SERGEANT JOSEPH SEWELL

271 – 1st Tunnelling Company

Joseph Sewell was born in Egremont, Cumberland, England about 1879, the son of William and Mary Ann (nee Pharaoh) Sewell.  In the 1991 Census Joseph is a scholar living with his family at at 2 North Road, Egremont.

He came to Australia.  A ‘J. Sewell’ aged 31 years arrived in Australia on board Orsova on 14 March 1910.  

At thirty-six years of age and working as a miner with the Mt Morgan Gold Mining Company Ltd at Mount Morgan, Queenslan, he enlisted at the Recruiting Depot, Rockhampton, Qld on October 11, 1915 and passed the medical examination.  Attestation forms were completed with information showing he was 180cms (5ft 11ins) tall, weighed 77.2kgs (170kgs) with a chest measurement of 97cms (38ins) and fair in complexion with greyish eyes and light brown hair.  Church of England was his religious faith.  
Next-of-kin nominated was his father Mr William Sewell, East Road, Egremont, Cumberland, England.  He was sworn in the same day.

Acknowledgement to the departing recruits was printed in the Rockhampton Morning Bulletin on Saturday October 16, 1915:
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At the Mining Corps’ training camp at Casula, near Liverpool, NSW basic training commenced from October 28, 1915 and he was assigned to the No. 1 Company of the Mining Corps in the rank of Sapper with the regimental number 271.

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’.

On June 1, 1916 he was promoted to 2nd Corporal in the field until July 19 then to Corporal on July 20.  On October 4, 1916 his allottee was given as his father who received three shillings (30c) per day from his pay.

He was transferred to the 1st Tunnelling Company on December 24, 1916.

He went sick on February 16, 1917 to the 69th Field Ambulance and admitted with Pyrexia (Fever) and three days later transferred to the 47th Divisional Rest Station with N.Y.D. (not yet diagnosed) Pyrexia.  Two days later he was sent to the 10th Casualty Clearing Station with Influenza then conveyed on A.T. 28 the next day to the 2nd Canadian Stationary Hospital at Outreau for treatment of Influenza.  
On March 4 went to the 7th Convalescent Depot in Boulogne until March 22 when he went to No. 3 Rest Camp for two days.  There on April 21 his disability was classed ‘A’ and returned to the Aust General Base Depot on five days later and rejoined his company on May 3, 1917.

He was recommended for a Distinguished Conduct Medal, the citation reads:

‘On September 10, 1917 at Hooge, exhibited fine courage and devotion to duty.  An important work was started under heavy enemy artillery fire; by example and encouragement the men persevered though casualties were heavy.’ 

Two days later the rank of Temporary Sergeant was granted then attained Sergeant’s rank due to Supernumeracy on the same day.  Blue Chevrons were due for twelve months service on the front.

The records of the 1st Tunnelling Company’s Unit Diary are missing for this period but in his book My War Story of the Great War, Captain Oliver Woodward wrote the following:
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He received from the 1st Anzac Corps the following Congratulatory:

Army Corps Commander expresses appreciation of gallant services rendered during recent operations.

Back home on December 5, 1917 the Roll of Honour Board for employees of the Mount Morgan Gold Mining Company Ltd was publicly displayed.  The name Sewell appears on the Honour Board as he was an employee of the Company when he enlisted.

On February 10, 1918 proceeded on leave returning five days later.

He went sick to hospital on September 16, 1918 and returned the following day.  

A period of about ten days was spent training at the Aust Corps Infantry School from October 3, 1918 and he returned to his company the day after Armistice was declared.  The Tunnelling Companies remained as part of the Army of Occupation assisting with rehabilitation of the country by repairing roads and bridges.
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Joseph Sewell was a member of 1ATC from May 1916 until his discharge in England in April 1919.  In that period he would have worked at Hill 60 in the preparations for the Battle of Messines Ridge.  He also most likely worked on the digging of the Catacombs at Hill 63.  

He may have been involved with the Easter Raid of April 1917 and the accidental explosion of 25 April 1917 which killed 10 members of his unit.  

