SAPPER THOMAS ALEXANDER ORR
226 – 1st Tunnelling Company
Thomas Alexander Orr stated he was born in Campbelltown, Scotland in 1872.  He came to Queensland, Australia and was working as a miner at Innisfail, North Queensland in 1912 and 1913.  By 1915 he was a labourer at Cooyar in the Toowoomba region.
At the recruiting depot in Brisbane (1st Military district) the single miner applied to enlist for active service abroad and passed the medical examination on 2 December, 1915 with a note requires dental treatment.  Attestation forms describe him as 178cms (5ft 10ins) tall, weighing 69kgs (152lbs) with a chest expansion of 90-94cms (35½-37ins) and a fair complexion with brown eyes and brown hair.  He gave his age as 44 years but was much older.  Distinctive marks were 2 vaccination scars on his left arm and a tattoo on his right forearm.  Religion was Presbyterian.  Next-of-kin nominated was his sister Mary Garvie Orr whose address was unknown.  The Oath of Allegiance was signed and taken the same day.

Basic training would have commenced at Enoggera Barracks, Brisbane with the Mining Corps recruitments then transferred to join other volunteers from around the country at Casula, near Liverpool, New South Wales and allotted to the No. 1 Company of the Corps.  His rank was Sapper with the regimental number 226.

At a civic parade in the Domain, Sydney on Saturday February 19, 1916, a large crowd of relations and friends of the departing Miners lined the four sides of the parade ground.  Sixty police and 100 Garrison Military Police were on hand to keep the crowds within bounds.  The scene was an inspiriting one. On the extreme right flank, facing the saluting base, were companies of the Rifle Club School; next came a detachment of the 4th King’s Shropshire Light Infantry, then the bands of the Light Horse, Liverpool Depot, and the Miners’ on the left, rank upon rank, the Miners’ Battalion.  

The Corps boarded HMAT A38 Ulysses in Sydney, NSW on February 20 and sailed for the European theatre.  Arriving in Melbourne, Victoria on February 22 the Miners camped at Broadmeadows for a stay of 7 days while further cargo was loaded. 

Another parade was held at the Broadmeadows camp on March 1, the Miners’ Corps being inspected by the Governor-General, as Commander-in-Chief of the Commonwealth military forces. 

Leaving Melbourne on March 1, Ulysses arrived at Fremantle, Western Australia on March 7 where a further 53 members were taken on board.  

On Wednesday March 8, 1916 the whole force, with their band and equipment, paraded at Fremantle prior to leaving Victoria Quay at 9.30 o’clock.

The ship hit a reef when leaving Fremantle harbour, stripping the plates for 40 feet and, although there was a gap in the outside plate, the inner bilge plates were not punctured.  The men on board nicknamed her ‘Useless’.  The Miners were off-loaded and sent to the Blackboy Hill Camp where further training was conducted.

The Mining Corps comprised 1303 members at the time they embarked with a Headquarters of 40; No.1 Company – 390; No.2 Company – 380; No.3 Company – 392, and 101 members of the 1st Reinforcements.

Finally departing Fremantle on April 1, Ulysses voyaged via Suez, Port Said and Alexandria in Egypt.  The captain of the ship was reluctant to take Ulysses out of the Suez Canal because he felt the weight of the ship made it impossible to manoeuvre in the situation of a submarine attack.  The troops were transhipped to HM Transport B.1 Ansonia, then on to Valetta, Malta before disembarking at Marseilles, France on May 5, 1916.  
As a unit they entrained at Marseilles on May 7 and detrained on May 11 at Hazebrouck.

A ‘Mining Corps’ did not fit in the British Expeditionary Force, and the Corps was disbanded and three Australian Tunnelling Companies were formed.  The Technical Staff of the Corps Headquarters, plus some technically qualified men from the individual companies, was formed into the entirely new Australian Electrical and Mechanical Mining and Boring Company (AEMMBC), better known as the ‘Alphabetical Company’.

He was sent to the 139th Field Ambulance on 13 August, 1916 for dental treatment returning to duty the following day.
The No. 1 Company was officially transferred to the 1st Tunnelling Company in the field on 28 December, 1916.

His service continued without further illness or injury and was issued with Blue Chevrons to wear on his uniform for serving one year abroad.

Leave was granted and taken from 10 February, 1918 and returned to duty on February 25.

He 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.

Leave from France was again taken from 28 November until 19 December, 1918.

Orders were received on 28 January, 1919 to return to the Aust General Base Depot and they left there to return to England on 3 February arriving at the No. 1 Command Depot at Sutton Veny the following day.

