Company Quarter Master Sergeant LESLIE MILO FORSYTH

1005 – 3rd Tunnelling Company 
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Leslie Milo Forsyth was born at Mt Jeffcott, Donald, Victoria on 20 October 1888, the son of Thomas Taylor Forsyth and Elizabeth Milner (formerly Cox, nee Crompton).  Elizabeth was the daughter of Caleb Crompton and Frances Louisa Lombe.  She died at Bayswater in 1926 aged 79 

Leslie signed the ‘Attestation Paper of Persons Enlisted for Service Abroad’ on 13 November 1915, stating that he was single, 27 years and 1 month old, a blacksmith by trade having been apprenticed to McKay Sunshine Harvester Co. for four years and that he had no previous military service.  

He named his mother, Elizabeth Forsyth of Bayswater, Victoria, as his Next of Kin.

Leslie was 5ft 7¼in tall, and weighed 12 Stone.  He had a dark complexion, blue eyes and black hair.  A medical examination at Ross, Tasmania on 16 November found him to be fit for active service and he was appointed to the “Miners 3 Coy” on the same day at Claremont.

Leslie joined the newly formed Australian Mining Corps at the Casula Camp where he was appointed provisional Corporal on 18 December 1915.

Examiner – Launceston - Thursday December 9, 1915:
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Leslie was appointed provisional Corporal on 18 December 1915.  He embarked from Sydney, New South Wales with the Australian Mining Corps on 20 February 1916 on board HMAT A38 Ulysses.  

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.  

Following the farewell parade in the Domain, Sydney, the Australian Mining Corps embarked from Sydney, New South Wales on 20 February 1916 on board HMAT A38 Ulysses.  

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.

Ulysses arrived in Melbourne, Victoria on 22 February and the Miners were camped at Broadmeadows while additional stores and equipment were loaded onto Ulysses.  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.  

Departing Melbourne on 1 March, Ulysses sailed to Fremantle, Western Australia where a further 53 members of the Corps were embarked.  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.  After a delay of about a month due to Ulysses requiring repairs following a collision with an uncharted rock when leaving Fremantle on 8 March, The Mining Corps sailed for the European Theatre on 1 April 1916.  The men on board nicknamed her ‘Useless’.   

The ship arrived at Suez, Egypt on 22 April, departing for Port Said the next day; then on to Alexandria.  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 Mining Corps was transhipped to B1 Ansonia for the final legs to Marseilles, France via Valetta, Malta.  Arriving at Marseilles on 5 May, most of the men entrained for Hazebrouck where they arrived to set up their first camp on 8 May 1916. 

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’.

For the remainder of 1916, Leslie worked with the 3rd Tunnelling Company in Sectors at Wytschaete, Fromelles, Laventie-Fauquissart, Chapigney and Tilleloy.  During 1917 the unit worked on various projects at Loos, Hill 70, Arras, Lens and Vermelles.    Leslie was promoted to Temporary Sergeant on 15 April 1917 vice Sgt Reid who had been evacuated with a gunshot wound.  When Reid did not return Leslies’ promotion to Sergeant was confirmed on 29 July 1917. 
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Leslie was wounded by a gas shell on 10 April 1918.

After treatment at a Casualty Clearing Station, Leslie was transferred to Hospital Transport 27 on 12 April and then admitted to the 1st Canadian General Hospital at Estaples on 13 April.  On 19 April he was transferred to the 6th Convalescent Depot at Boulogne and on 24 April he was transferred to the 5th Convalescent Depot at Cayeaux.  In May he was transferred to the 17th Convalescent Depot, also at Cayeaux, and from there was transferred to the 19th Convalescent Depot at Harve on 7 May, where he remained until 6 July when he was returned to the Australian General Base Depot (A.G.B.D.) at Rouelles, re-joining his unit on 23 August.

He was promoted to the position of Company Quarter Master Sergeant of “C” Section on 1 October 1918.
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The 3rd Australian Tunnelling Company ‘End of War’ Report records:

The 3rd Australian Tunnelling Company ‘End of War’ Report also records:


Finlayson - Chapter 12/Note 34: “During one such souvenir expedition on 2 November, Sapper 4748 Daniel Corkery was spotted by a German sniper and killed.”

After the Armistice Leslie enjoyed some leave in Paris between 30 November and 7 December 1918.  Re-joining his unit, Leslie would have contributed to the re-construction work being undertaken by the unit including re-building of roads and bridges, refurbishment of water and drainage infrastructure and the locating and disarming of mines and booby-traps left behind by the Germans.  He was granted another period of leave between 26 February and 5 March 1919, marching out of the 3rd Australian Tunnelling Company to the A.G.B.D. on 10 March for repatriation to Australia.

Leslie was granted leave for non-military employment (NME) from 5 April to 5 July 1919 with full military pay and 6/- per day subsistence – attending Dorman, Long & Co Ltd, Brittania Works, Middlesborough.  The reason stated for the NME was ‘blacksmithing - to gain experience in Steel Rolling’. 

