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Sir Harry Holdsworth Rawson 

(27 May 1902 – 27 May 1909) 

Martha Rutledge 

Naval hero 

Descended from a long line of Rawsons settled in Yorkshire since Saxon 
times, Harry Holdsworth was born on Guy Fawkes Day, 5 November 
1843, at Upper Islington, Liverpool, England, second son and third of 
seven children1 of Christopher Rawson, merchant of Rock Ferry, Ches-
hire, and his wife Ellen Frances, née Wright. His father later became a 
Magistrate in Surrey2 and sent Harry to a dame’s school at Reading. Edu-
cated at Marlborough College (from February 1854 to December 1855) 
and Eastman’s Naval Academy at Southsea, Harry joined the Royal Navy 
as a cadet on 9 April 1857 and in June sailed for Hong Kong in HMS 
Princess Charlotte.  
 On arrival Rawson transferred to the flagship HMS Calcutta and saw 
active service during the second China War (1857-60). He was present in 
Calcutta’s launch at the capture (1858) of the Taku forts at the mouth of 
the Peiho River by the British and French fleets. While his ship was 
refitting in Hong Kong the officers amused themselves with amateur 
theatricals. Rawson was a born actor and “made a wonderfully good 
girl”.3 According to the China Mail the “half-coaxing, half-threatening 
manner of this ‘Little Treasure’ was excellently rendered by Mr Rawson, 
naval cadet, who took the part”.4 In March 1859 Calcutta sailed for Eng-
land; during the voyage Rawson was promoted to Midshipman. When he 
reached England he did not see his parents, as his father was Captain and 
District Paymaster in Lower Canada.  
 Transferred to the Encounter, an old and leaky ship, Harry Rawson 
returned to the China Station. As ADC to Captain Dew he accompanied 
the Army that marched on Peking (Beijing) and burned the Summer 
Palace. The Chinese Government surrendered and the Treaty of Tientsin 
was signed on 24 October 1860. On a brief visit to Shanghai he jumped 
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relatives placed a stained glass window depicting Christ’s Entry into 
Jerusalem in the chapel at the Royal Naval College at Greenwich; the 
window was damaged in World War II and the plaque transferred to the 
Memorial Chapel upstairs.108 The words of William Wordsworth sum up 
Rawson’s life:  

This is the happy warrior – this is he 

Whom every man in arms should wish to be.109  
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