He may have also been involved with operations on the Hindenberg Line in September 1918 when 20 members of 1 & 2ATCs where decorated.  He may also have worked on the construction of the Hooge Crater dugouts.

Sergeant Sewell proceeded on November 24, 1918 to go on leave and it was granted from November 29 until December 13, 1918.  He rejoined his unit on January 2, 1919.

On February 9, 1919 he was admitted to the 3rd Aust Field Ambulance with Scabies and transferred two days later to the 2nd Field Ambulance and discharged to duty on February 15, 1919.

The Unit was recalled to Base and he marched out to return to England on April 6, 1919.  Nine days later they left France and crossed the English Channel at Southampton arriving at the 1st Training Brigade camp at Sutton Veny.  Sergeant was with No. 2 Group in camp.

Joseph Sewell was a member of 1ATC from May 1916 until his discharge in England in April 1919.  In that period he would have worked at Hill 60 in the preparations for the Battle of Messines Ridge.  He also most likely worked on the digging of the Catacombs at Hill 63.  

He may have been involved with the Easter Raid of April 1917 and the accidental explosion of 25 April 1917 which killed 10 members of his unit.  

He may have also been involved with operations on the Hindenberg Line in September 1918 when 20 members of 1 & 2ATCs where decorated.  He worked on the construction of the Hooge Crater dugouts.

It is believed Joseph was a member of Woodward’s No.4 Section which took part in the Forcing of the Canal de la SAMBRE at l’OISE on 4 November 1918 when 4 members of the Unit became the last Australian battlefield fatalities of the war.  Three Military Crosses and a Distinguished Conduct Medal were awarded to members of the section for this action.
After demobilisation Sergeant Sewell was discharged at Headquarters in London on April 24, 1919 on termination of his period of enlistment and his entitlements were four Blue Chevrons for overseas service and £82 pounds sterling for active and deferred pay due to him.  His intended place of residence was given as 64 Church Street, Barrow-on-Furness, Lancashire, Eng and his signature was witnessed by Annie Sewell.     

The British War Medal (3655) and the Victory Medal (3685) were awarded to Sergeant 271 Joseph Sewell, 1st Tunnelling Company for serving three years and 196 days for his country.  The Victory Medal was inscribed and issued from Australia House, London.

His Will was sent to England on February 8, 1920 from Base Records.

Joseph Sewell died on 11 February 1920 at Egremont aged 41 years and was buried with his parents and his sister Dinah in the family plot within the Egremont Cemetery.
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Born in December 1894, his brother was a Railway Clerk before service in WW1  as 21540Lance Corporal John Sewell, 2nd Battalion, Border Regiment.  
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CENTRAL DISTRICT VOLUNTEERS


TWENTY-THREE MORE LEAVE


Twenty-three more recruits left on Wednesday and yesterday to join the Australian expeditionary forces.  Their names are:


J. Sewell, Mt Morgan.                                                                                        Article Abridged.





On the 6th September I handed over the Hollandscheschurr Dugout System to the 2nd Canadian Tunnelling Company.  My section, with a portion of No. 2 Section, was to proceed with the construction of Advanced Brigade Headquarters in Hooge Crater on the Menin Road.  - - - - -





We commenced work on the Dugout System at 11 p.m. on the 7th September from the start good progress was made.  Menin Road was always a lively road to negotiate, especially at night time, and the spots - Hell Fire Corner and Birr Cross Road - were accurately ranged by the enemy artillery.  We suffered fairly heavy casualties on this job, chiefly when moving in and out to the job.


On the 18th September, just when the completion of the Dugout was in sight, the outgoing shift at 11 p.m. met disaster.  They had joined the Motor Lorries which had parked between Birr Cross Roads and Hell Fire Corner when one of the lorries received a direct hit from a shell.  We lost 8 killed and 4 wounded and it seemed an act of providence that the remainder of the men escaped.





