Surgeon John Besley Gillen (RAN)

Played with Adelaide University

MOBILITATE VIGEMUS

Football Club — B Grade (1914)
Degree — MB BS (1917)




Background

Coinciding with the Centenary of Anzacs our incentive behind the
series of biographical publications is the Adelaide University
Football and Cricket Club's desire to honour our players who
served in the Great War (1914 - 1918). These brave men put on
hold their academic, professional and sporting careers for King
and Country in the name of peace and freedom. The AUFC/AUCC
WW1 Memorial Committee is endeavouring to identify every one
of our players who served and prepare life stories on all. This is
to ensure their sacrifices and further contributions to society will
be recognised by future generations.

On Anzac Day 2015, the Centenary of the Gallipoli landing, a
memorial plaque was unveiled on the Adelaide University Oval
Pavilion and this was followed by the erection of a picket fence
between the pavilion and the scoreboard with each picket
bearing a plaque with the name of an AUFC/AUCC player who
served.

The following documentation relates to the life of John Besley

Gillen. It is compilation of information and photographs
collected from a variety of historical sources.

AUFC/AUCC WW1 MEMORIAL COMMITTEE




Service Record



https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Interface/ViewImage.aspx?B=5225002

RSL Virtual War Memorial

https://rslvirtualwarmemorial.org.au/explore/people/797202

GILLEN, John Besley

Service Numbers: Not yet discovered

Enlisted: 20 November 1917

Last Rank: Fleet Surgeon

Last Unit: HMAS Cerberus

Born: Alice Springs, Australia, 31 January 1895

Home Town: Not yet discovered

Schooling: Adelaide Technical High School, University of Adelaide
Occupation: Doctor

Memorials: Blackwood M*

World War 1 Service

20 Nov 1917: Enlisted Royal Australian Navy, Fleet Surgeon, HMAS Cerberus



https://rslvirtualwarmemorial.org.au/explore/people/797202

Biography

Blood Sweat and Fears: Medical Practitioners and Medical Students of South Australian who Served in World War 1,

C Verco, A Summers, T Swain & M Jelly. July 1914
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1895 - 1937

John Besley Gillen was born in Alice Springs on the
31st January 1895, the second son of Mr. F. J. Gillen,
who was well known for his work with the Aborigines
in Central Australia, and Amelia, nee Besley, daughter
of a school teacher from Mount Gambier. Members
of the Besley family were serving on the overland
telegraph line. Gillen’s father eventually became the
Post Master of the Alice Springs Telegraph station
and he was a Special Magistrate and Sub Protector
of aborigines in the area. The family moved from
Alice Springs to Moonta and eventually Port Pirie.
Gillen had an early education at Moonta and Port
Pirie and later boarded privately in Adelaide, and
gained a Government bursary whilst a student with
Hugh Cairns at the Adelaide High School. Gillen
and Cairns were co dux of Adelaide High School in
their final year. He studied medicine at the University
of Adelaide and was the recipient of both the Elder
Prize and the much-coveted Dr. Davies Thomas
scholarship. He graduated in MB BS in 1917.

After graduating at the University of Adelaide,
Gillen joined the Royal Australian Navy on the 20th
November 1917 as a temporary surgeon lieutenant
in the Permanent Naval Forces serving in HMAS
Cerberus until March 1918 then the cruiser HMAS
Brisbane and later in the Submarine Depot Ship
HMAS Platypus from 1918 to 1920. HMAS Brisbane’s
complement was 31 officers and 454 sailors. The
Brisbane was tasked to search for a German raider that
was laying mines near the sea trade routes around
Australia and New Zealand. The ship is known as
the Wolf which in August 1917 captured the Matunga
returning to Rabaul and retained Colonel Cecil Lucius
Strangman and John Wellesley Flood as POW'’s.
HMAS Brisbane returned to British waters until 17th
April 1919, when she departed from Portsmouth for
home. During the return trip, she caught up with the
submarine depot ship HMAS Platypus and the six ]
class submarines transferred from the Royal Navy to
the RAN after the war. J5 was experiencing problems,
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and HMAS Brisbane took the boat under tow; the two
vessels reached Sydney on the 27th June 1919, All were
sold before 1929. The cruiser was decommissioned on
the 4th August 1922, and Gillen transferred to the
Emergency List. He was issued with the British War
Medal and the Victory Medal.

