SAPPER JAMES McKAY
3334 – 1st Tunnelling Company
Alexandria, Dunbartonshire, Scotland was the birthplace of James McKay on 3 April, 1893 the son of Sarah McKay.  In 1901 the family were residing at 66 Middleton Street, Alexandria and consisted of Sarah (52), Archibald (22), Fanny (20), Maggie (18), Thomas (16) and James (7) scholar.

James, aged 19 years, embarked for Australia on the steamer Waipara arriving on 25 December, 1912 in Brisbane, Queensland.

He went to work for the Railway and was situated at Dalby and Daymar, Queensland up to 1915.

At the recruiting depot in Warwick on 6 January, 1916 the single twenty-two-year-old lengthsman applied to enlist for active service abroad.  Attestation forms were completed and describe him as 155cms (5ft 2¾ins) tall, weighing 57kgs (125¾lbs) with a chest expansion of 93-98cms (36½-38¾ins) and had a dark complexion with normal vision in his blue eyes and dark hair.  Distinctive marks were a scar on the left side of shin and one vaccination scar on his left arm.  Presbyterian was his religion.  Next-of-kin nominated was his mother Mrs Sarah McKay of 66 Middleton Street, Alexandria, Dunbartonshire, Scotland.  He took and signed the Oath of Enlistment the same day.
Basic training commenced on 28 January, 1916 to 15 March, 1916 then allotted to the No. 4 Tunnelling Company.

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 rank of Sapper and the Regimental number 3334 in No. 4 Company was assigned to him. 
He participated in the Inspection of Troops at Moore Park which was reported in the:
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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 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.)  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. 

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.

The Reinforcements proceeded to France on 29 August, 1916 arriving at the 2nd Aust Divisional Base Depot two days later.  On 30 September was taken on strength with the 1st Tunnelling Company who were situated at Bailleul in Belgium working on dugouts for Infantry at Hill 63 and trench 121.
Military discipline was issued for the following:



Crime:

While on Active Service (1) absent from billet from 8.30 – 10.10 p.m.





4/12/16 (1hr 40mins) (2) not complying with VIII Corps Routine Order





No. 295 dated 23/8/16



Award:

14 days Field Punishment No. 2

On 9 April, 1917 Sapper McKay was reported missing.

The Unit Diary for the 1st Tunnelling Company recorded the following:

“Poperinghe, Belgium

April 10th


Very heavy bombardment on 9th inst. enemy raided at 7 p.m.: many exits from dugouts and shallow sap-heads crumped.  1 man killed, 5 wounded: 4 missing. (now reported P.O.W.)

The following is an extract from various sources relating to this raid by the enemy. 
EASTER WEEKEND 6-9 April, 1917

At 10 p.m. on Easter Monday news that Hill 60 had been intensely raided and great damage had occurred was conveyed to those in charge.  Assembled they dashed for Hill 60 arriving at 1.30 a.m. Easter Tuesday and upon reaching the Larchwood area saw the whole of their trench system before Larchwood had been totally destroyed by the well-planned raid.  Looking for answers Capt. Woodward immediately contacted the Infantry who surprisingly were in a state of disarray, meanwhile those in command of other Tunnelling sections rallied their men in planning to reclaim their previous Front Line.  
The Rockhampton Morning Bulletin published a letter from Sapper Arthur Linde, son of Mrs M.K. Linde of Blackwater, and a native of Mount Morgan, adds more details in his letter from the Belgium front—

“…... I had a terrible experience on Easter Monday.  The Germans bombarded our trenches for twelve hours.  They started early in the morning and did not cease until half-past five o’clock in the evening, when their raiding party came over.  The worst of it was that it came up behind us and had us like rats in a hole.  The Germans bombed us for about an hour and a-half.  Then one of our chaps volunteered to go up and send up a distress signal, and after that the Germans did not last long.  I am sorry to say that the chap who sent up the signal lost his life.  As soon as the signal went up, our supports came up and soon made short work of the Huns.  I have been decorated with the Military Medal for rescuing life.”              Letter Abridged  
Corporal William Laurenceson was the volunteer who went to report their dire situation and made it back to Headquarters unscathed.  The following day he was wounded accidentally and soon after was evacuated to hospital in England therefore not seen again, giving reason that he had been killed during the raid. 

