SAPPER HARRY RALPH

3807 – Aust. Electrical & Mechanical Mining & Boring Company

Henry ‘Harry’ Ralph was born at Golden Square Bendigo, Victoria, the son of Henry Lane and Mabel (nee Irvine) Ralph.

An Engineer by trade, he signed the ‘Attestation Paper of Persons Enlisted for Service Abroad’ and Oath to ‘well and truly serve’ on 27 January 1916 at Bendigo and underwent training at the 16th Depot Battalion’s Bendigo Camp from 7 February until 29 February when he was transferred to No.5 Tunnelling Company at their Broadmeadows camp as a Fitter.

Harry was single and stated his age as 18 years and 1 month.  He was 5ft 9ins tall and weighed 146 lbs.  He had a dark complexion, brown eyes and dark brown hair.

He named as his Next-of-Kin his mother Mrs Mabel Ralph of Napier Street, Eaglehawk, Victoria.

He was ‘officially’ enlisted and appointed to No.5 Tunnelling Company on 17 May 1916 by Captain Percy Wagstaff, O.C. of that unit in preparation for embarkation on Warilda with No.5 Tunnelling Company, 1st Reinforcements.

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.   

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.

Harry suffered a bout of Measles and was admitted to Brimstone Hospital on 22 July. 

He proceeded overseas to France on 28 August 1916 and marched in to the 2nd Australian Divisional Base Depot on 30 August.  He was detached to the Aust. Elect. & Mech. Mining Unit on 27 September 1916 and was taken on strength of the newly formed Australian Electrical and Mechanical Mining and Boring Company (AEMMBC) on 1 October.  His records show that on 22 October he joined the 254 Tunnelling Company, Royal Engineers.  Members of the AEMMBC were routinely attached to other units all along the Western Front to install, repair and maintain the pumping, lighting and ventilation equipment used in the tunnel and dugout systems.   

His records show that he suffered a GSW (gun shot wound) to the head on 29 November 1917 and died of his wounds on the same day at the 1/3 East Lancashire Field Ambulance. 

Sgt Hughy Dodd of the AEMMBC mentions Harry in his diary entry of December 4, 1917:


”Came down to Noeux-les-Mines this morning, Jerry shelling with shrapnel all day. Learned this morning, that four Germans came over at "E" New Cut and took a machine gun away with them. One of the infantry captains shot one of our men in mistake for a Bosche and immediately after the Huns shot him through the head. New Cut was put in in another place last night. Harry Ayres was telling me that Harry Ralph was killed a few days ago.”

The Red Cross files record:

“Ralph had just come back a few days from leave when he went out.  I believe at Guinchy.  I did not see Ralph killed.  Spr Jinks, Elect & Mech Engrs. (with Engrs) was with Ralph when he was knocked.  He could give information as could O.C. Elect. Mechl.Mining & Boring Coy.”

Informant: Spr T. Fewtrell, 756, Elct. & Mech. Engrs, Hut  19, Westham, 8 March 1918.

“re the death of 3807 H. Ralph & 3961 V.J.L. Thompson.  I regret that you have been put to trouble, as we endeavour when possible to give this information direct to next of kin.  Am enclosing a letter for Mrs. Ralph for you to forward, ref. Sap. Thompson, I’ve just sent a letter to his mother per an enquirer, Sister A.W. King, 1st Aust. Aux Hospital, Havefield.  He was killed in a similar manner as Ralph and was liked by officers and men, always volunteering where dangerous work existed.  We were indeed sorry to lose both.  Sap. Thompson was buried at Pont-du-Hem Military Cemetery 4¾ miles S.W. of Laventie.”

“Dear Mrs. Ralph,



I regret very much that it has been necessary for you to make inquiries concerning your son’s death.  My previous communication must have gone astray.  He was working in a different sector involving long hours of arduous work and at times under very heavy fire from the enemy.  We found him always willing and anxious to go out to help his comrades, even when off duty, and by choice could have been away from the danger zone.  He was struck by a fragment of shell which made him unconscious and he died soon afterwards.  He was buried in a pretty little Military Cemetery in the woods at Gorre between Bethune and La Bassee.  His officer and comrades and myself were present at the service.  I can only express the sympathy of the whole unit who found him a true comrade.




(Signed) Major R. Morse





O.C. A.E.M.M. Unit, France, 7 April 1918.

To – Mrs. Ralph, Napier St., Eaglehawk, Victoria.”

A pencil annotation states: “original sent to Melbourne”

Informant – Major R.V. Morse D.S.O., France, 7 April 1918. 

“ No. 3807 Pte. H. Ralph.  Electrical and Mechanical Mining Unit was brought to the Advance Dressing Station in the afternoon of 29-11-1917.

It was said that he had just come to the door of his billet when a large high explosive shell burst close by.  Without delay he was brought to the Advanced Dressing Station, and it was found that a piece of shell had passed completely through his head.  He was unconscious, and it was obvious that his injuries were mortal.

All possible measures to help him were tried, but within half an hour he passed away without regaining consciousness.

It is certain that he was quite unconscious directly after he was hit, and that at no time did he suffer any pain.

His remains were taken to CORFE, where, it is understood, he was buried by Captain E.C. HOSKYNS, the Church of England padre attached to the 1/7th Battalion, Manchester Regiment.

(signed) Lieut. Colonel, Commanding 1/3rd East Lancs. Field Ambulance.”

Harrys’ mother was granted a War pension of 40/- per fortnight from 7 February 1918.  His personal effects were returned to Australia on board Barunga on 21 June 1918.

On 17 July 1919 his mother wrote requesting a copy of the Certificate of Death for her son, which copy was forwarded to her on 21 July 1919.

On 22 February 1922, Harrys’ mother advised that his father’s address was 33 Parslow Street, Malvern, Victoria.  Issue of Harrys’ medals to his father was authorised on 3 March 1922.

The pamphlet “Where The Australians Rest” and the Memorial Scroll were forwarded to his father on 16 May 1922.

Harrys’ Victory Medal was received by his father on 12 March 1923.

The Memorial Plaque was received by his father on 9 June 1923.

His British War Medal was forwarded to his father on 11 November 1924.

Sapper Harry Ralph is buried in the Gorre British and Indian Cemetery, Beuvry, 2½ miles east of Bethune, France, in Plot 5, Row A, Grave 14.  He is the only Australian Tunneller in that cemetery.
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Lest We Forget

Far From Home – But Still With Friends





Photo of Headstone & Gorre Cemetery by kind permission of
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