
John Herbert Roberts (1890-1918) 

Sadly John’s father Herbert died on 20 October 1893 when John was 

just three. The bereaved family would have needed to vacate the 

Vicarage within six months or so. Herbert was succeeded at East 

Lulworth in 1894 by Rev. Robert Usher whose yet unborn son 

Christopher would lose his life in France in 1918 as a result of the 

Great War. 

His parents were Welsh, both born in Denbighshire. His father, 

Herbert Roberts, aged 50, was educated at Jesus College, Oxford and 

was now Vicar of East Lulworth. His mother, Catherine Roberts nee 

Jones, was aged 35. John was Herbert and Catherine’s sixth child but 

their first and only son. One of their daughters, Catherine, had died 

shortly after birth six years before. John was baptised by his father at 

St Andrew’s, East Lulworth on 9 June 1890. 

The former Vicarage at East Lulworth 

At the age of nine, John went to a boarding school for the orphan 

sons of clergy at Canterbury, Kent. The name of the school was 

changed from the Clergy Orphan School to St Edmund’s School two 

years before John joined in Michaelmas Term 1899. 

By 1901, John’s mother Catherine  was living at Treffonen on Ashley 

Road, Upper Parkstone near Poole, Dorset. 

John was born on 22 March 1890 at the Vicarage in East Lulworth, 

Dorset.  
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John’s baptism record 

St Edmund’s School with Chapel (left) 

John was confirmed in St. Edmund’s School Chapel by the 

Archbishop of Canterbury on Wednesday 14 December 1904. 

His ‘Valete’ entry when he left school at the end of the Summer 

Term 1908 says:  

U.VI privileges. 2nd XI Football ’06-’07 – colours.  2nd XI Cricket 

’08. 2nd XI Hockey ’07-’08.  Left in Modern V. 

Then there are some reports on his sports in his final year: 

Football.  Outside Left. Very much improved and played some 

good games. Is rather clumsy. Must try to improve his centreing. 

Played in one 1st XI match. 

Hockey. Outside Left. A promising outside forward. Made good 

use of his speed. Improved towards the end of the season. Must 

try and centre harder and hit the ball first shot. 

Cricket.  Fair change bowler but without much power of 

controlling the ball. Slack in field. 

The St. Edmund’s School magazine for 

December 1914 alerts us to the fact that 

John joined the Transvaal Scottish and was 

serving abroad.  

In late 1914, the Transvaal Scottish took part 

in the invasion of German South West Africa 

with a second battalion (2nd Transvaal 

Scottish) being raised for the campaign.  

Their most serious encounter with German Forces took place near 

Trekkoppies when a superior German Force attacked 2nd Battalion. 

After the conquest of German South West Africa the 2nd Battalion 

was disbanded, while 1 Transvaal Scottish spent the remainder of 

the war in reserve. 

In a supplement to the London Gazette on 28 June 1916, under the 

heading ‘Special Reserve of Officers, the War Office stated that John 

Herbert Roberts, from an Officers Cadet Unit, was to be 2nd 

Lieutenant in the Royal Field Artillery (RFA) effective 24 June 1916. 

John joined the 7th Divisional Ammunition Column of the RFA.  

On Christmas Eve 1916, John aged 26 married Elizabeth Cuthbert 

Swinney aged 21 at Marylebone Register Office. Elizabeth was 

expecting their first child at the time. 

It is not known where John went after leaving St Edmund’s in 1908. 

No trace of him has yet been located in the 1911 Census for England 

& Wales. There is a record of a J. H. Roberts working for the British 

South Africa Police (BSAP) departing the port of Southampton on 7 

May 1910 for the Cape in South Africa. Whether this is our John we 

do not know. The BSAP are known to have placed advertisements in 

the UK for people to join them. Later on John described himself as a 

mining engineer so that occupation may have taken him abroad. 
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John joined the Royal Flying Corps on 21 February 1918. The Royal 

Flying Corps and Royal Naval Air Service merged on 1 April 1918 to 

form the Royal Air Force. He was based at Uxbridge on 14 April 1918 

and then New Romney from 27 April 1918. 

On 15 June 1918 John was attached to No. 8 

Squadron. That month No. 8 Squadron was 

given the task of providing support to the 

Tank Corps. 

