



[image: cover]







[image: image]






Copyright © Darren Prickett


First published 2019


Copyright remains the property of the authors and apart from any fair dealing for the purposes of private study, research, criticism or review, as permitted under the Copyright Act, no part may be reproduced by any process without written permission.


All inquiries should be made to the publishers.


Big Sky Publishing Pty Ltd 


PO Box 303, Newport, NSW 2106, Australia 


Phone: 1300 364 611 


Fax: (61 2) 9918 2396 


Email:  info@bigskypublishing.com.au 


Web: www.bigskypublishing.com.au


Cover design and typesetting: Think Productions 


Printed in China by Hang Tai Printing


[image: image]


For Cataloguing-in-Publication entry see National Library of Australia.


Creator: Darren Prickett 


Title: Purple Patch – History of the 3rd Field Company Engineers in World War One 


ISBN: 978-1-922265-06-7






[image: image]






THE AUSTRALIAN ARMY HISTORY COLLECTION




[image: image]




Madness and the Military


Michael Tyquin


The Battle of Anzac Ridge 25 April 1915


Peter D. Williams


Doves Over the Pacific


Reuben R.E. Bowd


The Lionheart


David Coombes


Battlefield Korea


Maurie Pears


Chemical Warfare in Australia


Geoff Plunkett


A Most Unusual Regiment


M.J. Ryan


Between Victor and Vanquished


Arthur Page


Country Victoria’s Own


Neil Leckie


Surgeon and General


Ian Howie-Willis


Willingly into the Fray


Catherine McCullagh


Beyond Adversity


William Park


Crumps and Camouflets


Damien Finlayson


More than Bombs and Bandages


Kirsty Harris


The Last Knight


Robert Lowry


Forgotten Men


Michael Tyquin


Battle Scarred


Craig Deayton


Crossing the Wire


David Coombes


Do Unto Others


Alan H Smith


Fallen Sentinel


Peter Beale


Sir William Glasgow


Peter Edger


Training The Bodes


Terry Smith


Bully Beef and Balderdash


Graham Wilson


Fire Support Bases Vietnam


Bruce Picken


Toowoomba to Torokina


Bob Doneley


A Medical Emergency


Ian Howie-Willis


Dust, Donkeys and Delusions


Graham Wilson


The Backroom Boys


Graeme Sligo


Captains of the Soul


Michael Gladwin


Game to the Last


James Hurst


I Confess: A memoir of the siege of Tobruk


John Joseph Murray


Lethality in Combat


Tom Lewis


Letters From Timor


Graeme Ramsden


Beaten Down By Blood


Michele Bomford


Canister! On! Fire


Bruce Cameron


The Grand Deception


Tom Curran


Combat Colonels of the AIF in the Great War


David Clare Holloway


Snowy to the Somme


Timothy Cook


Pioneers of Australian Armour in the Great War


David A. Finlayson & Michael K. Cecil


Stepping into a Minefield


Ian Mansfield


Anzac to Afghanistan


Glenn Wahlert


Preserving Our Proud Heritage: Customs and Traditions of the Australian Army


L.I. Terrett & S.C. Taubert


Accommodating the


King’s Hard Bargain


Graham Wilson


A Greater Sum of Sorrows: The Battle of Bullecourt


David Coombes


An Unending War


Ian Howie-Willis


Allenby’s Gunners


Alan H. Smith


The Man Who Carried the Nations Grief


Carol Rosenhain


Lessons Learned in Tropical Medicine


Geoffrey Quail


Bully Beef and Balderdash II


Graham Wilson


The Lightning Keepers


Damien Finlayson


At Any Price


Craig Deayton


MONASH, As Military Commander


Peter Pedersen






Dedicated to Cara, Ashton and Zachary


Shrapnel Green


Have you forgotten the words you spoke 
When the dead in their blankets lay very still 
The words you said in a voice that broke 
With a monitor searching for ‘Beachy Bill’ 
And Imbros rising above the sea 
A fast plane sliding across the sky 
To the left a rattle of musketry 
And we poor fools in a world awry 
Pausing awhile in our bitter task 
To wonder what it could mean 
Have you forgotten old mate 
I ask The prayer you uttered on Shrapnel Green


Author – 2685 Sapper Walter Oscar Walters 3FCE


Published in The West Australian (Perth) 17 April 1931






ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


This project would not have been possible without the encouragement and assistance of a number of people. The greatest thanks goes out to my wonderful and extremely supportive wife, Cara. Without her support this project could not have even been contemplated.


