SAPPER WALTER GEORGE REGINALD WILLIAMS

7394 – 5th Aust. Broad Gauge Railway Operating Company

Born in Port Augusta, South Australia, Walter claimed to be 49 years of age when he completed an Application to Enlist in the Australian Imperial Force at Katanning, Western Australia (WA) on 11 March 1917.  He gave his address as Gnowangerup, WA.

He signed the ‘Attestation Paper of Persons Enlisted for Service Abroad’ and the Oath to ‘well and truly serve’on the same day

A blacksmith by trade, having completed a 5-year apprenticeship in Adelaide, South Australia, he was 5ft 8ins tall, weighed 135lbs, had a fair complexion with blue eyes and fair hair.  A medical examination at Katanning found him to be ‘fit for actives service’. 

He named as his Next of Kin his wife Mrs Florence Mary Ann Williams of Gnowangerup and allotted three-fifths of his pay for the support of his wife and children.

Walter was appointed to the Tunnelling Companies on 16 May and by 16 July was undergoing training at the Miners Training Camp at Seymour, Victoria.

He embarked on 4 August 1917 from Melbourne, Victoria on board HMAT A32 Themistocles with 167 members of the March Reinforcements to the Tunnelling Companies already on the Western Front.

Themistocles arrived in Colon, Panama on 31 August, and after being unavoidably delayed for 9 days, departed on 8 September for Halifax, Nova Scotia, arriving there on 18 September.  Three days later, she departed Halifax, arriving at Glasgow, Scotland on 2 October, where the troops entrained for their camp at Tidworth, England.  

The voyage, which had taken 59-day voyage, had been 
rough and stormy with plenty of sea-sickness for the early part, becoming very hot in the tropics.  There had been heavy rain and it had been muggy near Panama.  7427 Spr William James McPeak, a 41-year-old miner from Boulder, WA, died of acute transverse myalitis on 14 August, one of 4 soldiers to die on this voyage, and was buried at sea.  There had been good weather across the Atlantic.  

Walter marched in to Nos. 1 & 3 Details Camp at Parkhouse on 3 October 1917.  On 4 October, he was awarded 3 days Field Punishment No.2 for walking on the right hand side of the road, having been ordered to stay on the left.

On 7 November Walter was transferred to the Australian Railway Operating Division at their Guadaloupe Barracks, Bordon, and proceeded overseas to France on 22 November, marching in to the Australian General Base Depot (AGBD) at Rouelles.

He marched out on 5 December to the 4th Aust. Broad Gauge Railway Operating Company and was taken on strength of the 35th Broad Gauge Railway Operating Company on 7 December 1917.

Walter reported sick on 15 September 1918 and was admitted to the 30th General Hospital at Calais on 17 September, N.Y.D. (not yet diagnosed).  He remained in hospital for 47 days before returning to the AGBD at Havre on 4 November.

He returned to hospital on 16 November and was admitted to 40th Stationary Hospital with bronchitis before being evacuated to England on 27 November and admitted to War Hospital, Exeter with severe bronchitis. 

Walter was discharged from hospital on 14 December and granted furlough, to report to No.2 Com. Depot, Weymouth on 30 December.  He marched out of No.2 Depot to No.1 Com. Depot at Sutton Veny on 21 February 1919 in preparation for his repatriation.

Leaving England on 31 March 1919 on board Khyber, Walter arriving at Fremantle on 23 May 1919.  He was discharged from the A.I.F. in the 5th Military District (Western Australia) on 15 June 1919, entitled to wear the British War Medal (20159) and the Victory Medal (19279).  

The medals were not collected and in September 1924 were returned to Depot for safekeeping and Walter advised as to the procedure for receiving his war medals.

On 15 November 1924, Walter requested that his war medals be forwarded to him at Gnowangerup, and this was done on 1 December 1924 by registered post.
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His military documents were forwarded to Repatriation Commission, Perth in October 1936.

Tunnelling Companies March 1917 Refs (NR 4th Broad Guage Railway Operating Coy) GNOWANGERUP HONOUR BOARD Church of England. Walter known as ‘Wattie’ was born in Port Augusta c1878. Wattie had a blacksmith’s shop in Gnowangerup. “Walter took over the Blacksmiths shop from James Bell. Walter was married to Florence Mildwaters” (Gnowangerup My Town Pearl Marshall) “Trained in the West and then in Melbourne. Proceeded via Panama Canal to the Old Country, later to France. Sent back to Blighty after some active service, then returned to France. Now about to retire from blacking; having passed the age of three score and ten, [70] and suffering somewhat from foot trouble. This Son of Vulcan is a most pleasant gentleman, who believes that old soldiers never die” (THE ECHO p.119)  Another attesting to his good nature was Arthur Allardyce – “A good walk this time, and we reach the blacksmith's shop owned and worked by Walter George Williams – “one of Nature's gentlemen”. (The History of the Gnowangerup District A.H.A. Allardyce)

Wattie spent time at the Repat with Andy Wellstead and Clarrie Jones in 1938 before returning to Gnowangerup (THE ECHO May 1938)
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