CORPORAL FREDERICK BENSON

4236 – 3rd Tunnelling Company

Born at Coburg, Melbourne, Victoria in 1876, Frederick was the son of Henry William and Isabella (nee Darling) Benson, who had married in Victoria in 1858.  

The family included Christopher Hanly born in 1858; Thomas born 1861; Sarah Matilda born 1863; James Darling Henry born 1867 and John born 1869, all born at Pentridge, Victoria.  Other siblings of Frederick were Kate born 1879, died 1880; Arthur Robinson born 1881 and Robert born 1883, all, like Frederick, born at Coburg.
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Frederick married Nellie Walker in 1898 at Northam, Western Australia.  Here they are photographed separately, believed to be on their wedding day.

The couple had four children.  Pearl Olive was born in 1900 at Northam; Ruby Thelma in 1902 at Brown Hill; Jean I. born 1911 at Northam; Catherine born 1905 at Picton, sadly died at one day; and Jack (John L.) born in 1914 at Claremont.

Frederick completed an ‘Application to Enlist in the Australian Imperial Force’, and underwent a medical examination, at Kalgoorlie on 31 January 1916.   The examination found him to be ‘fit for active service’ and recorded that he was 36 years and 6 months of age, that he was 5ft 9ins tall and weighed 172 lbs.  He had a ruddy complexion, blue eyes and brown hair.  He was of the Presbyterian faith.  Frederick signed the ‘Attestation Paper of Persons Enlisted for Service Abroad’, and the Oath to ‘well and truly serve’ at Blackboy Hill, near Perth, Western Australia on 14 February 1916

A Platelayer by trade, he named as his Next-of-Kin his wife, Ellen Benson of Parkstown, Western Australia, and allotted three-fifths of his pay for the support of his wife and four children.

[image: image3.jpg]



He commenced Basic Training as a Private in Area 3 of Blackboy Hill camp on February 14 until March 3 when he was relocated to the 52nd Depot Company.

Recruiting for the No.6 Tunnelling Company had commenced on March 7, 1916 by Captain Lawson and his four officers.  Instruction classes were formed of officers and N.C.O.’s as there was insufficient time to attend the Engineer’s School in Sydney.  Recruits were forthcoming in abundant numbers and the aim was to have good physical types of skilled W.A. Miners.  

On March 10, 1916 Sapper Benson was assigned to the No.6 Tunnelling Company with the regimental number 4236.

At Blackboy Hill camp the new company paraded daily with sister companies until March 27 when the Company moved camp to Belmont camp.  Four sections were created and training continued through April and May. The remainder of May was occupied in the usual training: musketry, trench work and night work while equipping was also in progress.  Here a difficulty was met in that the general size of the men was considerably above the average and some little trouble was experienced in getting all accurately fitted.

On April 27 Sapper Benson appeared as a witness before the Royal Commission by Judge Eagleson for the Gilchrist Inquiry in Perth inquiring into charges made by the clerk D.L. Gilchrist in connection with the transcontinental railway.  This was reported in the:
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Frederick was promoted on May 2 to the rank of Second Corporal.  About May 17 Corporal Benson was recalled to give further evidence to the Inquiry and his examination was reported as follows:
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Meanwhile in the Eastern State of Queensland early in May, 1916 the No.4 Tunnelling Company consisting of six officers and 152 other ranks together with the 1st Reinforcements of fifteen other ranks making up two sections, embarked from Brisbane aboard HMAT A69 Warilda for Sydney, NSW.  

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 Warilda departed Sydney, NSW on May 22, 1916 and collected in Melbourne, Victoria the No.5 Company recruited from Victoria, South Australia & Tasmania made up of Headquarters and 2 Sections (8 officers & 173 men) (3 M.D.); one Section from Tasmania (3 officers & 76 O.Rs); also 1st Reinforcements for No.5 Company (17 men from Vic. & 8 men Tas.).  The ship departed on May 25, 1916 for Adelaide, S.A. to collect one Section of 3 officers & 76 O.Rs with 1st Reinforcements of 8 O.Rs. 
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The No.6 Company paraded through the city of Perth where the fine physique of the men, who marched with arms bare to the elbow excited universal admiration.
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The transport arrived in port at Fremantle, W.A. on June 1, 1916.  The whole company consisting of 14 officers and 325 O.Rs along with 1st Reinforcements of 1 officer and 32 O.Rs entrained at Belmont at 2 p.m., every man physically fit being present, and boarded Warilda which left the harbour the same evening.

