SAPPER / LANCE CORPORAL JOHN HENRY SMITH
6060 – 1st Tunnelling Company / 55th Battalion / War Graves Section
John Henry Smith stated he was born in 1888 in Windsor, Victoria the son of John William and Sarah Mary Smith. In 1916 he was working at Eton via Mackay, Queensland.
At the recruiting depot in Mackay, Qld on 6 July, 1916 the twenty-eight-year-old single labourer applied to enlist for active service abroad and passed the preliminary medical examination.  Personal particulars show his address was Powell Hotel, via Eton, Mackay and measured 158cms (5ft 5ins) tall with a chest expansion of 84-92cms (33-36ins).  Declared fit his application was accepted by the recruiting officer on July 8.

Attestation forms were completed on July 8 and describe him further weighing 58.6kgs (129lbs) with a medium complexion, grey eyes and brown hair.  Distinctive marks were 3 vaccination scars on his left arm.  Religion was Church of England.  Next-of-kin nominated was his aunt Mrs Alice Noisette of 29 Edward Street, Brunswick, Vic as next-of-kin.  The Oath of Allegiance was signed and taken the same day. 
Basic training commenced with the 11th Depot Battalion from 12 July to 7 August then moved to the 6th Reinforcements to the 49th Battalion for further instruction after being cleared as dentally fit.  On 6 September was allotted to the Miners’ Depot (1st Military District) and signed a declaration that he wished to take home leave in Victoria and not to return to Queensland or New South Wales.  He was transferred to their training camp at Seymour, Victoria on September 9 and later joined the December, 1916 Reinforcements to the Tunnelling Companies.  His rank was Sapper with the regimental number 6060.
The 516 Reinforcements departed Melbourne, Victoria on October 25, 1916 at 1.30pm aboard the transport HMAT A38 Ulysses.  The Australian coastline disappeared from view on October 30, 1916 with the port of Durban reached at 11.30am on November 13, 1916.  Windy weather was experienced going around the Cape and arrived at Cape Town at 7am on November 19.  Sierra Leone was the next port of call but their departure was delayed until December 14, 1916 as it was not safe to proceed further.  Arrived at Plymouth, England on December 28, 1916 after 65 days at sea, with the troops disembarking at 1.30pm and detrained to the station at Tidworth and marched in to Perham Downs the following day for further training for the front at the Aust. Details Camp.

The Reinforcement proceeded on 28 January, 1917 to France from Folkstone on the transport S.S. Onward arriving at the Aust General Base Depot in Etaples the next day.  On 24 February was attached to the 1st Anzac Entrenching Battalion which was an advanced section of the Base Depot that organised works near the lines and through duties, usually of ten days duration, would accustom the reinforcements to war conditions before being assigned to a company in the field.  On 7 March proceeded to the 1st Tunnelling Company and attached on 12 March.  The Company was working on the underground mining system in Belgium at Hill 60 and Caterpillar (Hill 59).
Sapper was wounded in action suffering mine gas poisoning on 25 April, 1917 and taken to the 71st Field Ambulance then transferred to the 3rd Canadian Casualty Clearing Station the following day.

An explosion had caused the mine gas to occur and the following explains the unfortunate loss of lives and mine gas poisoning.

ACCIDENTAL EXPLOSION

There are differing versions of how the explosion occurred, the first begins with the combined accounts from two Officers Captain Woodward and Temporary Captain McBride’s recollections and supplemented with the official reports submitted to Headquarters.  

The next two weeks passed routinely until the second anniversary of Anzac Day 25th April (Australians landing at Gallipoli) when at Proven just after the return Rugby Football match with the 177th Tunnelling Company (3-nil) had been completed, orders were conveyed to Captain Woodward to return to camp and then Hill 60 without delay together with a relief team as a disaster had occurred with three officers and seven men killed and four officers and about a dozen men badly gassed. 