He was examined on 5 February, 1919 by the final Medical Board and found with no disability, heart and lungs normal and fit for general service but his age was noted as 54 years and he signed in agreeance.

On 24 February, 1919 at the No.1 Aust Command Depot and inventory on his Kit was completed with the following items noted:


Hat badge, Ankle boot with laces, 2 drawers, 1 greatcoat, Khaki hat, Holdall, Housewife, Jacket, 


Razor in case, Flannel shirt, 2 Singlets, Woollen socks, Chin strap, Towel, Collar badge,


Breeches, S.D. Jacket, Putties, 2 Australia titles, Identity disc with cord.

Items were issued on return from overseas as follows:


Universal Kit Bag, Braces, Brushes – hair, shaving and tooth, fork, knife and spoon, cardigan


Jacket, Flannel shirt, 2 prs woollen socks, towel, Dungaree trousers, 2 Australia titles, sea kit


Bag, comforter cap.

The followed items were removed on 25 March, 1919 from his kit:


Fork, knife and spoon. 

Sapper Orr embarked as an invalid on 31 March, 1919 on board H.T. Khyber for the voyage home.  
His name was among those soldiers returning and listed in the:

The transport docked in Brisbane (1st M.D.) on 18 May, 1919 but was quarantined due to smallpox on board.  This news was reported in the:

The returning soldiers landed at Kennedy Wharf, Brisbane on 21 May, 1919 with news of their arrival published in the:

A Synopsis of the voyage to Sydney was reported as follows:

Sapper appeared before the Disembarkation Medical Board on May 21 and found to have no disability and dentally fit to which he signed their form.   Demobilisation was recommended and approved at District Headquarters 1st Military District the next day.
Military Discharge was issued in Brisbane (1st M.D.) on 5 July, 1919 on termination of his period of enlistment.

Later that year he was listed at 21 Herbert Street, Spring Hill, Brisbane with the occupation of miner.

For serving his country Sapper 226 Thomas Alexander Orr, 1st Tunnelling Company was issued with the British War Medal (12191) and the Victory Medal (12032). 

By 1921 he was residing at the Post Office Hotel, Chillagoe working as a miner.  In 1924 he was a miner at Mungana, N.Q. a small mining area near Chillagoe.

Thomas Alexander Orr passed away in Queensland on 13 December, 1924 aged about 59 years of age.
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Telegraph Wednesday May 7, 1919:


RETURNING SOLDIERS – H.T. KHYBER


The following have been listed for return to Australia and are actually en route from abroad.


226 Spr. T.A. Orr, 1st Tunn. Coy., Brisbane						


Article abridged





The Brisbane Courier Monday May 19, 1919:


LYTTON QUARANTINE STATION – SMALLPOX ON KHYBER


The Khyber which entered the Bay yesterday is in quarantine for small pox.  Dr Paul had not received the ship’s papers last night and could not give any particulars of the cases.





The Brisbane Courier Thursday May 22, 1919:


HOME AGAIN – THE KHYBER CONTINGENT


A batch of 252 men, returned to Australia by the Khyber, were landed from the Beaver at the Kennedy Wharf at 1.30 p.m. yesterday.  Captain E. Murphy, O.C. came with the soldiers, and in the full list there was only one cot case—not serious.  A few English brides were noticed aboard.  The wharf and environs were crowded with welcoming friends and spectators.  The State Commandant (Brigadier-General Irving) apologised for the absence of the Governor, and offered a hearty welcome on behalf of the Commonwealth.  Mr Gillies (Minister for Justice) also offered welcome.  The mayor (Alderman C.P. Buchanan) and Alderman Oxlade, Mr W.G. Graham (Under Secretary for Lands) and Mrs Graham (sister of Captain Murphy, O.C. were also present.





Synopsis of the voyage


Khyber draft of 1679, consisting of 214 West Australians, 139 South Australians, 449 Victorians, 73 Tasmanians, 543 New South Welshmen, and 261 Queenslanders, left Sutton Veny, England on 30th March, 1919, arriving at Liverpool the following day.  Khyber sailed from Liverpool at 8 a.m. on 1st April, and reached Port Said at 11 a.m. on 10th April.  Left Port Said on afternoon of 11th April, passing through Suez Canal the same night.  Arrived at Colombo on the morning of 22nd April, and departed at 6 p.m. the following day.  Sighted Fremantle at 10 a.m. on 3rd May, and left for Adelaide at 4 p.m. on 4th May, arriving at the latter port at 8 a.m. on 9th May.  Departed from Adelaide at 7 p.m. on 10th May, and entered Port Phillip Heads on morning of 12th May.  Left the same morning for Sydney, arriving there on 14th May 1919.








