3592A Sapper James Burns

It might be said that this Tunneller was the epitome of the Australian civilians who volunteered for and served in the Australian Imperial Force – AIF. While in the front line they proved themselves as among the best soldiers in the War of 1914-1918. Out of the frontline they generally abided by the rules the disciplinarians imposed but frequently looked upon some of those rules with civilian eyes.

Jim Burns was born in Carlton Victoria circa June 1890 and in 1915 was working in Perth as a storeman. He was not married and both Parents were deceased He applied to join the AIF at Perth on 16 November 1915 and was medically examined and found fit for service. Aged 25 years and 5/12 he was 6 feet 1 inch tall and weighed 13 stone. He took the oath the same day and nominated his Brother William Burns of Silas Street east Fremantle as his next of kin

He was allotted regimental Number 1085 and posted to 37 Depot at Blackboy Hill with the rank of Private where he remained until 16 December when he was transferred to the 5th Depot Battalion. with which he served until 27 January 1916, except for some leave between 24 December and 2 January 1916. 

On 28 January 1916 Jim became a member of the Australian Army Service Corps Reinforcements and served with that Unit until 14 April 1916. He had two brushes with authority there, one on 2 March when he was charged with Being Absent Without Leave from midday parade and morning parade for which he lost 1 days pay, the second on 22 March when he was charged with Bringing in intoxicating liquor and lost 5 days pay. Interestingly his general character was assessed as Very Good

Jim was then transferred to D Company 3rd Australian Pioneer Battalion marching in on 15 April 1916 and on 12 May was promoted to the rank of Lance Corporal. D Company on 12 June 1916 embarked on A62 HMAT Wandilla at Fremantle and left for England  BUT WITHOUT 1087 LANCE CORPORAL JAMES BURNS! although his name appears on the nominal roll 

A Court of Enquiry held aboard the Wandilla at sea on 14 July heard that L/Corporal Burns was given leave of absence on 12 June till 11pm at Fremantle but did not return at that time and has been absent without leave since His uniform and personal effects were not on the ship. The Court found that Jim Deserted from HMAT A62 Wandilla on 13 June 1916 Failed to embark on HMAT Wandilla at Fremantle on 12 June 1916 

It seems however that he must have reported to the authorities and his explanation for not embarking with D Company was accepted without demur as on 19 June he was transferred from D Coy 3rd Pioneer Battalion to the Tunnelling Company Reinforcements with the Regimental Number 3592 and the rank of Sapper. (Maybe the Army’s approach was ‘underground means out of sight and out of mind’) On 24 June he embarked on the SS Zealandia for Melbourne to join the Tunnellers Reinforcements assembling at Seymour in Victoria At some point he notified a change to the occupation he gave when he enlisted – Storeman to Miner – and also to his Next of Kin naming instead his Sister Catherine Witheridge of 100 Sewell Street East Fremantle

On arrival at Seymour Jim joined the 4th (August Reinforcements) for the Mining and Tunnelling Company and on 16 August 1916 they embarked on the Royal Mail Ship Orontes in Melbourne and sailed for England arriving at Plymouth on 2 October 1916.  The Embarkation Nominal Roll shows:

Jim may have put up with shipboard life except on one occasion he decided to remove himself from the scene. On 9 September he was charged On 7 September while at sea on RMS Orontes Sapper Burns went absent without leave for 6 hours. That absence cost him 2 days pay

On 3 October Jim and his Unit marched in to the Details Company at 3 Camp Parkhouse. It didn’t take long for him to begin to search out what England had to offer and on 24 October 1916 he was charged with being Absent without leave from 2400 hours on 9 October to 2100 hours on 23 October 1916. He copped 14 days detention and forfeited 28 days pay for this escapade!

On 1 January 1917 Jim left 3 Camp for Folkestone where he boarded SS Arundel and went to France and the Australian General Base Depot there allotted him to the 3rd Australian Tunnelling Company - 3ATC – and on 10 January added an A to his Regimental number, thus 3592A.Then on 16 January 1917 Sapper James Burns was taken on strength by 3ATC
Some background The 3rd Tunnelling Company (3ATC) came into existence on 24 May 1916 when the Mining Corps was disbanded following its arrival in France. The colour patch adopted for the three Companies was a purple T with the Company number at the cross of the T and was worn proudly by all the Tunnellers. 

 3ATC first undertook mining operations in the Red Lamp sector and took part in the infamous Battle of Fromelles at the Sugar Loaf salient in July 1916. In August the main activity was the construction of shellproof shelters over each of the shaft heads in the Red Lamp system to counter regular heavy bombardments being experienced at that time. 