At Hill 60 an untimely and accidental explosion had occurred when a mine charge was being set up in “D” gallery situated in the “sandy layer”.  Little was known but Captain William Percival Avery and Lt Arthur Elton Tandy were preparing the charge and killed instantly. The possible explanation came from an Officer who escaped the explosion because he came back to the Headquarters Dugout to obtain a measuring tape, retold he remembered hearing “We did not test the detonators for continuity” as the 50-pound box of Guncotton, the primer for the charge was being arranged.  It was concluded by those experienced in these situations that the disaster was caused by the circuit receiving the test current during checking of the detonators, still assembled in the primer, a “supersensitive” detonator had exploded during the test.  Other probable errors were, they hadn’t put the detonator under a sandbag whilst running the current from the battery to the detonator’s filament or did not use enough current to reach the filament.  Comments at the time described it as a thousand-to-one chance.  

Commanding Officer Major J. Douglas Henry’s report states that “during a heavy enemy bombardment a minenwerfer exploded in the Officers’ Mess” and Lt Robert Adam Clinton, Proto Officer in charge of the rescue squad in his commentary also said “enemy bombardment, a minenwerfer or heavy shell pierced the Officers’ Dugout Quarters, exploding therein”.  Whether it was human error or enemy gunfire that caused the explosion, the loss of life and destruction were the same.

The layout of the Dugout system was extremely defenceless to an unfortunate situation such as this with the corridors, quarters and common rooms underground, poisonous gasses permeated anywhere it could by the pressure of the discharge.

The Company’s Advanced Headquarters Dugout was shattered allowing sand to collapse into what remained of the area.  The intense toxic force sped down the corridor to the “proto-room” overpowering those there with carbon monoxide and nitrous fumes.  

Lt Clinton’s assessment of the blast’s destruction was localised to the O.C. Advance Mica’s Office, Mess Room and the flight of stairs which led to the Dugout System of Larchwood and Major Henry’s stated the Officer’s Mess, the kitchen and adjoining sleeping room were completely wrecked and the Batmen’s dugout damaged.  Timbers were driven thirty to thirty-five feet into the Berlin section by the detonation.  

Lieutenants John Edward Armstrong and Paul Jones, the Proto-men and Non-Commissioned Officers and Sappers from the vicinity went quickly into action to rescue those gassed or buried by the blast.  An immediate attempt was made to prise an access for releasing those trapped but the poisonous vapours were too lethal to allow a quick penetration.

The Batman’s Quarters which were at the other end of the system but closest to the detonation point therefore had high levels of toxic gasses and fumes and were now isolated from the structure except for one opening which allowed Proto-man Corporal John William Saxton to enter wearing his Proto apparatus and make a quick inspection of this area, but the collective concentration of gas haze made visibility difficult and he could not instantly see any men alive in their quarters.  Corporal Robert James Treacy then followed further to inspect the situation and to give a report in which “all bodies appeared to be lifeless” but during his inspection sand from above dislodged by the blast now began pouring in from where he had entered forcing him to squeeze back through the small opening, not only was it difficult to do this wearing his breathing apparatus but his feet also got caught in electrical cabling as he made his hurried escape as well.  Saxton and Treacy were then ordered to stand by from Lt Clinton, but in the urgency of the situation Corp Saxton decided to make an assessment of the exit part of the system and with the surrounding deteriation above “a fall of earth” buried him there.  Lt P. Jones and Corporal A.J.? Smith together with other men was able to expose his head and put a Novite Apparatus mask on his face as they proceeded to unearth him.  His head and shoulders were excavated many times but each time another collapse of earth would engulf him again, sometimes for two minutes but he continued breathing.  The cylinders were quickly transferred over to his mask and excavation continued for almost two hours because only one man could work in the confined hollowed space changing over every five minutes on account of the toxic gasses seeping through the sand from the Batman’s Quarters.  Despite the dedicated attempts to release Corporal Saxton he was unable to be saved by those in the rescue party.  