Gillen married Ellen McCann in 1920. After general
practice in Morgan he joined Dr Tobin at Gawler,
from whom he subsequently took over the practice.
Gillen stayed in practice in Gawler until 1935. He
became involved with the High School council at
Gawler in 1929 and was a familiar figure on the local
links and a keen tennis player. He had extensive
involvement with the Gawler Jockey Club. He
began a practice at Tusmore, a suburb of Adelaide,
on leaving Gawler in 1935. Gillen was interested in
psychiatry and went to England for further study.
He gained his DPM in England and was to return
to South Australia in November 1937. His success
led to his wife, sister of the State Agent-General in
London, making the trip overseas to join her husband
expecting to share some time with him before coming
home. John Besley Gillen died suddenly in London
on September 6th 1937, as a result of a heart attack.
Their children, Robert and Pamella, were attending
school in Adelaide at the time. A letter on Sept 12th
1937 from Sir Hugh Cairns at Oxford to his widow
said:~Jack and I were class mates all through AHS and |
know well what a sturdy and loyal man he was, it was a
great pleasure to meet him here this year in London and
learn of his great hopes and prospects for the future. It was
characteristic of him to break away into new fields.

Sources:

Wikipedia, Navy Lists WW1,

MJA October 2nd 1937 p 563;

Photos AWM: HMAS Brisbane, P01886 001.jpg

Photo and personal interviews with Dr R Gillen (son).
NAA: A6769, barcode 5225002
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Early Life
John Besley Gillen was born on the 31* January 1895 in the district of Palmerston in the Northern Territory to Francis

James Gillen and Amelia Maude Besley (SA Birth Registration 562/344). After early life in Alice Springs the family
moved to Moonta, South Australia and in May 1907 John wrote a letter to the Children’s Pages of the Southern Cross

newspaper.

Moonta.
As 1 failed to win a prize in the last
Christmas competitions, I am deter-
mined to make another attempt, like
PBruce and the spider. The old proverb

says, “If°nt firsteyou don't subtetd, try,
try, try again,” and that is what I mean
to do. I wonder What a boy, or girl,
ehould do if they did not indulge in vut-
door sporta. Outdoor sports not only
wtrengthen the body, but they brighten
the mind. Take, for unmgla, the boy
who does not partake of them. He &
dull, sleepish, and quaryelsome. On the
other hand, take the boy who does par-
take of them. Why, vou will find he is
the smartest boy you can get hold of.
The most popular of outdoor sports 1
think is football. Football which the
hoys of Australia play differs very much
to what the boys of the motherland
play.  Toothuall, which s an old sport,
canses much excitement. Another fay-
ourite sport is hoekey, which also is very
exciting, Hoekey is played very much
the same ar football, the only difference
Leiog that in hockey each player has n
stick, whilst in foothall each player has
not u =tick. There are many other dif.
ferent outdoor sports for bovs; but it
would take n long while to explain, viz.,
cricket, eroquet, golf, tennis, &e., &e, I
must now conclude with love to you
and the lititle orphans—I remain, your
loving nephew, Jorn B, (GILLEX,

Schooling
John's early schooling was at Moonta where he passed his Primary Examinations at the Moonta Continuation School
in October 1908. In December 1909 John won a scholarship to attend the Port Pirie School of Mines for a year.

PORT PIRIE, Decenrber 20.—The follow-
ing are the eucceasiul students at the en-
trance scholarship examinations, ertitling
the winners to free tuition in any number
of subjects fer one year at the Port Pirie

of Mines: —leslie James Clark,
John Besley Gillen, James Penistan Patter-
eon, Arthur William Wurm.

John passed Preparatory Chemistry (1% class) in the 1910 School of Mines Examinations and was awarded a further
scholarship.

FORT PIRIE SCHOOL OF MINES
ENTRANCE SCHOOL S(‘HOL{R-
SHIPS, 1910

Nicholas Charles Erpest Currie.
Evan Jenkins.

John Besley Gillen.

Gertie Maud McEwan,

Maude Persse.

Ann Kennedy Eard.

John completed his schooling at Adelaide High School in 1912 where he was 14" in the general honours list for the
Higher Public Examinations.




