SAPPER MICHAEL EDWARD BYRNE

934 – 3rd Tunnelling Company
At Flin, Shoreham, Victoria in 1881 Michael Edward Byrne was born to parents Michael and Elizabeth (nee Ambrose) Byrne.  In 1906 he was a miner working at Leonora, Western Australia and in 1912 was at Kellerberrin, W.A. with the occupation of labourer.

At the recruiting depot at Meekatharra, W.A. on September 8, 1915 the thirty-six year old unmarried miner applied to enlist for active service abroad and passed the medical examination.  Attestation Forms were completed which reveal personal details of height 172cms (5ft 7½ins), weighing 72.7kgs (160lbs) with a chest measurement of 92cms (36ins).  Fair was his complexion with brown eyes and light brown hair.  Distinctive mark was a badly set fracture of the right tibia on the lower third of his leg.  Religious faith was Roman Catholic.  Next-of-kin was his father Michael Byrne of Shoreham, Victoria.  

He proceeded to Blackboy Hill camp near Perth, W.A. and was sworn in on September 17, 1915 and allotted to the 29th Depot Battalion for basic training.  Further training with ‘C Coy’ 3rd Depot Battalion concluded on November 8 and the next day was to join the 13th Reinforcements to the 11th Battalion.  With mining experience this was changed to the Mining Corps on November 11, 1915 and commenced training with this group.

Recruiting for the Miners’ Corps officially began on December 1st, 1915 therefore Byrne was placed for basic training at the Helena Vale camp at Blackboy Hill, W.A. with the newly forming Corps.  The Unit’s title was the No. 3 Company with a major portion of the men recruited by 2nd Lt. L.J. Coulter, A.I.F. who was sent from N.S.W. to W.A. for that purpose.  They were made up to strength with 1 Officer and 274 Other Ranks and embarked from Fremantle, W.A. 
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On December 18, 1915 the company sailed for Sydney, NSW on board the troopship SS Indarra.  His name appears on the passenger list which was published in:
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On Boxing Day (Dec 26th), 1915 the Unit arrived in Sydney and marched into Casula Camp, near Liverpool, NSW. They were joined by the 4th Section of the Tasmanian Miners, bringing the establishment strength up to 15 officers and 349 Other Ranks under the command of 2nd Lieutenant L.J. Coulter.

Mining Corps Units from all Military districts came together at Casula camp, near Liverpool, NSW to complete training as a Corps.  Byrne was assigned the regimental number 934 in the rank of Sapper and remained in No. 3 Company.

At a civic parade in the Domain, Sydney on Saturday February 19, 1916, a large crowd of relations and friends of the departing Miners lined the four sides of the parade ground.  Sixty police and 100 Garrison Military Police were on hand to keep the crowds within bounds.  The scene was an inspiriting one. On the extreme right flank, facing the saluting base, were companies of the Rifle Club School; next came a detachment of the 4th King’s Shropshire Light Infantry, then the bands of the Light Horse, Liverpool Depot, and the Miners’ on the left, rank upon rank, the Miners’ Battalion.  

The Corps boarded HMAT A38 Ulysses in Sydney, NSW on February 20 and sailed for the European theatre.  Arriving in Melbourne, Victoria on February 22 the Miners camped at Broadmeadows for a stay of 7 days while further cargo was loaded. 

Another parade was held at the Broadmeadows camp on March 1, the Miners’ Corps being inspected by the Governor-General, as Commander-in-Chief of the Commonwealth military forces. 

Leaving Melbourne on March 1, Ulysses arrived at Fremantle, Western Australia on March 7 where a further 53 members were taken on board.  

On Wednesday March 8, 1916 the whole force, with their band and equipment, paraded at Fremantle prior to leaving Victoria Quay at 9.30 o’clock.

The ship hit a reef when leaving Fremantle harbour, stripping the plates for 40 feet and, although there was a gap in the outside plate, the inner bilge plates were not punctured.  The men on board nicknamed her ‘Useless’.  The Miners were off-loaded and sent to the Blackboy Hill Camp where further training was conducted.

The Mining Corps comprised 1303 members at the time they embarked with a Headquarters of 40; No.1 Company – 390; No.2 Company – 380; No.3 Company – 392, and 101 members of the 1st Reinforcements.

