SAPPER KRISTIAN SYVERTSEN 

2336 – 1st Tunnelling Company

Kristian Syvertsen was born on 7 May 1891 at Gilhus, Lier, Norway. Lier is a municipality in Buskerud county, Norway. It is known for its agricultural products such as apples, strawberries and vegetables. Gilhus is a town situated about 32km South-West of Oslo, Norway’s capital city. His father was Karituis Syvertsen, of Gilhus, Lier, Norway.

At 22yr of age Kristian worked his way as a cook from Valparaiso, Chile, South America on the Norwegian Sailing Ship  Progress 111, arriving in Sydney on 11 October 1913. In 1914 he was listed in the NSW Police Gazettes as a missing person: Kristian Syvertsen, a Norwegian, who was employed on the Permanent-way Staff of the Government Railways at Bathurst, until February last. Formerly a seafaring man. Inquiry at the instance of the Consul of Norway, Sydney.

Where he had been is somewhat cleared up by his application for Australian Naturalization in Dubbo, NSW, on 30 December 1915.  His naturalisation papers stated that since arrival in Australia he had resided at Tomingley 2 months, Nyngan 1 month, Dries Creek 6 months and Spicers Creek 17 months. He was working as a farm labourer for Frederick Bradford on his property, “Fairleigh”, Gollan  (near Wellington, NSW) at the time of application, and was single. His naturalisation application was approved on 12 Jan 1916.

On the same day as his application to become a Naturalized Australian, 30 Dec 1915, Kristian enlisted in Dubbo to join the AIF. He swore his oath of enlistment in Dubbo on 2 Feb 1916. At the time he was 24yrs and 9 mths old, 5ft 9inches tall with fair complexion and hair, blue eyes and of the RC religious denomination. His father, Karituis Syvertsen, was given as his next of kin and Frederick Bradford was also noted in his Australian home address. 

Initially assigned to the 46th Battalion, he was transferred to the Mining Corps on 13 Mar 1916. On 31 Mar 1916, Kristian embarked in Sydney on Star of Victoria. 

3 Officers and 177 Other Ranks of the 2nd Reinforcements for the Mining Corps embarked at Sydney on board HMAT A16 Star of Victoria on 31 March 1916.  Eleven of the volunteers had come from Tasmania; forty from Victoria; forty-three from Western Australia; six were Queenslanders; two from South Australia and seventy-eight were from New South Wales.  

The ship arrived at Colombo, Ceylon on April 4, 1916 and after refuelling departed the following day.  The vessel docked at the Suez, Egypt on May 3, 1916 where the Reinforcements disembarked after 33 days at sea.  The weather during the voyage was cold and rough.  The Star of Victoria departed the next day for Port Said and spent the day in port May 5, 1916.  

From the Suez the men were transported to Alexandria where they were transhipped to the City of Edinburgh leaving on May 5 for the crossing to France.  They arrived at Marseilles on May 17 and were entrained to Etaples, marching in to the Base Depot on June 1, 1916.

On 25 Jun 1916 Kristian was “attached” for duty to 1st Tunnelling Coy.  He was in hospital, France, with facial injury on 1 Aug 1916, rejoining as “attached” to  the 1st Tunnelling Coy on 4 Aug 1916. On 29 Sep 1916, he was taken on strength to the 1st Tunnelling Coy in the field. On 28 Oct 1916 he was hospitalised for 2 days with varicose veins. 

On 11 July 1918 Kristian again visited the hospital but rejoined his unit the same day. He had Leave from 21 July to 6 Aug 1918. He marched out to Base for Demobilisation on 29 Jan 1919, arriving in Weymouth, England on 4 Feb 1919. 

On 9 Feb Kristian was admitted to 3rd Auxiliary hospital in Dartford.  
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It was ironic that he came through his war service relatively unhurt only to become dangerously ill with the Influenza virus sweeping the world at that time. He spent from 4 Mar 1919 convalescing at Dartford until 29 Mar, when he was allowed furlough until 5 Apr 1919. 

Kristian had been a member of 1ATC from May 1916 until his return to Australia  in  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.
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Kristian returned to Australia on Soudan, embarking and disembarking 31 June 1919. and discharged on 17 August 1919.

