
SAPPER FRANK ARMSTRONG    

5278 – 1st Tunnelling Company 

 

Francis Hugh Armstrong was born on 7 September 1889 in Charters 

Towers, Queensland the son of Thomas and Jane (McGibney) 

Armstrong.  Frank was a single 26 year old when he enlisted in Charters 

Towers on March 24, 1916 leaving his occupation of a Labourer and the 

family’s residence in Luke Street, Queenton.  His Attestation papers 

were signed under the signature of Frank Armstrong on April 10 and 

passed the medical examination which reveals he was 177cms (5ft 

9¾ins) tall, weighed 75½ kg (166lbs), with a fair complexion, brown 

hair and brown eyes.  Church of England was his religion and his father 

Thomas Armstrong was nominated as next of kin.    

 

On 14th April Frank arrived at the 11th Depot Battalion for about six 

weeks of basic military training.  In a letter sent to the Charters Towers 

Enlistment Officer Alderman C. Watts, by a fellow volunteer Private 

William Eddy who wrote and was published in: 

 

 

From Enoggera camp he was sent to the Mining Corps, N.S.W. for a further five weeks training on May 19th 

and then to their Seymour Camp, Victoria on June 29th, 1916 for final instruction before leaving for service 

abroad.  He was assigned the rank of sapper and the regimental number 5278 with the Reinforcements. 

 

The Reinforcements left Melbourne, Victoria on September 30th aboard the transport A32 Suffolk which sailed 

via Cape Town and Dakar before terminating at Plymouth, England on December 2nd, 1916.  The men spent 

several weeks at Perham Downs training before departing for France from Folkstone, England aboard SS 

Arundel on January 1st, 1917.  The Reinforcements marched in to the Australian General Base Depot (AGBD) 

and were detailed to the 1st Anzac Entrenching Battalion on January 12.   

 

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. 

 

Sapper Armstrong was assigned to the 1st Tunnelling Company on January 27th. 

 

On February 14th, 1917 Sapper Armstrong was sent to the 47th D.R.S. and admitted with Hydrocele (fluid 

accumulation usually in scrotum region).  Ten days later was taken to the 3rd Canadian Casualty Clearing 

Station diagnosed with Scrotal Tumour.  He was admitted to the 2nd Australian General Hospital where 

Hydrocele was confirmed. and noted - Varicose veins.  On 26 February he was transferred to the 1st 

Convalescent Depot, Boulogne, and the next day discharged to the AGBD in Etaples as ‘Unfit’. 

The Northern Miner Monday April 24th 1916: 
“He and Walter Rouse, W.J. Hain, F. Armstrong, E. Dennis, Carter and 

Duncombe were all in one tent.  They had a good trip down and were getting 

on tip top so far.” 
Sapper Frank Armstrong 

Photo courtesy Armstrong Family NQ 



 He was transferred to England on 24 March on board Hospital Ship 

Newhaven for admittance to the Duston War Hospital, Northhampton, 

from where he sent a postcard to Ciss with a photo of the hospital and 

one himself on the steps of the hospital with two nurses. 

 

He remained in hospital until April 19th.  Several days’ recuperation 

followed at the 2nd Auxiliary Hospital at Southall.   

 

He marched in from Southall to Weymouth on April 21st and stayed at 

the 10 Com. Depot until June 16th leaving on June 18th to return to 

Perham Downs and the Overseas Training Battalion to await his return 

to France.  On September 5th, 1917 he returned to France arriving at 

Rouelles and the Base Depot there.  Three days later he rejoined his Unit 

in the field on September 18, 1917.   

 

Less than a fortnight later Sapper Armstrong was with a small company 

of men near a position called Half-way House, in the vicinity of Hell-

Fire Corner off the Menin Road.  Their daylight objective was some 

German pill-boxes but the barrage of enemy shell fire was so intense that 

during the mayhem they had to spread out.  Armstrong and two others 

were bringing rations to the shift working party off the Menin Road, 

however, they simply disappeared.   When none of the party returned a 

search of the area was done but they were not found or taken prisoner as 

the Germans were too far off creating the bombardment. They were 

reported missing in action around the 1st or 2nd October and the general consensus was they had been blown 

to pieces by an exploding shell.   

