SAPPER WILLIAM SYMONS

5630 – 2nd Tunnelling Company

William was born Truro, Cornwall about 1870, the son of Matt (Matthew) Black Symons and Elizabeth, nee Treganowan.

The 1881 Census of Cornwall records Matthew Symons, Farmer of 20 acres, age 49, Head of house, Elizabeth Symons age 50 wife, Elizabeth J. Symons, scholar, age 14, William Symons, scholar, age 11 and Annie Symons, scholar, age 9, living at Kea Villas, Truro. 

The 1891 Census of Cornwall records Matthew Symons, Farmer, age 59, Head of house, Elizabeth Symons age 60 wife, William Symons, Farmer, age 21 and Annie Symons  age 19, living at Church Towns, Truro. 

It is believed that William came to Australia at age 21 on board Merkara, disembarking at Brisbane, Queensland on 23 November 1891.  In 1901 he married Nellie (Ellen) O’Sullivan.  A son, William Cecil, was born 1902 and a daughter, Mildred Eileen, in 1909.

On 15 April 1916 at Innisfail, Queensland, William Symons completed an’ Application to Enlist in the Australian Imperial Force’.  He gave his postal address as South Johnstone, c/o O’Brien Vandeleur.  A medical examination the same day deemed him fit for active service, recording that he was 43 years of age and that he was 5ft 8 ins tall.  

His application was accepted and a second medical examination at Townsville, Queensland on 29 April 1916 recorded that William was 43 years and 2 months of age.  He was 5ft 7¼ins tall and weighed 9 stone 7 lbs.  He had a dark complexion, hazel eyes and dark brown hair.  He was of the Church of England faith.  He was again considered to be ‘fit for active service’.

William completed and signed the ‘Attestation Paper of Persons Enlisted for Service Abroad’ on 1 May 1916 at Townsville, Queensland.  A Miner by trade, he named as his Next-of-Kin his wife Mrs. Ellen Symons of Cairns, Queensland, and allotted three-fifths of his pay for the support of his wife and two children.  He signed the Oath to ‘well and truly serve’ the same day.

His training began on 5 May with 11th Depot Battalion and on 16 June he was transferred to the Mining Corps, A.I.F.  He was transferred to the Miners Reinforcements at their training camp in Seymour, Victoria on 29 June.

William embarked at Melbourne on 25 October 1916 on board HMAT A38 Ulysses with the October 1916 Reinforcements. 

516 Tunnellers Reinforcements departed Melbourne, Victoria on October 25, 1916 at 1.30pm aboard the transport HMAT A38 Ulysses, William Symons 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.

On 29 December William marched in to the Australian Details Camp at Perham Downs.  He proceeded overseas to France on 28 January 1917 on board S.S. Onward and marched in to the Australian General Base Depot (AGBD).

He was attached to the 2nd Australian Tunnelling Company (2ATC) on 8 February 1917 and was taken on strength on 2 March.

In January 1917 2ATC had moved to Nieuport on the Belgium coast to construct subways for Operation Hush.  The Company was involved in the enemy attack - Operation Strandfest - in this coastal sector in July 1917, recorded in the official war histories as ‘The Affair at Nieuport Bains’.  
Wounded in action on 6 June 1917 he was admitted to the 4th London Field Ambulance and then transferred to the 46th Casualty Clearing Station on 7 June.  On 8 June he was transferred vide Ambulance Train 18 to the 7th Canadian General Hospital at Etaples. 

On 11 June he was evacuated from Calais to England on board Hospital Ship Princess Elizabeth with severe gun shot wounds to the left back and both arms and admitted to the Voluntary Aid Hospital, Cheltenham on 12 June.
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On 18 June his wife was advised at her Sheridan Street, Cairns address that William had been wounded and that she would be advised if anything further were received.  On 29 June his wife was advised that 

William had been admitted to hospital on 12 June with ‘gun shot wound left side, severe’.

On 15 July 1917 his wife was informed by telegram that William was progressing favourably.  On 18 July his wife requested which hospital he was in as she was anxious to write.  She was advised to write to him at his unit address (2ATC) and that mail would be redirected to him on arrival abroad.

