AUSTRALIAN TUNNELLERS OF WORLD WAR 1
We are couple of amateur enthusiasts with family-history backgrounds who have created this self-funded
website aimed at telling the individual stories of the Australian Tunnellers of World War 1. We are both
related to Tunnellers, but claim no particular expertise or authority in the subject. We deny being
'historians".
The aim of the website is to give each Tunneller a presence in the digital world. This may be as little as a
photo-profile recording basic information with a photo. Or it may be a written profile recording all the
information we have managed to assemble. Where information is available, a written profile may include
details of close relatives who also served.
It should not be said that the Australian Tunnellers played any larger part in World War 1 than any other
Australian serviceman or Australian Unit. Their contribution was just different.
Nor should it be said that the life stories of the individual Tunnellers were in stark contrast to the stories
of other individuals who served their nation.
The Tunnellers just happen to be the particular subjects of interest and the researchers therefore have
some knowledge of the Tunnellers’ life stories.
There are now many books, articles and other websites in which the origins and achievements of the
Australian units concerned with tunnelling activities on the Western Front are addressed.
From research it is known that an Australian Mining Corps was raised within the A.I.F. around
August/September 1915. It is known that the manning of that unit specifically included a proportion of
members from the mining industry and allowed enlistment up to the age of 50 to capture the experienced
men the Corps would need to fulfil its role.
The men came in all shapes and sizes, and with trades as
diverse as accountant; architect; boatbuilder; bootmaker;
tailor; camel driver; chauffer; dental surgeon; farm hand;
florist; locomotive fireman; interpreter & stenographer; horse
breaker; rough rider; marsupial shooter; railway porter; pig
scalder; telephone linesman; waiter and upholsterer, etc., etc.
etc. As fine a body of men as was to be seen anywhere.

Blackboy Hill Camp - Photo AMC0404 courtesy Graeme Williams,
grandson of Charles Albert Williams

AWM Image ID: DAOD1621 c April 1916 Australia: Victoria, Melbourne, Broadmeadows
- Group portrait of Tunnelling Company,
Number 5.

About 38% of the men had been employed within the mining industry.
The Australian Mining Corps, as it embarked from Sydney on 20 February 1916, comprised 3 Tunnelling
Companies, a Headquarters and 1st and 2nd Reinforcements. Before the Mining Corps had arrived in
France, the 4th, 5th and 6th Tunnelling Companies were raised as independent units.
Sydney Morning Herald - Mon 21 February 1916:

In the march past the Miners' Battalion held pride of place,
moving as men whose physique was perfect, whose limbs were
supple, and who had a just pride in their regiment. It was
remarked on all sides that their faces and arms were as brown as
their uniforms; and as they swung past in long lines of easy quick
step round after round of applause greeted them. Their
commanding officer Colonel Fewtrell, having passed the saluting
base, wheeled and joined the group at the saluting base, but when
the crowd caught sight of Major (Professor) T. Edgeworth David,
marching just behind the last company, a special round of
cheering was accorded him.

Farewelled with a fine parade in the Domain,
Sydney, the Mining Corps embarked on HMAT
A38 Ulysses, stopping at Melbourne to load stores and specialist equipment and to again be farewelled in
style.
On arrival in France, the Australian Mining Corps was disbanded and the 1st, 2nd and 3rd Australian
Tunnelling Companies were raised from the original 3 Companies. Some of the technical members of the
Australian Mining Corps were used to form the equally independent Australian Electrical and Mechanical
Mining and Boring Company (AEMMBC).
Stranded in Perth when Ulysses was holed, the Corps trained
at the Blackboy Hill Camp for a month before again setting
sail for the European theatre.
Following the arrival in France of the 4th, 5th & 6th
Companies, those companies were also disbanded and their
manpower absorbed into the 1st, 2nd & 3rd Companies
respectively and donned their purple ‘T’ colour patch.
After a fairly short training period with British and Canadian
Tunnelling Companies already in France, the Australian
Companies were allotted to different Armies and assigned
separate areas of responsibility. Their tasks were allocated
by the General Officer Commanding the British
Expeditionary Force through the Controller of Mines.
Primary tasks of the Tunnelling Companies were the
construction of tunnels and mines for offensive action
against the enemy, detection and interruption of the enemy’s
counter-mining efforts, and the construction of underground
dugouts to accommodate large groups of men, in many cases
whole battalions of 1,000 men including Battalion
Headquarters.
Captioned by Sam Walker:
‘your humble having his breakfast
Western Australia’
Photo AMC0412 courtesy Joan Hobbs, (nee
Johnson) granddaughter of Samuel Orford Walker

Six months’ work in the mines at Hill 60 was considered as sufficient strain for the nerves of any troops,
and on November 9th, after seven months of extraordinarily gallant and clever mining, the 3rd Canadian
Company was relieved by the 1st Australian Tunnelling Company. G.H.Q. had received a very good
report of the capabilities of the Australian miners from Major Hill, who, however, was constantly “at
them” to increase the speed of the work. The main cause of their comparative slowness at the start was
their ignorance of the clay-kicking process, the expeditious method already described. G H.Q. suspected
lack of discipline, and :strikes”, but its opinion nevertheless was that “these Australian companies were
exceptionally effective, provided they were given some vital task “to work off their energies: listening
and pumping are not enough - their keenness and efficiency are too great for nominal defensive.” A
“Godsent” work had been found for No.1 Company in the excavation of the “Catacombs” in the bowels
of Hill 63, opposite Messines, a system containing underground quarters for two complete battalions.
“Undoubtedly most efficient work,” commented Major Stokes, inspecting for G H.Q. “It will stand as a
show piece of work.”
C.E.W. Bean – The Official History of WW1 – Appendix No.1 page 951:

AWM Image ID E01509: Officers of the 6th Australian Infantry Brigade in their billets
at the "Catacombs" beneath Hill 63. During the winter of 1917, from December 1917 to
March 1918, the battalion used the Catacombs as a reserve position after coming out
from the front line at Warneton. From here working parties were nightly sent to the
front line area for construction of earthworks. Identified: Lieutenant (Lt) R. L. Keig
(standing, left); Private J. Harrison (top bunk); Lt G. O. Pollington MC MM (bottom
bunk, left); Lt H. Clough MC MM (bottom bunk, right). All are members of the 24th
Battalion.