He was issued with a suit to the value of £2.5.6; overalls valued at 14/11 and a cap at 3/-, and was given rail warrants to and from Middlesborough to the value of £1.6.6.

This leave was extended to 21 July when he was to report to Head Quarters A.I.F. for disposal.  The Company report at the end of the period stated: “We certify that C.Q.M.S. L.M. Forsyth regularly attended his employment and gave every satisfaction both in work and conduct.”

Leslies’ records record that he was awarded the Military Medal for ‘bravery in the Field’, the award appearing in the London Gazette of 20 August 1919 and the Australian Gazette of 11 December 1919. 

On 16 September 1919 Leslie left London for return to Australia on board Euripides - Acting RQMS at Warrant Officer Class 2 rank as the Ships QMS for the voyage.  He disembarked at Melbourne, Victoria on 20 October 1919 and was discharged in the 3rd Military District on 12 December 1919.  He was entitled to wear the Military Medal, British War Medal and the Victory Medal.

On enlistment, Leslie had made an allotment from his military pay of 7/- per diem to Miss Lucy Agnes Tonks, Post Office, Queenstown, Tasmania.   In November 1919, Miss Tonks wrote to the Military Pay Master seeking the amount she had drawn as she wished to return it to Leslie.  The allotment had been drawn for a period of 439 days and Miss Tonks was advised the total amount drawn was £153.13.0.  

Leslie Milo Forsyth married Beatrice Moore in 1920 in Victoria.  He spent some time farming in the Peechelba, Victoria area in the early 1920s.

He received his British War Medal (35183) on 12 October 1921 and his Victory Medal (34925) on 8 November 1922.  His documents were sent to the Repatriation Department, St Kilda, Victoria in July 1926.

Leslie wrote to Base Records on 7 November 1930 from 60 Adelaide Street, Sunshine, Victoria, seeking information on his long estranged father who he believed had enlisted in the A.I.F. as Tom McDonald and was believed to be about 61 when he returned to Australia in 1918/19.

Leslies’ brother had encountered his father in 1918/1919, and his father had visited Leslie for about 20 minutes at Peechelba about 1921.  Leslie believed his father had continued to serve at the Maribyrnong Remount Depot on Guard Duty after the war and was believed to be in the Finley, New South Wales area.

Base records reply of 11 November stated they were unable to identify Tom MacDonald from the information provided by Leslie.

In September 1940 at the Sunshine Town Hall, Melbourne, Leslie enlisted from 125 Morris Street, Sunshine.  He was 51 years of age.  On enlistment, he was still a blacksmith at the McKay Massey Harris factory in Sunshine.  V35330 Leslie Milo Forsyth was appointed to Volunteer Defence Corps (VDC). 

He declared his demobilisation from AIF 3rd Tunnelling Company, his rank as CQMS, highest rank as A/RQMS, his Military Medal and his Special Qualifications, Experience, Training gained during War Service, which are considered for special employment as ‘Delayed Action Mines and Traps’.  

Leslie’s peace time service involved one year as acting platoon sergeant in the Footscray VDC School.  On 28 August 1942 he was promoted to A/WOII.

At a medical examination on 23 March 1942 he declared a 5% gas disability making him ‘Fit for Class 2B’.  On 10 December 1942, he was promoted to A/Lieutenant and Lieutenant in the 1st Victoria Battalion.  Perhaps as a result, on 27 February 1943, he was sent to the Engineers Base No.3 at Wagga Wagga  [Kapooka] to partake in the 16 days Engineers Course No2.

His appointment was terminated to the reserve list, when 1st Victoria Battalion VDC was disbanded on 31 October 1945.

Beatrice Forsyth died in October 1948 and was cremated at Fawkner Crematorium on 29 October 1948. 

Leslie Milo Forsyth died at Heidelberg, Victoria in June 1966, aged 77 and was cremated at Fawkner Crematorium on 30 June.
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South of Givenchy along the front where the rest of the 3rd Australian Tunnelling Company was operating, the British 1/5th Leicestershires reported events on and following April 8:





…the enemy’s artillery was never silent.  Mustard gas was fired into the vast plain east of Vermelles and Philosphe almost without intermission … for three days we remained in support and the whole time the plain behind us was full of gas.  The artillery suffered most heavily for they could not always wear masks, and after the first 24 hours there was a continuous stream of blinded gunners helping each other back across the road to Philosphe – a terrible sight.





The Australian tunnellers in the Bethune coalfield salient south of the La Bassee Canal did not escape the onslaught.  Over the course of 8 and 9 April, the opening two days of the St George offensive, Sergeants 4996 John Harris and 1004 James Fogarty, along with thirty-two other sappers from No.2 Section, were evacuated from the Vermelles sector suffering the effects of gas shell poisoning.  On the following day, Sergeant 1005 Leslie Forsyth and eight sappers from No.4 Section were evacuated from the nearby La Rutoire Plain sector, also victims of a gas attack.


