SAPPER WILLIAM JOHN SMITH
6959 – 2nd Tunnelling Company
Toowong, Brisbane was the birthplace of William John Smith on 28 April, 1892 the son of David Alexander and Frances Isabella (nee Davies) Smith.  He was working as a groom at Buttonsville then moved to Merton Street, Booval, Ipswich in 1915 with the same occupation. 

The March of the Dungarees

Warwick to Brisbane – 6-30 November, 1915

Towards the end of 1915 when enthusiasm to enlist had decreased after the tragic losses in the Gallipoli campaign and the need to recruit men into the Australian military that the idea of a march showing collective patriotism through towns in South-East Queensland could prove effective to boost enlistments.  

The march commenced as the summer weather began at Warwick with 28 men and followed the Southern railway line through small and large towns of Toowoomba, Laidley and Ipswich concluding their destination in Brisbane and along the way swelled the volunteer numbers to 125 members.

Outfitted in a blue-denim type of fabric their uniforms were designed on the style of clothes for non-combat manual work known as fatigues and been worn by Australian soldiers since the Boer War.  These dark dungarees would provide the name for the recruiting drive as the March of the Dungarees and were completed with white linen hats and badges that showed acceptance of passing the initial medical examination by each man.

The Dungarees were met at a gathering in Queen’s Park, Ipswich where volunteers who passed the medical examination joined them.  Several more presented themselves at the park to enlist including Horace Abbott and were accepted subject to the medical test and sworn in later that evening.  News of the afternoon was reported in the:
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The Governor of Queensland, Sir Hamilton Goold Adams, met and congratulated the men at the South Brisbane Baths and together with members of the South Brisbane Council marched with the Dungarees to Victoria Bridge.  
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At Old Government House overlooking the Brisbane River a Civic luncheon was provided and later in the afternoon the Dungarees marched to Central Railway Station to entrain for Enoggera Camp.  A large portion of the men were drafted to the 11th Reinforcements to the 25th Battalion while others due to their qualifications and work experience were divided into other specialist battalions with William J. Smith assigned to the recruits for basic training at Enoggera Barracks with ‘B Company’ No. 6 Depot Battalion until 5 January, 1916 then allotted to the Mining Corps (1st Military District).
On 17 March, 1916 was transferred to their training camp at Seymour, Victoria to join the 3rd Reinforcements to the Mining Corps but instead assigned to the February, 1917 Reinforcements to the Tunnelling Companies.  On 10 May was retained with the Reinforcements but then went sick on 7 July to hospital at Langwarrin until discharged back to Seymour on 17 March, 1917.  In preparation for departure military authorities noted his Will had been lodged with them.  His rank was Sapper with the regimental number 6959.

The transport HMAT A9 Shropshire embarked from Melbourne, Vic on May 11, 1917 with 168 members of the February Reinforcements on board.  Sapper Smith left Australian waters from Fremantle harbour and after crossing the Indian Ocean the ship docked at Durban, South Africa.  Sapper was admitted to the ship’s hospital on 4 June and returned to duty on five days later.  Next Port-of-call was Capetown to refuel about June 21, followed by another stopover at an unrecorded harbour would have completed the trip-sheet. Sapper was again admitted to the ship’s hospital for an overnight stay during 4-5th July.  After being at sea for 70 days the voyage terminated at Plymouth, England on July 19, 1917.  The three officers and 165 other ranks were detrained to Tidworth while two were hospitalised at Plymouth and the remainder marched into Nos 1 & 3 Details camps at Parkhouse for further training for the front.
Discipline was issued for the following:




Crime:

Parkhouse 16/8/17 AWL from 2400hrs 16/8/17 to 1445hrs






19/8/17




Award:

168 hours detention by Major E. Lewis



Total forfeiture:
10 day’s pay

The Reinforcements proceeded to France on 9 September, 1917 from Southampton arriving a day later at the Aust General Base Depot in Rouelles.  Marched out on 15 September 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.

His parents received news of his arrival in England and published in the:
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Was attached to the 2nd Tunnelling Company on 31 October, 1917 whose headquarters were situated at La Panne on the coast of Belgium with the company camped in the sand dunes at Idesbaldie remaining there until November 22, 1917 transferring to Poperinghe in Ypres sector.  He was taken on strength on 17 November, 1917.  From there the company was sent to Cambrai sector, in France to work on road maintenance to keep communications open, filling in shell holes and general repairs.  
Sapper went sick on 4 January, 1918 and re-joined his unit three days later.
Blue Chevrons were issued to wear on his uniform for serving twelve months abroad.

On 12 March, 1918 Sapper was wounded in action from a gas shell attack and taken to the 149th Field Ambulance.

The Unit Diary of the 2nd Tunnelling Company recorded the following for that period:
“12/3/18

Tactical situation still more critical.  Enemy artillery activity intense, shells being used extensively, mixed with a proportion of H.E.

