SAPPER JOHN WIEDMER
5437 – 2nd Tunnelling Company
John Wiedmer was born in Footscray, Victoria on 25 September, 1895 the son of John (Johann) and Margaret (nee Prentice) Wiedmer.  His father was born in Berne, Switzerland.  The family moved to Western Australia and he served an apprenticeship of four and three-quarter years with Curser and Co, W.A. as an iron moulder.  Military experience was gained from two years with the 88th Infantry and was still a serving member when it was noted that Private 1743 Wiedmer of Area 95, Perth had returned all infantry equipment on 22 January, 1916 and on 27 January approval was given for him to join the A.I.F.  
At the recruiting depot in Perth, W.A. (5th Military District) on 29 January, 1916 the twenty-year-old iron moulder applied to enlist for active service abroad and passed the medical examination.    Attestation forms describe him as 174cms (5ft 8½ins), weighing 60kgs (132lbs) with a chest expansion of 87-93cms (34-36½ins) and had a fair complexion with light brown eyes and fair hair.  Distinctive marks were four vaccination scars on his left arm and moles on his body.  Religion was Church of England.  Next-of-kin nominated was his father John Wiedmer of 71 Lake Street, Perth.  Allegiance was sworn and signed the same day.
Acknowledgment to the new recruits was published in the:
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Basic training commenced with Area 1 at Blackboy Hill camp on 21 February to 6 March, 1916 then allotted to the Engineers Reinforcements the following day.  On 24 June was moved to train at Helena Vale camp from Guildford then transferred to Miners’ Reinforcements at their training camp in Seymour, Victoria on 1 July, 1916 and placed with the September, 1916 Reinforcements.  His rank was Sapper with the regimental number 5437.
On September 30, 1916 Sapper Wiedmer was one of 168 volunteers who departed from Melbourne, Vic on the troopship HMAT A23 Suffolk.  The ship arrived at Fremantle on October 10 and departed the same day.  The South African port of Capetown was reached on October 30 and after an overnight stay left the following day.  The vessel arrived at Dakar, West Africa on November 15, 1916 staying in the harbour until November 20, 1916.  After 64 days at sea the voyage terminated at Plymouth, England on December 2, 1916 and the soldiers marched into the Details camp at Perham Downs for further training for the front.  

The Reinforcements proceeded to France from Folkstone on the transport S.S. Arundel on New Year’s Day, 1917 arriving at the Aust General Base Depot.  On 12 January was attached to the 1st Anzac Entrenching Battalion which was an advanced section of the Base Depot that organised works near the lines and through duties, usually of ten days duration, would accustom the reinforcements to war conditions before being assigned to a company in the field.  Marched out on 21 March to join the 2nd Tunnelling Company arriving on March 25 and taken on strength on 19 April, 1917.

Sapper went sick on 18 May to the 6th London Field Ambulance suffering tonsilitis remaining until discharged on May 25, 1917.
The 2nd Tunnelling Company was chosen to work in a small area of the British held sand dune beyond the Yser and about June, 1917 moved their Unit Headquarters to be stationed at Coxyde Bains on the South Coast of Belgium.

The Affair at Nieuport Bains

The dune area at Nieuport Bains on the Belgium Coast beyond the Yser was chosen by the British Army to undermine the German a strongpoint in the dune area.  

The Company was camped on the outside of town working in the Nieuport Bains sector on the extreme left of the British line.  The 1st (Imperial) Division held the line from 1st to 18th July, 1917 then was relieved by the 60th Division for the rest of the month.

The 2nd Tunnelling Company carried out the undermentioned work there:


No. 1 Section 1-10 July
Offensive Mining against enemy strongpoints


No. 2 Section


Sinking wells between Coxyde Bains and Oost Dunkerque Bains






Observatory Posts and Station Tunnel dugouts

No. 3 Section


Underground Battalion HQ, subway and quarters

Right Reserve tunnel dugouts

No. 4 Section


Tunnel dugouts at Boyau Michael

Left Reserve tunnel dugouts 

Sapper Wiedmer was reported missing, probably a prisoner, on 10 July, 1917.

The following is an extract from the Unit Diary of No. 2 Tunnelling Coy:

“10 July, 1917

The extreme left of the British front line was at this time about 600 yards in advance of the River Yser, and consisted of a series of posts in the Dunes, and on the beach.  The Reserve line, Battalion Head Qtrs, and the billets of this unit were on the Western side of the river, and connected to the front line system, by three pontoon bridges.  About 8 am the enemy opened up a heavy bombardment on these bridges and by 2 pm they were destroyed, the result being that all men on the Eastern side of the river were cut off.  These included 2/Lt W.M. MORTENSON and 2/Lt E.P. HARGRAVES, 47 Tunnellers and 47 attached infantry, 1 Battalion Kings Royal Rifles Corps, and 1 Battalion 1st Gloucester Regiment, with technical arms.

Throughout the day the enemy kept up an intense and destructive bombardment on NIEUPORT BAINS.

