SAPPER GEORGE BENBOW EICKE

992 – 3rd Tunnelling Company

George Benbow Eicke was born on 3 November 1864 at St. George in the East, London, Middlesex, England, the son of Louisa Frances Eicke and her common-law husband James Benbow.  George was a seaman on the SS Albergeldie which brought the Young family to Newcastle, New South Wales on 30 June 1885.  He didn't know they were on board.  
He came to New South Wales, Australia where he married on 28 January 1893 at Newcastle, NSW to 17-year-old Margaret Monkhouse Young.  George left on the steamer Cintra and arrived in Albany, Western Australia on January 22, 1896.  In 1906 they are residing at Reid Street, Menzies in the Coolgardie district where he worked as a miner.  By 1913 they were living in East Perth at 7 Clothilde Street with miner as his occupation.  Three years later home was 182 Wittenoon Street, East Perth and he was a labourer.

At the recruiting depot in Perth, W.A. on November 27, 1915 the forty-eight-year-old miner applied to enlist for active service abroad and passed the medical examination.  Attestation forms were completed and reveal he stood 166cms (5ft 5½ins) tall, weighed 58.6kgs (129lbs) with a chest expansion of 86-93cms (34-36½ins).  Fresh was his complexion with blue eyes and had brown hair turning grey.  Distinctive marks were three vaccination scars on his left arm and tattoos of flags on his left forearm.  Religion was noted to be Wesleyan.  Next-of-kin nominated was his wife Margaret Monkhouse Eicke of 182 Wittenoon Street, East Perth. He signed and took the ‘Oath of Enlistment’ the same day and was allotted to the Mining Corps the same day for basic training.
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Recruiting for the Miners’ Corps had begun on December 1st, 1915 and Sapper Eicke was placed for basic training at the Helena Vale camp at Blackboy Hill, W.A. with the newly forming Corps on December 12, 1915.  The Unit’s title was the No.3 Company with a major portion of No.3 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. 
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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:

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.  Eicke was assigned the regimental number 992 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.  The No. 3 Company was transferred to the 3rd Tunnelling Company in the field on December 18, 1916.

His service continued without illness or injury and he was granted ten days leave from France from September 14 to 24, 1917.

Three Blue Chevrons were issued to wear on his uniform for serving two years abroad.  Each blue Service Chevron denoted one year’s service from 1 January 1915.  A red Chevron denoted service before 31 December 1914. 

On June 18, 1918 he went sick to the 34th Field Ambulance with debility, transferred to the 6th Casualty Clearing Station and later that day conveyed on A.T.19 to the 20th General Hospital at Camiers.  The following day June 20 was invalided to England on the hospital ship Cambria with debility entering the Royal Victoria Hospital at Folkstone.  On July 19, 1918 was transferred to the 3rd Aust Auxiliary Hospital in Dartford then discharged to furlough on July 29 and report to the No.2 Command Depot on August 12, 1918.  He reported as ordered marching in for duty from Headquarters, London.

Sapper Eicke was invalided to Australia on October 19, 1918 on board the H.T. Sardinia for discharge due to chronic bronchitis.  Base Records advised his wife on November 15, 1918 that he was returning home.  The ship docked on December 16, 1918 at Albany, W.A.  News of their arrival was reported in the:
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When the ship arrived in Sydney, NSW the following inquiry into the voyage was reported in the:


Military Discharge was issued in Perth (5th Military District) on February 27, 1919 as medically unfit.  A copy of his Will was returned to the 5th Military District on May 23, 1919.  The British War Medal (8108) and the Victory Medal (8071) were issued to Sapper 992 George Benbow Eicke, 3rd Tunnelling Company for serving his country.

In 1925 he was working as a caretaker at the Filter Beds, Burwood Island, W.A. and in 1931 he was a watchman residing at 60 Trafalgar Street, Perth.  His wife was registered at 9 Brewer Street, Perth.

He attended the funeral of former comrade Sapper Outtrim in 1933.  The Perth Branch of the Repatriation Commission requested a copy of his service from Base Records which was forwarded on September 21, 1934.

George Benbow Eicke died aged 70 years on July 28, 1935.  The Electoral Roll for that year records his residence as 13 Chapmen Street, Perth, Western Australia.  

Funeral notices were published in:

A notice for former members of the military was placed in the: 


His grave is located in the Wesleyan portion of Karrakatta Cemetery within section FC in gravesite 395.

The War Grave Plaque reads:

A.I.F.

992 Sapper

G.B. Eicke

3 Tunnelling Company

28th July, 1935

“Resting”

Also interred in this grave are his wife Margaret Eicke (69) late of Highgate, Perth on February 17, 1945 and James Edward Eicke (60) late of Kalgoorlie, who died on May 26, 1953.
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The West Australian Saturday December 18, 1915:


INDARRA’S PASSENGERS


    The following passengers are booked to leave by the Indarra to-day: Messrs…G.B. Eicke.


Article abridged








Albany Advertiser Wednesday December 18, 1918:


THE SARDINIA AT ALBANY


The s.s. Sardinia, from England direct, put into Albany at noon yesterday.  The Sardinia left England on October 25, and influenza in a mild form broke out shortly after.  Every care was taken to succour the victims, and combined with special treatment as regards the rest of the ship’s company, the spread of the disease was happily checked, with the result that the vessel may now be classed as “clean”.


