SAPPER JOHN JAMES WILKIN
769 – 2nd Tunnelling Company
John James Wilkin was born in Perth, Western Australia in 1882 the second son of Hartley and Margaret (nee Neeson) Wilkin.  His mother came to the district in 1859 on the barque Palmerston from Manchester, England and was an early pioneer of the Fremantle area.  His father worked for the Fremantle Municipal Council.  John had previously worked in Broken Hill, New South Wales residing at Hebbard Street and probably a mine worker.
His mother died on 22 April, 1915 with announcement in the:
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At the recruiting depot in Perth (5th Military District) on 22 November, 1915 the thirty-four-year-old lumper applied to enlist for active service abroad and passed the medical examination.  Attestation forms describe him as 170cms (5ft 7ins) tall, weighing 73.6kgs (162lbs) with a chest expansion of 90-95cms (35½-37½ins) and a fresh complexion with grey eyes and brown hair.  Distinctive marks were two vaccination scars on his left arm and a scar on the left palm.  Religion was Roman Catholic.  Next-of-kin nominated was his father Hartley Wilkin of 192 Lefroy Road, Beaconsfield, Fremantle, W.A.  He signed and took the Oath of Enlistment the same day.
Basic training took place at Blackboy Hill, near Perth on 30 November, 1915 with the 37th Depot Battalion.
Recruiting for the Miners’ Corps had begun on December 1st, 1915 therefore Private Wilkin was placed for basic training at the Helena Vale camp at Blackboy Hill, W.A. with the newly forming Corps to the 1st Reinforcements.  The Unit’s title was the No. 3 Company with a major portion of No. 3 Company recruited by 2nd Lt. L.J. Coulter, A.I.F. who was sent from N.S.W. to W.A. for that purpose.  They were made up to strength with 1 Officer and 274 Other Ranks and embarked from Fremantle, W.A. 
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On December 18, 1915 the company sailed for Sydney, NSW on board the troopship SS Indarra.  His name appears on the passenger list which was published in:

[image: image3.jpg]



On Boxing Day (Dec 26th), 1915 the Unit arrived in Sydney (2nd Military District) and marched into Casula Camp, near Liverpool, NSW. They were joined by the 4th Section of the Tasmanian Miners, bringing the establishment strength up to 15 officers and 349 Other Ranks under the command of 2nd Lieutenant L.J. Coulter.

Mining Corps Units from all Military districts came together at Casula camp, near Liverpool, NSW to complete training as a Corps.  Wilkin was assigned the regimental number 769 in the rank of Sapper and allotted No. 2 Company.

At a civic parade in the Domain, Sydney on Saturday February 19, 1916, a large crowd of relations and friends of the departing Miners lined the four sides of the parade ground.  Sixty police and 100 Garrison Military Police were on hand to keep the crowds within bounds.  The scene was an inspiriting one. On the extreme right flank, facing the saluting base, were companies of the Rifle Club School; next came a detachment of the 4th King’s Shropshire Light Infantry, then the bands of the Light Horse, Liverpool Depot, and the Miners’ on the left, rank upon rank, the Miners’ Battalion.  

The Corps boarded HMAT A38 Ulysses in Sydney, NSW on February 20 and sailed for the European theatre.  Arriving in Melbourne, Victoria on February 22 the Miners camped at Broadmeadows for a stay of 7 days while further cargo was loaded. 

Another parade was held at the Broadmeadows camp on March 1, the Miners’ Corps being inspected by the Governor-General, as Commander-in-Chief of the Commonwealth military forces. 

Leaving Melbourne on March 1, Ulysses arrived at Fremantle, Western Australia on March 7 where a further 53 members were taken on board.  

On Wednesday March 8, 1916 the whole force, with their band and equipment, paraded at Fremantle prior to leaving Victoria Quay at 9.30 o’clock.

The ship hit a reef when leaving Fremantle harbour, stripping the plates for 40 feet and, although there was a gap in the outside plate, the inner bilge plates were not punctured.  The men on board nicknamed her ‘Useless’.  The Miners were off-loaded and sent to the Blackboy Hill Camp where further training was conducted.

