SAPPER JOSEPH MITCHELL

851 – 3rd Tunnelling Company / 6th Field Company Engineers

Jospeh Mark Mitchell was born in 1884 on the Nepean River, New South Wales, his birth registered at Campbelltown.  His father was Henry Mitchell and his mother Jane, nee Lansbury.

Joseph completed the ‘Attestation Paper of Persons Enlisted for Service Abroad’ on 24 December 1915 at Day Dawn, Western Australia.  A medical examination on the same day recorded that he was a single Miner aged 32, that he was 6ft tall and weighed 11 stone 8 lbs.  He had a dark complexion, blue eyes and dark hair.  He named as his Next-of-Kin his mother Mrs. Jane Mitchell of Darlot Street, Cue, Western Australia.

Joseph signed the Attestation Paper, and the Oath to ‘well and truly serve’, at Blackboy Hill, Perth on 11 January 1916.

After initial training at 42 Depot, he was appointed to ‘Miners standby’ at Blackboy Hill. On 1 March 1916 and on 8 March he joined No.2 Company of the Australian Mining Corps

Joseph embarked at Fremantle on Ulysses on 1 April 1916.

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 for repairs, The Mining Corps sailed for the European Theatre on 1 April 1916.  

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’.

Joseph was probably absorbed into the 2nd Australian Tunnelling Company (2ATC).  Soon after their arrival, 2ATC was in action at Cordonniere Farm in the lead-up to the battles around Fromelles in late June.

Joseph was wounded in action on 17 June 1916 and was admitted to No.8 Stationary Hospital, Wimereux with a gun shot wound to the scalp.  He was evacuated to England from Boulogne on 20 June on board Hospital Ship St Dennis, and was admitted to Chatam Military Hospital on 30 June 1916.

He was discharged from hospital to No.1 Australian Command Depot, Perham Downs on 25 July 1916 and was then transferred to Parkhouse on 15 August.   Joseph was transferred to No.2 Camp from Pioneer Battalion on 23 August 1916.

He proceeded overseas to France on 15 October 1916 and marched in to the Australian General Base Depot (AGBD), Etaples on 19 October.  On 23 November 1916 he marched out of the AGBD and was taken on strength of the 3rd Australian Tunnelling Company (3ATC) on the same day.

Joseph reported sick on 5 December 1916 and was admitted to the 73rd Field Ambulance suffering ‘Jacksonian’ fits on 6 December.  He was transferred to the West Riding Casualty Clearing Station on 7 December and on 11 December he was transferred by Ambulance Train 31 to the 7th Canadian General Hospital at Havre where he was admitted on 12 December.

He was evacuated to England on Hospital Ship Formosa 11 January 1917 with epilepsy and admitted to Clandon Park Hospital, Woolwich on 12 January 1917.

Joseph was discharged from the 3rd Auxiliary Hospital to furlough from 5 February until 20 February, to report to No.4 Australian Command Depot, Wareham.  He marched out of No.4 Command Depot to No.3 Command Depot 14 March 1917 and on 20 April he was re-classified to B1A3, and on 29 April to B1A4.

He marched out to the 16th Field Company Engineers at Parkhouse on 1 May and was taken on strength from the 3rd Australian Tunnelling Company.  On 10 October he was attached to 1st Army Troops and on 31 October he was transferred to Engineer Training Depot at Brightlingers.  On 31 December 1917 he was transferred to the 6th Field Company Engineers

On 19 January 1918 Joseph marched out to No.2 Australian Command Depot, Weymouth.  On 25 January he was transferred to No.4 Command Depot, Hurdcott and on 6 February he was transferred back to No.2 Command Depot.

Joseph left London on 13 March 1918 for return to Australia on board the Dunvegan Castle.  On 25 April at Capetown he was transhipped to the SS Field Marshall.
He disembarked at Fremantle on 13 May 1918 and was discharged from the A.I.F. on 29 May, entitled to wear the British War Medal and the Victory Medal.

Joseph married Agnes Stone at Geraldton, Western Australian in 1920.  A daughter, Mary P.J. was born in 1921, and a second daughter, Gaynor Rose was born on 16 July 1923, both born at Geraldton.

In August 1927, Joseph’s military medical records were forwarded to the Repatriation Commission, Perth.
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Joseph Mitchell died on 12 February 1955 aged 70.  He was buried in the Salvation Army Section, Karrakatta Cemetery, Western Australia, grave BA 562.
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with the assistance of Lesley Russell, great-niece of Joseph Mitchell.
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Research notes:

His father was Henry Mitchell (1847-1913) and his mother Jane Lansbury (1845-1926).  Both parents died and are buried in Cue

The Mitchell family had emigrated to Australia in 1878.  Accompanying Henry and Jane were their children, Elizabeth Agnes, born 1872; Jane Annie born 1875 and George Henry born 1876.

In Australia, John Thomas was born in 1880; Joseph Mark in 1882; Eliza Jane in 1885 and Robert William born 1887.

Gaynor Rose Mitchell served in the Royal Australian Navy at HMAS Leeuwin, Fremantle in WW2.  WR/452 Writer II Mitchell enlisted at Geraldton on 29 December 1929 and was discharged on 7 February 1946.

Photos of grave and plaque courtesy Bill Leaver, Perth, WA
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