On 31 July 1918, John was promoted from 

2nd Lieutenant to Honorary Lieutenant. His 

promotion appeared in the London Gazette 

of 23 August 1918. 

John is likely to have been involved in the Battle of Amiens which 

commenced on 8 August 1918. It was later termed the Hundred Days 

Offensive and ultimately led to the end of WW1. Apparently 534 

tanks went into action at the start of the battle but just four days 

later only six were fit to fight. 

John was allowed leave from 29 August 1918 to 12 Sep 1918.  

Just 12 days later, on Tuesday 24 

September 1918, John was first 

reported as missing but then 

confirmed as Killed in Action. He 

was flying as Observer in AW FK8 

biplane E8837. 

And ‘John H Roberts’ 

appears on the roadside War 

Memorial at East Lulworth 

literally a stone’s throw from 

where he was born.  

John’s name is also 

commemorated on the Arras 

Flying Services Memorial 

unveiled on 31 July 1932.  

The War Memorial in the Chapel at St Edmund’s School was 

dedicated by the Archbishop of Canterbury in 1923. It contains the 

names of 53 former pupils, but not John’s. Sadly St Edmund’s did not 

learn of John’s death until this year. However, St. Edmund’s are 

planning to hold a service in the chapel on the 100th anniversary of 

John’s death on 24 September 2018 and an appropriate inscription 

may be added to a wooden panel adjoining the War Memorial. 

John’s mother Catherine did not remarry and died on 5 June 1939 aged 84. 

None of John’s sisters married. Caroline (c.1873-1937) does not appear to 

have followed any profession. Mary (1878-1959) entered the teaching 

profession and became Headmistress of the Kerri School, Reigate. Mabel 

(1880-1858) was a Teacher at Seaford College, Sussex in 1901 but by 1911 

had switched profession and was a probationer nurse at the Radcliffe 

Infirmary, Oxford. Lucy (1887-1960) was also a Teacher but is understood to 

have been committed to a mental institution for over 20 years until her death.  

The pilot is believed to have been Canadian Lieutenant William 

Frederick Rokeby Robinson, who was listed as Killed in Action the 

same day. William was aged just 24 and left a widow Harriet who is 

thought to have been expecting their first child. 

John and William’s deaths occurred just seven weeks before the war 

ended.  

The following notice appeared in ‘Flight’ on 7 November 1918: 

Lieut. John Herbert Roberts R.F.A. and R.A.F., who was killed in 

action on September 24th, after nearly four years’ active service, 

was the only son of the late Rev. Herbert Roberts, Vicar of East 

Lulworth. 
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The St. Edmund’s School magazine for July 1917 included John’s 

name in a list of a few Old Boys who ’visited the school in the 

summer term’ and also in a list of those who had been wounded.   

The December 1917 edition also recorded that John had been 

wounded but no further details of injuries sustained are known.  

On 10 February 1917 John and Elizabeth’s son John Eric Roberts was 

born at Elizabeth’s parents’ home in Berwick upon Tweed. 

Elizabeth’s mother registered the birth indicating that John senior 

was back serving in France at the time. 

At the time of John’s death, widow Elizabeth and son John were living 

at 40 Dresden Road, London.  

Just under two years later, on 8 August 1920, Elizabeth married 

Charles Edward Loveday at St. Peter’s, Hornsey. Their first child 

Dennis was born in January 1921. Sadly older step-brother John Eric 

Roberts died in June 1922 aged five and was buried at Camden 

cemetery.  

Elizabeth and Charles had a further four children together. 

Elizabeth died at the Whittington Hospital, Highgate on 22 August 

1950 aged 53. Charles died in 1976 aged 83. They are also buried at 

Camden cemetery. 

John’s mother Catherine continued 

to live in Upper Parkstone, Poole. 

The nearest Anglican church was St 

John’s on Ashley Road, Upper 

Parkstone but John’s name does not 

appear on their memorial.  

However, there is a ‘John Roberts’ 

on the war memorial at St Peter’s, 

Lower Parkstone. No middle names 

or initials are included on that 

memorial.  

By fate, ‘J H Roberts’ and ‘W F R Robinson’ (his pilot) appear 

together as the names were arranged by rank and then 

alphabetically by surname. 