The alert enemy had taken the opportunity of the Divisional change-over the previous night between the 47th Divisions being relieved by the 23rd Division but the relieving Artillery had neglected to perform their “ranging shoots”.  The Artillery defence was somewhat lacking giving the Germans a relatively trouble-free mission than necessary when those working on the Hill System came up from the Front Line Saps unwittingly were pounced upon by the waiting enemy.  The German Raiding Party was made up of 600 brave men chosen to boldly investigate and quickly devastate the British Mining System.  

Fortunately a section of the No. 1 Company was on duty commanded by Sergeant John William Bott and his men fought to prevent the enemy from entering any of their deep mining system.
Daybreak revealed the distressing analysis that the Swift Street Trench was now the Front Line and the Shafts of the Front line saps were out in No Man’s Land which in some sections was about only 30 feet wide.  

It was imperative to quickly get organised and all Tunnelling men with the exception of the listeners were engaged to form bombing posts in the initial Front Line.  Capt. Woodward wanted to get these posts at every Shaft head and robust groups toiled to set this up despite the enemy blowing a mine at Listening Post No. 26 at 8.30 a.m.   Lt Hubert Henry Carroll led a reconnaissance party to discover what remained of the entry and exit openings and also ascertain where the British barbed wire boundaries were, also if and where any breaks in the German wires occurred.  His search party would discharge a mills-bomb into the enemy trench then quickly attack the trench, determine and reveal the situation and take any remaining Germans as prisoners.   
In addition to protecting the mine system Temp. Capt. William John McBride organised his section to take charge of Trench Garrison duty.   The Infantry took over each post as they proceeded to repair the wreckage and by early evening the task of securing their Front Line Trench was well advanced but required non-stop work throughout the night in order to fully restore the trench system.  With assistance from the Infantry, the men slogged without a break until first light next morning. 

Assessment of the enemy’s mine blast showed a section of a gallery broken with no major destruction caused to the all-important “deeps” apart from ventilation damage and the demolition wires severed by the German barrage.  If the camouflaging or dismantling of the major entrances had not been carried out the situation could have been much worse.  When the whole area was viewed, the flags that the enemy had positioned to mark the furthermost position infiltrated was about 200 yards and went from the cutting side of Hill 60 behind Bensham Road and to the other side behind the Dump and estimated by the devastation, would have taken about an hour to inflict.  
The raiders penetrated and demolished entrances to several “shallow subways” in the Infantry Dugout System, one sheltering the Special R.E. Listening Apparatus which they also destroyed and, in another Dugout, detonated a demolition charge in which the gas eventually asphyxiated 25 British Infantrymen despite attempts by Australian “proto-men” to guide them out.   

Sergeant J.W. Bott repeatedly crossed the open area under intense fire to rescue the entombed infantry garrison.  Capt. Lewis Tuckett and his men from the 3rd D. Signal Company provided invaluable assistance in re-establishing and repairing the communications despite the hostilities taking place around them during the raid. 

The Rescue Team excavating the gallery in order to retrieve Corporal Sneddon were “driven from their work by the cessation of the pumps” when the area became very water logged, they quickly returned to the entrance and were bombed, the sap head completely blown in by the raiders.  It was an isolated sap and the tunnellers should have been relieved about noon but due to the tremendous German barrage, relief could not be sent.  Sergeant John Cowan Stevenson was hopeful at the time when no bodies were recovered that they had time to surface seeing the Germans had got as far as the supports.  Due to the damage the sap was not worked again.   Those five Australian tunnellers were captured for interrogation.  

Fortunately Sergeant Harry M. Dean considered by the Germans as dead was able to give his account of the raid but Sergeant Ernest ‘Mick’ Alexander Bennett was killed.

Sergeant J.C. Stevenson in his statement on June 14, 1917 stated that— “I saw him on 9th April at 2.30 a.m. and he was dead.  Hit by a shell right through the chest.  Evidently killed instantly.  The Germans had made a raid at Hill 60 and it was in our own lines he was hit.”

