Sapper Francis Henry Wheatley 

5860 – 3rd Tunnelling Company 

Francis Henry (Frank) Wheatley was born in Minmi on 28 July 1881 to Charles Lewis (or Louis) and Mary Jane Wheatley (nee Ritchie) who married at Newcastle in 1877. Charles was a coal miner who had moved to the Newcastle area from Tasmania while it seems Mary Jane migrated from England It seems Frank had at least 8 Siblings; 5 Brothers and 3 Sisters born between 1877 and 1893. At age 24 years he married Mary Ellen Shaw a lass from Yorkshire at Wickham on 18 July 1905.
When the Great War erupted and the Australian Imperial Force -AIF - was formed to assist opposition to German and Austro-Hungarian assaults in Europe and the Middle East On 19 January 1916 Frank’s Brother Ernest, a billiard marker, enlisted in the AIF at Newcastle and on 29 April 1916 Frank decided to ‘have a go’ and attended the Army Recruiting Centre at West Maitland where he applied to enlist in the AIF. He stated he was 34 years and 9 months old, his postal address was Kurri Kurri and he was an engine driver by occupation. 

His application was provisionally accepted, he was given a medical examination and found to be 5 feet 3 inches tall, weigh 155 lbs and be fit for service. He then completed his Attestation confirming his age and occupation, stating he was born at Minmi and nominating his Wife Mrs M E Wheatley at Alexander Street Kurri Kurri as his Next of Kin. His given name Francis was ruled through on the Attestation form and replaced by Frank And he used Frank when he signed the form and when he signed the Oath to serve from 3 May 1916. He was told to report back on that day that turned out to be the day after Ernest, his Brother, embarked on A20 HMAT Hororata in Sydney to join the 34th Battalion in France.
When Frank reported at West Maitland on 3 May he was allotted Regimental number N25008 with the rank of Private and posted to A Company AIF Depot Battalion at Newcastle with which he remained until 4 July 1916.
Along with a number of other men from the Hunter Valley mining district Frank was then caught up in the recruitment of reinforcements for the Mining Companies and on 5 July was allotted a new Regimental number – 5860 – had his rank changed to Sapper and was on his way to Seymour in Victoria where the reinforcements were assembling. There he became a member of the October 1916 Tunnelling Company Reinforcements who, along with the November and December Reinforcements, proceeded to Melbourne on 23 October to embark on A38 HMAT Ulysses. 

The ship sailed on 25 October and reached Plymouth on 28 December 1916 where the Reinforcements disembarked and entrained for the Australian Details Camp at Perham Downs.     

After seeing in the New Year Frank was on his way to Folkestone to board SS Onward for passage to Etaples where he marched in to the Australian General Base Depot on 29 January 1917 His time as a tunnelling reinforcement came to an end on 6 February 1917 when he was taken on strength by 3rd Australian Tunnelling Company – 3ATC – In the Field. 
When he joined 3 ATC it was responsible for the mines in the Hill 70 region a mile and a half NW of Lens and living in billets at Bracquemont near Noeux-Les-Mines. The German miners, the 297th Pioneers, were mining actively and aggressively in ground that was hard white chalk and little was known of the German system Designations had been adopted to identify workings such as drives, fighting points, listening galleries etc. For example 22 identified a particular shaft, D indicated a depth from 50 to 75 feet, DD a depth over 75 feet, L for left branch, R for right branch, LG identified a listening gallery and so on.  The major galleries, shafts etc were identified by names such as Seaforth, Gordon. The main fighting gallery was the Seaforth.  
A typical gallery was 4 feet high, 2 feet 6 inches wide at the roof and 3 feet wide at the floor. This is all information that the former engine driver had to quickly absorb when he became a member of 3ATC.
One can only wonder about Frank’s reaction to his exposure to war on the Western Front with all the mud, dead men and animals, the constant danger from shelling and snipers, the unbelievable living conditions and the noise! He and his cobbers had to carry on in the presence of countless bodies and parts of bodies of dead men with the ever present stench of decomposition and feral rats and, in summer, the swarms of flies and the ever present lice driving one to distraction!
And spend their waking hours quietly chipping out and lining the underground tunnels  breathing in air foul from explosives and machinery that was absorbed and then gradually released from the chalk, dragging bags of spoil to the shafts, operating winches to hoist the spoil to the surface and then dragging the bags for emptying and dispersal. Then there were the search for timber and other materials, nerve wracking listening duties for sounds of an enemy seeking to kill them, standing guard over the entrances to the shafts, moving supplies from dumps to the front line and labouring from billets to the mine and back to the billets in knee deep mud and all the while listening for the shrapnel or gas shell that might or might not have their names on it!!! 