18 September 1917:


Tragedy struck again on the night of 18 September when a lorry containing a squad of twenty-five men from No.4 Section under Sergeant 5335 Edgar Hall was making its way to a shift relief at the Hooge Crater Dugout.  The truck stopped on the Menin Road between Hellfire Corner and the Birr Cross Roads to pick up the squad being relieved and take them back to camp.  Because the lorry had arrived early and the relief squad from Hooge was still walking along the road to meet the lorry, all the men except Sapper 3614 Arthur Hodder, a young man popular with his fellow tunnellers, decided to climb out and were milling around.  As the squad neared the truck, a high explosive artillery shell slammed into it, exploding directly under it.  The accuracy of this fire demonstrated just how well the German artillery had the intersection ranged from the heights around the Ypres salient.


The truck was blown in half and Arthur Hodder was killed instantly.  Of the men outside, Sergeant Hall, Corporal 6644 Tom Sawyer and three other sappers, 5502 Charles Campbell, 91 Walter Cooper and 5581 Albert Murrin, were all fatally wounded.  Not surprisingly, most of the remaining men were left shell-shocked and traumatised by the incident.


Crumps and Camouflets – Australian Tunnelling Companies on the Western Front: Damien Finlayson – p.242





The Australian war photographer Captain Frank Hurley visited the Hooge Crater dugouts three days before the Battle of Menin Road and described the conditions he found:


	


It is a wretched job as they are working 25 feet below the surface level and most of the time knee deep in mud, which they jocularly term ‘hero juice’ on account of it percolating through tiers and tiers of buried corpses.  Most of the men are miners and they are applying their knowledge to supreme advantage whilst the Boche shells whiz and burst around them.


Crumps and Camouflets – Australian Tunnelling Companies on the Western Front: Damien Finlayson – p.241





Identified: unidentified (1); Sapper (Spr) H. F. Ferris (2); (3), (4) and (5) are engineers installing wires; Lieutenant W. Manton MC (6); Spr T. Murphy (7); Spr A. T. Nagle (8); Spr E. M. Sabine (9); unidentified (10); Spr H. R. Williams (11); Spr J. P. Hore (12); Spr J. C. Waller (13); (14), (15) and (16) are attached to Infantry; Sergeant (Sgt) J. Yates (17); Spr P. Keys (18); Spr G. Pridmore (19); attached to Infantry (20); Spr J. Johnson (21); unidentified (22); Sgt J. Sewell (23); unidentified (24); Spr G. Sigvart (25); Spr W. Marxson (26); Major J. D. Henry (27). Maker: Hurley, James Francis (Frank)





Joseph Sewell standing facing camera








AWM Image ID: E01919:


Menin Road Area Hooge, 18 September 1917 -     Miners of the 1st Australian Tunnelling Company excavating dugouts for Battle Headquarters at Hooge Crater in the Ypres Sector. 





Another seven men from the company, Lieutenants Percival Nye and Rupert Irving, Sergeants 266 George Saunderson and 271 Joseph Sewell and Sappers 174 George Mann, 334 George Abercrombie and 3581 Peter Comensoli, were recommended for medals of gallantry for their actions between 29 September (1918) and the announcement of the Armistice.


[Note: For whatever reasons deemed fit by higher command, their valiant actions were not rewarded]


Crumps and Camouflets – Australian Tunnelling Companies on the Western Front: Damien Finlayson – p.389





Mount Morgan Gold Mining Company Employees’ Roll of Honour


held at Mt Morgan Mine Office


Photo sourced from Qld Memorials Register website – photo Dennis Stocks & Doug Tanner





He is commemorated on the Mt Morgan Employees Roll of Honour





Photos sourced from findagrave.com contributed by Ian Aitken-Kemp





Photos of Egremont Memorial sourced from Imperial War Museum - 


www.iwm.org.uk





He and his brother Joseph (Jos) are commemorated on the town war memorial in Egremont, Cumberland. (now Cumbria)





Photo of headstone sourced from www.findagrave.com


Contributed by Military Historian





Photo of Sainte Marie Cemetery by kind permission of The War Graves Photographic Project - www.twgpp.org











He was killed in action on 25 February 1916 aged 21 years and was buried at Sainte Marie Cemetery, Le Havre, Departement de la Seine-Maritime, Haute-Normandie, France, PLOT Div. 19. S. 5.





CWGC records: Railway Clerk, Son of William & Mary Ann Sewell of 21, East Road, Egremont, Cumberland.





LEST WE FORGET
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