The Mining Corps comprised 1303 members at the time they embarked with a Headquarters of 40; No.1 Company – 390; No.2 Company – 380; No.3 Company – 392, and 101 members of the 1st Reinforcements.

Finally departing Fremantle on April 1, Ulysses voyaged via Suez, Port Said and Alexandria in Egypt.  The Captain of the ship was reluctant to take Ulysses out of the Suez Canal because he felt the weight of the ship made it impossible to manoeuvre in the situation of a submarine attack.  The troops were transhipped to HM Transport B.1 Ansonia, then on to Valetta, Malta before disembarking at Marseilles, France on May 5, 1916.  As a unit they entrained at Marseilles on May 7 and detrained on May 11 at Hazebrouck where he was admitted to No. 12 Aust General Hospital on that date.

A ‘Mining Corps’ did not fit in the British Expeditionary Force, and the Corps was disbanded and three Australian Tunnelling Companies were formed.  The Technical Staff of the Corps Headquarters, plus some technically qualified men from the individual companies, was formed into the entirely new Australian Electrical and Mechanical Mining and Boring Company (AEMMBC), better known as the ‘Alphabetical Company’.

Sapper returned from hospital on 28 July, 1916 to the 2nd Tunnelling Company who were working at Armentieres, Belgium in difficult and water-logged terrain on sinking shafts.  In No. 72 & 74 shafts they experienced quick sand while at Spion Kop the No. 75 shaft was in blue clay and at Cordonniere a gallery was being rebuilt as the enemy blew a mine at 1.30 p.m. on 25 July which destroyed 70 feet of progress.  Pumping of water from the shafts and listening for movements of the enemy underground were also being maintained.
His service continued without injury or illness and was issued with Blue Chevrons to wear on his uniform for serving twelve months abroad.  Leave was granted to England from 22 January, 1918 and re-joined his unit on 2 February.

He went sick on 25 February, 1918 to the 57th Field Ambulance diagnosed with a social disease and transferred to the 39th General Hospital at Havre entering on 2 March.  After 73 days curative care was discharged on 8 May to the Aust General Base Depot in Rouelles remaining until May 31 then proceeded to his unit re-joining on 3 June, 1918.
He was with his unit when Peace was declared.  The Tunnelling Companies remained as part of the Army of Occupation assisting with rehabilitation of their district by clearing roads and bridges of booby traps left by the enemy.

He proceeded on leave to England on 11 January, 1919 and while on leave became ill and sent to the 1st Aust Dermatological Hospital at Bulford for treatment of a social disease on 28 January.  Was discharged after 71 days treatment on 8 April to the Convalescent Training Depot at Parkhouse.  On 22 April marched out for the No. 1 Command Depot at Sutton Veny then transferred to the No. 2 Group camp to await his voyage home.

After demobilisation Sapper Wilkin embarked for Australia on 1 June, 1919 on board H.T. Somali.  Base Records advised his father on 21 June that he was returning home.  His name was on the list of returning soldiers published in the: 
The transport docked in Fremantle (5th M.D.) on 8 July, 1919.  News of their arrival was later published in the:



Military Discharge was issued in Perth (5th M.D.) on 30 August, 1919 on termination of his period of enlistment.

It appears he returned to work as a lumper or waterside worker.

In 1925 the following was reported from the Police Court:

His father died in August, 1927 with family arrangements published in the:
He was residing at 8 Point Lane, Fremantle working as a labourer in 1931.

John James Wilkin passed away on 23 November, 1957 aged 74 years.  Burial took place in the Roman Catholic portion of Fremantle Cemetery within the monumental C3 section in grave no 163.

The plaque was erected by the Fremantle Lumpers Union. 

His brother Hartley Wilkin, late of Hilton Park was also interred in the same grave about 1 November, 1967 aged 82 years.
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West Australian Friday April 23. 1915:


DEATHS


WILKIN. —On April 22, 1915, at Fremantle, Margaret, beloved wife of Hartley Wilkin, of 192 Lefroy-road, South Fremantle, and mother of Harry, John and Hartley Wilkin, Mrs A. Reid and Mrs W. Coulter, Fremantle, aged 57 years.