University
John commenced studying medicine at Adelaide University in 1913. In November 1914 he passed 2nd Year with 1st

Class honours and was recommended for the Elder Scholarship. In third year he again passed 1st Class and was
awarded the Dr Davies Thomas scholarship. In his final year John again passed 1st Class and was awarded his MB BS

inJuly 1917.

v - — -
: Mr. John Besley Gillen, son of the
In the examination for the degree of e T Cien, the well-known
Bachelor of Medicine and Surgery, John 8lf,n°l§fm'hmd nepge; oéftngrs. LY
- i i i ; 'Loghlin, has passed his year in
Hesley  Ailian -EED:PE_'I:II ik “nﬂL-” medigine (first class) at the June ex-
successes by obtaining a ffiret-class in amination for the degree of Bachelor
his third vear. He was also recominen- of Medicilr;e :‘nd ngche](l)r Qf};Sggea;,
mas' lar- He was bracketed equal wit . W.
de!:I for t.hE_ Dr, Davies .Tnhn s B:ll C:ims. the Rhodes Scholar, who
ship, He is a son of the late Mr. F. I. ! hol
i is recommended for the Everard scho
Gillen, B.M., the well-known ethnologist. arship.
= Ml 5 '3 Fi PR R aak @ * - *
University Sport
Football

John was involved in the formation of the Adelaide Students Football Association in April 1914 and represented the

University on the Match Committee.

——

| FOOTBALL.

S ————

| A NEW ASNCIATION FORMED,

Toe fnrmation of the new Adelijde Studenie
Football Amociation was decided upen ot o meret
ing o delegairs ol the odleges concerned At
prasert the asocietion includes University B,
Boehooa] of Mines, Adelalde FHigh School.  and
Uhvistlan Brothery' Collegr teauns, and aldition
may be mady befolr the seanon commenses, The
mein olijeets of the amoriation ate lo promote
good fellowship smong studemta and blic In.
teremd (0 the sport of students A shield wil
e competed for: the shueld to be fnscribed an
tvisinal by the premiiens sach yoar The ofttom,
are: Podespor Darnley Naglor, patron; M
Acdes  (Edemtion Deparcment), president . Meosser.
€. E. Peliew (University), P E. Thiel (Sehool
of Mines), Ailen (Adelaide Jigh School), Bre.
McArtay (Christian  Drothers),  vice-prewidents:
grneral secpetary and treasurer, Mr B AL Gyr.
lm" (Uniweraity); genersl omomitter, Mesars, (.

—— -

T. Tumer and A. W. Guymer (University), F.
Welch and H. Berriman (Sobool of Mines), R.
Dnrv\.r and 8, Bmith (High School), J, Power and
R. Commine ((h"!_ththn hers). match com-




In the first year of the Students' Football Association John was a member of the Adelaide University B Team in 1914
which defeated Adelaide High School for the Premiership.
Adelaide University (B) Football Team - Premiers 1914
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. ADETLAIDE UNIVERSITY B FOOTBALL TEAM. \
Hack Row—(¥Neill, Webb, Stoaie, Sweeney, Thmcke, ¢éBaumont, Webb, Pom roy, Piper, and Gillen.
Middle Row- Shanasy, Guymer, Tur ner, Guymer, Dowling. S e i
Front Row -Padman, Lauric, Rodger, Beare, Rayner. Marchagt Photo.

Athletics
John competed in the 1914 Adelaide University Sports and he came third in the 880 yards flat race.

Rowing

In April 1915 John represented the Adelaide University Boat Club in the Light Weight Fours in the Autumn Regatta.

World War |

On the 9™ July 1917 John was appointed an Honorary Captain in the AAMC. He then joined the Royal Australian Navy
in November 1917. His war experience is well documented in the Blood, Sweat and Tears biography above.

MILITARY NEWS.
Australian Imperial Force, '

Tae GovernorGeneral baa approved the follcee
ing changes in the Ausimbian Imperial Fores:—
Arpoinimens Termiokted —Second  Lisutenast
W (f?xine,’y. June 4.

Auszalian  Army Malical Corps  Rewerve —
Artdur Eyle Gauii, Hugch William Sell ﬁtma,
| Frnkc Howard Beaze, Nevman Pruice Hall, Brian
Formby Moors, Eric Lindsy Symome Cezargs
Harry Rendrew, and Joim Newton Weins arn
ouomary ciplaing, dated July 6. Alsn Rsid Bosn
and James Alesander Rolland are aomorsry cdv.
falan, dated Inly 7. Jobn Basier Gillen le
Jonorsry capiain, deted July 2. Eric Elha
Broaddont s honertcy captain, dated Jalv 1,
.I“w nEgmation of Hooorary Lisutenamt F. M.
Swan of Bz commission is tcetpred, datad Jyl

L
Major P, H. Priestly, Rasorve of OF
poiaiad acting provost masshul, o d:?e".l:t::;

| M




While on active service John wrote the following letter back to the students of the Adelaide High School.

