SAPPER JOHN THOMAS BALMER
5954 – 3rd Tunnelling Company
John Thomas Balmer was born in 1861 in Melbourne, Victoria the son of Richard (who died when he was ten) and Emma Eugenia (nee Case) passing in 1896.  
He married in 1884 to Fanny Hutchinson.
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He was an active member of the Manchester Unity Independent Order of Oddfellows in Williamstown in the 1890’s with the following snippets appearing in the:
In 1909 he was a labourer at Camperdown and a year later worked at Alvie, Colac returning in 1912 to Camperdown, Vic.
Military experience was gained from five years with the East Melbourne Artillery and eighteen months with the Richmond Rifles until he resigned from both units.

It appears he separated from his wife and was living in Brisbane, Queensland in 1915.

At the recruiting depot in Brisbane (1st Military District) on 3 June, 1916 he applied to enlist for active service abroad and passed the medical examination.  The unmarried labourer gave his age as forty-four-years but was closer to fifty-five-years of age and described in Attestation forms as 175cms (5ft 9ins) tall, weighing 65.9kgs (145lbs) with a chest expansion of 92-100cms (36-39½ins) and had a medium complexion with his brown eyes testing to very poor eyesight and grey hair.  Distinctive marks were two vaccination scars on his left arm, left posterior, left eye, left thigh outside top, and first finger of right hand.  Religion was Church of England.  Next-of-kin nominated was his sister Mrs Lavinia M. Martin of Halstead Street, Caulfield, Vic.  The Oath of Allegiance was taken and signed the same day.  
Basic training commenced with the 11th Depot Battalion at Enoggera Barracks, Brisbane on 5 June until 16 July and moved to the 6th Reinforcements to the 52nd Battalion for further instruction.

He signed at Statutory Declaration on 29 August, 1916 that his occupation was a miner having followed that calling and wished it to be recorded as that and was placed with the Mining Corps (1st M.D.).  Following final home leave was transferred to their training camp at Seymour, Victoria on 9 September and placed with the December, 1916 Reinforcements to the Tunnelling Companies.  His rank was Sapper with the regimental number 5954.
The 516 Reinforcements departed Melbourne, Victoria on October 25, 1916 at 1.30pm aboard the transport HMAT A38 Ulysses.  The Australian coastline disappeared from view on October 30, 1916 with the port of Durban reached at 11.30am on November 13, 1916.  Windy weather was experienced going around the Cape and arrived at Cape Town at 7am on November 19.  Sierra Leone was the next port of call but their departure was delayed until December 14, 1916 as it was not safe to proceed further.  Arrived at Plymouth, England on December 28, 1916 after 65 days at sea, with the troops disembarking at 1.30pm and detrained to the station at Tidworth and marched in to Perham Downs the following day for further training for the front at the Aust. Details Camp.

The Reinforcements proceeded to France from Folkstone on 29 January, 1917 on board S.S. Onward arriving at the Aust General Base Depot a day later.  He was to be assigned to the 3rd Tunnelling Company.
About eleven days later on February 10, 1917 was sent to the 26th General Hospital at Etaples suffering from myalgia (muscular pain) and age.  On 14 February left Calais for England on the hospital ship Brighton being admitted to the Dover military hospital for an overnight stay then sent to the No. 2 Command Depot at Weymouth.  On 6 April marched out to await his voyage home.
Sapper Balmer was invalided home to Australia for a change due to being overage from Devonport, England on 4 May, 1917 on board H.T. Themistocles.  Base Records would have advised his sister that he was returning home.  News of his impending arrival to the State he enlisted in appeared in the:
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He chose to disembark in Melbourne (3rd M.D.) arriving on 4 July, 1917.
The 3rd Military District sent to Base Records on 9 August, 1917 copies of his medical board proceedings for the purpose of filing and advised the date of discharge and that attestation sheets had been sent to the Commissioner of Pensions.

Military discharge was issued in Melbourne on 11 August, 1917 as medically unfit – overage.

He was issued with a military pension of fifteen shillings per week from 12 August, 1917 sent to him care of his sister Mrs Martin, Halstead Street, Caulfield, Vic.
He returned to Brisbane and was listed in 1919 at the Soldiers’ Settlement, Mt Gravatt as a poultry farmer.

