SAPPER RICHARD GEORGE THOMAS
4485 – 3rd Tunnelling Company

Born in the 3rd quarter of 1891 at Briton Ferry, Neath Port Talbot, Wales, the son of Edward and Mary Jane (nee James) Thomas.
The 1901 Census of Glamorganshire County, records Mary Jane Thomas, age 32 years, as the Head of the house at 60 School Row in the Civil and Ecclesiastical Parish of Briton Ferry with sons Richard George, age 9, Edward John, 8,; daughters Hester Anne, 5, Frances Mary, 3 and Elsie, aged 1 year.  Also in the house are Marys’ Mother-in-Law, Anne James, a widow aged 71, a retired dressmaker, and Brother-in-Law George James age 40, a bargeman on the river.
The 1911 Census records Edward Thomas, a 41-year-old Tin Worker, as the Head of the 5 room house at 6 Jersey Terrace, Warren Hill, Briton Ferry.  Living with him is his wife Mary Jane, age 42, sons Richard George, 19, Tin Worker; Edward John, 18, Tin Worker; Oswald, 9; Leonard Vernon, 4, and daughters Hesther Anne, 15; Frances Mary, 13 and Elsie, 11.   Also at the house is Edwards’ Brother-in-Law, George James, age 50 and single. 
The 1916/1917 Electoral Roll records Richard George Thomas, miner, living at 11 Hanbury Street, Kalgoorlie.
Richard George Thomas completed the ‘Attestation Paper of Persons Enlisted for Service Abroad’ on 17 January 1916 at Area 84A, Goldfields Senior Cadets, Kalgoorlie.  He stated he was a Miner by occupation and named as his Next-of-Kin his mother, M. J. Thomas of 6 Jersey Terrace, Warren Hill, Briton Ferry, South Wales.
A medical examination the same day recorded that he was 24 years and 5 months of age.  He stood 5ft 8ins tall and weighed 150lbs.  He had a medium complexion, greenish eyes and brown hair.  He was of the Church of England faith.

Training began at Area No.3 on 10 February and he signed the Oath to ‘well and truly serve’ at Blackboy Hill on 16 February 1916.
On 13 March he was transferred to No.6 Tunnelling Company with the rank of Sapper.  He was officially appointed to No.6 Tunnelling Company at Belmont, WA, on 1 May 1916.
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Richard embarked for the Western Front on board Warilda.

Two Sections of the Northern recruits to form the No.4 Company had embarked from Brisbane, Queensland early in May, 1916 aboard HMAT A69 Warilda for Sydney, New South Wales (NSW).  Six officers and 152 other ranks (O.R.s) together with the 1st Reinforcements of fifteen other ranks made up the two sections.  At Rosebery Park, Sydney, NSW they joined their Headquarters and two sections (8 officers & 153 O.Rs.) plus 1st Reinforcements consisting of one officer and seventeen other ranks for final training.   

The 7713 ton transport departed Sydney, NSW on May 22, 1916 bound for Melbourne, Victoria, where the Headquarters and 3 Sections of No.5 Company boarded the transport.  

Two of those Sections, 8 Officers and 173 O.R.s, had been recruited in Victoria.  The third Section of 3 Officers and 76 O.R.s had been recruited in Tasmania.  Also boarding in Melbourne were the 1st Reinforcements for No.5 Company; 17 men from Victoria and 8 from Tasmania.  

The ship departed Melbourne on May 25, 1916 for Adelaide, S.A. where one Section of 3 officers and 76 O.Rs with 1st Reinforcements of 8 O.Rs, boarded Warilda to complete No.5 Company. 

Docking at Fremantle, W.A. on June 1, 1916 No.6 Company had been recruited in W.A. and the 14 Officers and 325 O.R.s, along with their 1st Reinforcements of 1 Officer & 32 O.Rs, were taken on board and Warilda departed the same day for the European theatre. 

Durban, South Africa was reached on June 16, 1916 and Cape Town on June 21, 1916 while St Vincent completed the African ports of call on July 7, 1916.  

Discipline was fairly good except at intermediate ports where soldiers going Absent Without Leave caused concern.  The fifty-eight day voyage experienced remarkably pleasant weather and terminated at Plymouth, England on July 18, 1916.  Four, Five and Six Companies comprising of 1064 officers and other ranks were detrained to Amesbury and Tidworth to begin training for the front.
He proceeded overseas to France on 28 August 1916 and marched in to the 2nd Australian Divisional Base Depot (ADBD).  He marched out to the 1st Anzac Entrenching Battalion on 12 October.

