ALFRED JAMES FITZGERALD

4141 – 2nd Tunnelling Company

Of Irish descent, Alfred James Fitzgerald was born at Sliding Rock, near Burra, South Australia on 8 April 1874, the son of John and Mary Ann (nee Watson) Fitzgerald.
On December 30, 1915 the forty-one year old labourer enlisted in Adelaide, S.A. and passed the medical examination.  Attestation Forms were completed which show he was 177cms (5ft 9½ins) in height and weighed 75kgs (165lbs) with a chest expansion of 93-97cms (36½ -38ins).  Vision was good and had a fresh complexion, hazel eyes and brown hair.  Distinctive marks were a tattoo on both arms and one on his chest.  Roman Catholic was his religion.  Next-of-kin nominated was his sister Mrs Elizabeth Herbert of Bunda Post Office, S.A. 

[Elizabeth Margaret Fitzgerald was born in South Australia about 1870.  She married George Herbert on 7 October 1892 at Kooringa, South Australia.  Elizabeth died on 28 January 1962 in South Australia]
Basic Training commenced on January 3, 1916 with the 2nd Depot Battalion and concluded on January 26, 1916 when he was sent to the Miners’ Depot at Exhibition A.I.F. Camp for further instruction. Long Leave was granted on February 23 for five days to February 27, 1916.  On March 1, 1916 he was transferred to the No. 5 Tunnelling Company for training at Broadmeadows Camp, Victoria (3rd Military District) with the regimental number 4141 in the rank of Sapper.    

The No. 5 Company was recruited from Victoria, South Aust. & Tasmania and made up of Headquarters and 2 Sections (8 officers & 173 men) (3 M.D.). 1 Section from Tasmania (3 officers & 76 O.Rs); also 1st Reinforcements for No. 5 Company (17 men from Vic. & 8 men Tas.)   

Early in May 1916 No. 4 company recruits embarked from Brisbane, Qld aboard HMAT A69 Warilda for Sydney, NSW.  Six officers and 152 other ranks together with the 1st Reinforcements of fifteen other ranks made up the two sections.  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 sailed from Sydney, NSW on May 22, 1916 and picked up in Melbourne, Vic the No. 5 company departing 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.  Docking at Fremantle, W.A. on June 1, 1916 added No. 6 Company recruited from W.A. of 14 officers and 325 O.Rs along with 1st Reinforcements of 1 Officer & 32 O.Rs, set forth on their voyage the same day. 

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’ Camp.

On August 9, 1916 the following Offence was dealt with at Perham Downs:



Offence:

A.W.L. From 2400 hrs 3/8/19 till 1200 hrs 5/8/16



Award:


3 days C.B. [Confined to Barracks]


      Total forfeiture:

2 days pay.

The Reinforcements proceeded overseas to France on August 28, 1916 and marched in to the 2nd Aust Divisional Base Depot two days later.   Sapper Fitzgerald was assigned to the 2nd Tunnelling Company on September 25 and taken on strength on September 30, 1916.  

On Christmas Eve, 1916 he was taken sick to the 11th New Zealand Field Ambulance suffering from Scabies and was transferred to the 11th Casualty Clearing Station the next day.  

Discharged on December 30, 1916 he returned to duty on January 14, 1917.

The 2nd Tunnelling Company had been transferred to the Nieuport Bains sector of Belgium and to report to the 29th French Division.  They went to work at once tunnelling in a small area of the sand dunes held by the British beyond the Yser.

The Official History by C.E.W. Bean records the following:

   “The British dune area beyond the river was only 600 yards deep by a mile wide. Bordering the beach a long dune ran through the British line into the German line; and 250 yards inland another, known as the "Black Dune," also ran curving across No Man's Land, the two enclosing a curiously circular flat which had formed part of a well-known golf-links. Any digging in the level sand almost immediately ran into deep water; but by tunnelling into the dunes, and keeping a few inches above water-level, 15 or 20 feet of head-cover could be obtained, and the German strong-points on those dunes might be undermined.  
   
The company, 566 strong, had been increased by the attachment of 160 of its reinforcements and working parties of 500 British Infantry. Three-quarters of this force were worked beyond the Yser, and, within two and a half weeks, their tunnels were approaching No-Man's Land and, General Harvey's doubts had been dispelled. In addition the battalion headquarters was practically completed, and one underground communication trench had gone 100 yards with five entrances at intervals, and was being simultaneously worked on at several points farther ahead.