Sapper John McCaffery affirmed on July 1, 1917 that— “He was hit while carrying timber up for the Company.”

Sapper M. McPhee also made a statement on July 17, 1917— “This man was killed instantly by shell fire during attack on April 9th, 1917.  The casualty occurred at “The Stores”, Hill 60 facing Ypres.  I was not far away when the shell struck him.  He was about (6ft 2ins), well built, dark, 38-40 years. Worked for the Municipal Council, Sydney.”    

The galleries crumped by the enemy had over 50 lamps and a quantity of electrical wiring destroyed and members of the Australian Electrical and Mechanical Mining and Boring Company (A.E.M.M. & B. Coy) immediately repaired the wiring, this greatly assisting the rescue workers.  

A further tally of the human loss revealed 33 British and 43 Germans killed and 200 more were casualties, the number of wounded Tunnellers is not known.  The enemy was active again during the night raiding Allan Crater to the left line, but the Artillery had learnt its lesson and was alert and, on the defensive, stopping the assault.  
The Tunnellers remained constantly on duty until the evening of April 12th and although extremely tired left the area with the contentment that they had made a great contribution to assisting and preserving the Troops serving at the Front Line.  

Sergeant Harry Michael Dean had been wounded in both legs and the injury to his left leg was so severe it was amputated below the knee.  In a cable sent around April 17th from Belgium by Chaplain Gray to Sergeant Dean’s father in Brisbane related his condition as “improving nicely” and before Harry eventually returned to Australia on 16th December, 1917 he was successfully fitted with an artificial leg.  
German Military Records showed that those tunnellers captured and interrogated did not reveal any information on the Mining System but the soil sample taken, provided evidence that the British had driven further beneath the German stratum.  

The Prisoners of War were: – Sappers: Charles Henry Glover and James McKay remained together for a time on a German farm and Sapper Arthur Michael Renshall had been wounded in the breast and back during the raid never fully recovered.  He died at 4 a.m. on September 17, 1917 and interred in Res. 42 Verden on the Aller, Germany.  After the war his remains were transferred to a war grave in Hamburg Cemetery, Ohlsdorf. Germany. His brother Sapper James Joseph Renshall also suffered gunshot wounds and heard the news that his brother had died of wounds while still a prisoner.  Sappers Glover and McKay returned to Dover, England at the beginning of December, 1918 and Sapper J.J. Renshall was released at the end of December, 1918.  Sapper Edmund Kension A. Hyland had his left arm ‘smashed’ as he was escorted as a prisoner and was hospitalised for six weeks at Geissen and sent to Frankfurt to work building ammunition stores then to work at a Stone Quarry at Seisen but his arm had no strength and was given light duties at the station.  He was at Seisen when the Armistice was signed and arrived at Calais on December 6, 1918 then returned to Dover.

While at Dover, England Sapper Edmund K.A. Hyland gave his statement on December 8, 1918:

“We were working in the “H & I” [Hook & Eye] sap underground under a 13 hours bombardment by the Germans.  Corporal Sneddon, 1st Tun Coy was buried in the face of the sap by the explosion of a shell.  We were 4 to 6 ft from the surface of the ground and endeavoured to dig him out.  He had been buried there for three or four days.  We did not find him.  At 9 a.m. on 9th April, 1917 the face of the sap began to run and we were in danger of being buried ourselves, so thick was the barrage under which we were working.   The two men on the pump were unable to carry on and we were in two or three feet of water.  Corporal Laurenceson, 1st Tun Coy went back to Headquarters to report our condition and find out what could be done.  We did not see him again.  The Germans entered the sap and after using bombs captured us.  Sappers McKay, Glover and Renshall and L/Cpl Renshall, who was slightly wounded in the pelvis, were captured with me.”
Sappers Glover and McKay add more details in their debriefing:

“We were not wounded.  When going across ‘No Man’s Land’ we were under fire from both sides.  We saw Sapper Renshall killed by a shell while being escorted back.  Sapper Hyland (wounded in left arm) and 2nd Corporal Renshall (wounded slightly in pelvis) were captured with us.  Sapper Hyland fainted from loss of blood and was taken to hospital. We did not see him again.”