A special thanks also goes out to Peter Dennis for his efforts editing the manuscript, it was a huge undertaking. I also give thanks to current and former members of the Australian Army History Unit, Roger Lee, Nick Anderson and Andrew Richardson, for taking on the project and their ongoing support and assistance throughout. My appreciation also extends to Denny Neave and the team at Big Sky Publishing.


My quest for information led me to seek out descendants of the men who served with the company, and I can’t speak highly enough of all the people I met. I thank you all for your generous support and assistance. Thank you to Ben Morphett, Jane Golden, Anna Lock, Michael Prince, Steven Prince, Robert (Bob) Avery, Robert Breeze, Jim Breeze, Libby Hopkins, Geoffrey Bryant, Geoffrey McNicoll, Rosemary Hardwick, John Aitken Booth, Glenn Townsend, Kevin Leamon, David Cameron, Tom Armitt, Allen Hancock, David Black, and Gary and Leigh Baker.


I must also acknowledge the following institutions and societies that have assisted me during this endeavour. The State Libraries of Queensland, New South Wales, South Australia, Tasmania and Western Australia, Military History Society of Australia, Maryborough Military and Colonial Museum, Army Museum of Western Australia, Tasmanian State Archives, the Commonwealth War Graves Commission, and the Australian War Memorial.


I will close by making special mention of three special people I met during this project, John Meyer, Terence King, the grandson of Charles William King, and Bettina Morphett Savage, the daughter of Percival James Savage. I was made a welcome guest in the King and Savage homes and I can’t show enough appreciation for the kindness and generosity I was shown. John Meyer is the owner of the Maryborough Military and Colonial Museum, and President of the Queensland Branch of the Military History Society or Australia. John opened his museum archives to me during my research, and took the time to read through my original manuscript, providing me with valuable advice and guidance.




PREFACE


This project had its genesis in the late 1990s, at a time when I was doing genealogical research. As I explored my family tree I would spend considerable time researching ancestors with identified military links. Such was the case when I researched Robert Miller Craighead, the brother of my great-grandmother. I obtained a copy of Robert’s AIF personnel file and it showed that he had served out the entirety of World War One with the 3rd Field Company Engineers.


It was usually quite easy to find information, or histories, for units my ancestors served with, such as 9th Battalion (WWI) and 61st Battalion (WWII), however no unit history had ever been written for the 3rd Field Company Engineers. I was unable to make any headway with my research and I put the matter to the side.


In 2011 I took up the quest again to find out about the war service of the company. With the passage of time significantly more material had become available, and there was a wealth of information accessible, or at least referenced, on the internet. By 2014 I had collated significant information and I turned my mind to writing the history of the company. This book is the fruit of that labour.






CHAPTER 1


FORMATION OF THE 3RD FIELD COMPANY ENGINEERS




Introduction 


Our boat was the first to strike ground. It was 4:20am, and day was just breaking. Every second we were expecting a burst of enemy fire-but still nothing happened. We dropped into water about up to our thighs. I shall never forget holding the guncotton, primers and detonators above my head to prevent them from getting wet. It was a helpless feeling. While the other boats grounded and their men climbed over the gunwales into the water, we started to wade ashore (some thirty yards to go) and were immediately met with fire from machine-guns, musketry and Nordenfeldt one-pounder guns at almost point-blank range. The water was literally being churned and how anybody escaped is still beyond my imagination. There was no time to think of being frightened now-it was a case of taking your chance and making for the nearest cover, which was still some distance away. To make things still more uncomfortable and difficult we had unfortunately landed on a bit of a shoal, and the water became deeper, until it was nearly up to our arm-pits. At last, after what seemed an eternity, we reached the water’s edge.1


This paragraph is taken from an article entitled ‘Gaba Tepe Raid’ that appeared in the Reveille magazine on 1 May 1938, written by George Lancelot Allnutt Thirkell, a Lieutenant in the 3rd Field Company Engineers at the time of the raid, on 4 May 1915. The raid, during the Gallipoli campaign, was the first one conducted by troops of the Australian Imperial Force during the First World War, and a party of 3FCE Sappers had been sent along on the raid to assist with the destruction of the Turkish positions. The raid itself was unsuccessful but it ushered in the first of a long list of bravery decorations awarded to the officers and men of 3FCE. The first member of the unit to be decorated was 99 Spr George Frank McKenzie, who was awarded the Distinguished Conduct Medal and Mentioned in Despatches for the rescue of a wounded comrade while under fire.2 More generally, the 3rd Field Company Engineers has a special place in Australian military history, being the first unit of the AIF to embark on active operations in the First World War, and come under fire during the Turkish attack on the Suez Canal in February 1915.