 The story of the 1st Division and the Tunnellers is a short one as the Germans easily overran their position on July 10, 1917. The sandbagged trenches had given little protection from the bombardment, and the infantry losses had been very severe. The Australians and attached working parties in the tunnels were fairly secure, except where tunnels were broken in by minenwerfer shells; indeed, for some of these the first evidence of the attack was the non-arrival of reliefs to dig them out. Recognising then that they were cut off, Lieutenant W. M. Mortensen and Corporal M. G. Dunn with a dozen men in one of the tunnels barricaded the gallery and held out until dawn next morning, when the exhaustion of the air and its pollution by German smoke-bombs thrown from the sap-head forced them to surrender.” 
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Sapper Fitzgerald was reported as ‘missing’ soon after and no further information was reported to the Company.  On July 31, 1917 his sister was advised that he was missing.

On October 11, 1917 Sapper Mervyn F. Carstens 3908 of 2nd Tunnelling Company while in the Red Cross Hospital in Christchurch, Harts, Eng. stated the following to them:
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A Report from the 3rd Echelon, France dated October 31, 1917 established that Sapper 4141 Fitzgerald was now a Prisoner of War in Germany.  A London memo inquired: 

“Has Mrs Herbert of Burra Post Office, S.A. or any other relative received any communication 

re above since 10/7/17.  If so, advise Date, Place, Origin.”

On November 5, 1917 his sister was notified by Base Records that her brother was a Prisoner of War in Germany.
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The matter was not finalised and further confusion continued. A letter written on December 19 (year not recorded but possibly 1917) when the secretary of the Red Cross wrote the following:

His sister was notified on February 25, 1918 that her brother was Officially Reported a Prisoner of War.

Base Records referring to the telegram to the Deputy Assistant Adjutant General (4th M.D.) which was transmitted to A.I.F. London per cable July 5, since then no report has been received in respect of Sapper A.J. Fitzgerald.

A Memo of September 17 was sent from ADMINAUST to Captain Mills, British Legation, Berne Switzerland which asked him to interrogate the two new arrivals of the 2nd Tunnelling Company regarding the fate of 4141 FITZGERALD, Alfred James, same unit.  Missing 10.7.17.  Advise by Cable.

Following the Prisoner of War status his personal effects were collected from the 3rd Echelon France on March 1, 1918 and returned to Australia on board the ship Toromeo, the inventory shows these as:


Letters, Photo, Postcards, Wallet, Testament and Leather waistcoat

Stored in the Kit Store was:


Scarf, Handkerchief, Corkscrew, Bag handle, Soapbox, Razor and Neckerchief.

These items were forwarded by Parcel Post to Mrs Herbert on October 10, 1918 who receipted them in good order on October 16. 

Base Records forwarded a copy of a cable from A.I.F. Headquarters on October 25, 1918 for favour of necessary action.  It was suggested that any statement made by No. 3871 Brewster F.M. 2ATC re fate of Fitzgerald A.J. take the form of a Statutory Declaration so that it may be produced as evidence in a Court of Inquiry.  Unfortunately the Declaration stated that A.J. Fitzgerald was not known personally to Sapper Brewster and knew nothing about his fate. A copy of this Statutory Declaration was forwarded to Base Records on November 9, 1918.

A telegram was sent with the following details a few days after Peace was declared:
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Sapper 4083 W.A. Crittenden, 2nd Tunnelling Company had been captured on July 10, 1917 and remained a Prisoner of War for the remainder of the war and only released early in 1919.  His information to the Red Cross on February 1, 1919 would change the status of Sapper Fitzgerald.  Crittenden who would have been about 49 years of age at the time made the following statement:
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Statements from other Prisoners of War are as follows:

Base Records received a letter dated April 1, 1919 from Mr and Mrs Brice of 16 Storr Street, via Grote Street, Adelaide, S.A. who were dear friends of Sapper Fitzgerald and had written every mail to him since he was reported missing fifteen months earlier.  They stated ‘their home was his home’ and were receiving his pay once a fortnight and were hoping God had spared him and wanted to know if any clue of him had been found.

