SAPPER THOMAS MITCHELL
6093 – 1st Tunnelling Company
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Born on 3 March 1884 at Dysart, New Norfolk, Tasmania, Thomas was the son of William and Johanna Elizabeth (nee Gleeson) Mitchell. In 1915 he was at Kempton, Tas.

He signed the ‘Attestation Paper of Persons Enlisted for Service Abroad’ at Claremont, Tasmania, on 2 September 1916 stating he was a labourer by occupation and that he had previously been rejected for service due to a leg injury.  He named as Next-of-Kin mother Johanna Mitchell of Kempton, Tasmania
A Medical examination the same day recorded that he was 32 years and six months of age and stood 5ft 4½ins tall.  He weighed 139lbs, had a fair complexion, blue eyes and reddish brown hair.  He was of the Roman Catholic faith.  The examination also noted that he had defective teeth

He signed the Oath to ‘well and truly serve’ at Claremont, on 25 September 1916.

Acknowledgment to the volunteers was reported in the:
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Basic training commenced at Claremont (6th Military District) until 18 October when he was appointed to the Reinforcements Tunnelling Coys His rank was Sapper with the regimental number 6093.  It appears they went to Melbourne soon after allotment to join the December, 1916 Reinforcements and embarked at Melbourne on board Ulysses.
516 Tunnellers Reinforcements departed Melbourne, Victoria on October 25, 1916 at 1.30pm aboard the transport HMAT A38 Ulysses, Thomas Mitchell being one of them.  The Australian coastline disappeared from view on October 30, 1916 with the port of Durban reached at 11.30am on November 13, 1916.  They felt the effects of the wind going around the Cape and arrived at Cape Town at 7am on November 19.  Freetown in Sierra Leone was the next port of call where they arrived on 29 November.  Their departure was delayed until December 14, 1916 as it was not safe to proceed further.  Ulysses arrived at Plymouth, England on December 28, 1916, after 65 days at sea, with the troops disembarking at 1.30pm and entraining for Tidworth.

5798 Sapper George Oxman, (later of the 3rd Australian Tunnelling Company) recorded the voyage in his Diary:

Dec 5.
It took 1½ hours to take 1000 men ashore for the afternoon.  We have to pay 6d each for the loan of the punts.  We were fastened with ropes with one punt to the other coming back, the rope broke and we were drifting out pretty quick but the tug boat soon had us back again.  Not too clean of a place.  The women stand in a stream and wet their clothes they are washing and place them on a flat stone and then belt into them with a flat piece of wood like a bat. 

Dec 9.
Had to get some coal and fresh water. The officers went ashore to buy some fruit to sell to us they wouldn’t let us buy off the natives so when they came back with the fruit - none of us would buy it off them.

Dec13. 
29 
Big boats in here now.

Dec 14.

Left for England with four other transport auxiliary cruiser escorting us.

Dec 25.
On the sea between Gibraltar and England it has been very foggy.  We had roast pork for Christmas dinner and some baked scones.  They were as hard as rock.

Dec 26.
Very foggy torpedo boats came to escort us in the rest of the way.  Got our kit bags out of the holds.

Dec 28.
We had nothing to eat from 7.30am to 3.30pm.  We had to buy some cakes during the last week on the boat.  We held the Dead March on a roast they gave us (250 of us) for our dinner.  We marched up to the top deck with it, all the rest of the men were watching us and laughing.  We got roared up a bit after it but we didn’t care.  
Got on the train at 4pm.  Got to Perham Downs camp at 11pm.  Nothing to eat from the military until 8 or 9 the next morning.  Then we had two tablespoons of boiled salmon and spuds and a mug of tea.  Mud from 1-6 inches deep.

Thomas proceeded overseas to France on 28 January 1917 and marched into the Australian General Base Depot (AGBD) the next day.  He was attached to the 1st ANZAC Entrenching Battalion on 8 February.
The 1st Anzac Entrenching Battalion which was an advanced section of the Base Depot.  Formed at La Motte, France on June 6, 1916 with Captain N. Macrae being seconded from the Mining Corps as Adjutant and Quartermaster, the Battalion had an initial strength of 21 Officers and 1003 Other Ranks, mainly Infantry.  The Battalion organised works near the lines and through duties would accustom the reinforcements to war conditions before being assigned to a company in the field. 

For a time, all infantry reinforcements were drawn from this unit.  Heavy losses at Pozieres in July through September 1916 caused all infantry to be directly absorbed into their fighting units.

The Battalion continued to be a transit unit for tunnelling reinforcements and in October 1916 there were 9 officers and 203 men in the Battalion which now served as a tunnelling company, working with the 1st Canadian Tunnelling Company at St Eloi, The Bluff and the Ravine (near Ypres).  On 5 November 1917 the 1st Anzac Entrenching Battalion was abolished.

On 14 April 1917 he was attached to the 1st Australian Tunnelling Company (1ATC) who were working on the underground mining system at Hill 60 and Caterpillar (Hill 59) in Belgium.