AWM Image ID E04487: 22 January 1918
- Messines Area, Belgium. An outdoors
informal group portrait of unidentified
members of 7th Field Company of
Australian Engineers standing outside the
entrance to the Catacombs in Hill 63. The
Catacombs were a system of tunnels of
considerable length, fitted to accommodate
over 1,000 men. A wooden silhouette of a
kangaroo is attached to the tunnel entrance
which is signposted 'Plumer Road'.

The AEMMBC roamed the entire Western Front using their technical
expertise to provide lighting, ventilation and pumping equipment to all
BEF forces. After the Armistice the Tunnelling companies remained to
re-build roads and bridges and to locate and dis-arm the mines and booby
traps left behind by the retreating enemy.
Many Tunnellers did not return to Australia until the later part of 1919,
and almost immediately the Tunnellers Old Comrades Association
developed.
The bonds formed between these men were strong enough for them to
remain collectively in contact for over sixty years. They formed their
own RSL Sub-branch and carried their association with the Tunnellers to
their final resting places.
Photo courtesy Heather Pearce, Adelaide, SA, great niece of John Percival Phillips

Attending the 1974, and possibly last, Tunnellers and AEMMB Companies Anzac Re-union luncheon were:
Paul Collis (centre with beer bottle); Jim Hallinan; Charlie Kerswell; John Landrigan; Jim Lockery; Roy Nilsson (2nd from left sitting);
Morrie Roseberg; Gordon St Clair; Harry Taylour; Alfred Walter; Bill Wehlan and Harry Witton.
Photo AMC0402 courtesy Neil Coleman, Hull, Yorkshire, great nephew of Paul Collis

The story of the Australian Tunnellers in World War 1 begins in Scotland in about 1846 when 3664 2/Cpl
George PAUL was born. He died in 1937 aged 94.
The youngest Tunneller was 4517 Spr Norman Alfred Robert Wilson who was listed as just 15 years old
on the Embarkation Roll. Research indicates that Cpl Paul mentioned above was in fact 69 years old
when he walked up the gangplank on his way to France.
The story ends, as far as is known, in January 1995 with the death of 5873 Spr James Joseph Hallinan at
the age of 99.
In between, those who would be, or had been, Tunnellers participated in the Ashantee War (1873-74);
Isandhlwana (1877-79); Egypt (1882-91); Boer War (1899-1902); Russo-Jap War (1904-05); Balkan War
(1912); Afghan/Russia Border; the punitive raid on Pancho Villa (Mexico 1916); World War 1 (19141920); Russian Relief (1919-20) and World War 2 (1939-45).
That's 149 years of history to be researched and recorded.

Among their ranks were men who
were, or would be, thieves,
murderers, Members of the
Legislature,
deserters,
philanthropists, heroes, visionaries
& innovators, artists, sportsmen,
explorers, captains of industry,
Knights of the Realm, journalists,
musicians, men of the cloth,
notorious criminals - indeed a
fulsome cross-section of Australian
society at the time.
Their war dead lie in 116
cemeteries in 5 countries on 3
continents and beneath the waves
of 5 seas. 25 have no known grave.
Their Next-of-Kin resided in 20
different countries.
‘T’ beside the name has been added by to denote a member of the 1st, 2nd or 3rd
They
are
commemorated The
Australian Tunnelling Company or the Australian Electrical & Mechanical Mining &
individually and collectively on Boring Company
memorials and cenotaphs around
Australia and across England & Europe.

In the researchers own words:
“How could we not try to tell their story?”

Anzac Day march – Sydney c1950s

Photo AMC0223 courtesy Anne Mayoh, daughter of Lt Karl Mayoh

The website intends to record the individual life stories of the members of A.I.F. who, for some part of
their military service, were on the strength of the Australian Mining Corps, an Australian Tunnelling
Company or the Australian Electrical and Mechanical Mining and Boring Company, and to reproduce,
without comment, original accounts of incidents involving those men and those units.
The ‘Died in Service’ section of the website lists men who fulfil the above criteria and who died after
enlistment and before discharge.
Not included are those men who died of accepted war-related
conditions after discharge, nor those in the Nominal Roll who died in service in WW2.
The resources used to construct the profiles are mostly in the public domain and include digitised records
held by the National Archives of Australia; the Australian War Memorial and the National Library of
Australia.
Of great importance are the personal diaries and records kept by the Tunnellers themselves and the photos
and recollections of descendants and relatives who get in touch through the website.
To date, and over the 5-year life of the website, we have only managed to get a web-presence for just over
1000 of the 4772 men identified with the Tunnellers.
We look forward to the assistance of descendants, relatives and supporters to tell the stories of the
Australian Tunnellers of World War 1.
Website: www.tunnellers.net

Email: tunnellers@bigpond.com