A letter received from Headquarters London dated May 23, 1919 advised Base Records that an officer from Headquarters had now proceeded to Germany to make special investigations in regards to Australian Prisoners of War that were still unaccounted for.  If any information found on this soldier’s fate advice will be forwarded in the usual way. 

Mrs Herbert as next-of-kin received official advice on June 30, 1919 that it was now established her brother was ‘Killed while in a Dugout on 10/7/17, Nieuport.’ 

Mrs Herbert wrote to Base Records on July 9, 1919 after receiving the news from Colonel Logan (Keswick) of her brother’s death.  She requested information about his pay as she never had anything to do with that and if he left a Will and could she had a Copy of it.  Base Records sent a memo to the Paymaster of the 4th Military District asking them to reply to Mrs Herbert direct.  A reply went to Mrs Herbert advising her of this as the Officer was dealing with the deceased financial affairs.  There was no date or copy of a Will and if it had been discovered in his personal belongings it would have been forwarded to the Paymaster for necessary action. 

On July 14, 1919 Mr Samuel Harvey Brice wrote to Base Records stating that he received Sapper Fitzgerald’s allotment and requested a copy of his Will.  Base Records replied two days later indicating that no advice had been received at that the office executing the Will of the late Sapper Fitzgerald.  If he had prepared one from the Will form in his pay-book or found in his belongings it would have been forwarded to the Military Paymaster (4th M.D.) North Terrace, Adelaide for the necessary action.      

Mrs Nellie Ellen Brice of Storr Street, Adelaide, S.A. wrote on July 28, 1919 to Base Records inquiring if their dear friend Sapper A.J. Fitzgerald had made a Will in favour of Mrs Nellie Brice.  The reason she was applying was that he wrote her a letter before leaving for France telling her that if anything should happen to him everything would be left to me as our home was always his.  We promised him that which ever way he came home.  Her husband was his allotment bearer.

Communication enclosing a copy of Mrs Brice’s letter was sent to Base Records on September 25, 1919.  The Chief Paymaster advised that a non-effective statement was forwarded to the District Paymaster on 1/8/19 and there is no evidence available at this office as to whether the deceased left a Will.  Mrs Brice was referenced to the communication from Records in London; the Chief Paymaster that said Administration advises there is no evidence available at that office whether the deceased made a Will, and as previously advised no such document has been received here.
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On November 7, 1919 a letter from Berlin was issued written in German to be delivered to Mr Wilson. A typed copy of this appears in the Red Cross files and a hand written notation signed by Fred. R. Wilson states “This was the last step that could be taken in this matter.”  The Red Cross card was dated Melbourne 18.2.20.  The translation reads:

The Circular and Booklet was sent referring to Graves to his sister on December 8, 1919.

[image: image8.jpg]



The eligible next-of-kin form was sent out to Mrs Herbert to her Burra address on February 14, 1922.  A reminder was mailed on December 2, 1922 from Base Records requesting information on any closer relative to her brother than herself as no reply had been received from their communication of February 14, 1922.  The matter would be held over for 30 days after which the mementoes would be placed upon the untraceable list and possibly broken up eventually.

Another approach to find her correct address was when Base Records wrote to the Commandant 4th Military District in regards to the War Gratuity and if there was a closer blood relative other than his sister.  Her reply to the Commandant confirmed the address of contact as correct.

Base Records wrote to Mrs E.M. Herbert at Kooringa, S.A. on May 23, 1923 requesting her to advise if this was her correct address to forward her brother’s War Medals.

The British War Medal (41770) and the Victory Medal (40659) plus the Memorial Scroll (354935) and the Memorial Plaque (354935) were sent to Mrs E. Herbert on June 25, 1923 accompanied by the pamphlet ‘Where the Australians’ Rest’.  Receipt for his Medals and Plaque was dated June 28, 1923 and for the Scroll was signed for on July 6, 1923.

