2473 Sapper Claude Watson Burris

Claude was born at Ouse, a small town 88 kilometres north west of Hobart circa November/December 1892 to James and Sarah Burris. He became a miner possibly working in one of the numerous mines near Zeehan and Queenstown perhaps even at one of the Mt Lyell Mining and Railway Company copper mines

In  1915 during the Gallipoli campaign it was found necessary to direct experienced miners among the infantrymen there to form a mining unit to counter Turkish mining activities. Back in Australia it was decided to form a Mining Corps with the necessary equipment for service where needed. Recruitment for the Corps began in earnest in November 1915 including the recruitment of men from West Australia and Tasmania. Sections recruited in Tasmania joined the Corps at Casula in December 1915 

It is probable that Claude responded because he applied for enlistment in the Australian Imperial Force -AIF - at Ross on 10 November 1915, was medically examined and found fit for service. He advised that he had previously been rejected as unfit for service because of ‘defective teeth’ He said he was age 22 years and 11 months, gave his Father James as his next of kin with the address New Norfolk (a town 32 kms north west of Hobart) A Lieutenant Watts appointed him to which meant he had missed out on the Section that joined the Corps in Casula

It is unclear what his AIF status was as the records show he was given 3 service numbers, was appointed to the 3 Coy Miners 2nd Reinforcements by Lieutenant Lakin on 3 March 1916 at Claremont with that detail ruled through and replaced by the same unit details and signed by Lieutenant J Thomson on 27 March 1916 at Rosebery Park NSW In fact on 31 March 1916 he had joined the 2nd Reinforcements in Sydney and embarked on HMAT A16 Star of Victoria for movement to England

It seems the 2nd Reinforcements went to Alexandria in Egypt where they transferred to the HMT City of Edinburgh from which they disembarked at Marseilles on 17 May 1916, only days after the Mining Corps, and then proceeded by train to join the Corps at Hazebrouk. But Claude reported sick and was admitted to the 26th General Hospital at Etaples on 1 June 1916 before being taken to the 9th Stationary Hospital in the same city on 3 June. He remained there until 29 June when he was taken to the 18th General Hospital at Camiers

On 14 July 1916 Claude was discharged from Hospital and reported to the 1st Australian Division Base Depot at Etaples. On 1 August he was charged with being Absent at Tattoo (parade) and with Disobeying an order On the first charge he was confined to barracks for 7 days and on the second charge he was sentenced to 14 days Field Punishment No 1  
Three days before being taken on strength by 3ATC Claude was charged with Using obscene language and Disobedience of orders It seems that the decisions on the charges were delayed until he was taken on strength by 3ATC on 30 September 1916 as Major Coulter the CO of 3ATC imposed the penalties which for the 1st charge was 7 days Field Punishment No 1 and for the 2nd 14 days Field Punishment No 1 

Field punishment could be awarded by a court martial or a commanding officer for any offence committed on active service. Field punishment No. 1 consisted of heavy labouring duties, possibly being restrained in handcuffs or fetters, and being tied to a post or wheel. [Illustration of method of attachment to fixed object as required in Field Punishment no 1 (War Office, London, 1917)] 
When Claude joined 3ATC its 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. He would have been involved in most of these activities and also dealing with booby traps and other German explosives, a new challenge for him 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 there on 23 November 1916 Claude again fell foul of authority being charged 1st with being absent from tattoo, 2nd, Creating a disturbance in orderly room and 3rd Using obscene and threatening language He copped a lot of Field Punishment No 1 namely 4 days on the 1st charge, 4 days on the 2nd and 20 days on the 3rd, a total of 28 days. A long time to be standing tethered and watching the war go by!                   

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 Claude but he would have had to get used to the mice and canary checks for lethal gas fumes, the listening devices and the shelling.

The second stage 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. 

Claude did not participate in the 3rd stage as on 8 June 1917 he was wounded in action The circumstances as reported in the War Diary were that Claude was a ‘runner’ carrying an urgent despatch when he was wounded by shrapnel that hit him on his scalp, right thigh, in the right shoulder and the left leg. Despite his severe injuries he persisted with his attempts to deliver the despatch and had crawled some 400 yards where he was found by some officers. He refused to be moved until assured someone else would deliver the despatch. He then surrendered it and was taken by stretcher bearers to a first aid post

The 18th Casualty Clearing Station cleaned his wounds and transferred him 26th General Hospital where pieces of shrapnel were removed from his shoulder and the head of the bone between his right elbow and shoulder was excised On 7 August he was moved to England where on 10 August he was admitted to the Bethnal Green Military Hospital where he had a piece of dead bone separated from sound bone He remained there until 3 September when he was transferred to the 3rd Auxiliary Hospital at Dartford

On 7 September a medical report by the medical officer in charge of noted inter alia that Claude’s ankle was broken before he enlisted and he could not walk far with it thus he was in the Tunnelling Company! (no recognition of  his civilian occupation as a Miner!) The wound to his right shoulder and to his left leg (a fracture of the Tibia or fibula) meant that he was permanently unfit for General Service and temporarily unfit for Home Service for 6 month

Claude’s Family was kept informed of his condition that was first classified as dangerously ill By 22 October he was able to proceed on furlough until 5 November 1917 when he returned and received further treatment before travelling to Liverpool to board the Hospital Ship 1 Karoola which left on 25 November and reached Melbourne on 10 January 1918. 
 Claude’s changed his Father’s address to Queenstown on 23 January 1918 As his left foot would not heal he continued to be hospitalised and received treatment for the wound A foreign body was felt under the skin on his shoulder, and on 4 March 1918 the leg wound was opened, some dead bone removed then between 22 and 26 May 6 pieces of bone came away. 

It is unclear as to Claude’s circumstances after May 1918 until his passing on 10 April 1921.There is a record that his British War Medal was issued to Sarah Burris his Mother on 1 September 1921 but there is no mention of the issue of the Victory Medal 

And we all say THANK YOU Claude Burris for your wonderful contribution
Notes

Burris is not a common name, only 5 served in the First AIF and 4 came from the Ouse/Hamilton area in Tasmania One, Aliph Burris enlisted on 8 April 1915, gave his age as 22 years and 5 months, named Sarah Burris, his Mother, as next of kin, was appointed to the 26 Battalion, served at Gallipoli then transferred to the 2nd Pioneer Battalion , was wounded in action in France on 29 July 1916, and had a similar history of breaches of discipline and sustained similar but milder wounds as Claude 

Claude had previously been rejected for service because of defective teeth When he enlisted on 27 November 1915 he gave his age as 22 years and 11 months and named Jack Burris his Father as his next of kin but his British War Medal was issued in 1921 to Sarah Burris his Mother
This information suggests that Claude and Aliph may have been twin Brothers, that both applied to join the AIF on 8 April 1915, Aliph was enlisted and Claude rejected because of defective teeth. Claude then reapplied on 27 November 1915 and was enlisted while Aliph was serving at Gallipoli  

Claude was a miner when he enlisted and no doubt was well aware of the disaster at one of the Tasmanian mines operated by Mt Lyell Mining and Railway Company in October 1912 where a fire trapped 170 miners underground of whom 42 died and 30 were injured. His Commanding Officer at 3ATC was Major Coulter who was a member of the engineering staff at the mine and was recognised for his rescue attempts

P Miles Coffs Harbour 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
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