SAPPER JOHN ROBERT GRASBY VICKERS

6068 – Tunnelling Reinforcements

John Robert Grasby Vickers was born about 1879 in Scotter, Lincolnshire, England the son of Robert and Harriett (formerly Beals) Vickers.   On 21 July 1888 the Waroonga arrived in Brisbane.  On board were Robert and Harriet Vickers; John Vickers aged 16; John Vickers aged 9; Mary Vickers aged 6 and Ernest Vickers, an infant.  Robert and Harriet had a further two children after arriving in Australia; Harriet born in 1890 and Lily Levina born 1899.

John was working as a labourer in Mackay, Queensland at the Marian Mill and on March 10, 1903 he married Lily Jane Holliday and continued to work at the Mill.  By 1908 they are residing in Emerald, Qld and in 1916 he was working as a foreman of works for construction of railways in Mackay while his wife resided in Rockhampton, Qld. 

At the Recruiting Depot in Mackay on May 30, 1916 he applied to enlist for active service abroad.  The thirty-seven year old foreman passed the medical examination and personal particulars taken show his postal address was Juliet Street, Mackay and stood 170cms (5ft 7ins) tall with a chest expansion of 84-93cms (33-36½ins).  The next day the Recruiting Officer accepted his application.  Attestation Forms were completed on June 3, 1916 adding further information that he weighed 63.6kgs (140lbs) had a dark complexion, blue eyes and dark brown hair.  A distinctive mark was a scar on his right side.  Salvation Army was his religious faith.  Next-of-kin nominated was his wife Mrs Lily Jane Vickers of 185 Kent Street, Rockhampton, Qld and allotted three-fifths of his pay to support her and their children.  He signed and took the ‘Oath of Allegiance’ the same day. 

His departure was from Rockhampton and acknowledgement appeared in The Rockhampton Morning Bulletin Saturday on September 16, 1916 to the volunteers:

Basic training commenced for Private Vickers with the 11th Depot Battalion at Enoggera camp, Brisbane on June 7 and finished on August 28, 1916.  Declared dentally fit went to the Miners’ Depot (1st Military District) and after Final Home Leave went for further training at their camp at Seymour, Victoria.  He was assigned to the December, 1916 Reinforcements to the Tunnelling Companies with the rank of Sapper and the regimental number 6068.

The 516 Reinforcements departed Melbourne, Victoria on October 25, 1916 at 1.30pm aboard the transport HMAT A38 Ulysses.  The Australian coastline disappeared from view on October 30, 1916 with the port of Durban reached at 11.30am on November 13, 1916.  Windy weather was experienced going around the Cape and arrived at Cape Town at 7am on November 19.  Sierra Leone was the next port of call but their departure was delayed until December 14, 1916 as it was not safe to proceed further.  Arrived at Plymouth, England on December 28, 1916 after 65 days at sea, with the troops disembarking at 1.30pm and detrained to the station at Tidworth.

On arrival in port Sapper Vickers entered the Military Hospital in Devonport, his case noted as slightly sick and was discharged (undated but before January 9, 1917) to Perham Downs’ camp.  On January 11 he arrived at Headquarters at the Aust. Details camp but six days later was transferred severely ill to Tidworth Military Hospital with a suspected case of Cerebra-Spinal Meningitis.  On January 27, 1917 Base Records advised his wife that he had been admitted to hospital.  

He was discharged from hospital on January 29, 1917 and marched into the Overseas Drafting Depot on March 31, 1917.   Orders were given to proceed to the No. 1 Command Depot, Perham Downs on April 4 and the following day was medically assessed and classed with a C3 disability resulting from his illness.  Three days later left for the No. 2 Command Depot at Weymouth.  

On May 4, 1917 Sapper Vickers departed Devonport, England on board the H.T. Runic returning to Australia for discharge as medically unfit due to Rheumatism.  On June 1 his wife was advised by the Records Office her husband was on his way home.  The ship docked in Melbourne, Vic (3rd M.D.) on July 5, 1917 and he returned overland to Brisbane, Qld (1st M.D.) soon after.

The Rockhampton Morning Bulletin published this article on Saturday July 28, 1917:  


His military records show that he never served in France due to his illness on arrival:

Military Discharge as medically unfit for the A.I.F. was granted in Brisbane (1st M.D.) on August 16, 1917.

The following year the Rockhampton Morning Bulletin on Thursday December 26, 1918 featured his Christmas season abroad.  It seems his service was embellished to include France when in fact his 1916 Christmas was arriving and docking at Plymouth, England then entered hospital:

In 1919 he was a labourer working at St Lawrence, Qld.