Durban, South Africa was reached on June 16, 1916 where leave was granted.  The following day Frederick appeared before a Court Martial conducted by Lt-Col E.K. Baker on board transport A69 Warilda:



Offence:

17/6/16 Durban A.W.L. between 2 and 4 p.m.



Award:


Reduced to the ranks of 2nd Corporal as from 7/7/16 before 

Cape Town was reached 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 remarkable 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.

The new quarters in Perham Downs, Salisbury Plains were excellently appointed but in spite of this measles broke out in a neighbouring unit and spread to this Company causing a certain proportion to be quarantined from August 7th onwards.

No rifles and few tools being available at Perham Downs very little technical training was carried out.  The sojourn in England however allowed the men to become physically fit after the long sea voyage and to become acclimatised to far more rigorous weather than that to which they were accustomed.  They also had ample opportunities of seeing and hearing trench mortars at work both by night and by day, and acquiring familiarity there with.

General leave was granted in England on two occasions firstly for thirtysix hours on August 2nd and again for 4 days on August 21st.

Final leave being over on August 24th preparations for crossing the Channel were made.  The Company was inoculated against Para Typhoid on August 25th.  On August 29th it entrained for Folkestone, crossed the Channel the same afternoon and spent the night at Astrehove Camp near Boulogne.  The next morning it entrained again and moved on to the 2nd Australian Divisional Base Depot at Etaples, arriving there at a strength of 13 officers and 291 men, the remainder having for the most part been left at Perham Downs to complete there period of measles isolation.

Immediately on arrival at Etaples Rifles were issued to all ranks and revolvers to Officers.  A refresher course of Musketry was fired forthwith, the Company achieving the distinction of shooting the best course ever accomplished at the range up to date.  

Several times a week the Company spent the whole day at No.1 Training Camp, locally known as the “Bull-ring” where excellent instruction was received in Bomb-throwing, Bayonet fighting, Gas Helmets, Machine Gun work and so forth, the whole being of a thorough nature and after the very latest advices from the Front.

On September 23rd instructions were received that the Company was to be used to reinforce No.3 Company already at work at the Front, to the extent of 8 officers and 206 men, while the remainder were to stay at Etaples awaiting further orders with the exception of Captain Lawson, Officer Commanding, and Captain Hillman, who were also to proceed to the Front temporarily without command.  

The Company accordingly to that strength only left Etaples on the morning of September 25th arriving at Le Drumez the same evening.  The next morning Captain Lawson formally handed over the whole party to Major Coulter, officer Commanding No.3 Company, who immediately proceeded to allot them to duty.


The existence of No.6 Tunnelling Company as such was thus terminated.
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Frederick was taken on strength of the 3rd Australian Tunnelling Company (3ATC) on 30 September 1916.  

He reported sick on 28 November and was admitted to the 6th Casualty Clearing Station with dental caries before being transferred to the 4th Stationary Hospital at Arques on 30 November.  He was discharged from hospital on 24 December and marched in to the 2nd Australian General Base Depot (AGBD) on 25 December, rejoining his unit in the Field on 2 January 1917.

The 3ATC Ward Diary for 1 - 7 February 1917 records:
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End-of-War Report – 3ATC:
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Fredericks’ B. 103 Form ‘Casualty Form – Active Service’, records:

73rd Field Ambulance, R.A.M.C. - Died of wounds (multiple shell wounds) received in action 4.2.17.

The Australian War Memorial Roll of Honour and the Commonwealth War Graves Commission record the date of death as 4 February 1917.