Extract of letter from Surgeon J. B. Gillen, RAN._ HM.A S "Brisbane” -

"Just a line to let you know although far away one has not altogether forgotten the old
School. Fancy! Middle of winter. and I am wnting this clad i white trousers and smglet.
with my electric fan going at full belt to keep me cool. I heard from Syd. O'Neill several
weeks ago. He 15 having a good trip, and 15 a much travelled chap now. We have five ‘varsity
men on board - two New South Wales. one Melbourne, one New Zealand. and myself Our
'varsity degrees seem to mean a good deal in the other States, and what I have seen I think
our chaps can hold their own readily. The discipline in this service 1s splendid, and one gets
mto a very good routine. Everything seems to work like clockwork. We run a very good
moving picture show on board when at anchor. and we have some very good films These
shows buck up the men tremendously, and keep their attention diverted from wrong channels.
The wotld 1s very small. Several days ago I met a man whose wife worked at the same
dissecting table at the ‘varsity with me five years ago. Since then she has marned him,. of
course. I was introduced to this chap, and he said. 'O. vou are a crow-eater, too!' I looked
surprised, and asked him how he knew. and he told me he had heard of me from his wife.
One 15 always munming up against people like this, and it 15 most interesting to meet them. I
suppose all the Higher Public classes are plugging away hard, and the budding medicos still
hunting for frogs and crayfish.”

In February 1919 a photograph, taken by John, of the captured Turkish cruiser ‘Goeben” was published in the
Chronicle newspaper in South Australian.




John returned to South Australia in August 1919.

- o L

Dr, J. B, Gillen, R:A.N., has recently
returned from overseas, and has been
spending & week or two with his
mother at Blackwood. Dr. Gillen had
a distinguished university Career, pas-
sing first class each year of his course,
and gaining several bursariée and
scholarships, He joined the Austra-
lan Navy as surgeon lleutenant on
HM.A8. Brisbane, and after cruising
in the Mediterranean ‘and’' Black Sea
arrived dn England, where he was
transferred to the Platypus, the sub-
marine convoy ship. Dr. Gillen is the
eon of the late Frank Gillen, SM.,
whose work on the Australlan abori-
ginmala in conjunction with Professor
Baldwin Spencer Is_so well known.

Career and Family Life

John was living at Gawler in September 1920 when he purchased a Douglas 6 JAP Motorcycle. He then moved to
Morgan where he consulted and was appointed the district health officer. On the 31° March 1921 John married
Eileen Margaret McCann, the youngest daughter of John McCann at St Lawrence’s Church, North Adelaide.

GILLEN—McCANN. —On the Sist h, af ﬂt '
Lawrence's Church, North Adeiz!de th Very |
Rev. Prior Hogan, O0.P, hhe- Margaret, |
E: dauxbtor of Johm Ic(‘ann Esq., to John .
11 l'en, M\B., B.S., elder son of the lllol
J. and M, umm of Blickwued, SouubL

|
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While at Morgan, John was Honorary Surgeon to the Morgan Racing Club and the Management Board of the Morgan
Hospital. On the 14™ March 1922 John and Eileen’s daughter (Mary Pamela) was born at the North Adelaide Private
Hospital. John moved from Morgan to Gawler in April 1922 and he purchased a Sunbeam 18.2 Overland car. John
and Eileen’s son (Robert Spencer) was born at Gawler on the 10" March 1925. While at Gawler John and Eileen
organised Euchre parties and John played golf and was a member of the Gawler Floral Society and the School
Council.

John’s mother passed away in 1927 and John gifted his father’s note books to Adelaide University.

