SAPPER JOHN HENRY HELSDON
3823 – 2nd Tunnelling Company
Sandhurst, Bendigo, Victoria was the birthplace of John Henry Helsdon on 3 July, 1879 the son of Arthur Nathanial and Caroline (nee Healey) Helsdon.  He married in 1905 in Bendigo to Ellen Graham and worked as a miner.

At the recruiting depot in Bendigo on 18 February, 1916 the married thirty-three-year-old miner applied to enlist for active service abroad and passed the medical examination.  
Attestation forms describe him as 165cms (5ft 5ins) tall, weighing 65.4kgs (144lbs) with a chest expansion of 86-92cms (34-36ins) and had a fresh complexion with good vision in his blue eyes and black hair.  
Distinctive marks were scar left cheek, mole front left axilla, scar right buttock, mole nape neck, scar right elbow and two vaccination scars on right arm.  
Next-of-kin nominated was his wife Millie Helsdon of Allingham Street, Bendigo, Vic and allotted three-fifths of his pay in support of her and their children.  
The Oath of Enlistment was signed and taken the same day.

Basic training commenced with the 16th Depot Battalion from 18th to 29th February and transferred on March 1 to Broadmeadows camp, near Melbourne and allotted to the No. 5 Tunnelling Company.  
Meanwhile the recruits forming part of the No. 4 Tunnelling Company embarked from Brisbane, Qld early in May, 1916 aboard HMAT A69 Warilda for Sydney, NSW.  
Six officers and 152 other ranks together with the 1st Reinforcements of fifteen other ranks made up the two sections.
At Rosebery Park, Sydney, NSW they joined their Headquarters and two sections (8 officers & 153 O.Rs.) plus 1st Reinforcements consisting of one officer and seventeen other ranks for final training.  

The 7713-ton transport departed Sydney, NSW on May 22, 1916 and collected in Melbourne, Victoria the No. 5 Company recruited from Victoria, South Aust. & Tasmania.  

It was made up of Headquarters and 2 Sections (8 officers & 173 men) (3 M.D.). 1 Section from Tasmania (3 officers & 76 O.Rs.); also 1st Reinforcements for No. 5 Company (17 men from Vic. & 8 men Tas.)  
His rank was Sapper with the Regimental number 3823. 

The ship departed on May 25, 1916 for Adelaide, S.A. to collect one Section of 3 officers & 76 O.Rs. with 1st Reinforcements of 8 O.Rs. 

He was photographed with other volunteers from Bendigo with their Commanding Officer of the No. 5 Tunnelling Company and was published in the Bendigo Advertiser on 27 May, 1916 and The Bendigonian issued on 1 June, 1916.
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In Perth the No. 6 Tunnelling Company was in their final stages of preparation for departure giving a regimental show of their strength in parades.
Docking at Fremantle, W.A. on June 1, 1916 added No. 6 Company recruited from W.A. of 14 officers and 325 O.Rs. along with 1st Reinforcements of 1 Officer & 32 O.Rs. departing the same day. 

Durban, South Africa was reached on June 16, 1916 and Cape Town on June 21, 1916 while St Vincent completed the African ports of call on July 7, 1916.  Discipline was fairly good except at intermediate ports where Away without Leave caused concern.  
The fifty-eight-day voyage experienced remarkable pleasant weather terminating at Plymouth, England on July 18, 1916.  Four, Five and Six Companies comprising of 1064 officers and other ranks were detrained to Amesbury and Tidworth to begin training for the front at Perham Downs camp.

The Reinforcements proceeded to France on 28 August, 1916 arriving at the 2nd Aust Divisional Base Depot the next day.  On 25 September marched out to join the 2nd Tunnelling Company in the field and was taken on strength on September 30.
Was admitted on 23 December, 1916 to the 10th Aust Field Ambulance suffering Influenza returning to duty on December 30.
On 12 January, 1917 was attached to the 1st Canadian Tunnelling Company and re-joined his unit on 4 February.

Blue Chevrons were issued to wear on his uniform for serving twelve months abroad.

In an audit of the company on 16 July, 1918 he was noted to be still serving with his unit.