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.

He was attached to the 1st Canadian Tunnelling Company on 26 October. 
On 31 January 1917 Richard was taken on strength of the 3rd Australian Tunnelling Company (3ATC), then working at Hill 70.
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One of the Company’s tasks in June 1917 was effecting repairs to Absalom Trench at Lieven. 
He was wounded in action (gassed) on 24 June and was treated at the 1/2 North Midlands Casualty Clearing Station before being transferred to the 1st Casualty Clearing Station where he was admitted the same day.  He re-joined his unit on 6 July 1917.
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He was again gassed on 25 August 1917 and was admitted to the 16th Canadian Field Ambulance before being transferred to the 22nd Casualty Clearing Station on 26 August.

On 27 August he was admitted to the 7th Canadian General Hospital at Etaples.  On 11 September he was transferred to the 6th Convalescent Depot at Rouelles.  Transferred to the 5th Convalescent Depot on 18 September, he was discharged to duty on 10 October and re-joined his unit in the Field on 16 October 1917.
A little over 2 months later he again was wound by shell gas and was treated at the 1st Casualty Clearing Station before being transferred the next day by Ambulance Train 19 to the 1st Canadian General Hospital at Etaples where he was admitted.

He was transferred to England per H.S. Brighton on 11 January 1918 and admitted to Colchester Military Hospital.  On 12 January he was transferred to the 3rd Auxiliary Hospital at Dartford for further treatment.
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Discharged to furlough on 8 March, he was to report to No.4 Command Depot, Hurdcott, on 22 March 1918.

In April 1918 his award of the Distinguished Conduct Medal was recorded on his records having been published in A.I.F. List 325. 

On 6 July he was transferred to the Overseas Training Brigade at Longbridge Deverill and proceeded overseas to France on 25 July, marching in to the AGBD at Rouelles the next day.  He re-joined his unit in the Field on 30 July 1918.

He appeared before a Field General Court Martial held at Bracquemont on 17 October, 1918 charged with the following:



Charge:
(1) Joining in a mutiny 25/9/18 (2) Disobeying lawful command



Finding:
(1) Guilty (2) Not Guilty



Sentence:
2 years hard labour



Confirmed: 
by Lt-Col O.C. Du Port Commander 1st Corps H.A.  18/10/18


First Investigation:
25/9/18

Promulgated:
21/10/18


Period under charge:
25/9/18 to 21/10/18


Forfeiture concurrent: 17/10/18 to21/10/18

Evidence heard included:

Orders were given at 10.00 that Sapper Thomas and ten others were to parade to the transport for the trenches.  They got in and then out of the lorry without orders to do so.  When the Sergeant ordered again to enter they refused complaining that they did not have their pay-books and were returned to their billets.  

The Captain then came and gave orders to march to the transport but not a single man moved.  They were placed under arrest.

The men were under the impression having seen company orders that they must be given their pay-books before going up the line.  A search through the company’s files did not reveal a copy of the order or notice.   A further search of the company’s file of orders was requested.

Three witnesses for the defence said, they each saw the order that men must get their pay-books before going into the line.  One said it was at the foot of routine orders, another gave November 1916 as the timeframe and the third claimed in was in March or April 1917 and signed by the adjutant.

The Court decided to proceed resulting in the above sentencing taking place.

The sentence against Sapper Thomas was suspended on 3 November, 1918 under authority by the 5th Army Command.

Richard reported sick on 7 March 1919 and was admitted to the 72nd Field Ambulance with influenza.  He was transferred to the 51st Casualty Clearing Station the same day.  He was discharged to duty on 12 March and re-joined his unit on 13 March.  He marched out of the unit on 27 March for repatriation and marched in to the Australian Infantry Base Depot.
Transferred to England he marched in to No.3 Group at Codford on 3 April and left London on 1 June 1919 for return to Australia on board Somali.  Disembarking at Fremantle on 8 July he was discharged from the A.I.F. on 23 August 1919, entitled to wear the Distinguished Conduct Medal, the British War Medal and the Victory Medal.
Richard George Thomas had been a member of 3ATC from January 1917 until his return to Australia) in June 1919.  3ATC first saw action at Boars Head in the lead up to the Fromelles diversion ‘stunt’ of 19 July 1916.  The Company was allocated to the First Army and was engaged variously at Laventie-Fauquissart, Givenchy, Loos, Lens, Double Crassiers and Vermelles and other places on the Western Front.