William was discharged from the 2nd Southern General Hospital to furlough on 31 July, to report to No.1 Command Depot, Perham Downs on 14 August.  On 17 August his wife was informed that William was convalescent.

William was medically re-classified on 20 August C3 (Free from serious organic diseases, suitable for home service - Only suitable for sedentary work).

On 21 August he was re-classified C1 (Free from serious organic diseases, suitable for home service - Able to march 5 miles, see, shoot with glasses and hear well).  On 31 August he marched out to No.2 Command Depot, Weymouth, where he was taken on strength.

On 7 September 1917 Ellen wrote to Base records regarding her allotment, the letter being referred to the District Pay Master, Brisbane.

On 29 November 1917 his wife wrote to Base Records stating that she had received a letter from William dated August 18 saying that he expected to embark for Australia at an early date.  She had not written back as he had suggested that by the time she received his letter she may expect to see him.  She inquired as to his whereabouts.

William had left London on 5 November 1917 on board HMAT A32 Themistocles for return to Australia, his file marked ‘senility, cardiac vascular changes’.   

Disembarking at Sydney on 3 January 1918, he travelled overland to Brisbane where he was discharged from the A.I.F. on 6 February 1918, entitled to wear the British War Medal and the Victory Medal.

William received a War pension of 15 shillings per fortnight effective from 7 February 1918.  His wife Ellen was granted 7 shillings and sixpence per fortnight; his son William Cecil 5 shillings and his daughter Mildred 3 shillings and ninepence under the same pension entitlement.

In January 1929 William wrote to Base Records, Melbourne from his Hambledon address, stating that he had not received his war medals and requesting that they be forwarded to him.

William Symons died on 8 September 1929, the son of Matt Black Symons and Elizabeth Treganowan.  

His death was considered to be connected to his war service and he was afforded a Commonwealth War Graves headstone.

William was buried in the Gordonvale Cemetery Church of England section, plot 10314, grave 65.

On 8 October 1929 his medical and service records were requested by the Repatriation Commission, Brisbane.
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Addendum:

William Cecil Symons died on 22 December 1971 at age 68 and was buried at Martyn Street Cemetery, Cairns, plot 31864, grave 1982A.

Mildred Eileen Symons married Francis James Dunne in 1926.
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Cairns Post, Queensland – Monday 2 July 1917:


Gun Shot Wound.


Advice has been received that Sapper William Symon, of Cairns, was admitted to hospital on 12th June, suffering from gunshot wounds on the left arm (severe).








Cairns Post, Queensland – Wednesday 7 April 1920:


Commissioners' Court.


At the monthly sitting of the Cairns Land Commissioners' Court, before Mr. C. J. F. Miller, Commissioner, the following applications for perpetual lease selections were dealt with: William Symons, portions 83 and 104, accepted.


Article abridged











Cairns Post, Queensland – Friday 29 June 1917:


AUSTRALIAN CASUALTIES.


Another Big List.


BRISBANE, Tune 28.


Casualty list No. 316 was issued last night. It contains 767 names. The summary reads:





There are 180 Queenslanders mentioned: 28 killed in action, 9 died of wounds, 11 missing, 18 prisoners of war, 70 wounded, 4 injured, 40 ill.  The names include Lance-corporal Joseph Francis Hocking (Chillagoe), prisoner of war, and wounded, Pte. George Bates (Georgetown) wounded, Sapper William Symons (Cairns (wounded).


Article abridged





Cairns Post, Queensland – Tuesday 24 December 1918:


Land Commissioner's Court.


A Land Commissioner's Court was held at Cairns on Monday, before Mr. E. Turley, Deputy Land Commissioner.  Applications for the undermentioned perpetual lease selections were accepted: No. 1127, portion 104, Cairns, William Symons;


Article abridged





Cairns Post, Queensland – Monday 8 September 1930:


IN MEMORIAM


SYMONS, - In loving memory, of my dear husband and our dear father, William Symons, who died on the 8th September, 1929.


The golden gate stood open,


A gentle voice said, come;


With farewells left unspoken,


He softly entered home.


(Inserted by his loving Wife and Family),














