SAPPER ROBERT DONALDSON
4312 – 3rd Tunnelling Company
Robert Donaldson was born on 1 January, 1875 in Coupar, Angus, Forfarshire, Scotland the son of James and Jane Smith (nee Young) Donaldson.  His parents were married in Perth, Scotland on 19 July, 1865.  In 1871 the family were residing at Barlatch Street, Angus and was made up of James (46) railway porter, Jane S.M. (40) and children David (4), James Young (3) and Robert (1).  A decade later in 1881 their residence was at 246 High Street, Perth, Scotland and citizens of the household were James (56) clerk (dye work), Jane (50) with David (14), James (13) and Robert (11) scholars.
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Robert, who was a tailor by trade came to Western Australia and was married at Boulder in 1900 to Grace Halliday.  He was a witness in 1905 at the Boulder Police Court with proceedings reported in the:
From 1912 they were listed at 28 Piesse Street, Boulder with his occupation as a tailor.

On 5 January, 1916 at the recruiting depot in Boulder the forth-three year old married tailor applied to enlist for active service abroad and passed the medical examination.  Personal particulars taken show he was 166cms (5ft 5½ins) with an 88cms (34½ins) chest measurement.  His postal address was 28 Piesse Street, Boulder.  Declared fit his application was accepted by the recruiting officer.  Attestation forms describe him further weighing 62.7kgs (138lbs) with a fair complexion, brown eyes and grey hair.  Religion was Presbyterian.  Next-of-kin nominated was his wife Mrs Grace Donaldson of 28 Piesse Street, Boulder and allotted three-fifths of his pay in support of her and their children.

Reporting to Blackboy Hill camp, near Perth on 13 January, 1916 he signed and took the Oath of Allegiance and allotted to the 43rd Depot Battalion until February 1 moving to No. 3 Area then to the Reinforcements to the 67th Battalion.  On 10 March was assigned to the No. 6 Tunnelling Company.  His rank was Sapper with the regimental number 4312.
Recruiting for the No. 6 Tunnelling Company had commenced on March 7, 1916 by Captain Lawson and his four officers.  Instruction classes were formed of officers and N.C.O.’s as there was insufficient time to attend the Engineer’s School in Sydney.  Recruits were forthcoming in abundant numbers and the aim was to have good physical types of skilled W.A. Miners.  

At Blackboy Hill camp the new company paraded daily with sister companies until March 27 when the Company moved camp to Belmont camp where four sections were created and training continued through April and May. The remainder of May was occupied in the usual training: musketry, trench work and night work while equipment and clothing issue was also in progress.  
Here a difficulty was met in that the general size of the men was considerably above the average and some little trouble was experienced in getting all accurately fitted.  Early in May, 1916 across the country the No. 4 Tunnelling Company consisting of six officers and 152 other ranks together with the 1st Reinforcements of fifteen other ranks making up two sections, embarked from Brisbane, Qld aboard HMAT A69 Warilda for Sydney, NSW.  

At Rosebery Park, Sydney, NSW they joined their Headquarters and two sections (8 officers & 153 O.Rs.) plus 1st Reinforcements consisting of one officer and seventeen other ranks for final training.   

The 7713-ton transport Warilda departed Sydney, NSW on May 22, 1916 and collected in Melbourne, Victoria the No. 5 Company recruited from Victoria, South Aust. & Tasmania made up of Headquarters and 2 Sections (8 officers & 173 men) (3 M.D.). One Section from Tasmania (3 officers & 76 O.Rs); also 1st Reinforcements for No. 5 Company (17 men from Vic. & 8 men Tas.)  The ship departed on May 25, 1916 for Adelaide, S.A. to collect one Section of 3 officers & 76 O.Rs with 1st Reinforcements of 8 O.Rs. 