The area around No. 3 Section Forward Billets at Trescault heavily shelled with gas resulting in 2 officers (Lieut. L.G. Wilkins and Lieu.t S. Halford) 74 sappers of the Coy being gassed, besides 58 attached infantry.  The bombardment lasted from 7 p.m. to 3 a.m. [number cut off] night of 12/13th and was spread over quite a large area, which retained a dangerous concentration of gas for over 24 hours.  It is estimated that the enemy fired 40,000 shells on the Corps front during the 24 hours.  The majority of these fell in and around Trescault.  The enemy also shelled various points in back areas with H.E.  These included Metz, Ytres Station and Royaucourt.  Owing to the tactical situation Labour Corps ordered not to have any men on detachment after evening of the 12th. 

“13/3/18

Enemy artillery activity still intense, 20,000 gas shells fired on the Corps front, no further cases of gassing. In expectation of an attack at daylight a very heavy fire was kept on his trenches and communications from midnight to daylight.  No infantry action developed. Sections reorganised after the heavy casualties and work proceeded with.”
On 13 March was moved to the 1st Aust General Hospital at Rouen then invalided to England on the hospital Aberdonian entering the Endell Military Hospital, London for further treatment for gas shell poisoning.  
Base Records advised his parents on 27 March, 1918 of his reported admittance to hospital in England.

Was transferred to the 1st Aust Auxiliary Hospital in Harefield on 4 April then discharged to No. 3 Command Depot at Hurdcott 2 days later.  Marched out to the Overseas Training Brigade at Longbridge, Deverill on 18 May then proceeded overseas to France from Southampton on 5 June arriving at the Aust General Base Depot in Rouelles the following day.  Marched out on 13 June and re-joined his unit three days later.  Went sick on 27 June to the 15th Aust Field Ambulance with ulcerative gingivitis and transferred to the 61st Casualty Clearing Station until discharged to duty on 11 July, 1918.

Suffered from scabies (a skin irritation caused by Itch Mite whose eggs are laid under the skin’s outer layer) on 31 July, 1918 which sent him to the 56th Field Ambulance until 4 August when he returned to duty.

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

Orders were received to return to the Aust General Base Depot where they left to return to England on 4 April arriving at No. 2 Group camp the next day.

After demobilisation Sapper Smith embarked for Australia on 20 May, 1919 from Liverpool, England on board H.T. Nestor.  Base Records advised his parents on 24 June, 1919 that he was returning home.  This news was shared in the:
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The transport docked in Sydney (2nd Military District) on 4 July, 1919 with news of their arrival published in the:
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The Queensland soldiers boarded special trains for their last journey to Brisbane (1st M.D.) arriving on 6 July.  News of the welcome was reported in the:
Military Discharge was issued in Brisbane (1st M.D.) on 5 August, 1919 on termination of his period of enlistment.
The British War Medal (29035) and the Victory Medal (27746) were issued for serving his country to Sapper 6959 William John Smith, 2nd Tunnelling Company.

He attended the Welcome Home Committee’s Dinner in honour of his service abroad which was reported in the:

He is listed at Merton Street, Booval in 1919.  

His Will was returned to the 1st Military District on 11 October, 1919.

On 19 April, 1924 he married Jessie Bindley and the following year were residents at Mount Crosby where they continued to live and he worked as a labourer.  

Brief item of news was published in the:


Base Records received a request for a copy of his service records from the Brisbane branch of the Repatriation Commission which were forwarded on 6 July, 1937.  A further request was submitted but Base Records replied on 18 June, 1953 there were no further documents other than those sent on 6 July, 1937 to their office. 

William John Smith passed away on 30 May, 1967 aged 75 years.  Interment took place in the Church of England new portion C of Ipswich General Cemetery within row 23 in grave no.16.
Mrs Jessie Smith died on 5 April, 1978 and buried with her husband.


He is commemorated on the Booval War Memorial.


© Donna Baldey 2023

www.tunnellers.net
Further information on:


‘The March of the Dungarees - Warwick to Brisbane – 6-30 November, 1915’

can be found in our Bits & Pieces section

Queensland Times Monday November 29, 1915:


GATHERING IN QUEEN’S PARK


The gathering in the Queen’s Park in the afternoon was a large one.  The City Vice-Regal Band, under the conductorship of Mr F.W.U. M’Leod rendered a programme of music which was highly appreciated by the recruits, some of whom heard it for the first-time last Friday.  The little company was marched from the drill-sheds to the rotunda, under Lieut. D.J. Binnie and Staff-Sergt-Major Dutney, clad in plain clothes, which had borne the wear and tear of several day’s march, the men presented a rather worn appearance; but there is little doubt that, with a little more training and the donning of the khaki, the men who are engaging in the march will be a unit to be proud of.  They dispersed amongst the onlookers; but they were kept distinguished by the khaki band round their arms, and this enabled them to be made of recipients of many little kindnesses, in the way of gifts of sweets, cigarettes, &c.