He co-wrote a letter to the Editor which was published in the:
A few months later he wrote to the Editor again with the following:


The following appeared in the Lost and Found column in the:
Base Records wrote to him his care of his sister’s address at Caulfield, Vic on 28 October, 1920 advising that the two copies of photographs he applied for of the grave of the late 2077 Driver F.J. Newnham, 13th Field Artillery Brigade were now available and obtained on receipt of three pence per copy either stamps or postal note and would be forwarded to him.
The Mt Gravatt Soldiers’ Settlement sought assistance from the Returned Soldiers’ League with management problems and news of their meeting was reported in the:


A month later he was part of a deputation to members of Parliament over the management problems at the Settlement and reported in the:

For serving his country Sapper 5954 John Thomas Balmer, 3rd Tunnelling Company was issued with the British War Medal (59403) and the Victory Medal (57797).
He made application to Base Records on 24 September, 1921 for his medals to be sent to him in Sunnybank, Queensland and the matter was referred to 3rd District Base on 30 September.  
The War Medal was posted to him by Registered Post and delivery receipted on 6 October, 1921.
Base Records prepared a Statement of his Service on 17 January, 1922 for the Department of Repatriation in Brisbane after their request, dated 11 January, required copies of any casualty forms.
On 27 April, 1922 he wrote from Sunnybank, South Coast Line, Qld to Base Records asking if Victory Medals were being distributed might he ask them to kindly forward his to the above address giving his particulars which may assist them.  
Base Records replied on 5 May acknowledging his letter stating that when Victory Medals were ready for issue it would be passed to Headquarters, 3rd District Base, Victoria Barracks, Melbourne for transmission to him.
He wrote to Base Records on 3 November, 1922 from “Bon Seccour” Poultry Farm, Kuraby, South Coast Line, Queensland re his Victory medal saying he wrote about this some time ago and was then informed the said Medal would be forwarded to the 1st Military District.  Enquired there at Victoria Barracks and they knew nothing about it and to further communicate with them hence this application and he again sent to bother them with his particulars and signed their obedient servant.
A memo with his letter from Base Records dated 14 November, 1922 was referred to the 3rd Military District stating that this medal was forwarded to them and the communication had been acknowledged to their office.  Another memo dated a day later noted his medal was passed to H.Q, 3rd District Barracks.
Base Records then acknowledged his letter replying to inform him that in accordance of his letter dated 5 May last, his Victory Medal was forwarded to Headquarters, 3rd District Base, Victoria Barracks, Melbourne for transmission to him.  His application had now been referred to 3rd District Base headquarters for attention.

The delivery receipt for the Victory Medal was signed by him on 6 December, 1922 after arriving by registered post.

He took an unusually shaped egg one of his hens had laid into The Week (Brisbane) and a photograph was published on Friday February 22, 1924.
He remained at Sunnybank, Qld until 1925 and in 1926 was at Hepburn Springs, Vic giving his occupation as retired miner.  
The Melbourne branch of the Repatriation Commission requested copies of his service record from Base Records which were forwarded on 15 April, 1929. 

His wife Fanny Balmer (nee Hutchison) was buried 24 July 1934 at Williamstown Cemetery, Vic. and his sister Lavinia Martin died on 10 December, 1936.
In 1931 he was at Hurstbridge, Kangaroo Ground with no occupation then moved to 5 Evans Street, Burwood, Vic listed in 1933 as a war pensioner.  
A year later was at 206 Batman Street, Melbourne and in 1936/37 was residing at 26 Milton Street, Melbourne.  Last address listed was in 1943 at 50 Walsh Street, Melbourne.
John Thomas Balmer died in the Repatriation Hospital, Caulfield on 30 July, 1946 aged 86 years.  Death notices were placed in the:

Interment took place in the Church of England portion of Brighton General Cemetery, Caulfield within section C in grave no. 272.
Base Records forwarded copies of his service records to the Repatriation Department in Melbourne on 15 August, 1946 as per their request.
He has a Commonwealth War Grave in Brighton General Cemetery, Melbourne, Victoria.
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Williamstown Chronicle Saturday May 24, 1890:


M.U.I.O.O.F


An adjourned meeting of lodges interested in the formation of a new district for Williamstown and Footscray, on Friday, May 18, when delegates unanimously agreed upon to call the new district “Jubilee”, it being the jubilee year of the M.U. in Victoria.