 

On 1 October 1917, 8 Sappers of the 1st Australian Tunnelling Company died.  6 were killed in action and it 

is known that at least 5 were members of the ration party hit by shell fire and have no known graves.  All we 

know of the incident has been derived from Red Cross files and personal documents of the various members 

involved.   

   

Frank Armstrong was a member of 1ATC from January 1917 until his death in October 1917.  In that short 

period he would have worked at Hill 60 in the preparations for the Battle of Messines Ridge.  He may have 

been involved with the Easter Raid of April 1917 and the accidental explosion of 25 April 1917 which killed 

10 members of his unit.  He may also have worked on the construction of the Hooge Crater dugouts. 

‘October 1917 opened with more losses to the 1st Australian Tunnelling Company.  On the first day of the month, 

seven sappers, two of whom had been awarded the Military Medal, were killed in action.  That night, a ration party, 

which included Sappers 5278 Francis Armstrong, MM, 5361 Walter Leonard and 5623 William Spence, had been 

traversing the infamous and treacherous Menin Road near Hooge, travelling along the route of duckboard tracks that 

trailed over small ridges and down through the mud-filled depressions leading to the front lines.  At that time, Menin 

Road and the area forward from Hooge were still subject to constant and murderous German artillery fire.  The 

build-up to the Battle of Broodseinde was underway and the front was subject to particularly heavy German 

bombardment.  During their journey, the three sappers disappeared and their remains were never recovered.  Another 

sapper from the company, 276 James ‘Jimmy’ Skillen, MM, had been engaged in a similar task.  Having delivered 

his rations, he decided to take a different route back – one that he considered to be less heavily bombarded.  He was 

also never seen again.’  
[Crumps and Camouflets – Damien Finlayson] 

 

The Australian war photographer Captain Frank Hurley visited the Hooge Crater dugouts three days before the 

Battle of Menin Road and described the conditions he found: 

  

“It is a wretched job as they are working 25 feet below the surface level and most of the time knee deep in mud, 

which they jocularly term ‘hero juice’ on account of it percolating through tiers and tiers of buried corpses.  Most 

of the men are miners and they are applying their knowledge to supreme advantage whilst the Boche shells whiz 

and burst around them.”      Damien Finlayson ‘Crumps and Camouflets’, page 241 

 

 

Sapper Frank Armstrong  

Postcard dated 7 April 1917  

Photo courtesy Armstrong Family NQ 

 



On Monday November 13, 1917 his Worship the Mayor of Charters Towers received advice from Base 

Records: 

“Private Frank Armstrong, son of Mr Thomas Armstrong, Luke-street has been reported missing 

in France of October 1st.  Canon Saxon conveyed the distressing news to Private Armstrong’s 

home.”  

 

Sapper Armstrong’s personal effects were dispatched from the Australian Kit Store to his parents via the ship 

Toromeo on December 17, 1917.  They consisted of a purse, metal wristlet watch and strap. 

 

A Court of Inquiry was held by the Commanding Officer of the 1st Tunnelling Company on April 3rd, 1918 

and the finding was Sapper Armstrong had been killed in action in the field.  As a result his father was officially 

notified of the death of his son.  This was also reported in: 

 

His name appeared in the Casualty List printed in the: 

 

The Australian Natives Association Charters Towers Branch on behalf of his father issued a request letter 

dated June 29th, 1918 for a death certificate to be issued as soon as possible. 

 

A letter of thanks was sent to Base Records on October 4th, 1918 from Mr and Mrs Armstrong and family and 

although grieving their loss also expressed extreme pride that their son died for freedom for those who would 

come after him.  They were pleased with the return of his wristlet watch as it was presented to him by his 

friends and the purse contained his union ticket of which he was very proud and cherished to the last.  Thanks 

were given to Base Records for their kindness and prompt return of these mementoes. 