Leave was granted and taken from France on 25 September, 1918 and returned to duty on October 13.

Sapper was with his unit when Peace was declared and the Tunnelling Companies remained on the front as part of the Army of Occupation assisting with rehabilitation of their district by clearing roads and bridges of booby traps and delayed action mines left by the enemy.

Orders were received on 30 March, 1919 to return to the Aust Infantry Base Depot.   Sapper marched in from the 39th General Hospital at Havre after treatment for four days for scabies (a skin irritation caused by Itch Mite whose eggs are laid under the skin’s outer layer).   The soldiers returned to England on April 6 arriving at Southampton on 9 April reporting to Sutton Veny camp to await their voyage home.
After demobilisation Sapper Helsdon embarked for Australia from Liverpool, England on 20 May, 1919 on board H.T. Nestor.  Base Records advised his wife on 18 June that he was on his way home.  The transport docked in Melbourne (3rd M.D.) on 2 July, 1919.

News of their arrival was reported in the:
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Military Discharge was issued in Melbourne (3rd M.D.) on 16 August, 1919 as medically unfit – disability not stated.
He returned home to 23 Allingham Street, Golden Square, Bendigo giving his occupation as a miner.
Ruby Olena Maynad, care of Mrs Helsdon, Senr, of 11 Eddington Street, Tollington Park N4, England wrote to Base Records on 11 August, 1920 asking kindly if they would forward the enclosed letter to Sapper J.H. Helsdon who returned to Australia on 20 May, 1919.  
Base Records replied to M/s Maynad acknowledging receipt of her letter and advised that her enclosure had been forwarded to Headquarters, Victoria Barracks, Melbourne for transmission to Sapper J.H. Helsdon who was discharged from the A.I.F. on 16 August, 1919. 
For serving his country Sapper 3823 John Henry Helsdon, 2nd Tunnelling Company was issued to wear the British War Medal (45421) and the Victory Medal (44649).

He receipted delivery at Bendigo of the War Medal on 3 May, 1921.  The Victory Medal was not collected from the designated barracks and returned to Base Records on 10 May, 1923.
A letter was sent to his last known address at Allingham Street, Bendigo on 16 July and he completed their form and the medal was sent by registered post to him on 2 August, 1923 to 14 Allingham Street, Golden Square, Bendigo.

Base Records prepared a Statement of his Hospital admissions on 27 July, 1922 for the Repatriation Commission in Melbourne.

They remained listed at their Allingham address up to 1927.

Statements of his service were requested by the Repatriation Commission from Base Records and forwarded on 3 October, 1927 and 28 February, 1933.

John Henry Helsdon passed away on 28 March, 1934 aged 55 years.  Interment took place the following day in the monumental portion of Bendigo General Cemetery (now Bendigo Remembrance Park) within section E7X in grave no. 29794.  There is no headstone.
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Bendigo Advertiser – Vic – Saturday 27 May 1916:


BENDIGO MEMBERS OF No.5 TUNNELLING CORPS (Broadmeadows), with their O.C., 


CAPTAIN WAGSTAFF, of Bendigo.





Top Row : J. Cain (5293), J. Helsdon (3823), D. Dowsey (5566)


Second Row: T.P.L. Huray (3933), G.R. Clough (3839), F.S. Thornton (3725), R. Brown (3816), (Unnamed)


Third Row: T. Simmons (3922), L.H. Hancock (3950), Capt. P.W. Wagstaff, P. Prince (T.M. 3828), G.T. James (3917) 


[Numbers added by tunnellers.net] 		         				                  Photo courtesy Peter Wagstaff





The Argus Thursday July 3, 1919:


RETURNING TROOPS WELCOMED


Two contingents of Victorian soldiers comprising on 900 men landed at Port Melbourne yesterday afternoon.  They were troops who returned on the s.s. Nestor and the s.s. Port Napier.  As they arrived at the hours fixed for their disembarkation there was no delay in transporting them to the A.I.F. Depot in Sturt Street, where relatives and friends met them.  The soldiers who looked well, received a cordial welcome as they passed through the city streets.