Assassination of the Archduke


The assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo on 28 June 1914 set off a train of events that led to the First World War. By the end of July, with war looming, the British government sent two telegrams to the Australian government, the first warned that the time had come for bringing into force the ‘precautionary stage’ of the ‘Defence Scheme’, while the second warned that arrangements should be made for future examination of ships entering Australian Ports. A further telegram sent on 1 August instructed that the time had come for enforcement of the examination of ships.3


By early August, Australia had sent a telegram to Britain pledging, in the event of war, a force of 20,000 men to be placed at the disposal of the British government and putting vessels of the Australian Navy under the control of the British Admiralty when desired. This telegram was received in Britain prior to their declaration of war on 4 August. New Zealand had already pledged an 8000-man expeditionary force and use of NZ naval vessels. On 6 August, the Secretary of State for the Colonies telegraphed that the British government would gratefully accept the Australian offer and further, that they wished them to be sent as soon as possible.


Raising of the AIF


In order to maintain the body of Australian men together and to avoid the Australians being broken up into individual units and used to fill gaps within the British forces it was decided that the makeup would be one division and one brigade. The force being assembled was 1st Australian Division (18,000 men) and 1st Australian Light Horse Brigade (2000 men). At that time a British division consisted of 18,000 men and the Australian division was formed along the same lines as the British divisional model. Thus, the Australian Imperial Force was born. The raising of the AIF was overseen by Major-General William Throsby Bridges. A Scotsman by birth, and a former cadet at The Royal Military College of Canada, Bridges was a career military officer who had seen service in the South African War. It was his idea that the AIF should be a self-contained division.


The 1st Australian Division was made up of three infantry brigades, numbered 1 through 3 and each brigade was, in turn, made up of four infantry battalions. The 1st Brigade was made up of 1st, 2nd, 3rd and 4th Battalions, the 2nd Brigade was made up of the 5th, 6th, 7th and 8th Battalions, and the 3rd Brigade was made up of 9th, 10th, 11th and 12th Battalions. The supporting troops consisted of specialists such as Veterinary troops, Royal Army Medical Corps, Divisional Artillery and Royal Engineers. Later in the war further specialised units such as Pioneer Battalions, Machine Gun Companies and Trench Mortar Batteries were also included in divisional strengths. The 1st LH Brigade comprised the 1st, 2nd and 3rd LH Regiments, the 1st being raised in New South Wales, the 2nd in Queensland, and the 3rd in South Australia and Tasmania.


There was a particular difference between the English divisional model and the Australian division being put together by General Bridges, namely the addition of an extra engineer Field Company. A British division contained two Field Companies, whereas the Australian division had three, one for each of the brigades. The engineering companies for the 1st Australian Division comprised the 1st, 2nd and 3rd Field Companies. 1FCE was attached to 1st Infantry Brigade, 2FCE attached to 2nd Infantry Brigade and of course, consistent with this numbering, 3FCE was attached to 3rd Infantry Brigade. This numbering convention was consistent across the division for supporting elements; by way of example, each of the 1st, 2nd and 3rd Australian Field Ambulances of the RAMC were attached to each similarly numbered infantry brigade.


While 3FCE was an integral part of the 3rd Brigade it was not under the direct control of it. 1st Division Engineer HQ, and the Commander Royal Engineers, maintained line control of the Divisional Field Companies and the works they engaged in. So, while 3FCE was part of the 3rd Brigade, it engaged in engineering activities in support of all brigades within the division and was used from time to time to support the activities of the Corps to which the division was attached, and even on occasion, such as the defence of Egypt in early 1915, it was attached to the British and Indian units defending the Suez Canal. It was in that action that 3FCE became the first unit of the AIF to embark on active operations in the First World War.


Most units of the AIF were made up of men enlisted in specific geographical locations so each unit was usually formed according to State boundaries, but as the war progressed, with casualties, transfers, promotions and reinforcements, the makeup of individual units necessarily changed so that units could contain men from all around Australia. The infantry battalions of 3rd Brigade were recruited as follows:


9th Battalion (Queensland)


10th Battalion (South Australia)


11th Battalion (Western Australia)


12th Battalion (Tasmania, Western Australia and South Australia).


