SAPPER JOHN JOSEPH OAKFORD

6032 - 1st Tunnelling Company

Jack Oakford was born at Cygnet, Tasmania in 1894.  A labourer by trade, he signed the Attestation Paper of Persons Enlisted for Service Abroad at Franklin, Tasmania, on 2 September 1916. He underwent a medical examination on the same day and was found fit for active service.  On 4 September 1916 at Claremont, Tasmania, he signed the Oath to well and truly serve.

Jack was 5ft 9in tall, weighed 149lbs, and had a dark complexion, hazel eyes and black hair.  He named his brother William Oakford, of Franklin, Tasmania, as his Next of Kin, but before he embarked for overseas, changed this to another brother, Michael Darcy Leigh Oakford of Huon, Tasmania.

By 29 September Jack was at the Miners Training Camp at Seymour, Victoria and embarked from Melbourne on board HMAT A38 Ulysses. 

516 Tunnellers Reinforcements departed Melbourne, Victoria on 25 October 1916 at 1.30 pm aboard the transport HMAT A38 Ulysses, John Oakford among them. The Australian coastline disappeared from view on 30 October, and the ship reached Durban at 11.30 am on 13 November, Cape Town at 7 am on the 19th and Freetown in Sierra Leone on 29th. As it was not safe to proceed further, their departure was delayed until 14 December. But after 65 days at sea, Ulysses arrived in England on 28 December and docked at Plymouth, where the troops disembarked at 1.30 pm and boarded trains for Tidworth.

5798 Sapper George Oxman, later of the 3rd Australian Tunnelling Company, recorded the voyage in his Diary:

Dec 5. It took 1½ hours to take 1000 men ashore for the afternoon. We have to pay 6d (sixpence) each for the loan of the punts. We were fastened with ropes with one punt to the other coming back, the rope broke and we were drifting out pretty quick but the tug boat soon had us back again. Not too clean of a place. The women stand in a stream and wet their clothes they are washing and place them on a flat stone and then belt into them with a flat piece of wood like a bat. 

Dec 9. Had to get some coal and fresh water. The officers went ashore to buy some fruit to sell to us they wouldn’t let us buy off the natives so when they came back with the fruit—none of us would buy it off them.

Dec 13. 29 Big boats in here now.

Dec 14. Left for England with four other transport auxiliary cruiser escorting us.

Dec 25. On the sea between Gibraltar and England it has been very foggy. We had roast pork for Christmas dinner and some baked scones. They were as hard as rock.

Dec 26. Very foggy torpedo boats came to escort us in the rest of the way. Got our kit bags out of the holds.

Dec 28. We had nothing to eat from 7.30 am to 3.30 pm. We had to buy some cakes during the last week on the boat. We held the Dead March on a roast they gave us (250 of us) for our dinner. We marched up to the top deck with it, all the rest of the men were watching us and laughing. We got roared up a bit after it but we didn’t care.  
Got on the train at 4 pm.  Got to Perham Downs camp at 11 pm. Nothing to eat from the military until 8 or 9 the next morning. Then we had two tablespoons of boiled salmon and spuds and a mug of tea. Mud from 1–6 inches deep.

Jack suffered a bout of pleurisy and was hospitalised from 15 February to 7 April 1917.  After his discharge from hospital, he was rotated through the Australian General Base Depot and the 1st Anzac Entrenching Battalion before being attached to the 1st Australian Tunnelling Company on 20 May. 

Jack worked with the unit until he was gassed on 13 March 1918. After being treated at various Casualty Clearing Stations and Field Ambulance units, he was admitted to 14th General Hospital at Wimereux on 30 March.  He remained in the hospital system until 21 April, when he was discharged back to the A.G.B.D. at Rouelles.  He rejoined his unit and was taken on strength of the 1st Australian Tunnelling Company on 5 May 1918.

Granted leave from France on 3 October, Jack was admitted to hospital with influenza in London on 12 October.  He was discharged from hospital on 25 October and allowed to finish his leave before going back to France on 30 October and rejoining his unit on 2 November 1918.

After the Armistice, Jack continued working with the Tunnellers repairing roads, water supply, bridges etc. until he marched out to England on 10 April 1919.

He left London on 31 May on board Aeneas, and disembarked in Australia on 12 July 1919.  

6032 Sapper John Joseph (Jack) Oakford was discharged from the A.I.F. on 6 September 1919, and  was entitled to wear the British War Medal and the Victory Medal 

His service medical documents were forwarded to the Repatriation Department, Hobart in June 1939. He died in 1957 at 62.

Several members of Jacks’ extended family served in the Military in WW1, WW2 and Korea.

29874 Sergeant William Oakford JEFFREY was Jack Oakford’s first cousin.  William served with the 13th Field Artillery Brigade and was awarded the Military Medal and the Croix de Guerre (French) for action on the night of 13/14 August 1917 at Ypres, but died of wounds on 10 August 1918.]

John Oakford’s nephew, Phillip Oakford, aged 17, went down on HMAS Sydney on 19 November 1941. 
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