SAPPER FRANCIS WILLIAM McDONELL
7280 – Tunnelling Reinforcements / Private 7280A – 3rd Pioneer Battalion
Francis William McDonell stated he was born in 1878 but could have been 1875 as his birth is not registered, and was the son of James Francis (died 1918) and Jane (nee Hutcheon) McDonell.  
He married on 4 April, 1907 in Brisbane to Lucy Rebecca Cook formerly Pates.

In 1913 the couple were living at Croydon Street, Toowong and his occupation was a labourer.

At the recruiting depot in Brisbane (1st Military District) on 17 February, 1917 the married thirty-eight-year-old labourer applied to enlist for active service abroad and passed the preliminary medical examination.  Personal particulars taken was his address at Croydon Street, Toowong, Brisbane.

Forms of Attestation were completed and describe him further as 165cms (5ft 5ins) tall, weighing 72.7kgs (160lbs) with a chest expansion of 87-92cms (34-36ins) showing a fine physique with a pulse of 80 and a medium complexion with good vision in his hazel eyes and brown hair.  Distinctive mark was a birthmark on his right buttock.  Religion was Presbyterian.  
Next-of-kin nominated was his wife Mrs Lucy Rebecca McDonell of Croydon Street, Toowong and allotted two-fifths of his pay in support of her and their child.  The Oath of Allegiance was signed and taken the same day.
Basic training commenced with the 11th Depot Battalion at Enoggera Barracks from February 28 to 8 March and moved for further instruction to the 20 Reinforcements to the 26 Battalion until March 21.  Further training followed with the 10 Reinforcements to the 4th Pioneer Battalion to 23 May, 1917 when allotted to the Miners Depot until 5 June, 1917.  
He was transferred to their training camp at Seymour, Victoria on June 7 joining B. Coy for further training until placed with the March 1917 Reinforcements to the Tunnelling Companies on June 16.  His rank was Sapper with the regimental number 7280.
The Reinforcements of 167 members embarked on HMAT A32 Themistocles from Melbourne, Victoria on August 4, 1917.  The voyage across the Pacific was rough and stormy for several days causing sea sickness on board.  As the ship entered the Tropics it became very hot.  Colon, Panama was reached on August 31, 1917 and during the unavoidable eight-day delay very heavy rain and muggy conditions were endured.  
The transport docked at Halifax, Nova Scotia on September 18, 1917 and three days later left to experience good weather across the Atlantic arriving in Glasgow, Scotland on October 2, 1917 after a fifty-nine-day voyage.  The troops were detrained to Tidworth, England marching into Nos 1 and 3 Details camps at Parkhouse for further training for the front.

On 7 November, 1917 he was transferred to the 3rd Pioneer Battalion Details at Sutton Veny being taken on strength and his rank became Private.

While at Sutton Veny he went sick to the Military Hospital at Sutton Veny on 30 January, 1918 (not diagnosed yet) and returned to the training battalion on 12 February.

The Reinforcements proceeded to France on 6 March, 1918 from Southampton arriving at the Aust Infantry Base Depot in Rouelles a day later.  On 12 March was taken on strength with the 3rd Pioneer Battalion in the field and re-allotted the regimental number 7280A.

On 2 July, 1918 was admitted to 10th Aust Field Ambulance with Influenza then moved to the 20th Casualty Clearing Station and progressing to the 1st South African General Hospital in Abbeville until re-joining his unit on July 22.
Private McDonell was killed in action on 29 September, 1918 aged 40-43 years.  Burial took place in Unicorn British Cemetery, 13 miles north-east of Peronne, France.

The 1st Military District was advised on 10 October, 1918 of the demise of the soldier and next-of-kin notified.  A copy of his service records was made for the Pension Department.
The location of his Will was noted on 21 October, 1918 to be held by his wife Mrs Lucy McDonell.

His name was among those appearing in the Casualty List and published in the:
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Base Records wrote on 5 December, 1919 to Mrs L.R. McDonell stating it was noted that she held her husband’s Will and would be obliged if she could forward same, or if Probate had been taken out, to their office as her convenience so that provisions set out therein may be noted for compliance when dealing with deceased military affairs.  
If Probate had been granted the document would be passed to the District Paymaster at Victoria Barracks, Brisbane for notation and transmission to her.  
If Probate or Letters of Administration have not been taken out or any other purpose in connection with distribution of the estate it would be passed over to the above-mentioned Finance Officer, by whom it will be retained as his authority for payment of monies – should it be required by you for further action, it will be returned after notation.
A Circular and Booklet re Grave were dispatched to his widow on 20 January, 1920.

