2nd CORPORAL JOHN RODGERS

7219 – 2nd Tunnelling Company
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John Rodgers was born 17 July 1878 at Lincoln, Lincolnshire, United Kingdom, to Patrick and Bridget Rodgers, refugees from the Great Famine throughout Ireland (1846-1849).  At 8 years of age, John immigrated to Australia on the Eastminister with his parents and brothers Thomas (21yrs) and James (10yrs), arriving in Maryborough, Queensland, on 23 March 1887.  Another brother, Henry (20yrs), arrived at the Port of Maryborough on the Dacca on 28 July 1887.  Four sisters, between 0 - 3 yrs of age, had died in Lincoln of childhood diseases.  His mother, Bridget, died just two years after arriving in Maryborough.
A Coal Miner by trade, John (known as Jack) worked at the Howard/Burrum Collieries in Queensland before moving to work at the Bluff Colliery (near Rockhampton), in the early 1900's. He met Mary Ann Allan in Burrum, and they were married on 16 July 1902 at Maryborough, Queensland. He was an active member and official of the Miners Union and became a Justice of the Peace in 1914.  Mary Ann's younger brother, John Allan, lived with the family and also worked at the Bluff Colliery. He enlisted in the AIF on 19 Jan 1916 and served in the 2nd Tunnelling Company. 

Jack Rodgers first enlisted on 18 March 1916 and recorded Mary Ann as his next of kin. He allotted part of his pay to Mary Ann for the upkeep of herself and their four sons; John (13), Andrew (10), Archibald (8) and Henry (6).

In September 1916, while Jack was at the Seymour Camp in Victoria, Mary Ann suffered a bout of serious ill health, which required Jack to request discharge for 'family reasons'.  He was discharged on 22 September 1916, and his records stated that he was of ‘good character’.

On 3 January 1917, Jack re-enlisted in the AIF and again spent several months at the Seymour Camp.  Assigned to the Tunnelling Companies on 21 May, Jack embarked on HMAT A32 Themistocles at Melbourne on 4 August 1917, disembarking at Glasgow, Scotland on 2 October. He embarked for overseas service on 14 November, arriving at the AGBD in Rouelles, France, the next day.  Jack moved to the 1st Anzac Depot on 20 November 1917 and was attached to the 3rd Pioneer Battalion on 24 November, returning to the 1st Anzac Depot on 13 December.
On 4 January 1918, Jack was attached to the 2nd Aust. Tunnelling Company.  On the 18 Jan, just two weeks later, he was admitted to the 21st Casualty Clearing Station suffering Pyrexia Unknown Origin (PUO). It was later established that Gas Poison and Trench Fever were the cause of the fever.  In a newspaper interview, the Gympie Times December 1933, he described his misfortune:

“Digger Rodgers collected his ‘issue’ at Flesgeurs (Flesquieres, France) …  His company was tunnelling on an area which earlier had been shelled by the enemy with phosgene gas.  The gas, being heavier than air, had settled on the ground and was imprisoned by the snow.  As the tunnellers went on with their job they began falling over in twos and threes, until 27 men were affected.  It was then realised that the melting snow had liberated the gas.” 

On 24 February 1918, Jack was transferred to England with 'Bronchitis' and was admitted to Graylingwell War Hospital, where he remained until the 18 March when he was transferred to the 3rd AA Hospital. Returning to France on 5 June, Jack rejoined his unit on 16 June and worked with them until the Armistice was signed on 11 November 1918.  After the Arnistice, the unit was engaged on re-building the roads, bridges and water systems of a shattered France, and clearing mines and booby traps left behind by the Germans.

He took leave in England in March 1919, visiting relatives in Lincoln, before returning to his unit in Belgium, where he was promoted to 2nd Corporal on 1 May.  Jack continued working until 23 May, when he returned to England for repatriation to Australia, embarking from Devonport per the Bakara on 24 July 1919.

Disembarking in Sydney on 30 September, Jack travelled to Brisbane where he was discharged from the AIF, ‘Medically Unfit’, on 1 November 1919.  He was deemed to have suffered a 50% disability due to Military Service but was anticipated to be 100% fit in 12 months. He was awarded the British War Medal and the Victory Medal. 

Post war, Jack returned to work at the Bluff Colliery but respiratory problems caused him to retire on an invalid pension a few years later. He and his wife Mary Ann adopted a daughter, Doris Rodgers, in 1925. Sadly, just a few years later, Mary Ann and his brother James both died during an Influenza epidemic in September 1929.

Jack spent the last 4 years of his life at the Gympie General Hospital, Queensland. The newspaper reporter from the Gympie Times article mentioned above described Jack as follows:

"To meet and converse with Jack Rodgers is to understand fully the real meaning of the 'Digger spirit'. Sixteen years of suffering from the effects of gas, four of which have been spent bed-ridden continuously have left him -- cheerful. He radiates cheerfulness; his laugh and humour are infectious; and year in and year out he sits up in bed and gasps like a

        spent-out runner."

Aged 55 years, John Rodgers died of respiratory and cardiac failure in Gympie on 31 March 1934. He was buried in the Rockhampton Cemetery next to his wife, Mary Ann.

One of Jack's three brothers, Henry Rodgers, had 5 sons, four of whom served in the AIF in WW1. The youngest was too young to enlist. They were:
 
1323 Pte Thomas Rodgers, 16th Battalion enlisted on 16.9.14 and was KIA at Gallipoli Peninsular on 8 Aug 1915 (having recovered from gunshot wounds to the leg and shoulder at Gallipoli on 28.04.1915 and only going back to Gallipoli on 28 July).
459 Pte George Rodgers, 26th Battalion enlisted on 16.04.1915 and was KIA at Pozieres on 5 Aug 1916, having survived serving on the Gallipoli Peninsular. (Coincidentally, George was killed in action just days apart and one year later, than his brother Thomas!)
1959 Pte William Henry Rodgers, 52nd Battalion enlisted on 20.01.1916. He was wounded in action (gunshot wound to the left leg) in France and returned to Australia 27.08.1917.
57908 Pte Herbert James Rodgers, 12 DUS enlisted on 1 Jun 1918 & RTA 29.02.1920 He left Australia on 17.07.1918 to go to France. Part of his duties concerned war graves.

Profile provided by Valmai McKenzie of Cumnock, NSW

In the Madders & Rodgers photo album there is a photo, c. 1920, of men of the Bluff Colliery. It is known that the following men from the Bluff Colliery saw service with the Tunneling Companies:

    Enlist
 
      

Unit


   RTA

7219

Rodgers, John



03 Jan 17


2nd Tunn Coy

30 Sep 19

5276

Allan, John



19 Jan 16


2nd Tunn Coy

08 Sep 19

180


Madders, James


20 Aug 15

1st Tunn Coy

04 Jul 19

5136

Madders, David Glyndwr

26 Jan 16


1st Tunn Coy

29 Jul 19

3470A

Madders, Thomas


19 Jan 16


1st Tunn Coy

19 Jul 19

6009

Madders, John



08 Apr 16


1st Tunn Coy

07 Jun 18

5411

Scott, John William


13 Mar 16

1st Tunn Coy

02 Jun 19

5424

Scott, James Fairfield

13 Mar 16

1st Tunn Coy

26 Jul 19

6632

Kerr, Thomas



12 Aug 16

1st Tunn Coy

09 May 19

114 


Fulton, Thomas


01 Nov 15

1st Tunn Coy

20 Apr 19

166


Linde, Arthur William


20 Aug 15

1st Tunn Coy

14 Jun 19