[Crumps and Camouflets – Damien Finlayson]








On 12/10/18, a Musketry and Bayonet Fighting competition between Tunnelling Coys. in the 5th Army took place at the 5th Army Mine School ay Linghem.


Two teams were chosen from the 3rd Aust. Tnlg. Coy. to compete on that day, and on the 1st of the month (October) the teams were taken in hand by Lieut. J.B. Shaw M.C. who supervised the musketry practice and the training in bayonet fighting exercises carried out by Sgt. L.M. Forsyth.


[The Company took 1st prize in 2 of the events earning a Bronze Medallion and a Silver Medallion and earned a Silver Cup for the Aggregate Score throughout.  DB]





A great deal of the credit for the success of the 3rd Aust.Tnlg. Coy’s team in these competitions was due to Sgt. Forsyth for the energetic interest he took in training the men in Bayonet exercises.





THE CLAREMONT CAMP


On November 27, 208 men, belonging partly to the Mining Corps and partly to Infantry reinforcements, were transferred from Ross to Claremont.  The following are the names of the men:


Mining Corps: Captain T.H. Vincent, G.A. Anderson, W. Berry, M. Berkeley, W. Blaney, W. Bayes, F. Biddulph, A.D. Black, C. Breaden, W.M. Bateson, W. Birch, D. Brennan, C.W. Burris, A.T. Coulson, W.J. Crosswell, F.A. Cashman, B. Cahill, F.E. Cooper, R. Carter, E.A. Crawford, C.N. Clarke, G. Dewhurst, P. Dunn, L.M. Forsyth, W.A. Fraser, W.J. Ferguson, H. Gatehouse, E. Green, W.S. Geard, H.R. Homan, G. Holloway, E.L. Hubbard, W.H. Horsberg, V.J.R. Hubbard, G.H. Johnston, H.V. Jackson, E.A. Jupp, A.R. Little, E.R. Monks, P.T. Moseley, W.M. Moran, M.J. Morrison, A.W.J. Maggs, A. McDermott, L.R. Morgan, M.P. O’Toole, W. Painter, E.D. Price, J.R. Peterson, T.T. Rocter, J. Reynolds, R. Smith, L.J. Shearing, W. Stewart, W. Searle, C. Seen, H. Stevens, L.A. Street, H.C. Simpson, J.G. Turnbull, O.N.W. Taylor, J. Taylor, J. Thomas, T.J. Travis, C.D. Wardle, L.J. Wolfe, W. Walls, C. Chaplain, P. J. Barrett, F. Claxton, O.L. McArdell, M. Ryan, J. Brennan, W. Fordham, -- Jupp.








On 2/11/18, 4748 Spr. CORKERY D.F. was wounded and missing.  Afterwards reported killed in action.


This regrettable incident removed a young energetic and high spirited sapper from the ranks of the Tunnellers.


He, with Sgt. Forsyth, was engaged in investigation work in forward areas, believed to be protected by advanced infantry patrols.  They were fired on at close range and a sniper’s bullet found Sapper Corkery.  He fell shot through the stomach, and insisted on Sgt. Forsyth leaving him knowing he was beyond assistance.





Sgt. Forsyth when quite convinced there was no hope sought shelter followed by snipers fire.





Tribute left by Richard Crompton fastened to a fence in the area of Seaforth Crater.
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Through his extensive research of the 3ATC War Diaries, Richard Crompton is confident he has identified the location of the Units Headquarters in rue Alexandre Dhesse, Bracquement, France.





It is believed the unit was camped behind the buildings in the photo.  Perhaps the buildings were used by the unit.





A Thomas Taylor died at Sale, Victoria in 1929 aged 77, parents unknown.  Possibly Leslies’ father. 


Leslies’ brother, Thomas Crompton Forsyth died at Moonee Ponds, Victoria in 1930 aged 44.





Many of Leslies’ extended family served during the Great War:  


Lt. Walter John Thomas BLACKMAN landed at Gallipoli 25 April, later served in France - 2 Fd Amb & 55th Batt 


Returned to Australia about January 1918 as a ‘Mental patient’ - followed by a life in the Mont Park Hospital.


Lt. Lyle Audrey BLACKMAN M.C. - 8th Batt – ended the war as a Captain  


Pte Leslie Crompton BLACKMAN 5th Batt – killed in action 29 June 1916 at Ploegsteert Wood, Belguim


Capt John Reginald BLACKMAN M.C. - 8th Batt


Lt. Frederick John Crompton SALE M.C. & Bar – 21st Batt – ended the war as a Captain 


Capt Nelson Frederick WELLINGTON M.C., Legion of Honour – 21st Batt WW1;


Also served WW2 as VX12732 Lt.Col. D.S.O., MID, - 2/2 Inf Pioneer Bn. 