The No. 6 Company paraded through the city of Perth where the fine physique of the men, who marched with arms bare to the elbow excited universal admiration.
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The transport arrived in port at Fremantle, W.A. on June 1, 1916.  The whole company consisting of 14 officers and 325 O.Rs along with 1st Reinforcements of 1 officer and 32 O.Rs entrained at Belmont at 2 p.m., every man physically fit being present and boarded Warilda which left the harbour the same evening.

Durban, South Africa was reached on June 16, 1916 and Cape Town on June 21, 1916 while St Vincent completed the African ports of call on July 7, 1916.  Discipline was fairly good except at intermediate ports where Away without Leave caused concern.  The fifty-eight day voyage experienced remarkable pleasant weather terminating at Plymouth, England on July 18, 1916.  Four, Five and Six Companies comprising of 1064 officers and other ranks were detrained to Amesbury and Tidworth to begin training for the front at Perham Downs.

On 28 August, 1916 the Reinforcements proceeded to France arriving at the 2nd Aust Divisional Base Depot two days later.  On 25 September they marched out to reinforce the 3rd Tunnelling Company and were taken on strength on September 30.

He wrote a letter home which was published in the:

Comfort gifts from the Kalgoorlie Ladies Committee were received and a Thank you letter was signed by all recipients and reprinted in the:

He was issued with two Blue Chevrons to wear on his uniform for serving one year abroad on 1 June, 1917.

Leave from England was granted and taken from 12 September and returned on September 20, 1917.

Further gifts of comfort were sent and a return of thanks was signed by all recipients and published in the:

In an audit of the company on 26 April, 1918 he was noted to be still serving with his unit.
He went on leave from 19 September, 1918 and rejoined his unit on 5 October.

He was with his unit when Peace was declared and the Tunnelling Companies remained on the front as part of the Army of Occupation assisting with the rehabilitation of their district by clearing roads and bridges of booby traps and delayed action mines left by the enemy.

Orders were received to prepare for Demobilisation on 27 January, 1919 and return to the Base Depot.  On 1 February they left the Aust General Base Depot and crossed the English Channel arriving at the Overseas Training Brigade at Sutton Veny camp the next day.
Sapper Donaldson embarked as an invalid for Australia on 31 March, 1919 on the transport H.T. Khyber.  Base Records advised his next-of-kin on 23 April he was on his way home.  His name was among those soldiers returning listed in the:  
Fremantle, W.A. was sighted at 10 a.m. on 3 May, 1919 with the Khyber delivering 214 West Australians into quarantine and the transport left for Adelaide, S.A. the next day at 4 p.m.  Unrest with the soldiers due to a smallpox outbreak caused the following incident reported in the:

Some soldiers were able to leave quarantine early and news was reported in the:

The remainder of the soldiers were released from the quarantine station on 23 May, 1919.

Military Discharge was issued in Perth (5th Military District) on 7 July, 1919 on termination of his period of enlistment.
A few days later the following farewell was reported in the:

Sapper 4312 Robert Donaldson, 3rd Tunnelling Company was issued for serving his country the British War Medal (11104) and the Victory Medal (10977).

They were listed in 1921 at 7 Hart Street, Perth with his occupation as a tailor’s cutter.  In 1925 were at 1 Mary Street, Nedlands and he was a tailor and by 1931 were at Princess Road, Nedlands with the same occupation.  Their address was 124 Broadway, Nedlands from 1936 onwards. 
The Perth Branch of the Repatriation Commission requested a copy of his service records from Base Records and these were forwarded on 11 September, 1950. 

Mrs Grace Donaldson died on 27 November, 1957 aged 79 years and buried in the Presbyterian portion of Karrakatta Cemetery within section KA in gravesite 131.