MRS, GILLEN. | VAIVIARIE RECORD OF

Mrs, Gillen, whose death occurred at her ARIINT A HISTORY
residence, John's-road, Prospoct, yesterday, =
was lthf widow o}( Alr, ¥, g, G enAs.s 3 Late F. ). Gillen’s Notebooks
a well-known authority on Central Austrs-
lian aboriginal tribes und customs, his .n!?' A"d"ﬂ.‘s u""::":mw
book, “The Native Tribes of Central Aus- ¢ "'"mi M “d'-.g'thmnow
lr.slu written in copjunction with Pro Nt !u- Dr B. Gillen, of Gawler,
fessor Spencer, of Mellmurne University, ,.’5,, ﬂﬂg, >
being a_recognised authority on the su utin l ol Caml Auntralin,
jeet,  Mrs, E'; en, who was the dmuhlet ““ .h m. o, M. con joint :"ﬂ:::
of Mr, JohniBea eyi “"na born at Mount now ¢ " - Trgpe £, u n' s B
Gambier., Bhe lived there for some time, o central aborigine ;
and spent several years at Alice &E”"g cluarly Mm oudd ot mm"mﬁum:
with her husband.,  Since his deat ¢ 7 sy B ot Shs Asmata
had hcd in the city with her tll_)mnlm'li; nd .dm«ﬁ; , and include ecompara-
Rhie leaves two surviving sons, r. J. B, ive vocahul
Gillen, of Gbnw er, g{n;l Mr. ES (('}l ien. l}\: M'“""" - a.ammn&n:
three dnaughtors, isses E. illep
Gillen, and C. Gillen, mﬁrtm 3 them !or bnlnm




J.B. Gillen
In Gardens at Gawler, South Australia, Cir 1933

John was a member of the AHS Old Scholars Association and on the committee of the Gawler Sub-Branch of the RSL.
He competed in the AIF Cup (Golf) from 1931-35 and provided a trophy (Dr J.B. Gillen Trophy) to the Gawler Golf
Club. In June 1934 John took on a partner (Dr. John Covernton) and in May 1935 he resigned the role of health
officer for the District Council of Munno Para East. John left Gawler in 1936 and practised at Tusmore before
departing to England to undertake further studies. Eileen and the children remained in Adelaide, living at ‘Cathcart’,
Palmer Place in North Adelaide. In May 1937, Eileen left Adelaide on the ‘Mongolia’ with plans to join John and tour
Great Britain before returning to Australia. Eileen arrived in London in mid July 1937 where she was met by John and
by her brother and sister-in-law.

MRS I B GILKEN, of Paimer place, North Adelaide.  She 15 the wite u!
Dr. Gillen, who is in Englond, and she will soil next month to jain him in
ndon, ond ta part.cipate in the corocotion festivities
Rembrandt Porttalt

Eileen Gillen




Death

Tragically while John and Eileen were in the UK, John had a heart attack and died in London on the 6" September
1937 (aged 42).

DR. JOHN CILLEN DIES
SUDDENLY IN LONDON.

A cable from London has announ-
ced the sudden death of Dr. John
B. Gillen, who graduated in medi-
cine at the University of Adelaide
in 1917. About two months ago Dr.
Gillen gnined his diploma in psy-
chologieal medicine, and was to have
returned to South Australia in Nov-
ember.

Dr. Gillen was the son of the late
Mr, F. J. Gillen, who was well known
for his work among the aborigines
in Central Australia (and & nephow
of Mr. T. P. Gillen, of Clare). After
graduating nt the Adelnide Univer-
sity, Dr. Gillen joined the Royal
Australian Navy, serving in H.M_AS,
Brisbane for several months, and
later in the submarine Platypus,
For several years he was in prac-
tice at Gawler, but later relinquished
it to go to England to continue
studier in nervous diseases,

Dr. Gillen received his early edu-
eation at the Adelaide High School,
where he won a Government bursary
and entered the University., During
his medical course he won the Elder
Prize and the Dr. Davies-Thomas
Scholarship.

He married Miss Eileen MeCann,
sister of the Agent-General for
South Australia in London (Mr. Mec-
Cann), who was with her husband in
England. One son, Robert, and a
daughter, Pamella, are attending
schools in Adelaide.

Family Legacy

Eileen continued living in North Adelaide until at least 1954. In 1956 she travelled to the UK intending to stay for six
months.

In 1941 Pamela married Colin Thomson (RAAF), the only son of Mr & Mrs R.S. Thomson of North Adelaide.
Robert Spencer Gillen followed his father to Adelaide High School and Adelaide University. He gained his MB BS in
1953. Robert edited his grandfather’s first diary (F.J. Gillen's first diary 1875 : Adelaide to Alice Springs, March to

June / edited by Robert S. Gillen, SA Ready Ref Books (919.429 G476)).

Eileen passed away on the 17 March 1995, aged 97 and is buried at Enfield Cemetery, Adelaide.




Profile Compiled by: Beth Filmer - AUFC/AUCC WW1 Memorial Committee
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Gillen, John Besley v.1
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