He reported sick with tonsillitis and was admitted to the 17th Casualty Clearing Station on 12 June 1917 and was transferred by Ambulance Train 28 on 14 June to the 1st Convalescent Depot at Boulogne where he was admitted.  On 16 June he was transferred to the 10th Convalescent Depot at Ecaulet  He was transferred to No.3 Rest Camp on 28 June.  He returned to the AGBD at Rouelles on 30 June 1917. 
On 6 July he was admitted to the 39th General Hospital at Havre where he spent 55 days until discharged on 29 August 1917.  He re-joined his Unit on 8 September.

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

Thomas was severely gassed on 13 March 1918 and was admitted to the 8th Australian Field Ambulance the same day.  
Wm J. McBride.

Captain A.E.





A/C.O. 1st Aust. Tunnelling Company A.E.

The heavy shelling caused a run thro’ to surface at end of “B” and “H” Dugout.

Some of the shells burst right in the cookhouse and on the timber and sandbag dump which was being used during the night.

Gas doors were in operation except on the water well which is in progress of sinking and on the “K” stairway which has just been broken through to surface. 

All ranks continued at work on surface and in dugout after the shelling ceased until morning shift relief when the effect of gas began to make itself apparent.

Lieutenant Bate also gave his report as follows:







Monmouthshire Camp









  13th March, 1918.

To O.C. No 2 Section

   1st Aust. Tun Coy, A.E.

With respect to the gassing of men of Nos 1 & 2 Sections at Kit Kat Dugouts last night I beg to report as follows:  At about 5.30 p.m. several shells, which failed to explode fell about 100 yards s.w. of the Dugouts, a small cloud of white smoke or vapour proceeded from them and they may have been gas shells, though no sign of gas as noted.  

  Shortly before 6 p.m. the enemy started shelling the Dugouts and dump with, I should judge 6 in H.E. Shells, this lasted until 7.15 p.m., shells falling at intervals of three to seven minutes. Subsequently a few shells fell in the vicinity at long intervals.

   At 1 a.m. the next morning I was in “B” Gallery and it was reported to me that gas shells were falling near the Dugout.  I immediately got all hands to get their gas helmets and to wear them at the alert.  One shell went through a corner of the kitchen and a number of others fell close by these evidently being small explosive gas shells, making a crater of about three feet in diameter.  At the stairway used as entrance in the adjoining gallery there was a slight mustard smell which did not affect the eyes or nose in any way.  I went to bed at 3.30 a.m. and was called at 5.30 a.m.  The first complaint I heard of any ill effects was from Sappers Lawson & Hickey, cooks at 6 a.m., who complained of sickness and pains in the eyes.  I at [once] went, sent them to Westhoek Dressing Station and instructed the N.C.O’s to get the names of all who were suffering from the affects of gas.  This resulted in my sending 8 more men to the dressing station shortly after 7 a.m.  I thought it advisable to send off all men of No 2 Section to Bavaria House as there was still a smell of gas on top and in parts of the Dugout.

   Some were feeling sick and others developed sickness, and soreness of the eyes on the road back to camp.  Personally although I was all thought the Dugouts and also on the surface at 3.30 a.m. I felt no ill affects whatever until reaching the Motor Lorries at Bavaria House, when my eyes started to get sore.  The two men of No 2 Section and 8 men of No 1 Section sent to Westhoek D.S. came across to the Dugouts and advised the sprinkling of bleaching powder over the shell holes, and offered to supply Mr Hill (who relieved me) with a quantity of it for this purpose.






(sgd.) J.H. BATE    Lieut.






No 2 Section 1st Aust Tunn. Coy. A.E.

On 20 March he was transferred to the 11th Casualty Clearing Station and 4 days later by Ambulance Train 24 he was transferred to the 2nd Australian General Hospital at Boulogne where he was admitted with mustard gas poisoning.

On 26 March he was evacuated to England and admitted to the County of Middlesex War Hospital, Napsbury. 
Base Records advised his mother on 4 April it was reported her son had been severely wounded in action by gas and on April 11 further advised was in hospital in England and on May 3 notified he was now convalescent.

He was transferred to the 1st Auxiliary Hospital at Harefield on 9 April.  On 15 April he was discharged to furlough to report to No.3 Command Depot, Hurdcott on 29 April.
The North Western Advocate and Emu Bay Times, Tasmania, of Tuesday 16 April 1918 carried a list of wounded including: ‘Spr. T. Mitchell, Kempton (gas)’.

He marched in to No.4 Command Depot from No.3 Depot on 14 May.  
Was sent sick to the Isolation Camp at Hurdcott on 19 July then a day later admitted to the Group Camp hospital until 27 July then entered Fovant Military Hospital in Wiltshire.  Was discharged to the Training Brigade at No. 4 Command Depot until 3 September returning sick to the Group Camp Hospital.  On to Fovant Military Hospital until 2 October then left for the Overseas Training Brigade at Longbridge, Deverill on October 8.