Robert Donaldson, late of Nedlands, passed away on 12 February, 1959 at 89 years of age.  He was interred with his wife.
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Kalgoorlie Miner Thursday July 6, 1905:


ALLEGED LARCENY OF CLOTH – BRIGHT AGAIN REMANDED


At the Boulder Police Court yesterday, before the R.M. Mr Dowley, Edgar Albert Bright was charged on remand with having, on or about May 13, May 15, and June 14, stolen from Frank Whitfield a quantity of cloth of the total value of £100.  Mr Davies appeared for the accused, and Detective-Sergeant Kavanagh prosecuted.


Robert Donaldson, tailor, deposed: I know the accused.  Since his arrest I had a conversation with him in my shop.  He came in one morning, a week or ten days ago, and told me about his arrest.  He said, “The police are very smart, but not smart enough to get hold of the stock I have put away.  I have £200 worth that they will never get hold of.  I have 150 golden sovereigns that they will not get.”


To Mr Davies: Bright is a man who is apt to exaggerate.  I did not attach any importance to the conversation.


												Article abridged





The West Australian June 1, 1916:


THE WESTERN MAIL


The war pictures appearing in this week’s issue of the Western Mail:  


In addition, the “Mail” contains a fine photograph of the No 6 Tunnelling Company, as well as an illustration of their march through the streets of the city on Tuesday last, and a photograph of the officers who have been appointed to command the men. 





The West Australian Wednesday May 31, 1916:


THE TUNNELLING COMPANY - PARADE THROUGH CITY STREETS


  Although the numerical strength of the troops which paraded the city streets yesterday morning was considerably less than that of previous parades, and despite the fact that citizens have become accustomed to the sight of khaki-clad warriors, the men of the No.6 Tunnelling Company and the Claremont N.C.O. school met with a hearty reception as they swung along to the inspiriting music of the Blackboy Hill band.  The line of route was freely bedecked with flags, whilst the large crowds, if somewhat undemonstrated denoted none the less by their presence their keen appreciation of that sense of patriotism which found its highest expression in the long line of soldiers answering to the call of Empire.  In physique and general bearing the men were equal to their comrades who have gone before.  Leaving James-street well on appointed time, the column swung into Beaufort-street and over the bridge in to Barrack-street.  The members of the N.C.O. school, about 113 strong, under Captain Thompson, followed the band, the No.6 Tunnelling Company, with its first reinforcements, totalling nearly 400 men, under Captain Lawson, bringing up the rear.  At the head of the Tunnellers was borne the flag recently presented to the company.


After traversing Barrack and Hay streets the column entered St George’s-terrace via Victoria-avenue.  Opposite Government House his Excellency (Sir Harry Barron), with whom were the State Commandant (Colonel J.H. Bruche), Major P.H. Meeks and Major Wilkinson, A.D.C., took the salute.  Passing along the Terrace the route was via William and Wellington streets to the station.  The men paraded in full fighting equipment.





Tuesday’s parade of troops.  The No.6 Tunnelling Company and the members of the N.C.O. School,


Claremont, marching through the city.





The No.6 Tunnelling Company - Photograph taken at the W.A.T.C. Course, Belmont, where the men have been in training





Western Argus Tuesday January 23, 1917:


A SAPPER’S EXPERIENCES


The following letter has been received by the Rev. E.G. Petherick, of Boulder, from Sapper R. Donaldson, of the No. 3 Tunnelling Corps:


“When I got your letter, I was in camp in the base, near the coast, in France (the names of the towns I must not mention).  It was one of the biggest camps there, holding about three million of men in a radius of eight miles.  We had to walk over three miles through the camps to the drill ground, which was called the Bull Ring.  We were trained by men who had put in over twelve months in the trenches and they were able to give us the latest ideas in drill. . . After we had lectures on poison gas and tear gas, we were taken with our helmets on to a covered-in trench charged with gas strong enough to kill any man without a helmet.  They marched us in one end and out the other with our helmets, and it had no effect on us, but the smell on our clothes was not nice.  A tear shell was put into an open trench, and we were marched through it without glasses.  It has a sweet smell . . . 


