
 

 
 

Surgeon John Besley Gillen (RAN) 
 

 

 

Played with Adelaide University 

 

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 

 

 

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 

 

  



 

Early Life 
John Besley Gillen was born on the 31st 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. 

 

 

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.  
 

 

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

scholarship. 

 

John completed his schooling at Adelaide High School in 1912 where he was 14th 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 
in July 1917. 
 

         
 

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.  

 

 



 

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 

 
 

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 I 
 

On the 9th 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.  
 

 



 

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

 

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.  

 

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 31st March 1921 John married 
Eileen Margaret McCann, the youngest daughter of John McCann at St Lawrence’s Church, North Adelaide.  
 

 

While at Morgan, John was Honorary Surgeon to the Morgan Racing Club and the Management Board of the Morgan 

Hospital. On the 14th 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 10th 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. 

  



 

 

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. 

 

 

Eileen Gillen 



 

Death 
 
Tragically while John and Eileen were in the UK, John had a heart attack and died in London on the 6th September 

1937 (aged 42).  

 

 

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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Australian War Memorial https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/ 
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