The Rescuers succeeded in resuscitating the Officers and men found and immediately arranged for them to be quickly transferred to the nearest medical facility.  Due to the enemy bombardment along Marshall Walk the closest service was the A.M.C. Dressing Station at Larchwood where twenty to thirty men were taken with severe symptoms whilst mild cases were treated by the Proto team who had been trained at the 2nd Army’s Proto School for treatment of gaseous poisoning.  The four surviving officers were lucky to escape, with Lts H.H. Carroll and W.S. Jones being recorded among those gassed.  

As soon as the dangerous gasses had dissipated the rescue and relief teams went into action and eventually found the bodies now amongst the collapsed timber and sand.  When Corporal Saxton’s body was recovered it was found that his feet had become entwined with the exit’s electric wires and another wire unseen by his rescue crew was wedged against his throat, both wires were responsible for his unsuccessful release.  

The “rescue” room was cleared first then the sand from the dugouts had to be removed and sieved and it was not until 28th April that all the bodies of those killed were retrieved and placed in blankets, with Capt. Avery and Lt Tandy buried at Poperinghe New Military Cemetery and the others in the Railway Dugouts cemetery. The repairs to the Dugouts were well underway when the section was relieved that same day.     A few days later Lt W.S. Jones cabled home he was in hospital as a result of being gassed but not seriously and would return to duty in a few days’ time.     

Lt Clinton observed the treatment used for gas poisoning proved effective but that in some instances where the sufferer was under the A.A.M.C. Stretcher Bearer’s care after the resuscitation, when treated with Ammonin lapsed the victim back into unconsciousness. 
Those accidentally killed were:  Capt. William P. Avery, Lts. Arthur E. Tandy and Glydwr David Evans, and batmen Sappers Charles Glew, Arthur Alva Gray, Kenneth George Hamilton, Walter Manhood, Lyle Ranger, John Wallace and Proto-man Corporal John William Saxton.  Wounded suffering gas poisoning and shock.
Base Records regretted to advise on 11 May, 1917 his aunt at 230 Edward Street, East Brunswick that information had been received that Sapper Smith was suffering from gas poisoning and any further information received would be promptly notified.
Sapper was discharged to duty from the C.C.S. on 20 June and returned to his unit.

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

On 27 April, 1918 he was taken on strength with the 1st Tunnelling Company.  

Marched out on 10 September to the Aust General Base Depot in Rouelles arriving two days later then sent to the Aust Infantry Base Depot on September 15 and left for transfer to the 55th Infantry Battalion in the field and taken on strength on September 19.
Leave was granted to the United Kingdom on 8 November, 1918 and while away Peace was declared and returned to duty on November 27.

On 24 March, 1919 was detached to the Australian Graves Registration and Burial Detachment from the 55th Battalion and three days later was appointed Lance Corporal to complete establishment.

Was granted leave on 6 July, 1919 and re-joined his unit on 1 August then detached to the War Records (Staff Modellers Section) from the Graves Registration Detachment and attached for duty with Aust War Records Section.
He was noted in an audit on 22 November, 1919 to be doing duty in France with the War Records Section.  On 3 December, 1919 was recalled and to proceed to the United Kingdom for Demobilisation and S.O.S. of the subsection.

John Henry Smith (33) of 25 Chancer Buildings was married on 11 December, 1919 in parish church of St George the Martyr, South Wark to Nellie Elizabeth Wickings (32) spinster daughter of William Wickings by Licence according to the rites of the Established Church by the Rector H. Mayne Young.