During a retaliatory German raid on 18 March that was preceded by a 3 hour long bombardment infantry protection was non-existent and LG 3 was filled with gas.  In a diary entry 1428 Sapper Miles states “was on listening duty, the Germans bombarded for 3 hours, came over and took a few Buffs, blew a sap and put gas down, no one hurt. On stand to at garrison for 3 hours”.  

After the Battle of Arras the British front line ran across Hill 70 and it became essential that the Germans be prevented from re-entering their extensive mine system under Hill 70 and using it for a counter attack. This task fell to 3ATC. It seems that on 20 April the Germans did have a mine in position under the British trenches and sought to explode it. But it misfired!
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During April 1917 apart from the very stressful listening duties and the Company was also occupied on salvaging operations, repair of the Calonne-Lievin Road and carrying forward trench mortar ammunition. In 3 days 496 shells each weighing 60 lbs had to be carried through 2 feet of mud. As well, an investigation detachment was formed to search German positions for and to render harmless delayed action bombs, mines and other explosives and booby traps –such as bombs 12 inches long by 6 inches wide by 3 inches high with detonators at both ends - attached to Prussian helmets or to trip wires across paths. 
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  This photograph was taken in 1917 at Nouex Les Mines. Frank Wheatley is standing 4th from the left. Most were members of the November/December Tunnellers Reinforcements who sailed from Melbourne aboard A38 HMAT Ulysses on 25 October 1916. 

3ATC returned to tunnelling at Hill 70 and continued the construction of dressing stations, dugouts, command posts, roads, water points as well as investigating captured enemy galleries, mines and booby traps And in June Frank would have been informed that Ernest, his Brother, had suffered gun shot wounds to left shoulder and head while serving with the 54th Battalion On 8 July 1917 the Germans blew a mine but the charging had been heard by 3ATC listeners and there were no casualties. The Company tragically lost its CO Major L J Coulter DSO, who was killed during a raid by tunnellers to destroy shafts in No-Mans-Land and in German lines. 

3ATC then tunnelled forward and on 24 July broke into the German workings and captured them. On 27 July a camouflet of 10,000 lbs of ammonal was exploded effectively destroying all enemy connecting works and bringing the struggle at Hill 70 to an end. 3ATC then concentrated its efforts on underground quarters for the Canadians The Battle for Vimy Ridge took place during this period with a heavy involvement with the Canadians which produced this compliment: 

                                                   Canadian General Headquarters France

“Dear Sanderson
                                 I have read with much interest your report of the work your people did re dug-outs etc in the preliminary preparations for our operations around Lens. I have always heard nothing but the very best reports concerning the efficiency of the 3rd Australian Tunnelling Company and I would like all your people to know that I consider they are entitled to the greatest credit for the manner in which they helped us                       Yours Faithfully
                                            



A W Currie

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

On 23 February1918 Frank went on sick parade and was taken to 1st Casualty Clearing Station where he remained until 3 March with PUO (Pyrexia –fever- of Unknown Origin) and was then admitted to 2nd Canadian Stationary Hospital where he remained until 6 March when he was placed aboard Hospital Ship St Denis for movement to England. There he was admitted to Brook War Hospital at Woolwich and assessed as suffering Trench Fever.
On 28 March he was transferred to 3rd Australian Auxiliary Hospital at Dartford. Mrs Wheatley, his Wife, was advised by mail on 10 April 1918 of his circumstances. Frank had recovered enough by 6 May to go to 3 Command Depot at Hurdcott where in June he had a few days in the Brigade Hospital at Hurdcott and on 13 August 1918 was posted to the Overseas Training Brigade at Longbridge Deverill that received men fit for return to the Front. 

On 7 September he left for Folkestone and marched in to the Australian General Base Depot at Etaples before rejoining 3ATC on 13 September 1918 at a time when steps were being taken to train the Sappers to fight as infantry. The Germans began retiring along the front and 3ATC was charged with reconnoitring all roads, bridges and enemy airdromes and repairing them to a useable condition, at the same time checking dugouts, billets, roads and other locations for explosive devices. 
It was while Frank was engaged in the repair of a bridge that his war came to an end On 26 October 1918 he had the fingers of his left hand accidentally crushed when his hand was jammed when putting up a bridge He was taken 54 Casualty Clearing Station and then to Hospital Ship Pieter De Conick for transport to England and admission to Colchester Military Hospital at Colchester on 3 November 1918, only 8 days before the Kaiser cried enough and the Armistice was signed on 11 November 1918.
Frank was discharged from Hospital and granted leave on 15 November with orders to report to 4 Command Depot on 29 November. He in fact reported to 1 Command Depot at Sutton Veny on 30 November where he was medically examined and found to be unfit for service for 2 months So on 22 December he embarked on A41 HMAT Bakara at Devonport for return to Australia. Arriving in Sydney on 19 February Frank was granted leave and no doubt met up with Brother Ernest who had returned to Australia 4 days earlier. Frank then appeared before a Medical Board at 21st Australian Auxiliary Hospital at Georges Heights who recommended his discharge from the AIF and that was effected on 11 April 1919.
5860 Sapper Francis Henry Wheatley was entitled to the British War Medal and the Victory Medal. 
Notes:
The 1930/1934/1937 Census records Frank, engine-driver, and Mary Ellen Wheatley living at Hopetoun Street, Kurri Kurri, NSW.