Finally departing Fremantle on April 1, Ulysses voyaged via Suez, Port Said and Alexandria in Egypt.  The Captain of the ship was reluctant to take Ulysses out of the Suez Canal because he felt the weight of the ship made it impossible to manoeuvre in the situation of a submarine attack.  The troops were transhipped to HM Transport B.1 Ansonia, then on to Valetta, Malta before disembarking at Marseilles, France on May 5, 1916.  As a unit they entrained at Marseilles on May 7 and detrained on May 11 at Hazebrouck.

A ‘Mining Corps’ did not fit in the British Expeditionary Force, and the Corps was disbanded and three Australian Tunnelling Companies were formed.  The Technical Staff of the Corps Headquarters, plus some technically qualified men from the individual companies, was formed into the entirely new Australian Electrical and Mechanical Mining and Boring Company (AEMMBC), better known as the ‘Alphabetical Company’.

Four sections of the No. 3 Company were dispersed to various sectors for instructional training.  

On September 11, 1916 he went sick to the 2/2 Field Ambulance and the next day moved to the 1/2 London Casualty Clearing Station with a Fistula on arms (a passage or hole formed between body and skin).  From there was sent to the 3rd Canadian General Hospital in Boulogne and two days later was transferred to England on the hospital ship Newhaven entering the Edmonton Military Hospital at Epsom on September 15, 1916 for treatment of an anal Fistula (slight).

He reported from hospital on October 27 and two days later went to the Woodcote Park Convalescent Hospital.  Sent to the Furlough Department at Administration Headquarters and was granted furlough until November 11, 1916 and report to the No. 1 Command Depot at Perham Down’s camp.

He marched out from Harefield on November 13, 1916 to the No. 1 Command Depot and classified with B.1.A. Disability. 

While he was in England the No. 3 Company was officially transferred to the 3rd Tunnelling Company in the field on December 18, 1916.

On New Year’s Day, 1917 he left with the Tunnelling Reinforcements from Folkstone on the transport S.S. Arundel for France marching into the Aust General Base Depot the next day.  On January 12 was attached to the 1st Anzac Entrenching Battalion which was an advanced section of the Base Depot that organised works near the lines and through duties, usually of ten days duration, would accustom the reinforcements to war conditions before being assigned to a company in the field.

He left on February 19 to return to his unit and rejoin his section on February 23, 1917.

Service continued without incident and he was noted to be with his unit in a company audit on April 26, 1918.   He was paid in France on May 18, 1918.

On August 24, 1918 Sapper Byrne was wounded in action suffering from a gunshot wound to his right arm.

In the Unit Diary of the 3rd Tunnelling Company the following is recorded on the circumstances in which this occurred:

“On the morning of 24/8/18, 2 officers and 40 O.R’s of No 1 Section of the 3rd Aust. Tnlg Coy took part in the raid on the enemy on the Givenchy Front, co-operating with the 164th Brigade of the 55th Division.


In order to assist the operation, North of La Bassee Canal at Givenchy barrages for two dummy raids, and also smoke barrages were put down in the Hulluch Sector.    M.G’s fired 24,750 rounds in connection with this dummy raid in addition to the normal harassing fire by artillery.


The Tunnellers part in the offensive operation at Givenchy was to examine dugouts and mine entrances and to mark them “safe” or “dangerous” according to the results of examination: to search for and render harmless in any mines or booby traps found: to cut all enemy electric leads: to destroy any T.M.’s found in the forward objectives and to collect any information such as documents, plans, or particulars of accommodation available for troops.


The whole party was suitably equipped with rifle and bayonet as well as tools of their particular necessity.


Each patrol party of the Infantry was accompanied by two tunnellers.

The operation was kept very secret.  No orders were issued until 8 p.m. on 23/8/18 when the men selected were assembled on the alarm post and finally instructed by the C.O. in what their part in the raid was to be.