As nearly as can be estimated, at about 7 pm the enemy attacked and killed or took prisoner all on that side of the river, with the exception of a few Officers and men who swam across.”
Extract from Unit Diary No 2 Tunnelling Coy

Public Record Office, London

Ref: WO 95 / 490

Sapper P. Minogue was also captured and in his Statement on Repatriation as a Prisoner of War imparts further information before being taken prisoner:
“February 20, 1918

We Australian Tunnellers arrived in the Nieuport Sector from the Ypres Sector about June 1917.  We were making saps in the front line and building dugouts behind.  There were three shifts of us employed – about 30 men to a shift.  With others I was captured during the course of the German counter-attack on July 10.

It was about 7 o’clock in the evening when the Germans actually came over.  There was a canal behind us crossed by pontoon-bridges.  It was that part of the canal just near its entrance to the sea.  Before they came over to us the Germans had already shelled and destroyed these pontoon-bridges.  The Germans who took us prisoners came across from in front of us, though I afterwards learned that there were Germans behind us when we were taken.  We were all armed, each carrying rifle and bayonet and 60 rounds of ammunition.  There had been a heavy enemy barrage in front of us.  It lifted, and when we came out of the sap to see what was doing, we found ourselves confronted by a body of German soldiers.  They immediately opened on us with hand-grenades, I was not hurt, nor do I know of any of our chaps that were hurt by these first bombs.  I opened fire on the enemy with my rifle; we had no bombs.  The Germans replied with hand-grenades.           

One bomb burst on my thigh, severely shattering it.  I was badly wounded in abdomen, my left ankle stopped a machine gun bullet, I was struck in the left arm by a revolver bullet, though the latter was not a wound of any consequence.  Anyhow my “issue” was a pretty substantial “poultice”.  They had bropped me pretty heavy and I was completely out of action.  
The land was an area of sandy hillocks and I crawled into one of the hollows.  I lay there till after-dark — about three hours, when some Germans came along and I was a prisoner.”
The Military Office, 5th Military District was advised that this soldier was deemed missing 10/7/17.  A copy of his service records was made for the Pension Department.

The 3rd Echelon, France received notification on a German form dated 9 August, 1917 that Sapper John Wiedmer was identified as a prisoner of war interned in camp at Mȕnster II and had been captured at Nieuport on 10 July, 1917.  Date of birth and home address were also written on the form.
His records were then changed from missing to prisoner of war.
His name was among those casualties listed as missing and published in the:


The Postal Censor sent an extract of a postcard from a prisoner of war to the War Office, Alexandra House, Kingsway W.C.2 on 10 September, 1917 addressed to Mr J. Wiedmer, 71 Lake Street, Perth, Western Australia and dated 30th July, 1917.  The card was from Sapper John Wiedmer, 2nd Aust. Tunnelling Company registered at Limburg Camp, Germany.  Brief message to his father said: prisoner & sick.
The 5th Military District was again advised by authorities overseas that he was a prisoner of war in Germany.

Base Records wrote to the Honorary Secretary of the Australian Red Cross Society, National Mutual Chambers, St George’s Terrace, Perth, W.A. dated 13 September, 1917 in reference to their Telegram of the 12th instant which read:

Please furnish name which corresponds with fifty-four thirty-seven second tunnelling company









Red Cross Perth

Records informed that the soldier, Sapper John Wiedmer was now reported as being a prisoner of war in Germany and was previously stated as Missing 10.7.1917.
The following Telegram was sent to his father as follows:


Another postcard from the prisoner of war to his mother at 11 Lake Street, Perth, W.A. was intercepted by the Postal Censor on 29 September, 1917 and an extract stated prisoner was registered at Limburg camp and was in good health dated 15/7/17.  
His mother had been granted a military pension from 2 October, 1917 of forty shillings per fortnight but this was later cancelled.
Official notification from military authorities overseas confirmed that he was a prisoner of war in Germany on 16 January, 1918.  
On 18 January 1918 at Sagan, Germany he signed a form which stated that he actually saw Sapper P. Minogue 3988 of the 2nd Tunnelling Company taken prisoner at Dendermonde, Belgiun on 22/7/17.  The form was signed by the Camp Commandant and an Officer in Charge of hospital/ 
Base Records begged to advise his father on 19 January, 1918 that their son was officially reported prisoner of war and was interned at Munster, Germany.  They gave his postal address for correspondence which was care of the Red Cross Commissioner, 54 Victoria Street, London, England.

The Red Cross Bureau in London received a postcard from him on 30 January, 1918 and on their card it reads:


2nd Tunn. Coy, A.I.F.






WIEDMER, Spr, John

Prisoner of War


Interned Sagan


“D. Greenlees and myself are in the best of health, everything is going on well with us.  Our


parcels are received in good condition.” 

The Kit Store, Hammersmith, London forwarded his personal effects with their inventory as at 1/3/18:


Lanyard, 2 books of views, medical diary, cigar case, 2 religious books, letters and cards.