Composition of the Divisional Engineers and the Field Companies


The Divisional Engineers strength for the 1st Division was 21 officers and 610 other ranks, consisting of a Divisional Engineers HQ and the three Field Companies. The strength of each Field Company was 200, which included six officers and eight non-commissioned officers. The Engineer Companies of 1st Division were recruited as follows:


1FCE (New South Wales)


2FCE (Victoria)


3FCE (Queensland, South Australia, Western Australia, Tasmania).


The Field Companies were each made up of four sections of Sappers, and a Headquarters Section. In 3FCE the 1st Section was formed in Queensland, 2nd Section in South Australia, 3rd Section in Western Australia and the 4th Section in Tasmania, and each section was made up of 43 men under a Lieutenant. The HQ consisted of a Major, Captain and 39 other ranks. Included in this Section were the Warrant Officer, Quarter-Master Sergeant, Orderly Sergeant, Farrier Sergeant, Driver Sergeant and Drivers.
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Group portrait of members of 1st Divisional Engineers, Melbourne, September 1914. Standing, 4th from left Warrant Officer John Edward Healy. Seated, middle row, extreme left Lt Thomas Rhys Williams; and 2nd from left Captain Henry Oliver Clogstoun (AWM A03531)


When reporting on Engineers of the first AIF The Examiner (Launceston) wrote on 6 February 1915:


(The) field company is divided into four sections, and with it there are 32 bicycles and 16 vehicles, comprising water carts, cooks’ baggage, and stores’ wagons. The men comprising the engineers’ section must include the following artisans: -Bricklayers, plasterers, carpenters and joiners, slaters, sawyers, turners, clerks, coopers, draughtsmen, electricians, engine drivers and fitters, masons, painters and plumbers, printers, shoemakers, blacksmiths, surveyors, and wheelwrights.


This was not an exhaustive list and the Field Companies contained men with a wide range of skills. If a problem existed that required an engineering solution then the Field Company was the unit to call upon. Throughout the war 3FCE undertook a wide variety of work, including bridging, making roads and tramways, building all manner of structures, demolition of infrastructure, and surveying and preparation of maps of front line areas. But the main job for the Sappers was digging, excavating and maintaining trenches and positions in the front, support and reserve lines. This work included the building of strong points, machine gun emplacements and shelters, and erecting barbed wire entanglements across the front of positions, often requiring engineers to enter no man’s land to complete the task. The work of the Sappers was never complete, and on many occasions they would remain at the front working while the rest of their brigade moved to rear areas for rest and recuperation.


The original personnel of 1st Division Engineers


On formation, the officer in command of 1st Division Engineers was Major Gilbert Charles Edward Elliott of the Royal Engineers. By war’s end he was a Lieutenant-Colonel with a string of decorations, including the appointment as a Member of the Order of St Michael and St George (CMG), Distinguished Service Order, and French Croix de Guerre. 1FCE was under the command of Major John Patrick Lawton McCall, also a Lieutenant-Colonel by war’s end, and 2FCE was under the command of Captain James Montagu Christian Corlette. By war’s end Corlette was also a Lieutenant-Colonel, and had been decorated with the CMG, DSO, and the French Croix de Chevalier of the Légion d’honneur.4


3FCE was brought under the command of Captain Henry Oliver Clogstoun RE on 1 September 1914 at Engineers Depot, Alexandra Avenue, Melbourne. Clogstoun was subsequently promoted, on 3 October 1914, to Major, in line with the requisite rank for holding a position as OC of a Field Company. The four sections had been formed from the enlistments in Queensland, South Australia, Western Australia and Tasmania throughout the final weeks of August. The 1st, 2nd and 4th Sections came together in Melbourne in the first week of September, while 3rd Section remained, for the time being, in Western Australia.