On 7 November 1916 3ATC handed over the Red Lamp system and took over Hill 70 near Lens moving to new billets at Bracquemont near Noeux-Les-Mines. And that is where the Company was when Jim Burns was taken on strength  
The Company’s involvement at Hill 70 was in 3 stages. The first, from November 1916 until March 1917, consisted of defensive mining and concluded on 26 March when Shaft 21 was blown closing a gap in the defensive system. This would be work that was familiar to Jim (if he had actually worked as a miner) but he would have had to get used to the mice and canary checks for lethal gas fumes, the listening devices and the shelling. 
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The second stage of 3ATC’s involvement at Hill 70 was from 26 March to mid June 1917 and saw the Company occupied in listening duties, road making including bridge repair and construction, carrying for trench mortar batteries and searching German dugouts and trenches for booby traps One road was named the Australian Road. 3ATC participated in the Battle of Arras that began on 9 April 1917 with the major fighting ceasing by 14 April with the loss of some 84 000 men with the only major gain the capture of Vimy Ridge by the Canadians

The third stage saw 3ATC return to tunnelling at Hill 70 and continue the construction of dressing stations, dugouts, command posts, roads, water points as well as investigating captured enemy galleries, mines and booby traps.

Jim Burns was involved in many of these activities and a highlight was his participation in a raid aimed at destroying 3 German shafts in No-Man’s land when 3ATC listeners had detected German movement underground that could have meant the placement of mines to blow up British occupied trenches The raid took place on the evening of 28 June 1917 employing British troops from the 2nd Durham Light Infantry and 11th Essex Regiment to cover 3 Sections from 3ATC under the command of Captain Sanderson each consisting of an NCO and 6 Sappers. Jim Burns was a member of one of those Sections. The enemy were in greater number than the British infantry and resisted strongly suffering heavier casualties but the mine shafts the target of the raid were destroyed for the loss of Major Coulter, who had rejoined 3ATC that day and Sapper P Griffen and the wounding of Captain Anderson, Corporal E Jackson and Sapper R J Suiter. After the raid 3ATC tunnelled vigorously forward and by 24 July 1917 the mining struggle at Hill 70 had ended (The details of this raid appear at Page 967 of the Official History of Australia in the War of 1914-18 Volume IV) 

And what about Jim Burns This report sheds light on his actions

“During the raid 3592A Sapper Burns J showed great dash and set a fine example. He rendered invaluable assistance in exploring and destroying enemy mine galleries and dugouts, the entrances of which were in an enemy trench that was being heavily bombarded and attacked by the enemy. 

His work largely contributed to the success of the operation

His actions led to the award of the Military Medal that was gazetted in the London Gazette Supplement 30243 on 21 August 1917 and in the Commonwealth of Australia Gazette 219 dated 20 December 1917. This is an extract from the London Gazette. Sister Catherine received a letter from Army Command dated 20 December 1917 advising her of the award.

4250 Spr. (actg. 2nd Cpl.) W. F. Bocksette, Engrs.                    (Also 3ATC)
7976 Bombr. J. G. Brown, F.A. 
3592A. Spr. J. Burns, Engrs. 

3527 Cpl. (L./Sjt.) E. H. Churcher,  Inf.

4030 Spr. M. R. Craven, Engrs.

The next we know about this brave but larrikin civilian soldier is that he is in London apparently on leave when he is charged on 17 October 1917 with the Crime At London Drunkenness. The penalty? Admonished by Major Howard. But much worse was to follow as on 28 November 1917 Jim went on sick parade and was taken by 34th Field Ambulance to 1st Casualty Clearing Station that arranged for his transfer by hospital barge to the 26th General Hospital at Etaples where he was diagnosed as having TB of the lung Then it was to England aboard the Hospital Ship Panama for admission on 11 December to 2/1st Southern General Hospital in Birmingham where he received treatment until 4 January 1918

Transferred to the 1st Australian Auxiliary Hospital at Harefield Jim underwent a number of tests that led to the decision on 7 January 1918 that he was suffering from Pulmonary Tuberculosis and was Permanently Unfit for General or Home Service. He was taken to the 2nd Command Depot at Weymouth to await transport to Australia and was then taken to London and placed aboard the HMT Balmoral Castle that sailed on 1 February 1918. It seems that during the passage home Jim was a patient in a hospital ward on the ship

Arriving in Fremantle on 18 March 1918 he was admitted to the Army Section of the Sanatorium at Wooroloo remaining until 30 April and then was examined at the 8th General Hospital at Fremantle where it was confirmed he had Phthisis (wasting of the body and pulmonary tuberculosis) He was not admitted to the 8th and presumably went on leave until his discharge from the AIF was effected on 14 May 1918 (Wooroloo is situated some 60 Kms northeast of Perth. Several former 3ATC members are interred in the Wooroloo Cemetery)

3592A Sapper James Burns was awarded the Military Medal for Bravery in the Field and received the other two Medals in recognition of his service to Australia. The Military Medal was sent to the 

5th Military District on 20 June 1918 and presumably was issued from there.

James Burns, the epitome of the Australian civilian/soldier of the First AIF, died at Fremantle on 

8 March 1923
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P Miles  2011 With due care

Disclaimer: This profile has been prepared on a purely voluntary basis. It contains information obtained from digitised service records and from a search of the internet where information appears to relate to the person(s) mentioned in the profile. It is hoped that descendants of the profile subject will examine the profile and make any necessary changes and/or additions to the profile details as known to them (both pre and post service) to provide a more complete picture of the profile subject

Note:

Added to website as submitted less some generic images that were too large to include.  Original document available on request.
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