These were sent to his father in a package no. 923 on the transport Toromeo.
A letter to the Red Cross was sent from the prisoner post marked 5 March, 1918 with an extract typed on his card on 4 April, 1918:


“2nd Aust Tunn. Coy, A.I.F.





WIEDMER, Spr. J. 5437
Prisoner of War


Interned Kȕncheberg


We are on a working party here, the work is very easy but the hours are long but we will 
Survive it O.K. it takes a lot to hurt the A.I.F.  Pte Greenlees and me are doing fairly well

as far as health is concerned, shut in a Prisoner of War camp doesn’t do us any good but

the work we are doing now is exercise out in the fresh air, at work on the rails, which


will do us good although it goes against the grain the work for the people.”
On 11 October, 1918 Base Records advised his father that his personal effects had arrived and to check the inventory and advise whether they had come to hand safely.
Sapper Wiedmer was repatriated from Ripon and arrived in England on 12 January, 1919 and granted leave from January 14 to 15 February, 1919.

Base Records advised his father on 22 January, 1919 that his son had now been repatriated from Germany to England arriving on 12/1/19.  His address for correspondence was included.

Disciplinary action was taken for the following:

Offence:
London AWL from 10 a.m. 15/2/19 to 10 a.m. 17/2/19



Award:

Admonished by Major Howard 17/2/19



Forfeiture:
2 day’s pay.

The Orderly Room, Headquarters, London granted extension of leave until 4 March, 1919 due to the Depot being full.  A further extension of leave was granted from 4 to 11 March 1919.
He was marched in to the No. 2 Command Depot at Weymouth on 13 March, 1919. 
Sapper Wiedmer embarked for Australia on 19 April, 1919 on board H.T. Marathon as an invalid.  Base Records advised his father on 7 May that he was returning home.

His name was among those listed as returning published in the:


The transport docked at Fremantle (5th Military District) on 31 May, 1919.  News of their arrival was reported in the:

Military Discharge was issued in Perth (5th M.D.) on 13 July, 1919 on termination of his period of enlistment.
Base Records sent a Letter to the 88th Infantry, Perth that the soldier had returned from active service abroad.

The British War Medal (13917) and the Victory Medal (133662) were issued to Sapper 5437 John Wiedmer, 2nd Tunnelling Company for serving his country.

His medals were not collected from the designated barracks and returned to Base Records on 30 September, 1924.  A letter was sent from the Medals Section care of the last known address of his next-of-kin on 28 October, 1924.

He was married to Lydia (surname unknown) and in 1925 they were living at 86 Fourth Avenue, Perth with his occupation as iron moulder.  From 1931 they were listed at Carrington Street, Perth with the same occupation.

They moved to Victoria where in 1942 they resided at 59 Brighton Road, St Kilda and he was a moulder listed there in 1949.  

On their return to Western Australia their surname became Widmer and they lived at 50 Monk Street, South Perth and he was an iron moulder by occupation.
The Western Australian branch of the Repatriation Department requested copies of his medical statements from Base Records on 1 June, 1961 and were forwarded four days later.

John Widmer / Wiedmer, late of South Perth, passed away on 28 February, 1970 aged 74 years.  
Cremation took place in Karrakatta Crematorium and ashes were placed in a family grave located in the Anglican portion of Karrakatta cemetery within section RA in grave no. 0377.

Mrs Lydia Widmer / Wiedmer died on 8 January, 1975 at 79 years of age and late of Nedlands with cremation at Karrakatta Crematorium and ashes placed in the family grave with her husband.

His name is inscribed on the National Prisoner of War Memorial, Wendouree Parade, Ballarat, Victoria. 
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Camp Chronicle (Midland Junction) Thursday February 24, 1916:


THE CALL TO THE COLOURS AND THE MEN WHO ARE ANSWERING PERTH AND SUBURBS


J. Wiedmer 										Article abridged





Kalgoorlie Miner Tuesday August 14, 1917:


W.A ROLL OF HONOUR 


The 330th list of casualties among West Australians in the A.I.F. is as follows:


MISSING


Spr. John Wiedmer, West Perth								Article abridged





5437/2 Tun Coy							WEST PERTH W A


								  J WIEDMER


								     71 LAKE STREET


	NOW REPORTED SAPPER JOHN WIEDMER PRISONER OF WAR GERMANY AND SICK


							BASE RECORDS


							   17/9/17





Kalgoorlie Miner Thursday May 15, 1919:


H.T. MARATHON


For Demobilisation


5537. Spr. J. Widemer: [5437]								Article abridged





The West Australian Saturday May 31, 1919:


TRANSPORT MOVEMENTS


The Naval Department notifies the following transport movements:  Marathon arrived Fremantle last evening.  If the ship is found to be clean this morning she will come to the buoys and disembark troops at 11 o’clock.





Inscribed Panels, National Prisoner of War Memorial, Ballarat, Victoria
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