Major Clogstoun was born in India on 9 September 1881 and later completed his schooling in England. He entered the Royal Military College in 1898 and was commissioned in the Royal Engineers in 1900. In 1912 he was on loan to Australia to assist with the organisation of Engineering Corps in the Australian Military Forces, and on the outbreak of war he applied, and was appointed, to the AIF, with the consent of the British Army.5  He was at first treated as a joke by the Australians due to his speech and mannerisms, and the fact that he wore a monocle, but he had a way with the men and soon won their respect, becoming affectionately known as ‘Cloggie’. He was a very professional officer who knew and enjoyed his work but the men found he could also be a strict disciplinarian if required. He also had a sense of humour, and a quick wit, which helped him to keep his own when commanding a horde of irreverent Australians. Tom Prince, a Sapper in No.2 Section, described Clogstoun as a man who joked and swore and liked to poke fun, with the Sappers of 3FCE as the butt of his jokes, but a man who knew his job well. Bean described him as one of the British Officers for whom the diggers conceived deep admiration and regard. He was tall and strongly built and would get around Anzac in a battered slouch hat, torn shirt, very brief shorts, thick army boots with grey socks draped over them – and a monocle.


The monocle may have been more for looks than a necessity; well, the troops thought this may have been the case, and stories of ‘Cloggie’ and his monocle are legend. On one occasion, in Tasmania, he came on parade and found every man in the ranks with an identity disc stuck in his left eye. Major Clogstoun looked at the men and said ‘The intention is good, but the action rotten’. With that he put his thumb in the small pocket at the waistband of his tunic, letting the monocle fall from his eye into the pocket. He then exclaimed ‘Now do that you blighters’. There is another version to this story, sometimes given variously as occurring on the voyage to Egypt, in Mena Camp or at Anzac. The alternate version has ‘Cloggie’ taking his monocle out, flipping it up in the air and catching it back in the correct position in front of the eye as it fell, with him then saying ‘Now let’s see you do that you blighters’. Whether or not the stories are true, they are regarded as typical of ‘Cloggie’.6


The Second-in-Command of the unit was Lt Edward Frederick Robert Bage. In August 1914, with the outbreak of war, Bage joined the AIF and was soon promoted to Captain as 2IC of 3FCE. Born in Melbourne on 17 April 1888, he was raised by his mother after his father died in 1891. He graduated from the University of Melbourne in 1910 with an Engineering degree and after a period working with the Queensland Railways he obtained a commission in the army, specifically the engineering branch. In 1911 he took special leave and embarked for the southern polar cap as part of Douglas Mawson’s Antarctic expedition. While in Antarctica, Bage’s drive and leadership abilities came to the fore, and he was one of six volunteers who chose to remain in Antarctica for a second winter when Sir Douglas Mawson and his team had failed to return. He was leader of the southern sledging party which made a 600-mile journey hauling a sledge. Mawson said of Bage: ‘he was a member of the main base party at Adere Land, and leader of the southern sledging party, which was noted for making a world’s record for a day’s march man-haul sledging.’7


The Company Sergeant-Major was Warrant Officer John Edward Shanahan Healy, a 33-year-old originally from Ballarat but who was living in Ipswich at the outbreak of war, and was already a Royal Australian Engineer Instructor in the army. The military engineering skills that Clogstoun, Bage and Healy brought with them to the company contributed immeasurably to training the men of 3FCE in becoming first class Sappers.8


No. 1 Section


The Lieutenant for No. 1 Section was Percival James Savage who was also known as ‘Babe’, on account of his youthful looks. Percy was born in Ipswich, on 22 October 1894, to a well-known local family. He grew up in Ipswich, attending Brassall Primary School and Ipswich Boys Grammar School, and worked as a Coachbuilder at the Ipswich Railway Workshops. He was also a Lieutenant in 2FCE as part of his training in the Citizen Military Forces.9
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No.1 Section, Melbourne, September 1914 (reproduced from The Queenslander, 17 October 1914)


The original Sergeant of No. 1 Section was George Norman Croker, who was born in St Arnaud, Victoria, and was 27 years old at enlistment. A civil engineer by profession, he had a successful academic career, from his beginnings at Caulfield Grammar School through to graduation at university, winning a succession of awards, including scholarships and honours at university.10


The formative members of 3FCE contained seven Sappers who enlisted from the Ipswich area, Queensland. They were Ernest William Chanter, Harold Coppin, Arthur Francis John East, Harold Frederick Hincks, Charles William King, James Archibald Lindsay, and George Watson. Jim Lindsay was born in Ipswich and was 27 years old. He was employed as a fitter and was well-known in the district as a keen footballer and rifle marksman. Harold Coppin, a 19-year-old bricklayer, was born in London and was living in West Ipswich at time of enlistment. Coppin came from an army family, his father having been a Colour Sergeant in the Grenadier Guards, and he grew up around the military with his father variously stationed at Gibraltar, Singapore, Hong Kong, and Ceylon.11


Ernest William Chanter was 32 years old, born in London, and was a bricklayer. At 18 he migrated to Ipswich, Queensland, where he enlisted in the AIF. He served with 3FCE in Gallipoli, being wounded and then transferred to England for recuperation. He then served in England for the remainder of the war, first with the Provost Corps, and finally with AIF HQ. On 4 August 1922 Chanter was finally demobilised and returned to Australia, and up until his death, in 1936, he made claim to being the last member of the AIF demobilised in England.