A vote of thanks to the chairman (K. Evans) and secretary (J.T. Balmer) was carried and the meeting adjourned to Newport on 16th July, when all replied from different lodges will be received by the organising committee.     


Article abridged


Williamstown Chronicle Saturday August 2, 1890:


M.U.I.O.O.F.


A meeting of delegated from the Williamstown, Newport and Jubilee Lodges was held at the Junction Hotel, Newport of Friday last, when it was unanimously decided to go on with the new district, the name being altered to Bourke and the district chambers to be at Newport.


The secretary (J.T. Balmer) was selected to appear before the Grand Master and Board of Directors in support of the application.


The meeting adjourned.									Article abridged





Williamstown Chronicle Saturday March 7, 1891:


LOYAL WILLIAMSTOWN LODGE, M.U.I.O.O.F


For some considerable period, the attendance at the meetings of the above Lodge, although fairly satisfactory, has not been what the officers would like to see.  


The state of affairs did not suit the energetic members of the Lodge, and accordingly a committee was appointed to consider the best means of drawing the members together, and so take a greater interest in the working of the Lodge.


The first social night was held on Wednesday evening last in the Oddfellow’s Hall and a very pleasant evening was spent.


A hearty vote of thanks to the performers, proposed by Mr A. Fowler and seconded by Mr J.T. Balmer, brought a most enjoyable evening to a close.							Article abridged	





Williamstown Chronicle Saturday December 12, 1891:


At the annual meeting of the Port Phillips District, M.U.I.O.O.F. held in the Oldfellows’ Hall, Melbourne, P.G. J.T. Balmer, of the Loyal Williamstown Lodge, was a candidate for the position of Prov. C.S.  He was however, defeated by 3 votes, the result of the polling being—Prov. C.S. Thomas (who has held the position for the past two years) 39 votes; P.G. Balmer, 36.				





Williamstown Chronicle Saturday May 14, 1892:


On Wednesday evening last the Williamstown Lodge held a very successful concert and dance in their hall Pasco Street.  The committee who had the affair under control were Bros. Beanland, Baker, Barnes, Randall, Willen, Scarborough, McDonald and J.T. Balmer, secretary and their endeavours to make the occasion enjoyable was met with unanimous approval.						Article abridged





Argus (Melbourne) Wednesday April 8, 1896:


FRIENDLY SOCIETIES – WIDOWS AND ORPHANS’ INSTITUTION


The annual general meeting of the Widows and Orphans Institution was held at the Manchester Unity Hall, Swanston-street.


The following were elected officers for the ensuing year: Committee of management H.R. Lichfield, H. Clinton, J.T. Balmer and A. Horne.								Article abridged








Telegraph (Brisbane) Monday June 25, 1917:


RETURNING SOLDIERS – LARGE NUMBER SHORTLY


The military authorities forward a list of Queensland soldiers who are returning to Australia and will arrive at an early date.


5951. Spr. John Thomas Balmer, 3rd Tunn. Co.						Article abridged





Daily Standard Thursday July 5, 1917:


SOLDIERS RETURNING – 282 DUE TOMORROW


Approximately 150 returned invalid soldiers are expected to arrive by special train from Sydney to-morrow at 2.10 p.m. at No. 5 platform, Central Station and 132 others at 7.40 p.m.  The lists of the men expected to-morrow are as follows:


At 3.40 p.m.—J.T. Balmer								Article abridged





Brisbane Courier Friday September 12, 1919:


MOUNT GRAVATT SOLDIERS’ SETTLEMENT – MORE HELP NEEDED


TO THE EDITOR


Sir—To prevent misunderstanding the Mount Gravatt Soldiers’ Settlement Progress Association would like to bring under the notice of the public what the returned soldiers of Mount Gravatt settlement have done with their £635 loan, for many have exhausted their money, and to prevent their having to quit their holdings a further sum of, say, £100 is absolutely needed.  The money has been [line blurred] –Erection of dwellings £200, erection of eight fowl runs, erection of breeding pens, fencing three places, say of [blurred] acres with posts and fence wires; sustenance for 19 months, at the rate of £2 per acre for married men and £1 10 for single men, purchase of fowls; purchase of feed, horse cart, and harness; a £2000-gallon cemented tank.  The runs are all hardwood with 6ft wire netting.