A letter from the Queensland Branch of the Department of Repatriation requested from Base Records copies of his Overseas Medical Reports on November 19, 1921.  His Statement of Service was forwarded on December 15, 1921.

Sapper 6068 John Robert Grasby Vickers, Tunnelling Reinforcements received the British War Medal (24510) for his military service for his country.  He was ineligible for the Victory Medal as he did not serve on active duty.

He was working for the State Coal Mine on the 478-Mile North Coast Line as a labourer between 1925 and 1930 and in 1936 and 1937 was a labourer at Ogmore, Qld.  He retired to Brisbane and from 1943 to 1954 is registered at Berrinia Street, Manly.  

John R.G. Vickers passed away on July 22, 1954 aged 76 years.  Arrangements for his Funeral were announced in The Courier-Mail on Saturday July 24, 1954:

A notice of thanks was printed in The Courier-Mail on Tuesday September 21, 1954:

Mrs Vickers was interred with her husband on November 4, 1964.

The grave is located in Portion 8A of the South Brisbane Cemetery numbered grave M76.
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with the assistance of Barrie Vickers, grandson of John Robert Grasby Vickers.

CENTRAL QUEENSLAND VOLUNTEERS


TWENTY MORE LEAVE


An additional twenty recruits accepted for service in the Australian expeditionary Forces have left Rockhampton for Brisbane.  Their names are:


C.H. Richter, Mount Morgan; T.P, Hannan Rockhampton; W.J. Johnson, Rockhampton; R. Bulger, Rockhampton; W Bulger Rockhampton; R. Payne, Rockhampton; T.A. Johns Rockhampton; F.S. Robetske, Mount Morgan; J.J. Hamilton, Ambrose Siding; C.R. Hamilton, Ambrose Siding; F.J. Grell, Mount Morgan; H.E. Howard, Mount Morgan; F. Halliday, Barce; James O’Connel, Rockhampton; John Brown, Gracemere; John House, Gladstone; George Nielsen, Wowan; A. Pedersen, St Lawrence; J. Vickers, Rockhampton; D.J. Walsh, Camboon;  


Forty others have been accepted and will leave in due course.





THE WAR


A RETURNED SOLDIER’S STORY


PRIVATE J.R.G. VICKERS


Some sidelights on what is going on in Europe were given by Private J.R.G. Vickers, a returned soldier, in course of conversation with a representative of the “Morning Bulletin”.  Private Vickers, who was a well-known member of the Salvation Army in the Central district, contracted rheumatic fever when serving with his company—the Tunnellers—in France, and was invalided home, arriving in Melbourne on the 5th instant.





Referring to the work of the Salvation Army at the front, Private Vickers said that it was doing splendid service for the soldiers.  If a man who had no money wanted food or refreshment he only had to go to the Salvation Army hut, and he would get, for nothing, sufficient food to satisfy his appetite.  So popular had the Salvation Army huts become that it had been found necessary to double the number and increase the staff, which consisted of ineligible men and wives of men at the front.  In England, as well as in France, the huts were always full of solders.  In the convalescent camps in England the Salvation Army was allowed to keep the huts open all day.  On the occasion in France as many as 5000 men entered one hut in a day.  The Salvation Army was not out to make profits out of the soldiers, but provided the huts for them out of love and consideration for them.





Private Vickers had a word to say about the conditions in England, where the womenfolk were doing the men’s work so that the men could enter into the more serious business in France.  Women were employed in connection with every industry.  It was a fine sight to see them engaged in the munition factories, at the shipyards, driving the omnibuses and taxicabs, working at the railway stations, and employed in other works.  In London women had been drafted into the police force and were doing good work.  Ladies of note visited military hospitals and helped to comfort and cheer the sick and wounded.  Concert parties, at their own expense, visited the camp and entertained the soldiers.





In France the conditions were similar to those in England.  The Australian soldiers were very popular with the French people and were regarded as the best fighters.  Their conduct was exemplary.  They were allowed a wet canteen, which Private Vickers did not approve; he favoured the dry canteen.





At the time of his enlistment, in January, 1916, Private Vickers was employed as a foreman of works in railway construction near Mackay.  He was drafted into the Tunnellers, and trained, first at the Rifle Range camp, Brisbane, and later at Seymour, Victoria.  On the 26th of December, 1916, he arrived in England, the troops being sent to the Australian camp at Salisbury Plains.  On the way to England the transports stopped at a port, where the troops received a great ovation from the townspeople, who were very enthusiastic about the Australians.  One young lady made a practice of meeting every transport and composed a poem about the Australians.  He also mentioned that at one town a number of ladies had banded together to provide refreshments for the Australian troops coming and going.  Since the first troops went home they had entertained over 125,000 men.  Camp life at Salisbury Plains was quite different to that in Australia.  The last winter was regarded as the most severe in experienced for forty years.  The men suffered considerably until they got used to the conditions.  The younger men stood the cold better than the older men.  At times the ground was covered with snow several feet deep.