Frederick was buried in the Philosophe British Cemetery, 1 mile South of Vermelles, at Plot I, Row L, grave 39.  Reverend A. G. Jones conducted the service.  His B103 Form recording the location as: Sheet 36c G 20 c.2.5.

On May 24, 1918 it was deemed by Administrative Headquarters that the Court Martial on Warilda had been improperly constituted and offences were quashed.  Action at that time had not been taken in all cases to relieve soldiers from the consequences of their trial.  Corporal Benson was by this time deceased but the ‘quashing’ of the charge was recorded in his file.

In April 1919 photographs of Fredericks’ grave were forwarded to his Ellen at her Tyler Street, Coolgardie address.  

Fredericks’ personal effects were returned to Australia per Wiltshire and forwarded by Registered Packet to his widow at her Tyler Street, Coolgardie address on 20 August 1917.  His effects comprised Identity discs, knife, 3 note books, coins, Testament, cigarette holder, French note (damaged), leather wallet (damaged) and letters, were received by Ellen on 29 October 1917.

Three of grave photos copies were received by Ellen on 19 November 1921. The pamphlet “Where the Australians Rest” and the Memorial Scroll were forwarded to Ellen in March 1922.  Ellen received the British War Medal, to which Frederick was entitled, on 12 May 1922.  His Victory Medal was received on 20 March 1923.  On 1 June 1922 it was recorded that Ellen Benson was living at Hunt Street, Coolgardie.  The Memorial Scroll and King’s Message were received by Ellen, after nearly going missing in the Post, in August 1922.  The Memorial Plaque was issued direct to Ellen on 7 August 1922.

The Commonwealth War Graves Commission record: 4236 Frederick Benson, son of Henry and Isabella Benson; husband of Ellen Benson, of Sylvester St., Coolgardie, Western Australia. Native of Coburg, Victoria, Australia. 

Frederick is commemorated on the Kings Park Memorial in Perth, Western Australia.

© Donna Baldey 2013
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Addendum

Pearl Olive Benson married Arthur J Hillier in 1917 at Coolgardie.  

Ruby Thelma Benson married Leslie W Gunn at East Coolgardie in 1923. 

Leslie William Gunn b. Adelaide Lead, Maryborough, Victoria in 1899.  Parents Daniel and Rosa (nee Sanders) Gunn.  5402 Leslie William Gunn, horse driver, 11th Battalion, enlisted at Blackboy Hill April 1916 aged 18 years, NOK father Daniel Gunn of Quarry Street, Coolgardie.  GSW skull 8 May 1917.  RTA 27 July 1917.  Discharged 5 October 1917.  Med Docs to Repat June 1954

Jean I Benson married Stephen L Henderson in 1929 at Northam.  

Jack  (John L or Jack F) married Hazel E Colling in 1934 at Boulder.


Photo of headstone and Philosophe Cemetery by kind permission of 


The War Graves Photographic Project


 www.twgpp.org








The West Australian – WA - Monday 21 January 2013:


BENSON.


Descendants of Cpl. Frederick Benson, who died in France on February 4, 1917 while serving with the 3rd Coy, Australian Tunnelling Corps, are invited to a dedication service to be held in May Circle, May Drive, Kings Park on Saturday, February 16 from 9.45am (for 10am).  Frederick was the son of Henry and Isabella Benson of Victoria and husband of Ellen Benson of Coolgardie.  Descendants can meet family members after the service. Contact Lyn Dunstall.








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





Kalgoorlie Miner Tuesday February 1, 1916:


RECRUITING IN THE STATE


KALGOORLIE


At Kalgoorlie yesterday 11 volunteers were accepted out of 19.  Their names are: Joseph W. Brown, Frank Kelly, William H. Bruce, Ernest A. Reading, Frederick Benson, Cyril G. Jolley, John H. Johnson, Andrew Mather, Val H. Morris, James Paisley and Thos. Gordon. 





Kalgoorlie Miner Saturday April 29, 1916:


TRANS-AUSTRALIAN LINE


THE GILCHRIST INQUIRY


Perth April 28.


