SAPPER JOHN SMITH M.M.
277 – 1st Tunnelling Company
John (Jack) James Smith was born on 3 April, 1890 the son of John and Agnes A. (nee Martin) Smith and registered at Gunnedah, New South Wales.  He married in 1913 at Quirindi to Ellen Agnes Harrison and by 1915 were living at McDougall Street, Milton, Brisbane, Queensland working as a labourer.

At the recruiting depot in Brisbane (1st Military District) on 11 October, 1915 the twenty-four-year-old labourer applied to enlist for active service abroad and passed the medical examination.  Attestation forms describe him as 160cms (5ft 4ins) tall, weighing 63kgs (135lbs) with a chest expansion of 84-89cms (33-35½ins) and had a dark complexion with good vision in his grey eyes and black hair.  Distinctive mark was an appendiceal scar from an operation.  Religion was Church of England.  Next-of-kin nominated was his wife Mrs Ellen Agnes Smith of McDougall Street, Milton, Brisbane and allotted three-fifths of his pay in support of her and their child.  The Oath of Enlistment was signed and taken the same day.
After basic training was sent to Casula, near Liverpool, New South Wales to join other volunteers from across the country to train as the Mining Corps for service abroad.  His rank was Sapper with the regimental number 277 in No. 1 Company.

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.’

Military discipline was issued for the following:
Offence:
While on active service creating a disturbance 13/8/16



Award:

14 days Field Punishment No. 1    14/8/16

Went sick to the 110th Field Ambulance on 24 August, 1916 with Orchitis (inflammation of testicles – a complication after mumps or infection) remaining until August 29 then moved to the 8th Casualty Clearing Station.  Was then conveyed on Ambulance Train no.24 to Boulogne entering the 3rd Canadian General Hospital with orchitis on 30 August.  Transferred to the No. 7 Convalescent Depot on 4 September progressing to the 1st Aust General Base Depot at Etaples five days later where he remained until 21 November and re-joined his unit on two days later.

On 24 March, 1917 went sick with varicocele (varicose veins in scrotum) to the 133rd Field Ambulance moving to the 3rd Canadian Casualty Clearing Station then by Ambulance Train no.26 to Hardelot and admitted to the 2nd Aust General Hospital.  On 5 April was discharged to Base Details but entered the 26th General Hospital at Etaples on April 13 with (pyrexia (fever) uncertain origin).  On 24 April was invalided to England with P.U.O. on the hospital ship Antwerpen from Calais and admitted to hospital in England (name not given) and discharged to Perham Downs camp.  Left the Overseas Training Brigade for France on 4 June from Folkstone arriving at the Aust General Base Depot in Rouelles two days later and marched out re-joining his unit on 13 June.
Went sick with Dental Caries on 4 November, 1917 to the 98th Field Ambulance at the 30th Divisional Rest Station and discharged to duty the next day.

Blue Chevrons were issued to wear on his uniform for serving two years abroad.

In trouble again for the following:

Crime:

While on active service AWL from 10 p.m. to 6 a.m. 4/5/18



Award:

14 days confined to billets and forfeits 7 day’s pay


Total forfeiture:
£2/5/-

Went sick with Influenza on 7 July, 1918 to the 8th Aust Field Ambulance and discharged to duty five days later.   

Proceeded on leave on 9 September, 1918 and re-joined his unit on 1 October.

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 area by clearing roads and bridges of booby traps and delayed action mines left by the enemy.

Orders were received on 21 January, 1919 to march out to the Aust Infantry Base Depot and his unit left there on 3 February crossing to England arriving at the Overseas Training Brigade at Weymouth the next day to await his voyage home.

After demobilisation Sapper Smith embarked for Australia on 20 April, 1919 on board H.T. Boonah.  Base Records advised his wife on 22 May, 1919 that he was returning home.
His mother Mrs J. Smith wrote to Base Records on 21 May, 1919 from her address care of Post Office, Colly Blue, wishing not to trouble them but wanted to know information about her son Sapper Jack Smith if he was ill, wounded or killed in action.  
She mentioned he was a married man and enlisted in Brisbane.  She could not hear anything of him since he wrote in December and although she had written to him since she could not hear a word about him.  She would be so very grateful if they could send her any details and she had one son killed and another son gassed so they could excuse her in troubling them.  Base Records replied on May 29 to her on their standard letterform no.19 possibly that he was on his way home.

The troopship docked in Melbourne (3rd Military District) on 8 June, 1919 with news of their arrival reported in the:
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The Queenslanders and soldiers for Sydney (2nd M.D.) were transhipped to the transport Sardinia with their expected arrival announced in the:
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The Queensland soldiers embarked at Sydney and continued their final journey to Brisbane (1st M.D.) on a special train with news of their arrival published in the:

Military Discharge was issued in Brisbane (1st M.D.) on 29 July, 1919 on termination of his period of enlistment.
On 20 August, 1919 it was announced in the London Gazette he was awarded the Military Cross for bravery in the field.

Base Records wrote to Mrs E.A. Smith at John Street, Toowong, Brisbane on 27 January, 1919 forwarding a copy of the extract from the Second Supplement No. 31512 from the London Gazette issued on 20 August, 1919, relating to the conspicuous services rendered by the member of the Aust Imperial Force.