Delays and promises unfulfilled have been our stumbling block.  Want of ordinary [blurred] methods has marked the management of the settlement since its inception and the question now is, is the settlement to be a failure for the want of a small further advance or not?  No doubt had our liking been for pineapples instead of poultry a different take would have been told—I am, sir, &c., 


							JOHN T. BALMER, Secretary


							B.B. FINLAY, President


							 Mt Gravatt Soldiers’ Settlement Progress Association.





Brisbane Courier Friday December 26, 1919:


HELPING SOLDIERS


TO THE EDITOR.


Sir—I was pleased to see your article in to-day’s issue dealing with the above, and it bears out the following information I received a few days ago from a comrade on the irrigation settlement, Griffith, New South Wales:


“I am settled down here on the irrigation area.  My house is built, land fenced and cleared, horse yard   up, tank sunk and altogether it is beginning to look like a farm.  Am putting in a pump and elevated tank.  We are getting a loss up to nearly £1500.  This included sustenance, &c., but for improving the farm, &c., 23 get £1300, and this with sustenance makes it close up to £1500, £635 from Repatriation, and the rest from New South Wales Government. 										
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Continues:


It is easily the best and most liberal soldier settlement scheme, and I feel fully confident of great success in the time to come.  We are to have electric light and power on our farms, so really, we will be as well of as city folk.  I am waiting now to plat my trees, but I am putting in tobacco.  It has proved a great success out here.”


That this information is correct I can vouch for, having known my informant for some 25 years, and how does the above compare with the Queensland soldier settlements which we are told is the best of all States?  Then, again, in New South Wales, it is freehold, against the bogus leasehold here. —I am, sir &c.,


							JOHN T. BALMER


							   Soldiers’ Settlement, Mt Gravatt, December 25.





Brisbane Courier Wednesday October 20, 1920:


LOST AND FOUND


LOST on Logan-road, leather wallet, containing money military discharge and other papers.  Finder kindly return same to J.T. Balmer, Soldiers’ Settlement, Mt Gravatt.  Reward.





Brisbane Courier Monday February 14, 1921:


SOLDIERS’ ULTIMATUM – MOUNT GRAVATT SETTERS ANGRY – MANAGEMENT CRITICISED


ROYAL COMMISSION SOUGHT – DIRECT ACTION THREATENED


Charges against the management of the Mt Gravatt Soldiers’ Settlement and allegations of unsympathetic treatment were made by returned soldier settlers at a well-attended meeting held at the settlement on Saturday afternoon, and it was decided to take drastic measures to secure redress in the event of unconstitutional means proving unsuccessful.


At the invitation of the soldier settlers a party consisting of the president of the Coorparoo sub-branch of the Returned Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Imperial League (Dr J. Streeter), the secretary of the Coorparoo sub-branch (Mr F.L. Kenway) and the secretary of the Brisbane district (Mr J.R. Foster) visited the settlement.


The Chairman stated that as most of the men had seen service they were entitled to the most sympathetic treatment from the country.  They had been induced to become settlers, though many were admittedly quite inexperienced in poultry matters.  From his investigations it appeared that the settlers had not been given systematic expert training and help to the extent which would enable them to make good.  The settlers also complained of not receiving the requisite attention and assistance from the supervisor.


Dr Streeter said it appeared that only three of the settlers were making good.  With regard to feed, it was asserted that the supervisor would only supply certain specific foods and would not sell, even for cash, other foods which were absolutely necessary for the birds.  The settlers complained that they had great difficulty in getting their grievances rectified, because they had no representation on the Land Settlement Committee, though the supervisor was a member of that committee.  In order to remedy this state of affairs he advised the meeting to plac its grievances in the hands of the R.S.S.A.I.L.A., which was prepared to help them.