A Register order form was dispatched on August 1, 1928.
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His brother also served in WW1.
LANCE CORPORAL FRANCIS GERALD FITZGERALD

2311 – 3rd Light Horse Regiment

The Virtual War Memorial Australia (https://vwma.org.au) records:

Service Number: 
2311Enlisted:18 January 1916, Adelaide, South Australia 

Last Rank: 

Lance Corporal
Last Unit:

3rd Light Horse Regiment
Born: 


Aberdeen, South Australia, 19 June 1889
Home Town:

Adelaide, South Australia
Occupation: 

Permanent Way Packer
Died:


Died of Illness (malaria), Palestine, 31 October 1918, aged 29 years
Cemetery:

Gaza War Cemetery, Israel and Palestine 
Memorials:
Adelaide National War Memorial; Australian War Memorial Roll of Honour; Burra District WW1 Honor Roll; Burra Fallen Soldiers Memorial; Cleve WW1 Honor Roll.
His grave is located at Plot XXVII.G.7.

Francis Gerald Fitzgerald's name is located at panel 3 in the Commemorative Area at the Australian War Memorial. 
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www.tunnellers.net 
The Advertiser, Adelaide – Wednesday 15 August 1917:





Mrs. S. Brice, of McLaren-street, has been notified that Sapper Alfred James Fitzgerald has been missing since July 10, 1917.





Chronicle, Adelaide – Saturday 18 August 1917:


330th CASUALTY LIST


SOUTH AUSTRALIA.


Missing.


492. Sgt. FREDERICK BIRRELL, Adelaide.


515. Spr. DONALD JAMES COCHRANE. Adelaide.


715. Spr. FREDERICK DAVEY THRING, Woodville Park.


5167. Spr. CLAIR CHRISTIAN NIELSON, Albcrton


4083. Spr. WILLIAM ALEXANDER CRITTENDON, Prospect.


4139. Spr. FRED. CLARK DAVEY, Adelaide.


4141. Spr. ALFRED JAMES FITZGERALD, Burra.


4167. Spr. JOHN MATTHEW HARRINGTON, Stepney.


4108. Spr. HOWARD FRANCIS MORTON, Goodwood.


4138. Spr. HENRY ALBERT TURNGROVE WILLIAMS, Unley.


2830 Spr. CHARLES GARFIELD McGLINCHEY, Adelaide. 


Article Abridged


All above were members of 2ATC





I think Fitzgerald must have been killed at the canal at Nieuport on July 10, 1917 as his name was not on the list of prisoners sent over by the enemy which I saw just before I left about 10 days or a fortnight ago.  





He was not an eye witness to his disappearance but gave a description of Fitzgerald having a dark complexion, about 35 years, tall, and had a moustache.





December 19


		The Adjutant,


		  2nd Tunnelling Company,


		    A.I.F.


			B.E.F.


Dear Sir,


We have as, as a Prisoner of War at DULMEN, and Australian, who signs himself as No. 4141 PTE JOHN FITZGERALD.  Headquarters state that 4141 FITZGERALD 2nd Tunnelling Coy is ALFRED JAMES.  Will you kindly inform us whether 4141 JOHN FITZGERALD of your unit is missing.


We think that perhaps the Prisoner belongs to quite a different unit.  We are anxious to solve the problem in order to relieve the anxiety of the Prisoner’s next-of-kin and to ensure the safe arrivals of our weekly parcels of food and comforts, by having his address as correctly as possible.


Any light you can throw on the subject, will be of great interest to us.


	With apologies for troubling you and thanking you in anticipation.


				Yours faithfully,


					Secretary.





ADMINAUST


		LONDON


		YOUR TELEGRAM 22ND OCTOBER 28567 BREWSTER HAS NO KNOWLEDGE FATE 4141 2ND TUNNELLING COMPANY


							DEFENCE


							15.11.18





At 7 p.m. on July 10th 1917 we had just finished our tunnelling shift and were resting in a dug out near the front line at Nieuport when the Germans bombed us with explosive and gas bombs, and Fitzgerald was badly wounded and died in 3 or 4 minutes without recovering consciousness.  I remained with him for about 2 hours and am absolutely sure that he was dead.


I took nothing from him and was taken prisoner myself.  I heard that the British recaptured the ground 2 days later.  He was a man about 5ft 10 with dark complexion, and hair, who was in No. 5 Tunnelling Company when he left Australia.  He had a red birthmark on the right side of his neck and came from Broken Hill, N.S. Wales.  His name was Alfred.


