmarried Mary Pyke (born 7 June 1891)
was living at the home, 26 Olive Drive, of her married sister Margaret Elizabeth (born 11
November 1903) and her husband Robert Edward Coventry (born 7 May 1901, master
porter). Robert and Margaret married at Neston Parish Church on 14 March 1928. Two
lines of the 1938 record have been redacted (as of March 2018); it is believed that
Margaret and Robert had two children, Elizabeth Margaret (born mid-1928) and William
James (born late 1931), both born in Neston.

Mary Pyke died in West Wirral on 29 November 1950 aged 59 but it is not known when
Robert and Margaret Coventry died.

George Pyke (born 15 June 1896), a joiner, enlisted in the Royal Engineers on 12 October
1916 (204081). He may have served in France and was discharged on 31 December 1918.
George married Frances Mabel Powell at St Anne’s Church, Birkenhead, in late 1930 and
they had at least two children, Joy Elizabeth Mary (born early 1934 in the Bebington area)
and John Kingsley (born 8 May 1937 in West Wirral). In the 1939 Register the family was
living at ‘Lynton’, Mill Lane, Ness and George was recorded as being a general foreman
(joiner). George Pyke died in mid-1958 aged 62 and in early 1968 his widow, Frances,
married John Cyril Newcombe on Wirral. John was the brother of William Cyril
Newcombe who died in WW1 [see 65: William Cyril Newcombe in this work].

In 1939 Thomas James Pyke (born 11 July 1899) was a locomotive foreman living with his
wife, Alice (born 8 June 1898) at 10 Carrington Street, Birkenhead. Thomas married Alice
Brown at St James’s Church, Birkenhead, in late 1925 and it is believed that they had a
daughter, Mary E Pyke, who was born in early 1927. Thomas died in mid-1972 in
Birkenhead.

Sarah Pyke married Eric Sherlock Holmes at Neston Parish Church in July / September
1932, but no children are known. It is believed that she died in mid-1989 in Prestatyn.
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