A letter to Mrs McDonell from Base Records dated 16 April, 1920 advised the official place of burial of her husband was in Unicorn Military Cemetery, 2½ miles East South East of Epehy, 13 miles North East of Peronne.

Base Records received no reply to their communication of December 5 and appended another copy to her on 2 August, 1920.  Mrs McDonell wrote a line on the bottom of their April 16th letter “Will herewith as requested.  Kindly return same when sighted.  Signed: Lucy R. McDonell.  
Records returned the Will executed by her husband to her on 23 August, 1920 and advised that one package containing her husband’s personal effects would be forwarded to her as soon as possible.
His Will was dated 16 June, 1917 and devised and bequeathed all his real and personal estate unto his wife Lucy Rebecca McDonell of Croydon, Street, Toowong.

Mrs McDonell wrote to Base Records on 10 August, 1920 care of Mrs Dixon, Grove Street, Albion, Brisbane advising that Mrs L.R. McDonell received a notice that photos of the graves of fallen soldiers were being taken for the next-of-kin and Private McDonell was her son and would like to know if it is possible for her to also receive photos of his grave.

The extract from his Will was placed in his file on 23 August, 1920.

Base Records replied on 17 August, 1920 to her letter concerning grave photographs of her son and stated that arrangements had been made for three copies to be sent free of charge, to the registered next-of-kin, as soon as they are made available.  
Additional copies or copies to other applicants, will be supplied upon payment of 3 pence per copy and request accompanied by remittance should be address to their office for transmission to the London authorities.  No application was necessary in respect of the copies supplied gratis to next-of-kin.
Photographs of his grave in triplicate were transmitted to his widow on 7 September, 1920.

The Australia Kit Store in Hammersmith, London packed his personal effects and their Inventory stated it contained 2 brushes in a leather case and 1 comb.  The package was returned to Base Records, Melbourne on the transport Barambah and arrived on 14 September, 1920 and posted to her.

For his supreme sacrifice Private 7280A Francis William McDonell, 3rd Pioneer Battalion was issued with the British War Medal (58111) and the Victory Medal (57108) in serving his country.  The War Medal was forwarded to the Commandant 1st Military District on 17 June, 1921 for distribution to his widow.  
The Memorial Plaque (352760) was issued to his widow Mrs McDonell on 22 November, 1922.

On 24 November, 1922 Mrs W. Dixon of Grove Street, Albion wrote to Base Records that about two years ago her mother, since deceased, making inquiries about her son Francis William McDonell.  
A reply was received saying he had been killed in action or died of wounds, that photos of the graves were being prepared and when ready would be sent on to her.  Up to the present nothing has been received.  She understood that memorial plaques are being issued to next-of-kin of soldiers who made the supreme sacrifice in the 1914-1918 war.  
She called into Victoria Barracks, Brisbane and was informed that she would receive a notice from Base Records [stamped over word] get one.  As she was now next-of-kin she would esteem it a favour if they would forward her the necessary notice.
A reply from Base Records was dated 30 November, 1922 and stated that three photographs of the grave of her brother were transmitted to his widow on 7.9.20.   
Additional copies could be obtained at the rate of 3 pence each, plus postage, and requests for same accompanied by remittance (stamps or postal note) should be forwarded to their office.  
Postage was estimated at the rate of 2 pence for single copies, 3½ pence for two or more copies up to twelve and proportionally higher rates for over twelve copies.  The resting place of her brother and cemetery details were also given.  
Only one memorial plaque was issued in connection with a deceased member of the A.I.F. and that in respect of her brother was distributed in favour of his widow, who was the actual next-of-kin. 

The Victory Medal was posted by registered post (1776) on 11 May, 1923 to his widow.

Outstanding form “R” to next-of-kin in regards to Unicorn Cemetery was also sent out to his widow on 29 January, 1924.

In the Commemorative Area of the Australian War Memorial his name appears on Panel 173.

