SAPPER ARTHUR ALVA GRAY

3605 – 1st Tunnelling Company
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The New South Wales (NSW) Births, Deaths & Marriages record that Arthur Alva Gray was born at Hill End, NSW in 1876 to parents Charles and Matilda Gray.  He had two sisters: Ellen, born in 1873 and Beatrice born in 1879.

A Boer War website [Oz-Boer Database Project] records Arthur Alva Gray, born 1 January 1876, served with the 4th Queensland Imperial Bushmen during the Boer War.  Service Number 92, Private Gray enlisted at Nanango, Queensland in April 1900 and sailed in the Manchester on 18 May 1900.  In Personal Characteristics the record remarks: Must have been a bushman (had to be to be in the QIB) and most likely a miner. 

He landed in South Africa in June 1900 and saw service in the Orange Free State, Transvaal, and at the battle of Rhenoster Kop on 29 November 1900.  He was invalided home to Australia suffering catarrh and with an injury to his right leg on board Harlech Castle, arriving in Brisbane on 8 December 1900 and being provided with accommodation by the Government at the Empire Hotel for 7 days, at a cost of 5/- per day.

Arthur was discharged on 15 December 1900, the Certificate of Discharge being issued on 11 January 1901.  He was granted two months pay at two-thirds the daily rate.

The website lists a Grandson of Geebung, Queensland, as a descendant. 

Arthur married Ada Maud CECIL in 1902 in Queensland. Ada was born in Queensland in 1880, the daughter of John Thomas and Elizabeth (nee Kimmond) Cecil.  Arthur and Ada had a daughter, Lillian Matilda in 1907, and a son, John Cecil on 24 May 1910, both born in Queensland.

On 15 December 1914, Arthur signed the ‘Attestation Paper of Persons Enlisted for Service Abroad’ enlisting in the ‘Tropical Force’ as Alva Arthur Gray.

He gave his address as Hill End, NSW and stated that he was a Labourer aged 38 years and 4 months.  He listed his wife, Ada Maud Gray as his Next-of-Kin at her address in Didcot, via Maryborough, Queensland.  He listed previous military service as 1 year 6 months with the Queensland Mounted Rifles.

A medical examination, also on 15 December at Maryborough, found him to be ‘fit for active service’ and recorded that he was 5ft 5¾ins tall and weighed 128 lbs.  He had a fresh complexion, hazel eyes and brown hair.  Arthur duly signed the Oath to ‘well and truly serve’ on he same day and was assigned Service Number 80.  

He embarked for New Guinea on 25 January 1915 with the 2nd Tropical Force on HMAT S.S. Eastern.

At some stage, Tropical Force was redesignated and Arthur was transferred to the 3rd Australian Naval and Military Expeditionary Force and given the Service Number 499.   He returned to Australia from Rabaul on furlough on board the S.S. Anau on 6 December 1915.

On 21 January 1916 in Brisbane, Arthur again signed the ‘Attestation Paper of Persons Enlisted for Service Abroad’.  He listed his place of birth as Hargreaves, NSW and stated that he was a Farmer aged 38 years and 5 months.
He again named as his Next-of-Kin his wife Ada Maud, giving her address as Didcot, via Gayndah Line, Queensland.

He listed 13 months with the Tropical Force – transferred to A.I.F., and 4 months with 4th Queensland Contingent, South African War, as previous military service.

Arthur allotted three-fifths of his pay for the support of his wife and children.  He was again found to be ‘fit for active service’ and again signed the Oath, this time at Brisbane, on 21 January.  

Although only aging by 1 month, Arthur had according to his medical examination, grown ¾ of inch in height and had put on 20 lbs.  His fresh complexion and become fair, his hazel eyes were now grey and his brown hair was now fair.  
After some time with the 11th Depot Battalion, Arthur was transferred to the No.4 Company, Tunnelling Corps on 22 March 1916.  He was officially appointed to 4th Tunnelling Company at Rosebery Park, Sydney on 16 April by Captain Thomas Henry Vincent, the Officer Commanding that unit.

Arthur embarked for the Western Front from Sydney on 22 May 1916 on board Warilda.

Two Sections of the Northern recruits to form the No.4 Company had embarked from Brisbane, Queensland early in May 1916 aboard HMAT A69 Warilda for Sydney, New South Wales (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.   

Sydney Morning Herald Monday May 22, 1916

THE TROOPS

INSPECTION AT MOORE PARK

“In the presence of a crowd of 10,000 people the District Commandant, Brigadier-General Ramaciotti, V.D., held an inspection of troops at Moore Park, on Saturday afternoon.  The troops consisted of Field Artillery, Tunnelling Section (including Queenslanders), under Major Vincent; Infantry, under Lieutenant Owen Gibbs, under Captain Brosnan, the whole parade being under the command of Major Holman, D.S.O.

Prior to arrival of the commandant and his staff, the men were drawn up in columns of companies on the Dowling-street side of the ground, facing the tramline.  The bands of Liverpool Headquarters and the Engineers played selections of music.

Brigadier-General Ramaciotti, V.D. made a close inspection of the lines.  Returning to the saluting base the Commandant took the salute as the various units marched past in columns of companies, and again as they returned headed by the band in columns of fours.

One company had with it a small kangaroo as a mascot.  The animal was held on a ribbon, but when it drew level with the saluting base it bobbed up and down as if anxious to do its share in the saluting lines as its male friends were doing.  Its antics were so ludicrous that the crowd roared.