Kristian embarked on the Soudan in London on 12 May 1919 and disembarked in Sydney on Saturday 31 Jun 1919. On 3 July 1919 he was medically examined at the Domain Anzac Buffet, Sydney and deemed medically fit and was discharged from the AIF in Sydney on 17 Aug 1919, 2nd MD. He received the Victory and British War Medals. 

Included in his War Records is a letter from Miss Alice Botts of the firm Dath, Henderson & Co. Ltd, Brisbane (Timber merchants, Sawmilllers & Joiners) dated 23 Sep 1919. She wrote to the Army records dept requesting information on the discharge of Sapper K. Syvertsen No. 2336 as he “was supposed to  get his discharge in Sydney and come on to Brisbane.” She ended the letter by thanking them for past favours. The AIF responded and told her to contact the Staff Officer for Invalids and Returned Soldiers, Victoria  Barracks, Sydney for Kristian’s last known address.

Whether Kristian went to Brisbane is not known. It is believed that he returned to Gollan on  his return from the war.  His name appears on  the 1936 Electoral Roll for Gwydir, Cobbora, where he is listed as living at Flora Glen, Gollan, via Wellington and working as a labourer. Also on the 1936 ER for Gollan, Gwydir, Cobbora is Frederick John Bradford (farmer) who he worked with pre enlistment, and a number of other Bradford family members.

The Wellington Times on 6 Apr 1938 has an article on “Christian” Syvertsen with a claim for Loss of Finger at the Workers’ Compensation Court on Wellington on Tuesday 4 Apr 1938. Christian was noted to be a general labourer of Geurie, and while water divining and assisting to build a well for a farmer called Mr Crean, an accident occurred which injured his hand, causing the loss of a finger. His solicitor, Mr Buggy, during the case gave a description of Christian as:

 “He had been in this country since 1917. He knew all about tunnelling and divining. He worked continually, a little after sunrise to sunset, also on Saturdays and Sundays. He asked Crean for money a few days before the accident. On Anzac Day, 1937, he was not in Orange for the march. He knew English pretty well, except for a few big words. He might have played two-up a bit. It was easy to look after his winnings, as he seldom won anything. He was able to take care of himself …” 

“After the accident he did fencing, stripping, scooping, and other work. The work would be worth about 15/- a day. He worked that period at 10/- a day on account of his finger, as he could not work so well after the injury.”

The Judge found that Christian was under a contract by the respondent, and awarded £90 for loss of the finger, and allowed costs on the second scale. 

Kristian is listed in the Electoral Rolls for Gwydir, Cobbora for 1943 as residing at Flora Glen, Gollan via Wellington, labourer and also in the 1949 & 1954 ERs for Lawson, Cobbora as residing at Flora Glen, Gollan via Wellington, labourer. 

Kristan Syvertsen died early September 1955. He was buried in the Presbyterian section of the Wellington Cemetery (Peg 654 in Row C) in an unmarked grave on 9 Sep 1955. The NSW Death Index  has him listed as 24195/1955, Syvertsen Khristian, 63 yrs, at Wellington.

He is commemorated on the Honour Roll and the War Memorial at Gollan, NSW.
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Kristian Syvertsen is also profiled in the book  "Wellington's Finest" - The contribution of the men and women of Wellington and district to the Great War of 1914 - 1918, published in 2005 by authors Trevor Munro and Graeme Hosken.
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The Influenza Pandemic (Spanish Flu) 1918-1919


As the Great War was ending, a threat emerged that was even more lethal that the fighting that had brutally cut down so many young men. WW1 claimed an estimated 16 million lives. The influenza epidemic that swept the world in 1918-19, killed an estimated 50 million people, with an unusually high numbers of deaths in young and healthy people aged 15-40 years. One fifth of the world’s population was attacked by this deadly virus.


Global spread and severity were influenced by the war and troop movements. Overcrowded troop staging camps and hospitals helped spread the virus as the soldiers' immune systems were weakened by malnourishment, as well as the stresses of combat and chemical attacks, increasing their susceptibility. 





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.


Damien Finlayson ‘Crumps and Camouflets’, page 241
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