On 27 November 1916 at the ‘Black Watch Sap’, Hill 70, an enemy camouflet (or a premature explosion, depending on different accounts) killed 20 members of the company.  The next day 2 more members were killed in the same area by an enemy camouflet.  The 22 members of 3ATC were buried in 14 adjacent graves at the Hersin Communal Cemetery Extension.

The Companies major effort was at Hill 70 where they constructed the extensive Hythe Tunnel system.  The company was also heavily involved in road and bridge construction and the locating and clearing of enemy mines and booby traps.  This continued for the company for some months after the Armistice.  
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Richard George Thomas married Olive Marshall in Perth, Western Australia, on 19 December 1919 when he was 27 years old.
Also at Kathleen Avenue is Arthur Egerton Thomas, miner, however this is presumed to be just a coincidence of names.  In 1922/1925 Arthur still at 11 Hanbury.
The 1925 Electoral Roll records Richard George Thomas, miner, living at Kathleen Avenue, Maylands, Perth, with Olive Thomas, home duties.  
On 1 September 1926 his father, Edward, a stoker aged 56, his mother Mary Jane, house duties aged 57, his brother Edward John, Railway Waggon Repairer age 33 with his wife Gladys and son Graham age 5, and brother Leonard, a tin worker aged 19, arrived at Fremantle on board S.S. Berrima, having left London on 22 July that year.
In March 1931 his medical and service records were provided to the Repatriation Commission, Perth.
The 1931 thru 1949 Electoral Rolls record Richard George Thomas, labourer, living at 7 Lillian Street, Fremantle, with Olive Thomas, home duties.  

His mother died in 1947:


Mary Jane Thomas was buried at Karrakatta Cemetery and Crematorium, Plot Welsh Free-Aa-0141
His wife Olive died on 9 January 1950 at Claremont, WA.
His father Edward Thomas died at Kalgoorlie on 11 November 1953, aged 83 years.
His brother Leonard Vernon Thomas died on 4 November 1961 and was buried at Karrakatta Cemetery.

His brother Oswald Thomas died on2 March 1966 and was buried at Narrogin Cemetery.

Richard George Thomas died of natural causes at Cottesloe on 25 October 1979 aged 87 years.  He was buried at Karrakatta Cemetery, Plot Anglican-Zi-0403.

The 1980 Electoral Roll records Richard George Thomas, chainman, living at 23 Ballarat Street, Morley, Maylands, Perth, with Harry Ivan Thomas.  Also at 23 Ballarat Street is Aubrey Ronald Thomas Student and Bernice Catherine Thomas, home duties.
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The West Australian Wednesday May 31, 1916:


THE TUNNELLING COMPANY


PARADE THROUGH CITY STREETS


  Although the numerical strength of the troops which paraded the city streets yesterday morning was considerably less that that of previous parades, and despite the fact that citizens have become accustomed to the sight of khaki-clad warriors, the men of the No.6 Tunnelling Company and the Claremont N.C.O. school met with a hearty reception as they swung along to the inspiriting music of the Blackboy Hill band.  The line of route was freely bedecked with flags, whilst the large crowds, if somewhat undemonstrated denoted none the less by their presence their keen appreciation of that sense of patriotism which found its highest expression in the long line of soldiers answering to the call of Empire.  In physique and general bearing the men were equal to their comrades who have gone before.  Leaving James-street well on appointed time, the column swung into Beaufort-street and over the bridge in to Barrack-street.  The members of the N.C.O. school, about 113 strong, under Captain Thompson, followed the band, the No.6 Tunnelling Company, with its first reinforcements, totalling nearly 400 men, under Captain Lawson, bringing up the rear.  At the head of the Tunnellers was borne the flag recently presented to the company.


After traversing Barrack and Hay streets the column entered St George’s-terrace via Victoria-avenue.  Opposite Government House his Excellency (Sir Harry Barron), with whom were the State Commandant (Colonel J.H. Bruche), Major P.H. Meeks and Major Wilkinson, A.D.C., took the salute.  Passing along the Terrace the route was via William and Wellington streets to the station.  The men paraded in full fighting equipment.