Frederick Benson, a member of the expeditionary forces, called by Gilchrist, said he was a fettling ganger in charge of the 92 to 104 Mile section.  He was there when Pike’s gang was at 98-Mile.  He remembered the gang being delayed for two or three days when they wanted to shift camp.  He thought it three days, but could not contradict anybody who said the gang was delayed for four days.


To Mr Poynton:  Pike spoke to him about being delayed, saying, “A man is stuck here for two days and can’t get away.”  When the gang did not move off, he heard one man say, “We have had a three days spell.”


John Pike (recalled) denied the truth of Benson’s evidence.				Article abridged





Kalgoorlie Western Argus Tuesday May 23 1916:


THE GILCHRIST INQUIRY


Perth May 17.  


Judge Eagleson took further evidence in Perth to-day in connection with the inquiry into the charges made by Gilchrist regarding the construction and administration of the trans-Australian railway.


Corporal Frederick Benson, recalled and examined by Gilchrist said that while he was a fettler ganger on the line he noticed that some of the rails were badly and irregularly laid, and there were foul joints.  On June 5 last year an accident occurred about 102 miles out from Kalgoorlie, but he would not say that it was due to foul joints.  After Bell, the Engineer-in-Chief, visited the line instructions were issued for the rails to be laid in a uniform manner.  A foul joint would not necessarily cause an accident in his opinion, but it would cause the rail to be worn out quickly.  A ballast line was put down at Eravinia, and was pulled up again, but he could not say that it was not used.  A bridge has been built at a place called the Twelve Apostles, and the rivet holes in the girders were in some cases as much as half an inch out of plumb.  Witness had seen trains over-shoot stations but he could not way that it was because they had not sufficient brake power.  He had heard, however, a driver complain about bad brake power.  In a cutting near the Devon Consols mine the men had to work in water until a drain was cut.  He had known an engine-driver named Foley to receive over £20 for a fortnight’s pay.  That man was not on the tracklayer, but on an average driver or tracklayers would draw more money than divers on the main line.


Cross-examined, witness said he could not demonstrate with two pieces of rail produced the difficulty that was experienced in pulling rails at the joints into alignment.  For all practical purposes he would not say that there was anything wrong with the track, but it looked better if the rails were all laid on way with the names of the manufacturer on the inside.  Witness had not seen men working knee-deep in water at the Devon Consols cutting.  He did not consider that there was any ground for the charge against the department in respect to the wages drawn by divers on tracklayer engines.





The West Australian Tuesday February 27, 1917:


ROLL OF HONOUR


274th Casualty List - 5th Military District


DEATHS


		Corporal F. Benson (Parkestown), killed in action.                     		Article abridged








Coolgardie Miner Saturday February 24, 1917:


PERSONAL


The sad news was conveyed to Mrs Benson on Friday week last that her husband Pte Fred Benson had been killed at the front.  We extend our sympathy to the bereaved family whose consolation is that their lost one nobly died in the fight for our cause.








Kalgoorlie Miner Tuesday February 20, 1917:


PERSONAL ITEMS


Mrs Ellen Benson, of Taylor-street, Coolgardie, has received a message from the Defence Department stating that her husband, Corporal Fred Benson, has been killed in action in France.  Corporal Benson was attached to a unit of Tunnellers.  Prior to enlisting, the deceased soldier was employed at the trans-Australian railway depot.








Kalgoorlie Miner Saturday February 24, 1917:


KILLED IN ACTION


BENSON—Killed in action, on February 4th, in France, the dearly beloved husband of Ellen Benson, and father of Perl, Ruby, Jean and Jack, late of Trans Line.








Frederick Benson is also commemorated in the Tunnellers own Roll of Honour in All Souls Chapel, St Pauls Cathedral, London, England.  This Chapel was dedicated in 1925 to the memory of Field Marshal Lord Kitchener (1850-1916) and the servicemen who died in the Great War of 1914-18.  The Rolls were paid for by public subscription in the various colonies and the Australian Tunnellers contributed freely.

