The 1943/1949 Census records Frank, no occupation, and Mary Ellen Wheatley living at Blacksmiths, Charlestown, NSW.

Frank died in April 1951 at Belmont, NSW:
Mary Ellen nee Shaw died in 1956 at Maitland, NSW (born 1878 Yorkshire, England).
Some Family background follows taken largely from the NSW Births, Deaths and Marriages Index The place where the event took place is the location of the Registry Office where it was registered not necessarily the place where the event occurred.  Minmi was formerly the site of a mine with accommodation for miners and their Families and is now located at the northern end of the F3 Freeway

Charles, Frank’s Father, was born in Tasmania in 1851, became a miner by occupation and died in 1922 at Minmi, while Mary Jane his Mother was born in died at Cessnock in 1940.
Frank Wheatley was born in Minmi in July 1881 to Charles Louis (or Lewis) and Mary Jane Wheatley (nee Ritchie) who married at Newcastle in 1877 At age 24 years he married Mary E Shaw at Wickham. Frank passed away at Belmont in 1951 while Mary his Wife may have died in 1956 at Maitland.
It seems Frank had at least 8 Siblings; 5 Brothers and 3 Sisters born between 1877 and 1893. 
Virtually all the males became coal miners as did the husbands of the Wheatley daughters:
Arthur Hirriam (Hiram?) Charles, born 1877 at Lambton, married Florence Daniels in 1906, died 1948 at Cessnock. 

Charles born and died at Lambton in 1879.
Albert William, born 1880 at Lambton, married Annie V Dewey in 1910 at Wickham, died 1945 at Wollongong.
Ernest James, born 1883 at Lambton, married Isabella Hill in 1922 at Cessnock, died 1952 at Boolaroo.
Eva Amy, born 1885 at Lambton, married John Hodges in 1902 at Wallsend, died 1949 at Maitland.
Walter P (or G?), born 1887 at Lambton. 

Ada Jane, born 1890 at Lambton, married Thomas Pryor in 1913 at Minmi, died 1829 at Cessnock.
Charlotte May, born 1893 at Lambton, married Henry Thompson in 1912 at Minmi, died 1973 at Cessnock.
researched and written by Peter Miles, Coffs Harbour, 2012

son of 1428 Francis Matthew Miles.

some additional information post 2012 and format by tunnellers.net  
Newcastle Morning Herald and Miners’ Advocate, NSW – Wednesday 4 April 1951:


FUNERALS


WHEATLEY. - The Relatives and Friends of Mrs. M. E. WHEATLEY and Mr. and Mrs. J. MeLAREN and FAMILY are invited to attend the Funeral of their late beloved Husband, Father, Father-in-law, Grandfather and Great Grandfather, FRANCIS HENRY WHEATLEY (late of Kurri Kurri) to move from his last residence, 30 Kolang-street, Blacksmiths, This Afternoon, after service commencing at 2.30 o'clock, for Crematorium, Beresfield.  Bus in attendanee.


DAVID LLOYD, Funeral Director. 			9147





WHEATLEY. - The Relatives and Friends of the WHEATLEY FAMILY are invited to attend the Funeral of their late beloved Brother, Brother-in-law and Uncle, FRANCIS HENRY WHEATLEY. For particulars see No. 1 notice.				 9147





O.A. & I. PENSIONERS.


Swansea Branch.


WHIEATLEY.- Members of above are invited to attend the Funeral of late Member, FRANCIS HENRY WHEATLEY. For particulars see family notices. Bus in attendance.


WV. T. MORGAN, Pres. H. CRICHTON, Secretary. 			9148





I.O.O.F., NO. 95.


WHEATLEY.- Officers and Memhers of above Lodge are requested to attend the Funeral of their late Member, Bro. FRANCIS WHEATLEY, to move from his late residence.  For further particulars see family notice. 


K. STRUDWICK, N.G. 5.	 A. QUINN, Secretary.			 9143








