LANCE CORPORAL WILLIAM O’NEIL

1115 – 3rd Tunnelling Company 

William O’Neil was born in Lowton, Lancashire, England and baptised on December 15, 1872 the son of Thomas and Ann (nee Battersby) O’Neil.  In 1881 the family were residing at Knotts Houses, Pennington and consisted of Thomas (29) self-acting winder (unemployed), wife Ann (30) and children William (8) scholar, Henry (7) Oliver (3) and Joseph (1).

A decade later in 1891 his father had died and his mother had remarried to Albert Barrett (37) market gardener and were living at Ashton-under-Lyne with his father Edward Barrett (78) clogger, Ann (41), Richard Barrett (7), with William O’Neil (18) assistant gardener, Henry O’Neil (17) coal miner and Oliver (14) also an assistant gardener.

William married at Ashton-under-Lyne on August 20, 1892 to Sarah Jane Holmes and in 1901 were residents at 52 Robertson Lane and citizens of the household were William (28) general farm labourer, wife Sarah (29) and children Elsie (7), Albert (6), Annie (4) and Ada (1).  Visitors staying also were Thomas, a carter on the farm with his wife Elizabeth (28) and their children Martha (4) and Richard (2).

The family came to Western Australia.

In 1913 William was a carter residing at Tate Street, Leederville, W.A.

At the recruiting depot in Perth on December 1, 1915 the forty-three year old carter applied to enlist for active service abroad.   Passing his medical examination Attestation Forms were completed which describe him as 166cms (5ft 5½ins), weighing 53.1kgs (117lbs) with a chest expansion of 82-87cms (32-34ins).  Complexion was dark with hazel eyes and had dark brown hair.  Distinctive marks were three vaccination scars and a scar on his right arm.  Religious faith was Wesleyan.  Next-of-kin nominated was his wife Mrs Sarah Jane O’Neil of 45 Tate Street, Leederville, W.A.  He was sworn in the same day.

He was allotted to the Miners’ Unit on December 2, 1915.
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Recruiting for the Miners’ Corps had officially begun on December 1st, 1915 therefore Private O’Neil was placed for basic training at the Helena Vale camp at Blackboy Hill, W.A. with the newly forming Corps.  The Unit’s title was the No. 3 Company with a major portion of No. 3 Company recruited by 2nd Lt. L.J. Coulter, A.I.F. who was sent from N.S.W. to W.A. for that purpose.  They were made up to strength with 1 Officer and 274 Other Ranks and embarked from Fremantle, W.A. 

On December 18, 1915 the company sailed for Sydney, NSW on board the troopship SS Indarra.  His name appears on the passenger list which was published in:


On Boxing Day (Dec 26th), 1915 the Unit arrived in Sydney and marched into Casula Camp, near Liverpool, NSW. They were joined by the 4th Section of the Tasmanian Miners, bringing the establishment strength up to 15 officers and 349 Other Ranks under the command of 2nd Lieutenant L.J. Coulter.

Mining Corps Units from all Military districts came together at Casula camp, near Liverpool, NSW to complete training as a Corps.  O’Neill was assigned the regimental number 1115 in the rank of Sapper and remained in No. 3 Company.

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’.

Four sections of the No. 3 Company were dispersed to various sectors for instructional training.  The No. 3 Company was officially transferred to the 3rd Tunnelling Company in the field on December 18, 1916.

His service continued without incident until March 31, 1917 when he was promoted to 2nd Corporal.

While on leave in England, he was admitted on October 22, 1917 to the Wallasey Military Hospital, Cheshire, affiliated with the 1st Western General Hospital suffering from debility.  His rank reverted to Lance Corporal on being evacuated sick.  On December 14, 1917 was transferred to the 3rd Auxiliary Hospital in Dartford.  From there he was granted furlough and to report to the No. 2 Command Depot at Weymouth on January 9, 1918.

Lance Corporal O’Neil embarked on the hospital carrier Llanstephen Castle from Plymouth on February 16, 1918 for discharge in Australia due to debility.