At the conclusion of the inspection the men were marched across to the Royal Agricultural Ground, where they were provided with temporary quarters.” [Abridged]

The 7713-ton transport departed Sydney, NSW on May 22, 1916 and collected in Melbourne, Victoria the No.5 Company recruited from Victoria, South Australia & Tasmania consisting of a 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.)  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. 

Docking at Fremantle, W.A. on June 1, 1916 No.6 Company recruited from W.A. of 14 officers and 325 O.Rs along with 1st Reinforcements of 1 Officer & 32 O.Rs embarked and Warilda departed the same day for the European theatre. 

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 soldiers going Absent Without Leave caused concern.  The fifty-eight day voyage experienced remarkable pleasant weather and terminated 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.

With the majority of the Tunnellers from the Warilda, he proceeded overseas to France on 29 August 1916 and marched in to the 2nd Australian Divisional Base Depot on 30 August.  He marched out to the 1st Anzac reinforcement Camp on 12 October, and then to the 1st Entrenching Battalion on 16 October.

On 26 October he was, like many Australian Tunnellers, attached to the 1st Canadian Tunnelling Company for training in the art of Tunnel Warfare as practised on the Western Front.  He was absorbed into 1st Australian Tunnelling Company and taken on strength on 1 December 1916 which was detailed to working underground on the British secret plan, by tunnelling and maintaining explosives laid under Hill 60 and surrounds in Belgium. Their eight-month plan culminated in the exploding of 19 mines, which began the Battle of Messines on June 7, 1917. 

On the second anniversary of Anzac Day, April 25, 1917 near Hill 60 an accidental explosion occurred when a mine charge was being set up, exploded in “D” Gallery situated in the sandy layer.  Three officers and six sappers plus a Corporal rescue worker died and numerous others were almost asphyxiated by the toxic fumes.

The official history records “that a minenwerfer exploded during heavy enemy bombardment which pierced the Officers Dugout Quarters, exploding therein.”  But two Captains give their oral versions, which recall “the disaster was caused by the circuit receiving the test current during checking of the detonators, still assembled in the primer, a supersensitive detonator had exploded during the test.”   Other speculations give that the detonator was not covered under a sandbag and its filament was probably the problem.  It was described at the time as a thousand to one chance. 

Whatever the cause, the Company’s Advance Headquarters was extremely defenceless to this unfortunate situation with the corridors, quarters and common rooms underground, poisonous gasses permeated anywhere it could by the pressure of the discharge.  The Officer’s mess, kitchen and adjoining sleeping room were completely wrecked and the Batmen’s dugout severely damaged.  Timbers were driven thirty to thirty-five feet into the Berlin sap by the detonation.  Unfortunately, Sapper Gray was in the quarters nearest the detonation point.  

The rescue room housing the Proto-breathing apparatus had to be cleared first but a quick inspection of the Batman’s Quarters showed a high level of gas haze making visibility difficult.  A second Proto-man inspected and reported that “all bodies appeared to be lifeless”. 

The rescuers succeeded in resuscitating other Officers and men found and immediately arranged for them to be transferred to the nearest medical facility.  Due to the enemy bombardment along Marshall Walk the closest service was the A.M.C. Dressing Station at Larchwood where 20 to 30 men with severe symptoms were treated.
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As soon as the dangerous gasses had dissipated the rescue and relief teams went into action and eventually found the bodies now amongst the collapsed timber and sand.  

On 23 May 1917, Ada wrote to Base Records, Melbourne asking in what battle and at what place Arthur had met his death.  She was on 30 May advised that no particulars were yet available.

Ada was granted a War Pension of £2 per fortnight from 11 July 1917.  Arthurs’ daughter also received a pension of £1 per fortnight, while John received 15/-.

His personal belongings, consisting of a Prayer-book, Tobacco Pouch and Housewife [small sewing kit], returned to Australia on board Barambah and were received by Ada on 30 March 1918 as Registered Packet No. 5192 at the G.P.O., Melbourne.
The pamphlet “Where The Australians Rest” was forwarded to Ada on 18 April 1921.

Photographs of Arthurs’ grave were received on 21 May 1921.  On 20 July 1921 Ada received the Memorial Scroll and King’s Message.  The Memorial Plaque was received on 1 September 1922 and the British War Medal and Victory Medal to which Arthur was entitled were forwarded to Ada by Registered Post on 7 September 1922 and received by Ada on 19 September.

Ada Maud married William Stewart in Queensland in 1924.  She passed away in 1932.

John Cecil Gray served in WW2 with the 6th Aust Division as QX3025 between 22 October 1939 to 11 September 1945, enlisting at Maryborough.

Arthurs’ nephew, by his sister Ellen, also served with the 1st Australian Tunnelling Company.  3409 Sapper Norman Ballington LEWIS returned safely to Australia and is also profile on this site.
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with the assistance of Sam Hopper, nephew of Arthur Gray.

92 Gray, Arthur Alva


care of Chas. Gray, Barker’s Creek, Nanango


The Queenslander – Brisbane: Saturday 19 May 1900








It was not until April 28 that all the bodies of those killed were retrieved and placed in blankets and with the exception of the Officers, all others, including Sapper Arthur Alva Gray who lies in plot 4, row C, grave 16, were buried in the nearby Railway Dugouts Cemetery, Transport Farm, Zillebeke, Belgium.  





The loss of his life shows not only how vulnerable their work was underground but also the enormous risks they took to recover their comrades despite the gruesome traumas of war raging above them.                                                       





Arthur Gray was remembered and honoured by his Company comrades on the first 1st Australian Tunnelling Company Memorial, erected in 1919.  AWM P00735.018


The replacement Memorial in 1923 does not include names of the fallen.
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