There were about 145 men on board for Western Australia, and these were landed for precautionary treatment at the quarantine station during the afternoon.  The Sardinia will take on water and resume her voyage to the Eastern States to-day.








Sydney Morning Herald Friday January 24, 1919


THE SARDINIA


Commanding Officers Evidence


CONFESSIONS AND DENIALS


The president of the Military Court inquiring into alleged irregulations aboard the transport Sardinia during her voyage from Plymouth to Australia announced that the Court intended to conclude its sittings in Sydney this week with a view to extending the inquiry to Melbourne.  The principal evidence yesterday was that of the officer commanding troops on the Sardinia, Major Crespin, who dealt piecemeal with the allegations made against himself and staff by the men.


MUTINY ON THE BOAT-DECK


“On a certain occasion” said the Major, “I was sent for by the commander of the ship, who draw attention to a number of men on the boat-deck.  I personally went and ordered the men to move.  They did go, with a certain amount or reluctance.  At Capetown I had occasion to go on the boat-deck to see the chief officer and saw a great number of men on the deck.  I sent for the captain of the day and told him to get the boat-deck cleared of men not entitled to be there.  He told me that the men refused to move.  The captain of the day and adjutant came but the men refused to go and were practically mutinous.  I instructed them to arm themselves and shift the men.  I believe they did so.”


IMPOSSIBLE TO STOP GAMBLING


“Practically at the start of the voyage the men started to gamble.  I got hold of the adjutant and captain of the day and we ourselves went round the ship and stopped numerous classes.  It was reported that immediately I turned my back the boards came out and gambling went on.  The officers reported that they could not possibly supress gambling.  After a while we found it absolutely impossible to stop them.  It is quite right.  Two-up did go on, and I was powerless to stop it.”


LACK OF DISCIPLINE


Speaking of the discipline of the Sardinia, the C.O. said “It is a very important fact for the consideration of the Court that I and my staff were entrusted with the command of an alleged invalid ship without any of the facilities for maintaining discipline associated with an ordinary troopship.  Included in the personnel intended to be carried were 250 officer and A class men, with the specific object, as I was informed by headquarters, of rendering myself and staff the necessary aid and support in a number of men drawn from every possible detail.  


Continued








Continued


Instead of that I had to improvise the whole of the ship’s staff, with the exception of the adjutant, quartermaster, orderly-room sergeant and one other officer for invalids, a great majority of whom were physically unfit for any duty whatever. 


I regret to say to the Court that this unfortunate position was not only unappreciated by the majority of the troops on board but for some reason incomprehensible to me they actually took advantage of it.


I tried my hardest personally and through my staff officers, to maintain discipline.  The majority of the men aboard were of a very fine type and were being invalided.


As to the majority of the men, I came to the conclusion that they had made up their minds not to accept the conditions aboard laid down by authorities.


CHARGES OF IMPROPRIETY


“As regard the charges made against myself and other officers of misconduct with the nursing sisters,” said the Major, “it pains me beyond endurance to be called upon to even deny the false and malicious charges brought against us.  Most of these sisters had been in France since the beginning of the war.  A number of them invalids.


I swear absolutely that there is not the slightest ground for these base and wicked accusations.  In Justice to the sisters, that I deplore to a degree that the malice of some of the witnesses here, who have assailed them and the officers and myself, should ever have entered into the inquiry.”


He was cross-examined and ventured to say that 95 per cent of the complaints that came before him originated on the troop decks occupied by M’Miles and McKenzie.  Witness declined to suggest any theory as to where the troops obtained liquor.  Drunkenness was reported the fullest possible investigation both by himself and the commander of the ship, but without satisfactory results.








The West Australian Monday July 29, 1935:


DEATHS


EICKE—On July 28, 1935, at Perth, George Benbow, dearly beloved husband of Margaret, fond father of Ted, Mary, Eva, Lily and Bet; aged 70 years.


FUNERAL NOTICES


EICKE—The Friends of the late Mr George Benbow Eicke, of 13 Chapman-street, Perth, (formerly of Menzies and late Sapper 992, 3rd Tunnelling Company, A.I.F.), dearly beloved husband of Margaret, loving father of Ted, Mary (Mrs W. Tonkin), Eva, (Mrs M. Luke), Lily (Mrs A.R. Testar), and Bet, are respectfully informed that his remains will be interred in the Methodist Cemetery, Karrakatta, THIS (Monday) AFTERNOON at 2.5 o’clock.  The Funeral will leave the Private Chapel of Messrs Prosser, Scott and Co., Ltd 355-357 Hay-street, Subiaco, at 1.45 o’clock.  Friends wishing to attend the Funeral may proceed by the 1.30 o’clock train from Perth.


PROSSER, SCOTT and CO., LTD., Undertakers


Subiaco, Leederville, Fremantle, Cottesloe.








Western Mail Thursday August 8, 1935:


THE WESTERN FRONT


George Benbow Eicke, on July 28, aged 70; formerly of Menzies, and late 3rd Tunnelling Company, A.I.F.


							Article abridged








No.3 Company recruits at Blackboy Hill, 3 December 1915 & on Parade - 16 December 1915
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George Benbow Eicke
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