 

On August 29th, 1919 Corporal 5442 R.L. Wyman also of the 1st Tunnelling Company would give the Red 

Cross his brief statement on the last time he saw Sapper Armstrong.  Sapper 5291 J.L. Buckham described 

Frank as being tall with a fair complexion and an aquiline nose.    

 

For answering the call to serve his country and his supreme sacrifice Sapper Frank (Francis Hugh) Armstrong 

was awarded the British War Medal (48280) and the Victory Medal (47706).  These medals along with the 

Memorial Plaque and Scroll were issued to his father Thomas Armstrong in Charters Towers. 

 

His name is commemorated on panel 26 at the Australian War Memorial in the commemorative area. 

 

Francis Hugh Armstrong's name will be projected onto the exterior of the Hall of Memory on: 

 

Mon 12 March 2018 at 11:46pm 

Tue 01 May 2018 at 9:06pm 

Thu 14 June 2018 at 1:36am 

Thu 26 July 2018 at 1:54am 

Tue 11 September 2018 at 12:09am 

Tue 06 November 2018 at 1:13am 

 

Members of the 1st Tunnelling Company who died during 1916 and 1917 had their names placed on a Bakelite 

tablet on their memorial at Ypres, Belgium left at the end of the war.  

The Evening Telegraph Monday April 22, 1818: 

WAR ITEMS 

The Mayor (Alderman W.T. Mitchell) received a letter from Base Records that Sapper Frank Armstrong, 1st 

Tunnelling Co., previously reported missing had been killed in action on the 1st Oct, 1917.  Canon Saxon conveyed 

the sad news to his father Mr Thomas Armstrong, Luke-street. 

Townsville Daily Bulletin Saturday April 27, 1918: 

ROLL OF HONOUR – CASUALTY LIST NO. 348 

KILLED IN ACTION 

Sapper Frank Armstrong, Charters Towers 1/10/17 (prev rep’t m)   Article abridged 



 

On April 20th, 1928 Sapper F. Armstrong’s name was respectfully entered on The Ypres Menin Gate 

Memorial in Belgium honouring those men who have no known grave.   

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AWM Image Id: 

P00735.017  

Ypres, Belgium.  

Memorial to men of the 

1st Tunnelling Company, 

AIF, who were involved 

in tunnelling and mining 

operations at Hill 60, near 

Ypres, in 1916-1917. 

          

Left: Ypres, Belgium.  c. 1923.   

This structure replaced an 

earlier one constructed in 1919 

by the Company.  This 

replacement is very plain and 

bears no symbol whereas the 

first memorial was surmounted 

by a cross. 

 

Postcard donated by 

Murray Ewen of W.A. 

 

The Sydney Morning Herald - Saturday 23 July 1921: 

 

ENGINEERS' ROLL OF HONOUR 
The Royal Engineer War Memorial Committee are arranging to deposit a roll of honour 

of all ranks of the Royal Engineers whose names were officially published as killed in 

action or died of wounds or disease in the war in the chapel of St. Paul's Cathedral, and 

the Engineer corps of the dominions, colonial, and Indian armies have been invited to 

deposit similar rolls of honour in St. Paul's, to be attached to that of the Royal Engineers.  

This invitation has been accepted in Australia.  The roll will be inscribed on vellum and 

enclosed in a casket of Australian timbers to rest on a slab of Australian marble.   

 
This extract from Tunnellers Roll of Honour included in profile with the kind 

permission of the 

Dean and Chapter of St Paul’s Cathedral, London 

 

Photos courtesy of Robin Sanderson, Paris 

 

The Menin Gate Memorial was visited by 

Townsville’s Ignatius Park College Schoolboys 

Rugby Tour in 2007, who provided this photo, 

which accidentally captured our Tunnellers names.   

LEST WE FORGET 
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