SAPPER JOHN JOSEPH DEMPSEY

7356 – 2nd Tunnelling Company

Born in Hackney, South Australia on 10 April 1887, John Dempsey enlisted at Torrens Island, South Australia on 23 November 1916.  A single Station Hand aged 29 years and 7 months; he was 5ft 7ins tall and weighed 146 lbs.  He had a dark complexion, blue eyes and dark hair.  He had undergone a medical examination at the Torrens Island Camp on 21 November, which had found him to be ‘fit for active service’.

John had previously been rejected as medically unfit after 27 days service in February 1916, reasons are unknown.

 He gave his address as North Broken Hill, New South Wales and named as his Next of Kin his mother Mrs Mary Dempsey of Blende Street, North Broken Hill, New South Wales.

On 19 January 1917 he was appointed to ‘B’ Company at Mitcham, and on 28 March was transferred to the 13th Reinforcements of the 32nd Infantry Battalion.

On 27 April a Warrant was issued but the reasons for the Warrant are unknown.  It could be that John did not like the Infantry and went Absent Without Leave.

By 25 May he had returned to the Army.  He was transferred to the Tunnelling Reinforcements on that date and found himself training with the Miners Reinforcements at Seymour, Victoria as a Sapper from 4 June 1917 to 15 July.  He was appointed to the Tunnelling Companies on 16 July 1917 at Seymour.

John embarked at Melbourne, Victoria on 4 August 1917 with the March Reinforcements on HMAT A32 Themistocles.  The troopship had 167 Tunneller Reinforcements on board when she sailed.  The voyage across the Pacific was rough and stormy for several days causing seasickness on board.  As the ship reached the Tropics it became very hot.  Colon, Panama was reached on August 31, 1917 and during an unavoidable eight-day delay very heavy rain and muggy conditions were endured.  The transport docked at Halifax, Nova Scotia on September 18, 1917 and three days later left to experience good weather across the Atlantic arriving in Glasgow, Scotland on October 2, 1917 after a fifty-nine day voyage.  The troops were entrained to Tidworth, England.
One of the Tunnellers, 7427 Spr  William James McPeak, died of acute transverse myalitis on 14 August and was buried at sea.  He was one of 4 soldiers to die on this voyage. 
John marched-in to Nos.1 & 3 Details Camp at Parkhouse on 3 October 1917.  He proceeded overseas to France on 14 November and marched in to the Australian General Base Depot at Rouelles on 15 November.  He was marched out to the 1st Anzac Corps Depot on 19 November.

Attached to the 3rd Pioneer Battalion on 24 November, he returned to the 1st Anzac Corps Depot on 13 December and was attached to the 2nd Australian Tunnelling Company on 22 December 1917.

On 12 April 1918 John Dempsey was charged with ‘When on Active Service’ being ‘Absent Without Leave’ (AWL) from a shift parade and was awarded 20 days Field Punishment No.2 by the Officer Commanding the 2nd Aust. Tunnelling Company.

He reported sick on 14 May and was admitted to the 70th Casualty Clearing Station (P.U.O. (pyrexia of unknown origin, in layman’s terms – a temperature) and on 19 May was transferred to the 56th General Hospital.

On 24 May he was again transferred, this time to the 72nd General Hospital at Tronville, diagnosed with influenza.

On 6 August John was transferred to the 1st Australian Corps Depot (1ACD) and on 1 October transferred to the Australian General Base Depot (AGBD).  He went AWL overnight on 4/5 October, which cost him 15 days pay. 

John was admitted to the 40th Stationary Hospital on 7 October with contusions to hand and head which he had received accidentally.  On 20 October he was discharged back to 1ACD and from there to the AGBD on 5 November before rejoining the 2nd Tunnelling Company on 15 November.

John enjoyed some Leave to England from 10 to 24 February 1919 that was extended until 27 February.  He again rejoined his unit in France on 1 March.

He was admitted to hospital at Bulford on 15 March and discharged to the Convalescent Training Depot at Parkhouse on 22 March.  He was then transferred to No.2 Group at Sutton Veny on 6 May for his return to Australia.

John Joseph Dempsey left London on 4 June 1919 on board Mahia, disembarking in Melbourne on 17 July 1919.  He was Discharged from the A.I.F. in the 4th Military District (South Australia) on 17 August 1919.

As at 1 April 1924 John was living in North Broken Hill, New South Wales.

He did not collect the British War Medal and Victory Medal he was entitled to and they were returned to Depot in March 1924.  Both medals were forward to him by Registered Post on 3 June 1938.

On 14 June 1938 John signed a Statutory Declaration reporting the loss of his Military Discharge in a fire at Broken Hill in May 1924.  He gave his address as - C/o Mr. J.F. Ferguson, Catherine Hill Bay, New South Wales.

An Identification Paper (in lieu of his Discharge Certificate) was issued to him on 21 June 1938.

John Joseph Dempsey, the son of John and Mary Dempsey, died on 6 Jul 1940 at Swansea, near Newcastle, New South Wales.

© Donna Baldey 2009

www.tunnellers.net 