Corporal James B. Sneddon’s body remained entombed.  Although it is not recorded, later a small group of tunnellers must have retrieved his body for he was buried in the Railway Dugouts Cemetery (Transport Farm).

Base Records notified his mother on 25 April, 1917 that her son was reported missing in action.  On 3 May a copy of his service record was made for the Pension Department. 

The Red Cross Bureau in London worked with military authorities on behalf of families to find what happened to missing personnel and kept a card system on informants’ information.  They also supplied comfort packages and letters to prisoners of war in Germany which assisted the men greatly.  The following is information from the two informants on Sapper McKay when they were hospitalised in Boulogne, France.
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RENSHALL, J.J. 5218

M. April 9th 1917

At Hill 60 on the Ypres sector on April 9th the Germans had been bombarding all day, and about 6 p.m. they put up a barrage and came over.  Glover, McKay and the two Renshalls were at work in a sap out from the front line.  The Germans got through the first line and as far as the supports.  When the Germans were driven out the sap had been blown up and there were no signs of the men.  If alive they must ben prisoners.  The only question is whether the Germans took them out before blowing up the sap, and considering that they got as far as the supports and so had plenty of time it is likely they did.  The sap was not worked again.  They let her go.
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GLOVER, C.H. 5196

M. April 9th 1917

About 7 weeks ago Glover and McKay were on a shift with others working in a sap – H and I – from the front line at Hill 60.  There was a bombardment and the Germans came over beyond the saps.  The saps were rotten and fell in with the bombardment.  A man named Lanigan was got out all right.  There were two brothers buried, but the only two whose name I can give as certainty on the shift and missing are Glover and McKay.  A. Macdonnell was on the shift and is with the company now.  He told me of these men and can give full information.
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  No. 32 Stationary [Hospital]









      BOULOGNE   9.6.17

On 27 May, 1917 prisoner McKay sent a Postcard from Dulmen camp, Company 8 A, Group 3 to Corporal 3293 A. Fletcher, No. 3 Section, 1st Aust Tunnelling Company, B.E.F. France which was intercepted by the Postal Censor and a copy sent to the War Office, Alexandra House, Kingsway, W.C.2.  
It was interpreted as:


“Prisoner wants private things looked after”

This was the first news military authorities heard he was a prisoner of war in Germany.

His mother was advised by Base Records on 15 June, 1917 that he was in Germany a prisoner of War.

Another Postcard (undated) was intercepted by the Postal Censor to his mother Mrs Sarah McKay, 66 Middleton Street, Alexandria, Dunbartonshire which read: “Quite well.”

Official German paperwork from Gefangenenlager Dulmen camp (North-Rhine-Westphalia, Germany) was sent to Australian Military authorities giving personal details of the prisoner with date and place of birth, next-of-kin and place of capture.
A further German form from Limburg camp (Hessen on River Lahn) dated 25 June, 1917 gives similar information and again from Limburg camp dated 19 July, 1917 let the military know his whereabouts.

On 4 July, 1917 A.C.C. Pension Department were advised re casualty Statement.

On 28 September, 1917 official notification came that he was a prisoner of war in Germany.

Base Records advised his mother on 2 October officially he was a prisoner of war and place of internment in Germany.

When Peace was declared he was still a war prisoner.  On 3 December, 1918 Sapper McKay was released from Ludnez and returned by the transport A30 to Calais, France then embarked to England on December 6.

Military discipline was issued for the following:



Offence:
London Headquarters AWL from 10 a.m. 14/1/19 to 10 a.m. 23/1/19



Award:

Admonished by Major G.M. Hammond


Total forfeiture:
9 day’s pay 23/1/19

Sapper marched out from Headquarters to the No. 2 Command Depot at Weymouth on 24 January then sent to the No. 1 Command Depot at Sutton Veny on February 12. 