The swearing-in of new recruits then took place, the oaths being administered by Lieut. Binnie to the following who had passed the medical examinations since the previous night: David Kern, Eric Abraham, Edward Bolton [Boulton], Sydney Marsh, Joseph Brough, Nathaniel Kelly, Joseph Bullock, William J. Smith, Robert Isler, R. Adams, Arthur Illingworth, M.T. Horner and W. Skillern [Skillen].  A khaki band was pinned on an arm of each volunteer by several ladies.							


The following next presented themselves for the first time and are to be sworn in later, if they pass the medical test: Roy Livermore, Edward Fowler, Horace Abbott, John Ryan, William Goodhew and P. Curtin.  Tunnellers in bold





Lieut. Binnie, in a short speech, said that in the march were brothers of men who had fallen at the front and had been at the front at Gallipoli, had returned home wounded and discharged as unfit and had after recuperating, been re-admitted and was going back to help his comrades.


After the band recital had been finished the volunteers were called together, and, in the charge of Sergt. Dutney, marched back to “barracks.”





Arrival of “The Dungarees” in South Brisbane on 30 November, 1915 at Victoria Bridge


Photo sourced from Australian War Memorial – public domain photo





Queensland Times (Ipswich) Monday October 15, 1917:


IPSWICH AND DISTRICT – LETTER FROM THE FRONT


Mrs D.A. Smith has received a letter from her son, Sapper W.J. Smith, stating that he had arrived safely in England, and expected to be going to the front shortly.  He spoke of meeting Norman Lewis, of Basin Pocket, in England.  He also says that the boys in Australia can know nothing about war until they are on the other side.  He wishes to be remembered to all inquiring friends.





Queensland Times Friday July 4, 1919:


MILITARY ITEMS


Mr and Mrs David Smith, of Booval, have received word from the military authorities, stating that their son Spr. W.J. Smith, will arrive in Melbourne on July 5th, after have been on active service for three years and seven months.  Spr. Smith was a member of the noted “Dungarees.”





Sun (Sydney) Saturday July 5, 1919:


MORE TROOPS HOME – NESTOR IN PORT – A HARBOR WELCOME


A bright, crisp winter dawn greeted the troops who returned by the Nestor this morning.  Shortly after 8.30 the vessel, with khaki-clad figures all over the decks and fringing the bulwarks, made an imposing entry to her berth at Woolloomooloo Bay.


The Nestor had a great contingent aboard.  She sailed from England on May 20 and brought on from Melbourne the Sydney contingent that had been aboard the Port Napier, which left England on May 12.


At the Anzac Buffet the enthusiasm was unbounded.  Long before the appointed time for the men to reach the Domain rendezvous relatives and friends had assembled in force, and the display of small flags and decorated motor cars was one.


It was a glorious morning for the return, and the welcome was worthy of the day and of the returned warriors.


Altogether 1005 men came in by the Nestor.  Of these only seven were cot cases.


At the wharf to meet the soldiers were the Governor-General (Sir Ronald Munro Ferguson) Mr J. R. Garland (Solicitor-General), and Captain J.W. Niesigh (Officer in Charge of the Furlough Bureau). 


The medical inspection arrangements at the Buffet provided for the expeditious handling of the men.


The Sydney contingent of 1034 was conveyed in motor cars to the Buffet soon after.  It took some hours for many people to find their soldier relatives, so great was the crush inside and outside the Buffet grounds.	    Article abridged





Darling Downs Gazette Monday 7 July, 1919:


RECORD NUMBER YESTERDAY – A THOUSAND TROOPS THREE TRAINS – PORT NAPIER AND NESTOR MEN


Over 1000 men returned to Queensland yesterday from the battlefields of Europe.  To be exact be exact there were 1004.  Three special trains were used to convey them from Wallangarra to Brisbane, and as is usually the case each of the trains run late, causing no end of inconvenience to relatives and friends at Toowoomba railway station to welcome them home.  Major Ferguson was in charge of the big contingent.  The men were those who returned to Australia by the transports Port Napier and Nestor, from which they disembarked at Sydney after a pleasant voyage.  





Queensland Times Wednesday September 3, 1919:


WELCOME HOME – IPSWICH SOLDIERS HONOURED – BIG GATHERING IN TOWN HALL


The gathering held in the Town Hall last night to accord a welcome to those soldiers who have returned home during the past few months, was of a most enthusiastic nature.


THE DINNER


Over 200 persons sat down to the dinner, and it was gratifying to note the response which had been made to the invitations sent out by the committee.  It was estimated that 180 soldiers were present and fine reminder of those present consisted of members of the Welcome Home Committee and other guests.  The following is a list of returned men who sent acceptances of the committee’s invitation to the dinner:


W.J. Smith										Article abridged





Queensland Times Wednesday November 8, 1933:


MOUNT CROSBY


A successful and enjoyable benefit dance was held at Mount Crosby on October 26 in aid of Mr Alfred Brown.  Music was supplied by the Ambassador Band.  Novelties were won by…Mr W.J. Smith	Article abridged





Their grave in Ipswich General Cemetery    Photos sourced from Find-a-Grave submitted by Anne – here lies





Booval War Memorial and tablet bearing his name


Photos sourced from Places of Pride website








