SAPPER ROBERT CONNELL

958 – 3rd Tunnelling Company

Robert Connell stated he was born at Alloa, Clackmannanshire, Scotland about 1887 the son of J. Connell.  It is possible that the family residing at Pitfa Cottage, Clackmannanshire in 1901 were his kinfolk.  Citizens of the household were John (42) ploughman, wife Helen (36), Robert (13) scholar, Mary (12), Maggie (10) and John (6).  Robert stated that his military experience was gained with the 7th A. & S, Scotland until his period expired.  He came to Western Australia.

At the recruiting depot in Kalgoorlie, Western Australia the twenty-eight year old miner applied to enlist for active service abroad on November 20, 1915.  Passing the medical examination Attestation forms were completed and describe him as 170cms (5ft 7ins) tall, weighing 63.6kgs (140lbs) with a chest expansion of 82-88cms (32-34½ins) and fair vision in both blue eyes.  Presbyterian was his religious faith.  Next-of-kin was his father J. Connell of Jellyholm Farm, Alloa, Scotland.  He was sworn in the same day.
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Basic training commenced on November 23, 1915 with the recruits for the Mining Corps.

Recruiting for the Miners’ Corps officially began on December 1st, 1915 and Private Connell was allotted 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 Company 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. 

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:

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.  Connell was assigned the regimental number 958 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 August 13, 1916 Sapper Connell was attached for duty with No.4 Section training with the 254th Tunnelling Company, Royal Engineers.

No.3 Company was officially transferred on December 18, 1916 to the 3rd Tunnelling Company.

His name is recorded in the 3rd Tunnelling Company’s Unit Diary attending courses of Mine Rescue with Proto-apparatus and Mine Listening at the Army’s Mine School.  It reads:


Service continued without incident until July 5, 1917 when he suffered mine gas poisoning and was taken to the 17th Field Ambulance, rejoining his unit the next day, July 6.

Three Blue Chevrons were due on February 20, 1918 to wear on his uniform for serving two years abroad.

In an Audit of the Company on April 26, 1918 he was noted to be still with his unit.

He proceeded on leave to England on October 28, 1918 and while there Peace was declared and he returned on November 19, 1918.

The Tunnelling Companies remained on the front as part of the Army of Occupation assisting with rehabilitation of their areas by clearing roads and bridges and defusing booby traps left by the enemy.

On January 6, 1919 he went sick to the 57th Casualty Clearing Station with dermatitis and was conveyed on A.T.6 to the 39th General Hospital.  Taken to England on January 13, 1919 crossing on the Grantilly Castle and admitted to the 1st Aust Dermatological Hospital at Bulford with Erythema (a skin inflammation that results in reddish, painful, tender lumps).  On January 23 he was discharged after treatment for scabies (skin irritation caused by Itch Mite whose eggs are laid under the skin’s outer layer).  He went to the No.1 Command Depot at Sutton Veny.  His medical assessment reported on January 28 his heart and lungs were clear and he was fit to return to duty.

He returned to the 1st Aust Dermatological Hospital at Bulford from April 2 for treatment of a social disease and after 55 days was discharged to No.3 Group at Codford on May 26.  Marched out on June 23 to the No.2 Group at Sutton Veny and a week later on June 30 left to return to France from Southampton joining the Graves Registration in France.   He was attached from the 3rd Tunnelling Company on July 5, 1919.

While there disciplinary action for the following took place:



Crime:

Bayonvillers -/7/1919 A.W.L. from 0900hrs parade



Award:

1 day’s pay by Lt Gawler


Total forfeiture:
1 day’s pay

He was sick from August 12 and rejoined his unit on August 16, 1919.  Two days later orders were received to prepare to return to Australia and he was detached to the 3rd Tunnelling Company and embarked the next day to England.

An Application for Discharge in England was signed on September 18, 1919 at Sutton Veny and reasons for his application were:


Assured Reasons, namely to marry a lady who cannot proceed to Australia.  She had asked me to


return home to herself and our child.

On another application dated a day later he stated the following:


Being a member of Graves Detachment in France we were not in a position to hear of Demobilisation particulars there.  The nature of the work kept me from thinking clearly.  

As part of his request for Discharge the following was also included:


Also included was the following letter:

A guarantee of employment letter reads:


 Robert’s letter to the A.I.F. accompanied the above:


 A.I.F. Headquarters had organised for him to return to Australia on the H.T. Mahana but he did not embark requesting a Discharge in the United Kingdom. 
He went to No.2 Group camp where on October 22, 1919 he had an Inventory of his Kit taken and found to be in order.  He was issued with a pair of leggings on discharge from hospital after overseas service and Putties were withdrawn from the Kit the same day.  On November 12, 1919 a white hat, dungaree jacket and trousers were withdrawn at No.2 Group camp.

A.I.F. proceedings on Discharge was dated November 14, 1919 for demobilisation with effect from January 6, 1920.  His completed service was four years and 48 days of which three years and 321 days were served abroad. Deferred pay entitlement was £29 Sterling and received the same day plus a Railway Warrant and his Parchment Discharge Certificate.  Other entitlements were four Blue Chevrons and the British War Medal and Victory Medal.  Intended residence was Jellyholme Farm, Alloa, Scotland.  All arrears or active and deferred pay were signed for on December 22, 1919.

A.I.F. Headquarters at Horseferry Road, London wrote to him at Alloa, Scotland on December 23, 1919 advising that the Brass Discharge Badge issued to all Discharged members of the A.I.F. was now available.  He replied from Jellyholme Farm on December 28 that he would be delighted to receive same at the above address.  Discharge Badge (No. 251891) was dispatched on January 8, 1920.