Charles William King was 29 years old and was born in Berkhamsted, England. At the time of his enlistment he was an iron turner at the Ipswich Railway Workshops and was married with two young children. He had previous military service, having served two years with the New South Wales Lancers. Another Sapper with an Ipswich connection was Sydney ‘Miner’ Elliott. Sydney, a 34-year-old, was born in Ipswich, and when he enlisted was working as a miner at Mount Morgan.
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A youthful portrait of Spr Charles William King, Melbourne, September 1914 (courtesy of Terence King) 
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Original AIF identity disks of Charles William King (courtesy of Terence King)


Edward Stephen ‘Ted’ Costello, a 23-year-old carpenter from Lismore on the Northern New South Wales coast, made his way to Brisbane, where he enlisted in No. 1 Section. At Gallipoli he contracted enteric fever and was invalided to Australia in October 1915. As soon as he was well enough he re-enlisted, and in February 1916 he re-embarked, serving agwain with 3FCE throughout the campaigns on the Western Front until the end of the war.12


Two brothers, David George Sinclair and Donald John Sinclair, 26 and 24 years old respectively, were both surveyors living at Indooroopilly at time of enlistment. Sergeant Donald John Sinclair would die in action at Gallipoli while his brother obtained a Commission and ended the war as Major David George Sinclair, OC of 1FCE.


No. 2 Section


The Lieutenant for No. 2 Section was Charles Stanley Barber, who was born in Melbourne on 6 July 1888, and attended Camberwell Grammar School and Scotch College before completing a Bachelor of Mining Engineering at the University of Melbourne. His prior military experience included service as an officer in the Melbourne University Rifles, and with 12FCE at Broken Hill. He was working as a mining engineer in Broken Hill on the outbreak of war.13


The Sergeant of No. 2 Section was Frank Barrier Gentle, a 19-yearold locomotive driver, also from Broken Hill.14 No .2 Section was the South Australian section of 3FCE; however, there was a strong connection to Broken Hill. (Although Broken Hill is in New South Wales it is geographically closer to Adelaide, where the HQ of 4th Military District is based, and the western area of New South Wales has historically been part of the 4th Military District.


The original Broken Hill enlistees also included Louis Willyama Avery, Charles Holly Brady Ferguson, Ross McDonald, Carl Clarence Wood and Thomas Henry Prince.15 Two of these men, Avery and Prince, wrote widely about their experiences during the war with Louis Avery maintaining a diary throughout, and Tom Prince writing a book about his experiences in 3FCE titled Purple Patches - a tale of the sappers which was published in 1935. These writings, coupled with the extensive diary of Rudolph William Arthur Cox, who joined the unit in June 1916, led to No. 2 Section having the most detailed story of the four sections.


Avery was 23 years old when he enlisted in Broken Hill. He maintained a record of events in a personal diary, and in a series of postcards he sent to his father at the Silverton Tramway Company, Broken Hill. These records are a rich source of information on the activities of the company and daily life at the front. Initially Avery was part of No.2 Section, but in late 1917, with the gaining of a commission, he moved to No.3 Section and served with them until he returned to Australia in late 1918.


Tom Prince was a 23-year-old civil engineer when he enlisted in Broken Hill. He served with 3FCE until November 1917 when he transferred to the Australian Flying Corps where he obtained a Commission as Lieutenant Observer. His book Purple Patches: a tale of the sappers deals exclusively with his time in 3FCE, from enlistment until November 1917, just prior to his commencing training on an Officer Cadet Course.