His grave is located in plot 4 of Unicorn British Cemetery, Vendhuile, Peronne, France within row B in grave no. 15.
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Telegraph (Brisbane) Thursday November 21, 1918:





ROLL OF HONOUR – 238 QUEENSLANDERS


Casualty list No. 442 was issued this morning.  It includes the names of 238 Queenslanders as follows:





KILLED IN ACTION


F.W. McDonell, Toowong 29/9/18					


Article abridged





Photo of headstone and Unicorn Cemetery 


by kind permission of


The War Graves Photographic Project 
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In the Index of Unicorn British Cemetery, Vend’huile, Peronne his name is listed as:





On the 29th and 30th of September, 1918, elements of the 1st and 2nd Australian Tunnelling Companys, supporting the Infantry attack on the Hindenberg Line at Bellicourt and Bony, charged with the usual Engineer tasks of clearing enemy mines and booby traps from roads and dugouts following the attacking Infantry, clearing and maintaining the tactical roads, clearing wells and setting up water points.  When the attack stalled and became disorganized, the Sappers continued with their assigned tasks, assisted to re-organise the line, captured prisoners, carried messages for their own and other units, organized a party of American Infantry, helped feed an artillery battery with ammunition, assisted and carried wounded, all being achieved under heavy shell and machine gun fire and while their own sections suffered 50 and 75% casualties 





The following is an account taken from My Story of the Great War written by Captain O.H. Woodward, MC+2bars:





At 5 a.m. on the 29th September, I arrived at Benjamin Post with 82 men of No.4 Section and 65 men of the 102nd “B” Company U.S. Engineers.  The attack was launched at 5.50 a.m. and shortly after we commenced work on repairs to the road.  When we approached Quennet Copse and Guennemont Farm we were held up by machine gun fire, owing to the failure of the Americans to “mop up” these positions.  Before we realised what had happened, we lost one officer and one sapper killed and twenty others wounded.  At 9 a.m. I received an order from the C.R.E. Australian Corps to report immediately on the condition of the road leading to Hargicourt, and then as far as possible toward Bellicourt.  I took Sapper Mooney with me and left the Section with instructions to proceed with the repairs to the road to Bony as early as possible.  We had a particularly exciting task inspecting these forward roads since they were subjected to heavy artillery and machine gun fire.  It was not until 6 p.m. that I completed the inspection and again returned to Benjamin Post.


Contd.
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The Unit War Diary records:





Cartigny 62c P.2.J.4.4 


September	28:	Much rain – Road work being proceeded with.


September	29:	Fine – misty morning, Offensive started.  Sections carry on in accordance with


instructions Appendices 2 & 8.  Lt Johnson severely wounded, 18 Sappers wounded.  1 Sapper died of wounds.


September        30:	Wet & cold.  Sections carrying on Road work as above.  Lt Johnson died of


wounds.  1 Sapper wounded.  Lt Thomson left for English leave.





During the action on the Hindenberg Line on 29/30 September 1918, the 5th Pioneers lost 3 officers and 61 other ranks; 3rd Pioneers lost 13 other ranks; 105th Regt lost 2 officers and 46 other ranks; 1st Aust. Tunnelling Coy lost 1 Officer and 2 other ranks and the 2nd Aust. Tunnelling Coy lost 1 other rank.  The Australian Tunnelling Companies were awarded 10 Military Crosses, 2 Distinguished Conduct Medals and 12 Military Medals for their support of the Infantry attack that day. 





It is a matter of history that five of the Tunnellers who embarked on Anchises in August 1917 were transferred to the 5th Pioneer Battalion.  Only 7649 Spr George Child survived the war.  7614 Spr James Thomas Dixey and 7622 Spr William Edward May were killed in action on 29 September.  Spr James Bond was killed in action on 24 April 1918 and 7616 Spr James Ferguson died on 25 April 1918 from the effects of gas poisoning received on 17 April.





7280 Spr Francis William McDonell, originally a Tunneller transferred to the 3rd Pioneer Battalion and was killed in action on 29 September.





Also killed in action on that day were, 400 Spr Karl Loune 5380 Spr James William McDonough, both of 1ATC and 1395 Spr Thomas Arthur Vernon of 2ATC.  Lt Frederick Richard Johnson of 1ATC was killed in action on 30 September.