No 6 Tunnelling Corps hold the record for company shooting—at 5 rounds rapid.  Over a million men have been shooting here. . . Our men of No 3 go to the trenches with helmet, long boots to the thighs, rifle ammunition and rations, and do (portion deleted by censor).  They are taken to the trenches by a safe road to within half a mile of the trenches, and back the same way.  Our front has been quiet for a few weeks.  The only time it is lively is when the men are going to or coming from the trenches.  We are in wooden huts, farmhouses, and tents . . . The farmers and their wives and families go on working in the fields a mile behind the firing line.  Since I started this letter I have been in two camps.  Now we are another front. We are camped in a town which is about a mile and a half long, about four miles from the firing line, with a high ridge between us and the trenches. . . .We have been getting a few cold days.  One morning the ice was about one inch thick on the water.  There are a lot of men sick; suffering from the cold.  I don’t know how some of them will stand the winter.  We are well cared for, with good huts and fires and plenty of warm clothing.  We also received a good many gifts from the women of Kalgoorlie and Boulder, which gifts are evenly divided out to each man. . . We were all very thankful for them.”





Western Argus Tuesday February 6, 1917:


GIFTS FOR FIRING LINE - WOMEN’S CLUB THANKED


Mrs R.M Jordan, secretary of the Goldfields Women’s Club, has received the following acknowledgement, written in the firing line, France, on November 20, from Sergeant Fred. Thompson, on behalf of his section—“Once again I have to thank your club for a parcel of gifts containing socks, cigarettes, soap, mittens, writing paper etc.  The gits were distributed by ballot this afternoon under the supervision of Corporal John McKenzie, and the signatures of the recipients are attached.  Following are the signatures—R. Donaldson;																	Article abridged





Kalgoorlie Miner Tuesday April 16, 1918:


TUNNELLERS’ COMFORTS - MEN WHO RECEIVED THEM 


Sometime ago gifts were despatched to the front by the No. 1 Tunnelling, Pioneers and Engineers committee, and a list of recipients has now been received by the secretary, Mrs R.M. Jordan as follows—R. Donaldson;    


Article abridged





Kalgoorlie Miner Monday May 5, 1919:


RETURNING AUSTRALIANS – FOUR TROOPSHIP LISTS


	4312 Spr. R. Donaldson, 3rd Tunn. Coy;						Article abridged





The West Australian Tuesday May 6, 1919


THE KHYBER INCIDENT


Mr M. Donnes, president of the South Fremantle Branch of the R.S.A. gave yesterday what he contended was the correct version of the communication that was held with the soldiers on board the troopship Khyber, which was moored in the stream opposite F. Shed, and was flying the yellow flag.  He said: “The men on the troopship wanted to know the position of things.  They said they had some complaints to make about the ship, and asked me to get as close as I could.  I got a dinghy and rowed out to them.  I told them the position and they said: ‘If you want us we will get out the boats and come.  I told them that the yellow flag was flying over the ship, and asked them, as that was the case, not to leave the ship under any circumstances whatever.  I said the returned soldiers and the people generally would think more of them for staying on the ship while it was in quarantine.” 





The Western Argus Saturday May 17, 1919:


RETURNED SOLDIERS - THE KHYBER LIST


At 10 o’clock this morning 24 men of s.s. Khyber will be released from quarantine, and they will arrive at E. Shed at 11 o’clock.





Kalgoorlie Miner Friday July 11, 1919:


The Boulder Women’s A.N.A. held a special meeting on Wednesday afternoon to say good-bye to Mrs R. Donaldson, who with her lately returned soldier husband will make her home in Perth after a residence on the goldfields of many years, during which she has been an active member of the A.N.A., having held the position of treasurer for six years. On behalf of the branch, the president, Mrs Meriel, presented Mrs Donaldson with an handsome silver-backed mirror as a souvenir.  About thirty members were present, including some from Kalgoorlie branch, and a pleasant time was spent with afternoon tea, music and chatter.








