SAPPER GEORGE THOMAS SMITH

5622 - 2nd Tunnelling Company

Born in Oatlands, Tasmania, George Thomas Smith, son of Michael and Eliza Smith, stated he was 39 years of age when he was enlisted in the A.I.F. at Claremont, Tasmania, for service abroad on 29 February 1916.  A farm labourer by trade, he named his wife, Katherine Mary Smith of Andover, Tasmania, as his Next of Kin.  George allotted 3/5ths of his pay for the support of his wife and six children: Myrtle Ivy: Lionel George Joseph; Ethel Eileen; Ruby Annie: Reginald Harold and Norman Thomas.

A medical examination at Oatlands on 29 February had recorded that George was 39 Years and 1 month of age, was 5ft 10½ins tall and weighed 10 stone 4 pounds.  He had a fair complexion with blue eyes and brown hair.  He was found to be ‘fit for active service’.

516 Tunnellers Reinforcements departed Melbourne, Victoria on October 25, 1916 at 1.30pm aboard the transport HMAT A38 Ulysses, George Smith being one of them.  The Australian coastline disappeared from view on October 30, 1916 with the port of Durban reached at 11.30am on November 13, 1916.  They felt the effects of the wind going around the Cape and arrived at Cape Town at 7am on November 19.  Freetown in Sierra Leone was the next port of call where they arrived on 29 November.  Their departure was delayed until December 14, 1916 as it was not safe to proceed further.  Ulysses arrived at Plymouth, England on December 28, 1916, after 65 days at sea, with the troops disembarking at 1.30pm and entraining 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 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.

Dec13. 
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 7.30am to 3.30pm.  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 4pm.  Got to Perham Downs camp at 11pm.  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.

George proceeded overseas from Perham Downs to Etaples, France on 28 January 1917.  On 8 February he was attached to the 2nd Aust. Tunnelling Coy, but on 13 March found himself in 7th General Hospital at St Omer with mumps, returning to his unit on 7 April.   George was taken on strength of 2nd Tunnelling Coy. on 3 May, and on the same day was again admitted to hospital with mumps, rejoining the unit 28 May.  

George Thomas Smith was Killed in Action 27 June 1917.  It was recorded that George was buried in the Nieuport-Bains Military Cemetery No. 3, which reportedly contained 91 British Graves of 1916-17, including two Australians.

George’s personal effects were returned to his family in April 1918.  His Memorial Plaque, Scroll and Pamphlet “Where The Australians Rest”, and his British War Medal and Victory Medal were received by his widow, Katherine, one at a time, between May 1921 and April 1923.

On 23 September 1924, the Australian Grave Services wrote to the imperial War Graves Commission to advise that Sapper Smith was originally commemorated on a Special Cross in the Nieuport Bains Military Cemetery No. 3 to record that he was believed to be buried there.  The Grave Service went on to advise that to ensure the permanent and suitable maintenance of the graves the bodies were to be removed to the Ramscappelle Road Military Cemetery at St Georges, but that during the removal the grave of Spr. Smith could not be found :- -  

"In view of the investigations which have been made it is feared that it can only be said that all trace of this soldier's grave has been lost."

A Special Memorial Cross was erected at the Ramscappelle Road Military Cemetery with an inscription reading as follows: "The Memory of these six soldiers of the British Empire KIA in 1917 and buried at the time at NIEUPORT BAINS, whose graves are now lost." 

" THEIR GLORY SHALL NOT BE BLOTTED OUT".
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The names, regimental particulars and date of death of the six soldiers were recorded on the Memorial Cross.  The Imperial War Graves Commission was asked to inform the next-of-kin.

The Commonwealth War Graves Commission record George as being commemorated at Nieuport-Bains Cemetery, Memorial 6, within the Ramscappelle Road Military Cemetery.

2ATC Chronology for June 1917 records: - -

The Company moved to Coxyde Bains to conduct experimental work on tunnelling in sand to determine if work could be conducted on the banks of the Yser River near where it entered the sea.  Mining was to be conducted in this area so that the offensive at Ypres could be supported by a coastal attack.  To this end the XV British Corps took this sector over from the XXXVI French Corps on 20 June, 1917.  Prior to this on 6 June Brigadier-General Harvey had conducted a survey of the area and had decided that if mining was possible in the area it would be extremely difficult.  The 2nd Australian Tunnelling Company was chosen after their successful experiments at Coxyde Bains.  They started on undermining a German strong point as well as two underground communication trenches, a battalion HQ and a number of dugouts.
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Above & Right: Photos of the headstone for 5622 Spr G.T Smith and the Ramscapelle Cemetery are sourced from the Book “Nieuwpoort Sector 1917” by Kristof Jacobs, Belgium, and are reproduced here by kind permission of Kristof, and John Burns who forwarded them to us. 

Below: The widow of George Smith, believed to have been taken in the 1930’s. Catherine Smith sits in the middle of the picture.  The son of George & Catherine Smith is also on the picture: 7th from left in the back row.  “Look at him, and you will see his fathers face.” - Kristof Jacobs
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Studio portrait of 5622 Sapper (Spr) George Thomas Smith, 2nd Australian Tunnelling Company. A tanner of Oatlands, Tas, Smith enlisted on 18 April 1916 and embarked with the October reinforcements of the Australian Tunnelling Corps from Melbourne, Vic, aboard HMAT Ulysses (A38) on 25 October 1916. In May 1917 he was admitted to hospital suffering from mumps. He was killed in action on 27 June 1917 at Nieuport, Belgium aged 40 and Reverend Donald Macleod conducted the funeral service. He is buried at the Ramscappelle Road Military Cemetery, St Georges, Belgium. This is a black and white portrait, copied in colour to show the blue and white text and the Union Jack flag on the mounting board.  AWM: P05503.001








Image sourced from the Book “Nieuwpoort Sector 1917” by Kristof Jacobs, Belgium, and reproduced here by kind permission of Kristof.