Extract from Tunnellers Roll of Honour included in profile with the kind permission of the 


Dean and Chapter of St Paul’s Cathedral


Image courtesy Robin Sanderson - Paris





Sunday Times Sunday March 25, 1917:


THE ROLL OF HONOUR


All lists issued by the censor during the week are included in the following:


DIED OF WOUNDS


		Cpl F. Benson (Parkestown)						Article abridged








On the appointed day, a number of Freds’ relatives gathered to see his plaque installed, appropriately adjacent to a 3ATC comrade.


Photos courtesy Rob Mawson, WA, g/g/nephew of Harold Maskiell, 1ATC, who attended the dedication.  





The Company worked entirely on Hill 70 Mining Systems.  Strength of Company on 1/2/17 :- A.I.F. 18 Officers, 546 O.R.s : B.E.F. 3 O.R.s.





The fighting points accessible from Support Trench were driven 193 ft in very hard chalk & can’t maintain standing ground, requiring timber.  Seaforth No.21 & No.22 off Pioneer Trench were driven 40 ft in fair good standing ground.  Fighting points accessible from Front Line Trench were driven 112 ft for the period.  These faces were stopped until connection was made with Gordon Workings.  Cameron DDR1L1 B Chamber was finished & a charge of 7000 lbs ammonal laid in the right branch.  Proto Incline advanced 8ft for week, & Scot’s Incline advanced 39 feet for the week, the ground still requiring to be close timbered.


Grant’s Incline was also driven a further 12ft & the ground required close timbering.


No.21 Shaft off Front Line Trench was sunk 30ft & a cross cut driven to crumped in portion of shaft alongside.  


Scot’s & Grant’s Ropeways were completed.


The pumps held the water to R.L. 99, working 18 hours in 24.  Sump was put in at approx. R.L. 104 & Gordon’s Main stripped to this sump & risen to 105 at Lateral Well.


COMPANY ORDER:


	“	262:- 4491 Spr Thornton B. & 4263 Spr Avage W. wounded 1/2/17


“	265:- 4236 2nd Cpl Benson F. killed in action 3/2/1917.  


         4489 Spr Thompson L. killed in action


3/2/17.





On 3/2/17  4273 2/Cpl Benson, F. & 4489 Spr Thompson, L. were killed in action, the former by M.G. bullet & the latter by a shell in billets at Loos.     








Kalgoorlie Miner Monday November 13, 1916:





COMFORTS FOR SOLDIERS


WOMEN’S CLUB THANKED





Some months ago Mrs Jordan, secretary of the Goldfields Women’s Club, sent a parcel, 11 lb in weight, and containing socks, mittens, handkerchiefs, chewing gum, soap, cheese lollies, etc., to the No. 6 Tunnelling Co., and she has now received the following letter of thanks from Sergeant E.G. Dodd, on behalf of the company:—“It afford me great pleasure to write to tell you that your parcel was received by me, and distributed among the men of the No. 6 Tunnelling Company.  I don’t think anything has been more appreciated, and as the company left the following day for the line, it gave them much pleasure to know they are still in the thoughts for their own townspeople.”  The following signatures were attached:


Corporal F. Benson 4236. [Listed]						            Article abridged							


Kalgoorlie Miner Thursday November 30, 1916:


COMFORTS IN THE TRENCHES


WOMEN’S CLUB THANKED


DISTRIBUTION BY DRAWING LOTS


Mrs Jordan, secretary of the Goldfields Women’s Club, has received a letter, written in the firing line, France, on October 5, by Sergt F. Thompson, thanking the club for a parcel of comforts.  The acknowledgement reads:—“I am in receipt of a parcel of soldier’s gifts from the ‘Women’s Club,’ Kalgoorlie, and cannot adequately express the thanks of those who received them.  The way they are distributed is by drawing lots.


 I am enclosing a list of signatures from the boys, who all express their gratitude to the Goldfields Women’s Club.”


The following signatures were attached:—Cpl F. Benson  [listed] 			Article abridged








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


Claremont, marching through the city.





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. 