He was admitted on 11 October, 1918 to the Sutton Veny Military Hospital, Deverill with inflammation of knee joint and was there when Peace was declared.  Was discharged to the No. 1 Command Depot at Sutton Veny on 20 November then marched out on 12 December for his return to Australia.  Sapper Mitchell embarked as an invalid for Australia on 12 December, 1918 on board H.T. Nestor due to an old injury to his right knee.  Base Records advised his mother on 4 January he was returning home.  

The Examiner, Launceston, on Thursday 23 January 1919 carried the List of Invalids arriving on Nestor including – ‘Spr. T. MITCHELL, 1st. Tunn. C, Dysart’.

The troopship docked in Melbourne (3rd Military District) and due to the Spanish Influenza pandemic were to be placed at Broadmeadows camp to await a transport to Tasmania.  News of their arrival was reported in the:
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Further news of their stay at Broadmeadows camp and subsequent transfer to Hobart (6th M.D.) on the vessel Loongana were reported in the:

The Loongana arrived on 11 February, 1919 to Hobart where they disembarked for quarantine.  A list of returned soldiers was announced in the:


He was discharged from the A.I.F. on 19 March 1919, entitled to wear the British War Medal and the Victory Medal
On 4 November 1920 at Brighton, Tasmania Thomas married Thelma Alexandria Cave.  Born in 1902, Thelma was the daughter of Arthur John Alfred and Louisa (nee Harbach) Cave. 1902-1957

The Electoral Rolls for 1936 thru 1954 record Thomas Mitchell as a labourer living at Pontville, Tasmania with Thelma performing home duties.
Mrs Thelma A. Mitchell died on 6 September, 1957 and buried in St Matthews Roman Catholic Cemetery, Pontville, Brighton, in the Old Cemetery, Row E, Site 17.
Thomas Mitchell died on 19 April 1967 aged 85 years and was buried at Pontville Saint Matthews Roman Catholic Cemetery, Brighton, Tasmania.
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Daily Post (Hobart) Tuesday September 26, 1916:


YESTERDAY’S RECRUITS


The following 27 men entered Claremont Camp yesterday:


T. Mitchell, laborer, Dysart.									Article abridged





Examiner (Launceston) Wednesday September 27, 1916:


ENTERED CAMP AT CLAREMONT


The following are the names and addresses of the men (25) who entered the Claremont Camp on Monday:


T. Mitchell, Devonport.										Article abridged





Herald Saturday February 1, 1919:


QUARANTINE DECLINED – MEN ON TWO TRANSPORTS UNWILLING TO GO TO CAMP


When the transports Nestor and Argyllshire arrived at Port Melbourne the men from the other States declined to land, and the military officials were faced with a difficult position as the men were determined though quiet.


Brigadier-General Williams, the State Commandant and others hurried to the pier, and it is hoped that when the position is explained the troops will act according to instructions. 


Meanwhile, the transport Argyllshire had berthed and the news of the action taken on the Nestor, with the reasons shouted from ship to ship by “diggers” with hearty voices and written messaged in balls of paper were tossed to the Argyllshire.   	


The troops on board who had not previously heard of the position then followed their companions’ example and refused to land.  When the Commandant arrived he explained to the men the difficulties of the position.  He pointed out that the embargo of the New South Wales Government prevented even the men for that State being sent away, while the various other State authorities had also forbidden the transfer of people by land.  All that was necessary was that the men should go to Broadmeadows and wait until transport could be arranged for them by sea.


When the matter was put to them in this slight the men appeared to realise that, although it seemed unfair that their arrival at their homes should be delayed there was really no other course open to the authorities.  The attention which their complaints received seemed to reassure them, and it is hoped that when further consideration has been given to the situation a satisfactory settlement will be reached.  There are more than 800 troops on the two vessels, including Tasmanians, South Australians, Queenslanders and men for New South Wales.  The Argyllshire, however, landed South Australians at Adelaide.





Advocate (Burnie)Thursday February 6, 1919: 


RETURN OF THE TROOPS – TASMANIANS STILL AT BROADMEADOWS


When the Karoola returns from Queensland, she will be good to take the Tasmanians and South Australians to their homes, but so far, no date has been fixed, and the men will remain at Broadmeadows until the vessel returns.





Examiner (Launceston) Friday February 7, 1919:


LOONGANA SAILS TODAY – TROOPS GO DIRECTLY TO HOBART


The Minister for Railways received the following wire from Mr Webb, of the Victorian Branch of the Tasmanian Tourist Bureau—"Loongana sails for Hobart direct at noon to-morrow with 360 Anzacs and invalids ex Somali, Nestor, Orontes, Aeneas, Mamari, Argyllshire, Saxon, Burmah and Themistocles”.





Advocate Friday February 15, 1919: 


QUARATINED SOLDIERS – CORRECT LIST OF NAMES – PER H.T. NESTOR


The following is a list of Tasmanian soldiers who arrived by the Loongana on Monday and are now in quarantine at Bruny Island.


Mitchell, T. 1st Tun. Coy									Article abridged
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