On 18 December, 1919 at A.I.F. Headquarters, London was granted indefinite leave pending the family ship but subject to recall and was located at 25 Chancer Buildings, Bora S.E.1.
Mrs Hamilton care of Station, Lower Fern Tree Gully wrote to Base Records on 28 January, 1920 enclosing a stamped addressed envelope and if they would oblige to let her know by return post if possible if the soldier J.H. Smith [in the newspaper clipping she sent] was the same soldier as 6060 Cpl J.H. Smith, 1st Tunnelling Coy; 54th Battalion late of 1st Battalion.  He was last working on the Graves in France.  He was married lately.  His Aunt is marked next-of-kin but she has treated his brother very shabby.  She had done him out of £23 of his money 4/- a day that he left to be kept for him and she will be the one to be notified.  She does not want us to know when he comes here.  There will be no one to meet the lad and his new bride.  So I must know as I shall meet him and he has no home but ours.  Yours truly.  P.S. I forgot to state the boat is Koeignin Louise. 

There is no copy of their reply in his documents.

After demobilisation and accompanied by his wife, Lance Corporal Smith embarked for Australia on 27 March, 1920 on the H.T. Zealandia.  Base Records advised his aunt on 3 April that he was returning home.
The troopship docked in Sydney (2nd M.D.) on 14 May, 1920.  

Military Discharge was issued in Melbourne (3rd M.D.) on 5 July, 1920 on termination of his period of enlistment.

The British War Medal (59112) and the Victory Medal (57539) were issued to Sapper 6060 John Henry Smith, 1st Tunnelling Company / 55th Battalion / Aust War Graves Section for serving his country.

These medals were not collected at the designated barracks and returned to the Medals Section of Base Records on 10 May, 1923.

He completed a Statutory Declaration on 22 July, 1930 giving his address care of Mrs Beachley, 38 Clarke Street, Prahran S.1. that he had lost his Discharge and Returned Serviceman’s Badge the circumstance being lost at Lower Fern Tree Gully, Victoria, about October, 1929 and was unavoidable and not in the hands of any person known to me.  The Serviceman’s Badge no.C2232 and the Statement of Discharge were issued by Base Records on 22 July, 1930.
He collected these medals over the counter at Base Records on 16 October, 1930 giving his address as 38 Clarke Street, Prahran.

He again applied for a duplicate Returned Serviceman’s Badge from Base Records declaring in a Statutory Declaration dated in Melbourne on 25 July, 1935 that the circumstances at which the said badge was lost in a flood at Orbost during January, 1934.  His address was Gordon House, Little Bourke Street, Melbourne and the badge C5662 was issued over the counter at Base Records on 25 July, 1935.

He moved to Sydney.  There is a marriage in 1948 of a marriage between Harry John Smith to Audrey May Patterson and registered at Ashfield that could be him.

John Henry Smith passed away on 24 February, 1953 aged 71 years.  Announcement was published in the:

Interment took place in Zone D, plot B of the Church of England portion of Rookwood Cemetery within grave no. 42.
Mrs A.M. Smith of 42 Cavendish Road, Stanmore wrote on 27 February, 1953 to Base Records asking to please give her particulars of her husband, now deceased, and holder of active service badge no.C5662 named John Henry Smith.  She wanted to put in for a widow’s war pension but hadn’t any particulars.  It was believed he enlisted in Queensland.  It was possible he may have served under another name.  He was the wearer of the badge of the 1st World War.

Mrs A.M. Smith wrote again on 13 March, 1953 from 36 Cannonberry Grove, Dulwich Hill, Sydney would they please let her known if John Henry Smith 6060 of World War One was married and had a family at the time he enlisted in 1916 and if they drew a war pension.  Thanking you, yours faithfully, she wrote.
Her letter bears the date stamp 17 April, 1953 but no correspondence from Base Records reply is in his file.

The Sydney branch of the Repatriation Commission requested a copy of his service records from Base Records which were sent on 16 March, 1953.
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Sydney Morning Herald Thursday February 26, 1953:


FUNERALS


SMITH—The Relatives and Friends of the late JOHN HENRY SMITH are advised that his Funeral will leave our Funeral Home, 24 Enmore Road, Newtown, This Morning after service commencing at 9.15 o’clock, for the Church of England Cemetery, Rookwood.
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