James Coghlan, also known as ‘Tom’, was a 32-year-old electrical engineer who was educated at St Peter’s College, Adelaide. Coghlan was Superintendent of the Tramways Power Station at Port Adelaide when he enlisted in Adelaide. He would go on to obtain a Commission and finish the war as Major Coghlan, the OC of 6FCE. He was awarded the Military Cross, and Mentioned in Despatches for gallantry during his wartime service.16


In the Official History of Australia in the War of 1914-1918, Charles Bean states that before it sailed 73 per cent of the men in the first contingent were Australian-born. When the first contingent sailed it contained 206 officers and men of 3FCE, and of these, 141 were Australian-born and 65 were born elsewhere, a figure of just over 68 per cent Australian-born for 3FCE. In the 3FCE first contingent, far and away the largest group of foreign born were the English who made up 40 of the 65. If it was taken further, adding in the six Scottish, four Irish and two Welsh, then the United Kingdom made up 52 of the foreign-born.17


No. 3 Section


The Lieutenant for No. 3 Section was John Howard Hastings Napier, born in Claremont, Western Australia, on 18 April 1894. He was a mechanical engineer, with two years prior military service with 15FCE, when he applied for a Commission in the AIF. The Sergeant of No. 3 Section was Martin Stanley Alfred Shenn, a 23-year-old blacksmith’s striker who was born in Williamstown, Victoria, but was living in Western Australia at the time of enlistment. He also had previous military service, having spent four years with the engineers in the militia.18


William Francis Tailor was a 25-year-old labourer, born in New Jersey, USA. He had already served nine years in the Royal Navy when he enlisted in 3FCE and went into camp at Blackboy Hill. John Frederick Booth was a 27-year-old mechanical engineer, born in Beenleigh, Queensland, and living in Perth when he enlisted. He served with 3FCE until September 1915, when illness led to his being returned to Australia.19
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Post-war portrait of 185 Sgt John Frederick Booth who served with 3FCE throughout the Gallipoli Campaign (courtesy of John Aiken Booth)


John Shaw, also known as ‘Jack’, was born in Wentworth, New South Wales. Jack was a 28-year-old- engine driver when he enlisted in Western Australia. He was one of four brothers who all joined the AIF, the two older brothers serving with the Tunnelling Companies while Jack and his younger brother served in the engineers. Part way through the Gallipoli Campaign he was transferred to 4FCE, where his younger brother subsequently joined him in 1916.20


A considerable number of men who enlisted in Western Australia were originally from Victoria. John Daniel Moloney, also known as ‘Jack’, was a 29-year-old bricklayer, who was born in Carlton, Victoria. He would go on to be awarded the Military Medal for bravery in action at Ypres in September 1917, and after the war he became a Labor politician, the member for Subiaco in the Western Australian Legislative Assembly from 1933 to 1936.21


No. 4 Section


The Lieutenant for No. 4 Section was George Lancelot Allnutt Thirkell. Born in Richmond, Tasmania, on 19 May 1891, he was employed as draughtsman and clerk to the Engineer of Railway Construction. He had completed a Bachelor of Science (in Engineering) at the University of Tasmania, and had prior military service, as a 2/Lt in 14FCE, prior to his being commissioned in the AIF. The Sergeant of No. 4 Section was Frank Sydney Scarr, 35-year-old, born in Camberwell, London. He had already spent 14 years in the Navy and so would have been an obvious choice as an NCO.22


Hedley Roy Bowden was a 22-year-old carpenter from Campania, Tasmania. He and his brothers, Aubrey Cecil, 24 years old, and Hubert Leonard, 20 years old, had all joined the AIF at the beginning of October 1914 as part of the 3FCE 1st Reinforcements; however, with the number of recruits being rejected as medically unfit or otherwise unsuitable, he was elevated to the first contingent. His brothers would join him in Egypt in February 1915.23


Frank Richard Evans was a 22-year-old fitter and turner from Launceston. Frank’s real name was Francis Raymond Evans; however, he chose to enlist under the pseudonym. This would later cause the family some consternation when they sought to have details corrected on official records and memorials after his death, on 29 May 1915, during the Gallipoli Campaign.