							Informant: Spr W.A. Crittenden 4083


								2nd Australian Tunnelling Company


1.2.19									RED CROSS








Fitzgerald was a fairly old man.  I think his name was “Alfred” but we called him “Old Bob”.  W. Crittenden, 2nd Tun Coy captured 10.7.17 at Nieuport told me on afternoon of 11th he saw Fitzgerald killed.  Crittenden was very definite and I cannot understand why Fitzgerald has been reported a prisoner.  I was with all the others taken in that affair for two months after and never saw him and heard nothing of him besides Crittenden’s statement.  I was captured on the morning of 11th July and most of the others had been taken the night before.


							Informant: Spr A.J. Withers 6851


2nd Tunn. Coy. A.I.F.





At Nieuport on July 10, ’17, the day I and about 40/45 others in Tunnelling Coy were taken Prisoners of War, Fitzgerald was killed outright by shell, direct hit, and he was I believe cut in half.


I did not see him myself, but was given particulars by Pte J. Hardie of Cameron Highlanders, who was attached to 2nd Tunnellers on fatigue.  Hardie was with Fitzgerald when it happened, and has a matchbox of Fitzgerald’s that he was holding in his hand when he was killed.


Hardie lives at Newcastle on Tyne


							Informant: Spr L.W. Partridge


2nd Tunnellers, A.I.F.  


Prisoner of War





To the Australian Military Mission


	The inquiries re whereabouts of the Australian Alfred James Fitzgerald, 2nd Tunn. Comp. Identity disc 4141, captured at Nieuport 10.7.17 have been without result.


In the documents of the Guard Corps and the Naval Corps and the 4th Army Corps Headquarters there is no record of the man asked after.


					(Sgd)


From Central Information Office for Soldiers’ Graves etc.  7/11/19  





The Sydney Morning Herald - Saturday 23 July 1921:


ENGINEERS' ROLL OF HONOUR


The Royal Engineer War Memorial Committee are arranging to deposit a roll of honour of all ranks of the Royal Engineers whose names were officially published as killed in action or died of wounds or disease in the war in the chapel of St. Paul's Cathedral, and the Engineer corps of the dominions, colonial, and Indian armies have been invited to deposit similar rolls of honour in St. Paul's, to be attached to that of the Royal Engineers.  This invitation has been accepted in Australia.  The roll will be inscribed on vellum and enclosed in a casket of Australian timbers to rest on a slab of Australian marble.  





This extract from Tunnellers Roll of Honour included in profile with the kind permission


of the Dean and Chapter of St Paul’s Cathedral, London


Photos courtesy of Robin Sanderson, Paris











Photo of Panel 26 by kind permission of 


Ignatius Park College - Townsville





Sapper Fitzgerald’s name is commemorated on Panel 26 at The Ypres (Menin Gate) Memorial for those who have no known grave.





Photo of Menin Gate by kind permission of


The War Graves Photographic Project 


www.twgpp.org














AWM Image ID - DA14567:


Studio portrait of 4141 Sapper (Spr) Alfred James Fitzgerald, No.5 Tunnelling Company. A labourer from Port Augusta, SA prior to enlistment, Spr Fitzgerald embarked from Melbourne on HMAT Warilda on 25 May 1916. Later transferring to No.2 Tunnelling Company, he was reported to be missing in action and believed to have been captured and was being held as a prisoner of war. Subsequent investigations showed that this was not the case and that he had been killed in a dugout on 10 July 1917. Having no known grave he is commemorated on the Menin Gate Memorial, Ypres, Belgium. 


Abridged





Courtesy of Liz Williamson





Biography: contributed by Charles Campbell College





Francis G. Fitzgerald (service number 2311) was born near the town of Burra in South Australia, 1892. Before enlisting in the army, he worked as a Permanent way packer. LCpl Fitzgerald had no previous military service on his record. 


LCpl Fitzgerald enlisted into his Majesty's Imperial Forces January 18th 1916, two years after the war began. He enlisted into the army at the age of 26 and was assigned to the 3rd Light Horse Regiment. LCpl Fitzgerald was also listed as a natural born British subject. 


Francis G. Fitzgerald was appointed the rank of Lance Corporal, this would sadly be his last known rank. As LCpl Fitzgerald contracted Malaria when away at Palestine and sadly passed Palestinian hospital and now rests Gaza war memorial in Israel. 





Gaza War Cemetery - Photos sourced from Virtual War Memorial Australia