Cont.





CHRISTMAS IN THE TRENCHES


DESCRIBED BY RETURNED SOLDIERS


After the passing of another Christmas season many returned soldiers can look back to the Christmases of 1916 and 1917 that they spent in the trenches under fire of the enemy.  How different to the Christmases at home in sunny Australia with their throngs of sight-seers, their business activities and activities.  Through the courtesy of the  Secretary of the Soldiers’ Rest and Recreation Rooms, Mrs W.N. Jaggard, we have been able to get in touch with some of these returned soldiers whose accounts of Christmas in the trenches make interesting reading.





Sapper J.R. Vickers, of North Rockhampton, who spent Christmas 1916 in France with No.1 Tunnelling Company, said that the weather at the time was the worst for fifty years, slow falling throughout the day.  It was a common sight to see the men behind the lines indulging in snowballing and heartily enjoying it.  In the dug-outs the men used charcoal braziers to warm the air.  The braziers were much appreciated, especially in view of the fact that the men were knee-deep in slush and mud.   At that time Sapper Vickers’ company was working at Hill 60, which was subsequently blown up by the Australians.  There was no armistice or mutual stopping of hostilities as in 1915.  The firing continued the same as on any other day.  The men had no spell.  Sapper Vickers’s company was not in close proximity to the enemy.  He believes, though, that some members of the infantry and their opponents did exchange greetings across no man’s land.  





Greetings along the lines were general, officers and men wishing each other the compliments of the season.  Sapper Vickers saw more than one Australian sitting in his dug-out on Christmas Day, no doubt thinking of home and some dear one; he heard more than one remark “I wonder how they are getting on in Australia?”  But the boys were not neglected by the folks at home as proved by the parcels that were received.  The parcels and billycans contained an assortment of articles, including tobacco, pipes, cigarettes, chocolates, and (unreadable) was very welcome (printing unreadable) was distributed separately, and was quite a treat.  Under the circumstances they had a good Christmas dinner in fact, he knew of people in the world who had a worse Christmas dinner at that time.  





The women of Australia did more to cheer the soldiers than any community that he knew of.  Everything seemed to be provided.  What was not contained in the parcels was sent from England.  He often heard the boys say “God bless those women.”  He considered that the soldiers were very well provided for under the circumstances.  The officers of his company gave a special day at the back of the lines to commemorate Christmas.  The “spread” was actually provided by the Red Cross Society, and it was almost as good as a Christmas dinner.  This was not on Christmas Day, but a few days later, when the men came out of the firing line.  





The fighting, though heavy about Christmastime of 1916, slackened somewhat on Christmas Day, no doubt owing to the bad weather, which greatly hampered operations.  Sapper Vickers jokingly remarked that the men got no geese or turkeys in their Christmas dinner; but he knew of instances where men captured a pig or two from deserted farms and had them cooked.   In one instance some Australians by some means kept a cow under cover for several days and used its milk.





FUNERAL NOTICES


VICKERS—The Relatives and Friends of Mrs L.J. Vickers, Mr J.W.S. Vickers, Rev R.H. and Mrs Vickers, Mr and Mrs R. Smith, Mr and Mrs W. Torrance, Mr and Mrs C.F. Vickers, and Families, Mr and Mrs C.T. Vickers, Mrs C. Maddison, and Mrs C. Greet, and Families, are invited to attend the Funeral of her beloved Husband, their Father, Father-in-law, Grandfather, Brother and Uncle, John Robert Grasby Vickers, of Barrinia Street, Manly, late 1st A.I.F., to move from Alex Gow’s Funeral Chapel, Petrie Bight,  This (Saturday) Morning at 11.15 o’clock, for the South Brisbane Cemetery.  Service 11 a.m.


ALEX GOW, 


Funeral Director


VICKERS—Manly-Lota Sub-Branch, R.S.S.A.I.L.A.—The President and Members are invited to attend the funeral of their late Member, Mr R.G. Vickers, to move as per Family Notice.


	By Order of the Hon Secretary.





Mrs L.J. VICKERS and FAMILY desire to THANK R.S.S.A.I.L.A. Wynnum Branch, Miners of Bundamba & Ipswich and all kind FRIENDS for their messages of sympathy in their recent sad bereavement.
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Private Vickers was one of 500 miners sent to France in January, 1917, and he was there until he was stricken with rheumatic fever.  


Private Vickers has to report to headquarters, Brisbane, this week to go before the medical board, which will certify as to his fitness or unfitness for further service.











