SAPPER JOHN McGEACHIE HENDERSON HOTCHKIS

383 – 1st Tunnelling Company / Aust Electrical & Mechanical Mining & Boring Company

Newcastle, New South Wales was the birthplace of John McGeachie Henderson Hotchkis in 1891 the son of Daniel and Jessie Hotchkis.  

At twenty-five years of age in the Recruiting Depot at the Sydney Town Hall on January 5, 1916 John applied to enlist for active service abroad.  Passing the medical examination, the electrician’s assistant was declared fit for active service and his application was accepted by the recruiting officer. 

Forms of Attestation were completed on January 11, 1916 at Casula camp near Liverpool, NSW which describe him as 170cms (5ft 7ins) tall, weighing 60.4kgs (133lbs) with a chest expansion of 82-88cms (32-34½ins).  Complexion was fresh with brown eyes and brown hair.  Religious denomination was given as Presbyterian.  Next-of-kin nominated was his father Daniel Hotchkis of Clifton, South Coast, NSW.  He was sworn in the same day.

He was allotted to ‘D Coy’ Depot Battalion then sent to train with the Mining Corps at Casula camp and was assigned to the No. 1 Company of the Corps.  His regimental number was 383 in the rank of Sapper.

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’.

The No.1 Company of the Mining Corps became the 1st Tunnelling Company in the field.

Sapper went sick to the 47th Field Ambulance on September 12, 1916 and three days later entered the XI Company Rest Station and from there went to the 2/1st Midland Field Ambulance until September 24 when he returned to duty.  Three days later he was admitted to the 94th Field Ambulance for treatment of a dental abscess.

While he was being treated it was found his civil qualifications of electrician’s assistant were more beneficial to the work of the Aust Electrical & Mechanical Mining & Boring Company therefore was transferred to the company on September 30, 1916 and taken on strength the same day.  On October 2, 1916 he was admitted to the 11th Company Rest Station then returned to duty on October 16, 1916.

Service continued without incident until February 23, 1917 when he went sick to the 48th Field Ambulance and admitted with Nephritis (inflammation of the Kidneys).  On March 13 sent to the 14th General Hospital at Wimmereux with severe Albuminuria (Album in urine a sign of kidney damage) and two days later conveyed from Boulogne to England on the hospital ship St Denis entering the Norfolk Hospital at Norwich on March 15 for treatment of Albuminuria.

On April 10, 1917 he was discharged to the 2nd Aust Auxiliary Hospital at Southall and seven days later granted furlough and to report to the No. 2 Command Depot at Weymouth on May 2, 1917.  He marched in to the Depot as ordered.

Sapper Hotchkis embarked for Australia on July 2, 1917 on board the hospital ship A14 Euripides for a change discharge due to Nephritis.   Next-of-kin were advised by Base Records that he was on his way home.  The ship arrived in Sydney, NSW (2nd M.D.) on September 19, 1917.  Military Discharge was issued in Sydney (2nd M.D.) on October 31, 1917 as medically unfit due to nephritis.  The following day he was granted a pension of sixty shillings per fortnight to be sent to Coalcliff, Clifton, NSW.

The British War Medal and the Victory Medal were issued to Sapper John McGeachie Henderson Hotchkis, Aust Electrical & Mechanical Mining & Boring Company for serving his country.

He married in 1919 to Jane Elizabeth Melrose in Sydney, NSW.  From 1943 onward their residence was listed as 23 Mountain Road, Austinmer and his occupation was mechanic.

John McGeachie H. Hotchkis passed away on June 30, 1963 aged 70 years.  Family arrangements were published in the: 


His wife died on June 28, 1971.

REUNIONS

Former members of the (Alphabet Company) Aust Electrical & Mechanical Mining & Boring Company and Tunnellers’ in Sydney would meet to march in the Anzac Day parade then attend their annual luncheon.  Roll Registers for newsletters of this annual event were kept and his name appears as follows:

  1928

J. Hotchkis
Coalcliff, Clifton, South Coast   changed to Mountain Road, Austinmer









    Notation: did not write after 1930

  1934  

J. Hotchkis  
Mountain Road, Austinmer

1960-68
J. Hotchkis
23 Mountain Road, Austinmer    Notation: Deceased

During World War II his son John McGeachie Hotchkis (born 9/7/1926) enlisted from Austinmer, NSW on July 18, 1944 with the RAAF at Woolloomooloo, NSW.  Next-of-kin nominated was John Hotchkis.  His service number was 164796 and served as Leading Aircraftman with the Eastern Area Headquarters until discharged on April 23, 1946. 
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Sydney Morning Herald Monday July 1, 1963:


DEATHS


HOTCHKIS, John McGeachie Henderson—June 30, 1963, at his residence, 23 Mountain Road, Austinmer, beloved husband of Jean Hotchkis, and dear father of James (Broken Hill), Jessie (Mrs R. Wilbow, of Pitt Town), Walter (deceased), John (Harbord) and Margaret (Mrs R. McGregor of Coff’s Harbour).





FUNERALS


HOTCHKIS—The Relatives and Friends of Mrs Jean Hotchkis and Family, of 23 Mountain Road, Austinmer, are invited to attend the Funeral of her beloved Husband and their dear Father JOHN; to leave the Presbyterian Church, Thirroul, Tomorrow (Tuesday), after service at 12 noon, for the Wollongong Crematorium.


H. PARSONS


Wollongong                                      Phone 83062