The West Australian June 1, 1916:


THE WESTERN MAIL


The war pictures appearing in this week’s issue of the Western Mail:  


In addition, the “Mail” contains a fine photograph of the No 6 Tunnelling Company, as well as an illustration of their march through the streets of the city on Tuesday last, and a photograph of the officers who have been appointed to command the men. 





The No.6 Tunnelling Company - - Photograph taken at the W.A.T.C. Course, Belmont, where the men have been in training





Tuesday’s parade of troops.  The No.6 Tunnelling Company and the members of the N.C.O. School,


Claremont, marching through the city.





3ATC End of War Report:


Another case of splendid work carried out by 4485 Sapper Thomas, R.G. is recorded.  At Lievin, during the night of 20/6/17 Sapper Thomas showed great bravery, when a party of Infantry excavating a trench outside the Front Line, came under very heavy shell fire & several men were wounded, he went out and attended and rendered first aid to all wounded.  He then searched to ascertain if anymore wounded were lying out, and assisted in carrying the last two cases to the dressing station.  His coolness under shell fire & his good spirits were examples for all.





A letter of appreciation and thanks for Sapper Thomas’ conduct on the night of 9/6/17, when he volunteered to help men of the 1/4 Lincoln Regt to carry wounded from cellars after a raid on 8/6/17 & to render splendid assistance, was received by the C.O. from Lt Colonel Yool of the 1/4 Lincolns. 





Also Captain J. Roche-Kelly of the South Irish Horse Service Squadron, wrote to the C.O. expressing his admiration of Sapper Thomas’ conduct on the night of 20/6/17 at Lievin.


	Sapper Thomas was awarded the D.C.M.


				New Years Honour.  Gazette 1918.





The West Australian, WA – Friday 20 July 1917:


WESTERN AUSTRALIA.


The Roll of Honour


325th CASUALTY LIST.


The 325th casualty list was released by the Censor yesterday and is published below.  It contains the names of Western Australian soldiers, together with those who enlisted elsewhere but whose relatives reside in this State. Where not otherwise stated the names are those of privates:—


5th MILITARY DISTRICT.


Wounded


Sapper Richard George Thomas (England), gas;


Article Abridged





Western Argus, WA – Tuesday 29 January 1918:


AUSTRALIANS IN ACTION


W.A. ROLL OF HONOUR.


Perth, Jan. 22.


The 380th list of casualties among West Australian members of the A.I.F. is as under, men whose rank is not mentioned being private soldiers:


WEST AUSTRALIA.


Third Occasion.


Sapper Richard George Thomas, England, gas.


Article Abridged





The West Australian, WA – Saturday 24 May 1947:


DEATHS


THOMAS.- At the Royal Perth Hospital, on May 23, Mary Jane, the loving wife or Edward Thomas, of 161 Peninsula-road, Maylands, dearly loved mother of Richard (Cottesloe), Jack (Maylands), Betty (Kalgoorlie), May (Maylands), Elsie (Kalgoorlie), Ossie (Narrogin) and Leonard (Maylands), mother-in-law of Olive, Gladys, Victor, Arthur, Jack, Thelma and Anne, grand mother of 16 grandchildren and 10 great grandchildren.


The day Thou gavest, Lord, is ended.





THOMAS.- At the Royal Perth hospital, on May 23, Mary Jane Thomas, the dearly loved mother of Jack, of 25 Elizabeth-street, Maylands, loved mother-in-law of Gladys, and dearly loved grandmother of Graham. Mavis, Charles and Margaret, and great-grandmother of Beverley and Pauline.


For you, dear Mum, sweet rest,


For us just memories.





THOMAS.- In loving memory of our dear mother, mother of Len, mother-in-law of Anne, grandma of Janice, Gloria.


A wonderful life full of kindly deeds.


A helping hand to all in need.


Our mother.





THOMAS.- On May 23, at the Royal Perth Hospital, Mary Jane, the dearly beloved mother of Oswald, mother-in-law of Thelma, beloved grandma of Dorothy, Allwyn and Beatrice (Narrogin).


When day is done.


good-night, mother.





THOMAS.- On May 23, at the Royal Perth Hospital, Mary Jane, the beloved mother of Frances May (Mrs. Arthur Clark), mother-in-law of Arthur, beloved grandma of Ted, Bob and Alma, great-grandma of Glenyes, John and Cheryl.


Peace, perfect peace.





Photo of headstone sourced from www.ancestry.com


Murray Family Tree by tashashields