The secretary of the Mount Gravatt Soldier Settlement Progress Association (Mr J.T. Balmer) stated that the trouble had been going on since 1919.  He read a report of a meeting of his association whose motion was passed asking “why the soldier is compelled to erect expensive buildings and yards to the extensive system,” and stating that “we do not consider half an acre of poor land barely sufficient to provide 800 to 1000 birds with green food.”  The motion also asked for representation on the Land Settlement Committee.  These and other matters, he said, had been submitted to the Government, but no satisfaction had been given.


Mr R. Duff, of the Enoggera Soldiers’ Settlement, said grievances similarly to those at Mount Gravatt prevailed at Enoggera.	


Mr J.R.T. Morley stated that on one occasion he had got only 1200 chickens from 2100 eggs.


Mr T.G. Royal said that he had been charged 30/ a day for having his land ploughed.
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Continues:


Mr W. Manning complained that the turnouts supplied at a cost of £30 were not satisfactory.


Mr B.B. Findlay stated that he had been two years on the settlement, and had not received any satisfaction.


Mr R. Gill said that he had been successful in breeding good birds, and asked why the State firm could not do the same and so make the settlement self-supporting.


The Chairman declared that it was impossible to rectify those wrongs, through Mr Coyne.  The soldiers were being driven off one by one, and instead of 13 houses being vacant 21 would be empty in a month’s time.  If their grievances were not given redress they should “do the Darwin act.”  If the Government did not remove the supervisor, they should do it themselves.  Mr Hunter had said that if they did not like the supervisor they could get off.


A motion was carried demanding the immediate removal of the supervisor, setting out various grounds of dissatisfaction with his management, demanding the immediate withdrawal of all notices to “show cause,” asking for the appointment of a Royal Commission to inquire into the management of the soldier settlements and asking for representation on the Land Settlement Committee.  The motion also set out that, failing the above, the supervisor be asked to leave the settlement within 24 hours, and a committee be appointed to enforce same at the event of his failing to do so, and that all settlers in favour of this petition sign their names therein.  The following names were appended: 20 listed including J.T. Balmer.


A deputation consisting of Messrs: 5 listed including J.T. Balmer.


A vote of thanks to the visitors concluded the meeting.					Article abridged





Brisbane Courier Tuesday March 15, 1921:


SOLDIER SETTLEMENTS – COMPLAINTS FROM MOUNT GRAVATT – DEPUTATION TO THE PREMIER.


A deputation from the soldiers’ settlement at Mount Gravatt, comprising Messrs J.H. Foster, J. Williams, R. Gin, J.T. Balmer, B.B. Findlay, C. Manning and T. Jennings, was introduced to the Premier yesterday by Messrs H.M. King and J.S. Kerr, M.L.A.


Mr Theodore: What is the defect about the management?  How is it that at Enoggera the soldiers’ settlement seems to be getting on all right?


Mr Balmer: They are benefiting by failure at Mount Gravatt.


Mr Theodore: You seem to blame the supervisor.


After further discussion Mr Theodore said if there were a better spirit of co-operation among the settlers, and that those who were in the way of making the enterprise a success, like Mr [Blurred], would give the benefit of their experience to others, then the position of supervisor would not be such an important element in the situation.


Mr J.T Balmer put in a plea for direct representation of the settlers on the Land Settlement Committee.  He admitted that there might be a very small undesirable element in the Mount Gravatt settlement, but contended that the majority could not be held responsible for that.  He complained that the settlers had been served with poor birds, and said the whole of his gratuity and £27 in sick pay had gone into his “block” yet if matters were not remedied in a few months, he would be so “sick” of the whole thing that he would have to get out of it.


Mr Findlay stressed the point that there had been scarcity of water on the settlement, and the water should be laid on.


Mr Manning raised the point that the settlers were compelled to purchase food-stuffs and stores from the supervisor.


The petition with regard to laying on of the water would be reviewed.  He would go into the whole matter with the Minister and see how they could adopt means of improving the situation.		Article abridged





The Argus Friday August 2, 1946 & The Age Friday August 2, 1946:


DEATHS


BALMER—On July 30, at the Repatriation Hospital, Caulfield, John Thomas, husband of the late Fanny Balmer, and father of Howard and Rene, aged 86 years. (Privately interred.)





Commonwealth War Grave – Brighton General Cemetery, Melbourne


Photos courtesy Lois Comeadow – Brighton Cemetorians.