His name appeared in the Unit Diary of the 3rd Tunnelling Company as follows:

“On 15/2/18 the following embarked for Australia: -

974 Spr Cahill, B.D.

1115 2/Cpl O’Neill, W.

4355 Spr Hockey, A
5019   “  Waterhouse, R.G.

4532   “  White, J.R.
1100   “  McDonald, P.
2341   “  Neal, A.E.

4498   “  Urquhart, R.

5119   “  Popham, E.H.”

Base Records advised his wife that he was returning home.  The ship docked in Fremantle (5th Military District) on April 8, 1918 and admitted to the No. 8 Aust General Hospital, Fremantle the following day being overage, defective vision and irregular cardiac action.  

His final medical examination took place with the Medical Board on April 23, 1918 and the Board’s finding confirmed the next day to be discharged as permanently unfit.

Military Discharge was issued in Perth (5th M.D.) on May 7, 1918 as medically unfit.

His residence was 7 Frogmore Street, Perth working as an attendant in 1919.  

A statement of his service was requested from Base Records and dated October 2, 1919 and sent to the above address.

Lance Corporal 1115 William O’Neil, 3rd Tunnelling Company was issued with the British War Medal (9014) and the Victory Medal (8974).

The Perth Branch of the Repatriation Commission requested a Statement of his Service from Base Records which was forwarded on October 8, 1931.

Their address in 1922 was 56 Norwood Street, Fremantle, W.A. with his occupation as a storekeeper.  In 1925 they were at Matlock and North Beach Road, Fremantle and by 1929 were at 117 North Beach Road and still a storekeeper.  

In 1931 they were at 42 Cheriton Street, East Perth working as a packer and from 1936 onwards were retired at 4 Coogee Street, Mt Hawthorn.

They celebrated their 50th Wedding Anniversary on August 20, 1942 with the event published in the:


Mrs Sarah J. O’Neil died on September 19, 1947 aged 76 years.  Burial took place in the Salvation Army portion of Karrakatta Cemetery in section BA in gravesite 459.

William O’Neil, late of Mt Hawthorn, passed away on November 8, 1960 aged 88 years.  Interment took place in the same grave as his wife.

His grave is marked with a Commemorative plaque for his service with the A.I.F.
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No.3 Company recruits at Blackboy Hill, 3 December 1915 & on Parade - 16 December 1915


Photos courtesy Graeme Williams, grandson of 1202 Spr Charles Williams – 3ATC





The West Australian Saturday December 18, 1915:


INDARRA’S PASSENGERS


The following passengers are booked to leave by the Indarra to-day: Messrs….W. O’Neill


Article abridged








West Australian Wednesday August 26, 1942:


GOLDEN WEDDING


Nearly 150 friends of Mr and Mrs William O’Neil, of Coogee-street, Mt Hawthorn, gathered at the RSL Hall in Oxford-street, Leederville on Saturday to congratulate the guests of honour on the occasion of their golden wedding.  Mr O’Neil, who was the eldest son of the late Mr and Mrs T. O’Neill, of Lowton, Lancs. was married at Ashton-Under-Lyne, Lancashire, England, on August 20, 1892, his wife being Miss Sarah Jane Holmes, eldest daughter of the late Mr and Mrs J. Holmes, of Ashton-Under-Lyne.


Mr W.E. Kay, of the Mt Hawthorn sub-branch RSL, was chairman.  Several speakers referred to the untiring efforts of Mr O’Neil in district RSL work and to the help Mrs O’Neil had given in other spheres in the district during the past 25 years—since Mr O’Neil returned from the Great War.  A wallet of notes, a polished casket made from West Australian woods and an illuminated address were presented to the guests of honour by Mr J.J. Prendergast on behalf of the returned soldiers and friends, the work attached to the gifts being that of members of the sub-branch.  A lengthy musical programme was contributed to by Mesdames, W. Rowles, V.G. Rader, Misses C. Burrows, S. Bader, L. Wood, and the Girls Bandits’ Orchestra.  Numerous congratulatory messages were also received by Mr and Mrs O’Neil.