Was granted Special Leave for Non-Military Employment (N.M.E.) from 1 April to 1 July, 1919 with pay only, to learn Cheese Making given by J. Barfour of Gartfern, Stirlingshire, Scotland and taken on strength with Headquarters, London on 26 April.  On completion of NME on 1 July was re-transferred to the 1st Tunnelling Company and reported to London on July 2.  He was granted leave and report to headquarters on 16 July then returned to the Sutton Veny Depot.
Further discipline was issued:



Crime:

AWL from 10 a.m. 16/7/19 until 10 a.m. 31/7/19



Award:

Forfeits 15 day’s pay by Major C.H. Howard 31/9/19


Total forfeiture:
30 day’s pay

Sapper marched in to Headquarters, London on 2 August, 1919.  After demobilisation Sapper McKay embarked for return to Australia on 7 September, 1919 on H.T. Euripides.  Base Records advised his mother on 30 September he was returning to Australia.  The troopship docked in Sydney (2nd Military District) on 24 October, 1919.  News of their impending arrival was announced in the:
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Queensland soldiers left by train for Brisbane and arrived a day later at the station.  They were taken to the No. 6 Aust General Hospital at Kangaroo Point for their Disembarkation Medical examinations.  News of their arrival was reported in:


Military Discharge was issued in Brisbane (1st M.D.) on 23 December, 1919 as medically unfit.  For serving his country Sapper 3334 James McKay, 1st Tunnelling Company was issued with the British War Medal (17073) and the Victory Medal (16676).

The Brisbane Branch of the Repatriation Commission requested a copy of his service records from Base Records which was prepared on 27 February, 1923 and forwarded on 9 March.

On 22 January, 1952 Base Records forwarded a copy of his service records at the request of the Repatriation Commission, Brisbane.

His name is commemorated on the Ballarat Prisoners of War Memorial.
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Footnote: - Further information on the Easter Raid is available on this website under 1st Tunnelling Company – Easter Raid.

Sydney Morning Herald Monday May 22, 1916:


THE TROOPS – INSPECTION AT MOORE PARK


“In the presence of a crowd of 10,000 people the District Commandant, Brigadier-General Ramaciotti, V.D., held an inspection of troops at Moore Park, on Saturday afternoon.  The troops consisted of Field Artillery, Tunnelling Section (including Queenslanders), under Major Vincent; Infantry, under Lieutenant Owen Gibbs, under Captain Brosnan, the whole parade being under the command of Major Holman, D.S.O.





Prior to arrival of the commandant and his staff, the men were drawn up in columns of companies on the Dowling-street side of the ground, facing the tramline.  The bands of Liverpool Headquarters and the Engineers played selections of music.





Brigadier-General Ramaciotti, V.D. made a close inspection of the lines.  Returning to the saluting base the Commandant took the salute as the various units marched past in columns of companies, and again as they returned headed by the band in columns of fours.





One company had with it a small kangaroo as a mascot.  The animal was held on a ribbon, but when it drew level with the saluting base it bobbed up and down as if anxious to do its share in the saluting lines as its male friends were doing.  Its antics were so ludicrous that the crowd roared.





At the conclusion of the inspection the men were marched across to the Royal Agricultural Ground, where they were provided with temporary quarters.” 						


Article abridged





Sydney Morning Herald Friday October 24, 1919:


LANDING TODAY – TROOPS BY THE EURIPIDES


The troops by the Euripides will disembark today at No. 1 Wharf Woolloomooloo.  Friends and relations will be admitted to the Anzac Buffet at 8.45 a.m.  The Queenslanders will proceed by special train at 10.22 a.m.


Motor cars numbered on the Red Cross register from 211 to 347 are required to be at No. 1 Wharf at Woolloomooloo at 9.15 a.m.  


Car owners are requested to note alterations in time of arrival of troopship.





The Queenslander Saturday November 1, 1919


SOLDIERS BY THE EURIPIDES


The Queensland contingent who travelled by the Euripides arrived in Brisbane by train on Saturday shortly after 6 p.m.  The men were conveyed by the Returned Soldiers’ Transport Corps to the Kangaroo Point Military Hospital where a substantial repast was provided by the ladies of the Red Cross Kitchen.  During the meal words of welcome were spoken by the State Commandant (Brigadier-General Irving) on behalf of the Commonwealth Government.                								Abridged





Ballarat Prisoners of War Memorial - Photos sourced from Images of Memorial website.