No.3 Company recruits at Blackboy Hill, 3 December 1915 & on Parade - 16 December 1915


Photos courtesy Graeme Williams, grandson of 1202 Spr. Charles Williams – 3ATC





The West Australian Saturday December 18, 1915:


INDARRA’S PASSENGERS


The following passengers are booked to leave by the Indarra to-day: Messrs…. J.J. Wilkin


Article abridged





Kalgoorlie Miner Friday June 27, 1919:


RETURNING AUSTRALIANS – THE SOMALI LIST


The following nominal roll of members of the Australian Imperial Force returning to Australia by the H.T. Somali was received yesterday from military headquarters, Perth.  769 Spr. J.J. Wilkin,		


Article abridged





Western Argus Tuesday July 15, 1919:


SOMALI TROOPS LANDED - ENTHUSIASTIC RECEPTION


Perth, July 8.


The transport Somali, with over 1300 W.A. troops on board arrived at Fremantle this morning.  This is easily the largest number of home troops that have yet disembarked at a W.A. port, and the coastal residents had resolved to give them a big reception.  On Sunday, however, it was announced that owing to the occurrence of several cases of mild influenza and other infectious diseases, the troops would be definitely quarantined for seven days, some at Fremantle and others at Albany.  As the result of this notification, not only were the reception ceremonies abandoned, but people from the country put off their proposed trip to meet their soldier relatives.


Then, at the last minute, it was decided to cancel the quarantine decision, and allow the men to land straight away.  The news quickly spread, and, despite drizzling rain, several thousand people had gathered on the wharves as the Somali came alongside, shortly before noon, to the accompaniment of great cheering and screeching of whistles.  When the men had all been landed, they formed into column, and marched through the streets, headed by the Blackboy Hill Band.  	


								Cont’d





Continues:


The streets were thronged with cheering crowds.  The officer commanding was Colonel C.H. Elliott, C.M.G., D.S.O. (Tasmania), who also wears the Legion of Honour, Colonel, H.B. Collet, C.M.G., D.S.O., West Australia, who was the original C.O. of the 28th Battalion, was aboard. 


The Minister for Health, Mr Colebatch, referring to the bungle in the arrangements, said: — “The statement of the Director of Quarantine that the State authorities insisted on quarantining the Somali because during the voyage there had been some cases of ordinary colds, sore throats, and mild fever on board, although the senior medical officer was prepared to sign a declaration that there had been no influenza or pneumonia during the voyage, is entirely contrary to the facts.  The State authorities have never suggested quarantining for ordinary colds, sore throats, or mild fever, and have always left it to the Federal authorities to say whether or not a vessel is infected with pneumonic influenza.





West Australian Tuesday August 11, 1925:


FREMANTLE COURT


Monday—Before Messrs. B. Thomson and B. Bracks, J’s.P.:


Refusing Name and Address—John James Wilkin was fined £1, with costs, for having refused to give his name and address to a constable, on August 9, at Fremantle.





Daily News (Perth) Monday 15 August, 1927:


FUNERAL NOTICES


WILKIN—The Friends of the late Mr HARTLEY WILKIN, relict of the late Maggie Wilkin and loving father of Henry, John, Hartley, Mary and Eleanor, are respectfully invited to follow his remains to the place of interment, the Fremantle Cemetery.  The Funeral is appointed to leave the residence of his son-in-law, Mr William Coulter, No. 8 Ellen-street, Fremantle, TO-MORROW (Tuesday) AFTERNOON, at 2.30 o’clock, arriving at the Cemetery at 2.50 p.m.


JOSPEH C. SEMKEN, Undertaker, Fremantle





His grave in Fremantle Cemetery, W.A.


Photo sourced from Billion Graves website transcribed by Sydney W on 30 April, 2014 and photographed on April 29 name not given.