AWARDED THE MILITARY MEDAL
HIS MAJESTY THE KING has been graciously pleased to approve of the award of the Military Medal

for bravery in the field to the undermentioned:

No. 277 Sapper John Smith

They further advised that this had been promulgated in Commonwealth of Australia Gazette No. 135 dated 11th December, 1919. 

He wrote to Base Records early on 9 February, 1920 from Post Office, Woodford, North Coast Line, Qld and was informed in their reply that the Military Medal awarded to him was forwarded to the Military Commandant, Victoria Barracks, Brisbane on 23 January, 1920, for presentation to him and his letter had been referred to the Assistant Adjutant General, Brisbane for necessary action and that Officer would reply directly to him.  His address had been noted on his records they advised.
For serving his country Sapper 277 John Smith, 1st Tunnelling Company was also issued to wear with his Military Medal, the British War Medal (12210) and the Victory Medal (12051).

In 1923 he was at Mayfield, Newcastle.

On 20 April, 1931 he wrote to the Officer at Victoria Barracks, Sydney applying for his war medals due to him for war service and gave his service details.  He would deem it a very great favor if they could make them reach him by Friday next the 24th instant as Saturday was Anzac Day and as it was only a small country town wished to take part in the march and trusted they could oblige.  He was a railway employee at the railway camp, West Wyalong.  He also asked if it was possible to obtain another copy of his Army Discharge as his was stolen from him some time ago.  His letter was then forwarded to Base Records who received it on April 28 and both his medals were forwarded to him by registered post along with a circular on applying for a Statement of Service on 29 April, 1931. 

During 1932 their residence was Court Street, West Wyalong and he worked as a fettler then in 1934 the couple were residing at 12 Brood Street, Wagga Wagga, NSW with the occupation of labourer.

On 25 September, 1939 he completed a Statutory Declaration at 6 Manning Street, Potts Point, Sydney that he had lost his Military Discharge and the circumstances in which this was lost were when I lost my wallet in 1923 at Mayfield, a suburb of Newcastle.  The loss was unavoidable and to the best of my knowledge was not in the hands of anyone else.  A Statement of his Service was prepared on 4 October, 1939 and sent to him.

The Sydney branch of the Repatriation Commission requested a copy of his service records from Base Records and forwarded on 13 September, 1943.

Mrs Ellen Agnes Smith, late of Potts Point, died on 30 April, 1958 at Edgecliff and buried in the Roman Catholic portion of Eastern Suburbs Memorial Park within section FM CC at position no. 819.

Central Army Records, Melbourne had received his Statutory Declaration declared on 16 August, 1966 and enclosed with their letter dated 23 August to him at “The Astor”, 123 Macquarie Street, Sydney; his Certificate of Discharge No. 145601 which had been found and returned to their office.

John James Smith, M.M. passed away on 26 October, 1976 aged 83 years.  Place of cremation or burial is not known but possibly at Rookwood Crematorium.
In the New South Wales Garden of Remembrance at Rookwood Cemetery his service is commemorated on Wall 4 on Panel E.
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Argus Monday June 9, 1919:


SOLDIERS ARRIVE – FIVE TRANSPORTS DISEMBARK


On Sunday troops disembarked from four transports and despite the heavy task curtailed upon owners of motor vehicles, the men, as they landed, were quickly provided with seats in waiting cars.


Early in the morning 120 men were landed from the Boonah.


Port Melbourne was crowded with visitors.  Many were there to welcome the returning soldiers.  As the motor cars with the soldiers passed through the gate leading from the pier the men were loudly cheered and despite it being a Sunday, the streets all the way to the depot in Sturt Street were lined with applauding crowds.


Captain Wright, the staff office for returning soldiers had everything well in hand, and the men were enabled to proceed quickly to their homes. 





Sydney Morning Herald Tuesday 10 June, 1919:


DISEMBARKING TOMORROW


The troopship China, which is expected tomorrow morning, is carrying in addition to her own troops, the New South Wales soldiers by the Boonah, who were transhipped at Melbourne.


Relations and friends who have the tickets marked China or Boonah will be admitted to the Anzac Buffet at 9.30 a.m.  The Queenslanders will not disembark.


Cars numbers on the Red Cross Register from 321 to 461 are required to be at No. 1 Wharf at Woolloomooloo at 9.30 a.m. 





Brisbane Courier Saturday June 14, 1919


FURTHER ARRIVALS TODAY – SARDINIA AND BOONAH CONTINGENTS


Soldiers who returned on the Sardinia and Boonah are expected to arrive by special train from Sydney to-day at 5.40 p.m., at Platform No. 5, Central Station.  Two passes only will be issued by the military authorities to enable the next of kin (as laid down by the soldier) to gain access to the railway platform upon arrival of the train.  Next of kin are requested to call for their platform tickets at the Staff Office for Returned Soldiers, Victoria Barracks. Only those motor cars authorised by the Defence Department, through the Returned Soldiers’ Transport Corps, will be allowed within the enclosure.  Relatives and friends of members of the Australian Imperial Force will not be allowed in these cars.





Plaque in NSW Garden of Remembrance, Sydney
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