The raid was very successful and all objectives were gained, only three casualties amongst the Tunnellers being: -




934 Spr Byrne, M.E.
 wounded.



           5337   “   Hansson, F.G.
       “



           6767   “   Jochinke, E.E.
       “ 

He was taken to the 1/3 West Lancashire Field Ambulance then transferred to the 13th C.C.S.  On August 26 was conveyed on A.T.23 to Etaples and entered the 7th Canadian General Hospital for treatment on his right forearm.  On August 28 was transported on the hospital ship Ville de Liege to England and admitted to the 1st Eastern General Hospital at Cambridge with gunshot wound to his wrist (severe).

Base Records advised his father on September 3, 1918 that his son had been wounded.  On September 17 he was notified the name of the hospital his son was transferred to and an address for correspondence.  Further news was sent on October 4, 1918 advising that his condition was improving.

He was discharged from the Cambridge Hospital on September 27, 1918 to furlough and report to the No. 4 Command Depot in Hurdcott.  

His name appeared in the Casualty list published in:


He was there when Peace was declared.  On December 12, 1918 he marched out for duty with Headquarters at Tidworth and attached to the Aust Provost Corps. 

Disciplinary action was taken for the following on January 30, 1919:



Offence:
Tidworth 24/1/19 AWL from 22.59hrs 24/1/19 to 21.00hrs 25/1/19



Award:

Forfeiture 2 day’s pay by Lt-Col J. Williams A.P.C. A.I.F. Depot in UK


Total forfeiture:
3 day’s pay

On March 8, 1919 Sapper marched out from Tidworth arriving at the No. 5 Group camp at Weymouth.  He was detached from duty with the Aust Army Pay Co. on May 7 and left there for No. 3 Group camp on May 13, 1919.

After demobilisation Sapper Byrne embarked for Australia on June 12, 1919 on board H.T. Themistocles.  Base Records advised his father on July 8, 1919 that he was returning home.  The ship docked in Melbourne, Vic (3rd Military District) on August 8, 1919.  News of their arrival was printed in:

Military discharge was issued in Melbourne (3rd M.D.) on September 30, 1919 on termination of his period of enlistment.  He is registered as a labourer working at Shoreham, Vic later that year.

Sapper 934 Michael Edward Byrne, 3rd Tunnelling Company was issued for serving his country the British War Medal (35140) and the Victory Medal (34885).  The Victory Medal was not collected from the designated Barracks and returned to Base Records on May 10, 1923.  A letter was issued to the last known address care of Mr R. Byrne on July 27, 1924 and the former soldier returned the Request Form dated September 17.  The medal was sent on September 26, 1923 to him under registered post no. 8977 to his address at 84 Westgarth Street, Northcote South.

A Statement of Service was issued for Identification Purposes only from Base Records on November 18, 1924.

His address remained the same until after 1928 when it changed to 534 Botany Street, Botany, Sydney.

From 1935 on he was registered living at 556 Botany Street, Botany working as a trimmer.  In 1943 he was a labourer at 27 Military Road, Port Kembla, NSW.

Michael Edward Byrne passed away on April 11, 1943 aged 62 and registered at Wollongong, NSW.  A brief death notice was published in the:

 A Statement of Service was issued from Base Records to the Sydney Branch of the Repatriation Commission on October 6, 1943.
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No.3 Company recruits at Blackboy Hill, 3 December 1915 & on Parade - 16 December 1915


Photos courtesy Graeme Williams, grandson of  1202 Spr Charles Williams – 3ATC





The West Australian Saturday December 18, 1915:


INDARRA’S PASSENGERS


    The following passengers are booked to leave by the Indarra to-day: Messrs….M.E. Byrne


Article abridged





The Age Monday October 14, 1918:


VICTORIAN ROLL OF HONOUR


433rd Casualty List


WOUNDED


   Spr M.E. Byrne, Shoreham          								


Article abridged








The Argus Saturday August 9, 1919:


TROOPS RETURNING


ARRIVAL OF S.S. THEMISTOCLES


On the s.s. Themistocles which arrived at Port Melbourne yesterday, there were nearly 400 Victorian soldiers, and many from other States.  Disembarking at 3 o’clock the troops were conveyed to the A.I.F. Depot, where relatives and friends gave them an affectionate welcome.








South Coast Times Friday April 14, 1943:


NEWS


Mr Michael Edward Byrne, of 27 Military Road, Port Kembla whose death occurred on Tuesday was 62 years of age and had been employed at the C.R. Mills.