Robert Connell embarked for Western Australia on April 17, 1920 on board H.T. Bahia Castillo.  His name appeared in the list of returning soldiers published in:

 The ship docked on June 10, 1920 at Fremantle (5th M.D.)  News of their arrival was reported in:

For serving his country Sapper 958 Robert Connell, 3rd Tunnelling Company was issued the British War Medal (25226) and the Victory Medal (20868).

These medals were not collected from the designated barracks and returned to Base Records on September 30, 1924.  Base Records sought his address from the District Finance Officer (5th Military District) on November 21, 1924 and advised it was Kalgoorlie, W.A. but were unable to make contact with him.  

A brief mention of Doodlakine farmers including Connell appeared in the:


Robert Connell approached Swan Barracks in Perth who wrote to Base Records on December 29, 1933 stating that he was discharged in England and did not receive any medals.  His address was care of Post Office, Doodlakine, W.A.  Base Records forwarded his medals by registered post no. 496 on January 5, 1934.
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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….R. Connell.


Article abridged








The Daily News Tuesday May 11, 1920:


A.I.F.


RETURNING PERSONNEL


THE MAHIA CASTILLO LIST


The nominal roll of personnel of the A.I.F. returning to Western Australia per the Bahia Castillo, which left England on April 17, is as follows:


EX-AUSTRALIAN IMPERIAL FORCES


	Pte Connell, R, 3/TunCo.;								


Article abridged





The Daily News Thursday June 10, 1920:


S.S. BAHIA CASTILLO


The s.s. BAHIA CASTILLO returned to Fremantle this morning.  This vessel will long be remembered for the many untoward happenings which marked her previous voyage to Australia.  This time, apparently, there was no room for complaint during the voyage.  The vessel berthed at Victoria Quay shortly after 10.30 this morning.  She had aboard 300 A.I.F. troops, 250 wives and fiancées, 20 ex-A.I.F. men, one being married, and about 40 babies.  Thirty-seven A.I.F. men, four ex-A.I.F., 17 dependants and three children disembarked at Fremantle.  All the passengers aboard were highly delighted at the hospitable treatment meted out to them by the residents of Capetown, at which place they were detained ten days, whilst minor repairs were effected to the machinery.








Westralian Worker Friday February 14, 1930:


WITH THE ORGANISER


NOTES AND COMMENTS OF INTEREST


Wednesday morning we were enrolling the road workers at Baandee and during the afternoon we were visiting farmers in the North Nangeenan district.  Many old goldfielders including Comrades Kennett, Connell, Woods, Maher, Hager and others, are farming in this locality, and they were pleased to meet us and to hear of the progress being made.


Doodlakine has always recorded a good vote for the Party and it promises to ring true on this occasion.


									A.R.G. HAWKE,


									 State Organiser








“Herewith extract from report on N.C.O.’s and men who attended general listening course at First Army Mine School, ending 5/1/17





Sapper		Rowe				Good


Sapper		Connell			Good


Sapper 2478	Hubbard			Good


Sapper 1127	Plunkett			Fair


									7/1/17”








									Unit 3rd Aust Tun. Coy


									No 958


									Name CONNELL, Robert


To O.C.


	No. 2 Group.


Sir,


    I, the above named member of the A.I.F. am desirous of obtaining my Discharge in England.  My reasons are as set out on Forms 535 and 495.  I am at present on the strength of Western Australian Details due to depart with “Mahana”.


    It would be cruel to ship me to Australia when my duties lay at home.


    I am assured of employment as a miner in Scotland.


    I am a native of Scotland and my parents are still alive living at Jellyholm Farm, Alloa and I have no relations,


    no property, nor responsibilities in Australia.


    Trusting this meets with your approval.


					Yours respectively,


						958 Sapper R. Connell


						   3rd Aust Tun. Coy	








									36 Holton Square,


									Sauchie By Alloa


Dear Robbie,





    Just a few lines.  Well dear I’ve been thinking on you all day wondering if you should go to Australia.


   I would like if you would come home because I feel so lonely without you.  I simply can’t help it.  We could go out together some day.  You could get a job here for some time we would be much happier.  I don’t want you to be banished away in Australia yourself.  My heart is pining for you and this dreary winter coming on.  Well Robbie you can please yourself in the matter.  My thoughts have been on you every day since you left me.


   Well dear, I hope you are getting on alright.  I am sitting all alone with my thoughts.  Wee Sutherland is sitting up in bed with his bottle above his head.  What a boy.  Well dear this is the second letter today so you will know how anxious I am about you dear.  Come home.


				With fondest love.  Ever yours,


									Maggie


P.S. excuse pencil writing xxxxxxxxxxxxxxx








									Jellyholm, Alloa


									11 Oct, 1919


958 Sapper R. Connell


3rd Aust Tun. Coy





Dear Robert,


    I am in need of a man to work on my farm here, as I know you well, and that you are a good worker at Farm work, I offer you the job.  The job is to work a pair of horses, and do any other field or carting work that may be required.  Please let me know if you accept it.  Wages etc. current rate in the County.


							I remain,


							   Yours faithfully,


								John Fisher


	(signed) James Ferrie J.P.








2 Coy,


									Sutton Veny


									21st Oct, 1919


To O.C.  Rep & Demob. Dept,


Sir,


   With reference to discharge applied for by me in U.K. I hereby respectfully submit letter, witnessed by J.P. offering me employment at home. I may state that my father is foreman of this farm which has a compliment from 6 to 7 male workers.  I have previously been employed by this gentleman and would be glad to hear at an early date that I have already filled in.  You will oblige.


							Yours obediently,


							Sap. R. Connell  