Also from Launceston was George Frank McKenzie who was born in 1894 and who listed his occupation as fitter and turner at enlistment. George was educated at Scotch College, played football with North Launceston and was a member of the South Esk Rowing Club. He would become the earliest 3FCE recipient of gallantry awards, the DCM and MID, for actions during the Gaba Tepe Raid on 4 May 1915.24


The Tasmanian section also had its share of foreign-born recruits. Philip Clifford Purcell Plummer, a 27-year-old engineer, was born in Port Elizabeth, South Africa, and was living in Hobart, where his family had settled, when he enlisted. Geoffrey Francis Cumine, a 24-year-old, was born in Sussex, England. When he enlisted he gave his occupation as university student and noted that he had previous military service, with a year-and-a-half served in the London Scottish Regiment Cyclist Section. David Norman Hedley Downie was a 26-year-old Scotsman from Glasgow, who listed his occupation as a civil mining engineer and noted that he had served three years in the Territorial Force.25


Commencement of Recruit Training


Nos 1, 2 and 4 Sections concentrated in Melbourne at the end of August, and training and the drawing of stores and equipment began in earnest. The Sappers were issued with clothing and rifles but the speed with which the AIF was being put together could not be maintained and by 21 September, when they embarked at Melbourne for the first leg of their journey, the unit was still deficient in equipment. These logistical problems had not prevented the start of the necessary training, and during the three weeks at Melbourne the Sappers commenced their recruit training and started receiving instruction in military engineering matters, such as bridging, on the Yarra and in Centennial Park, earthworks, and explosives.26




CHAPTER 2


VOYAGE TO THE MIDDLE EAST


By late September the units of the first AIF contingent were complete, and ready to sail from ports all around Australia. The various units were to concentrate off the coast at Albany, Western Australia, in early October, and from there sail through the Suez Canal and on to France. ‘Complete’ did not necessarily infer battle-ready, as it was just over a month earlier that the recruiting drive had begun, and the soldiers would need further training before they were thrown into combat.


A large fleet of troopships and warships had been assembled in readiness, in ports around Australia, to transport the contingent to Europe. The troopships for the first contingent, A1 to A28, still wore their ordinary paint, and each had a large white square painted near the bow and stern, on which was painted their number in bold lettering. Three of the ships that would carry 3FCE to war were the A2 Geelong, the A7 Medic and the A25 Anglo-Egyptian. The Geelong would carry Nos. 1, 2 and 4 Sections, the Medic No. 3 Section, and the Anglo-Egyptian would carry thirteen Drivers and 48 horses from the unit.


On 21 September Nos. 1, 2 and 4 Sections commenced their voyage to the Middle East in the Geelong. They travelled from Melbourne, across the Tasman and down the western coast of Tasmania before entering the harbour at Hobart. This long, circuitous route was taken to minimise the risk of running into the Imperial German Navy’s East Asia Fleet. After this voyage, 55 Spr Louis Avery wrote in his diary on 26 September 1914: ‘Arrived at Hobart after a very rough passage. We were several days overdue going a few hundred miles out of our course. Were reported sunk.’ In Tasmania, the Sappers went into camp at Pontville to continue their training, which included finishing their recruit training. They would have another three weeks at their disposal before the fleet would sail any further. While at Pontville, the Sappers trained in drill and musketry, and completed their recruit training. On 16 October they marched through Hobart and two days later, on 18 October, they completed their training with a climb up Mount Wellington.
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Members of 3FCE marching through Hobart. At the time this photograph was taken the unit was in camp at Pontville. In foreground is No.2 Section under Lt Charles Stanley Barber, with No.4 Section following and the Transport Section at rear (AWM A02558)


The German Navy Pacific Fleet


Before the AIF could sail, the threat posed by the Imperial German Navy’s East Asia Squadron had to be neutralised. The German Pacific Fleet consisted of six major warships, all cruisers or light cruisers. At the outbreak of war in August 1914, half of this fleet was stationed off the coast of Mexico. The other ships were much closer to New Zealand and mainland Australia, and could cause serious problems for the first contingent of Australian and New Zealand troops.


The ships that posed a threat to the first contingent were the two Scharnhorst Class cruisers, the Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, and the Dresden Class cruiser, Emden. By the middle of September the Admiralty found that on 14 September the Scharnhorst and Gneisenau had visited Apia, the capital of Samoa. They were also aware that, on the same day, Emden had been in the Bay of Bengal.


On 30 September news was received that Scharnhorst and Gneisenau had bombarded a town in Tahiti, on 22 September. Due to the distance, the Scharnhorst and Gneisenau were not considered to be a threat to the first contingent fleet anymore. On 28 September, the Emden was heard to be near Colombo, but after that its whereabouts were unknown until 28 October when it raided Penang, sinking the Russian cruiser Zemtchug and the French destroyer Mousquet.


[image: ]


Postcard of HMAT Geelong at Hobart (courtesy of Avery family collection)


The Sappers of 3FCE left Hobart on 20 October bound for Albany aboard the Geelong, while the company horses were transported aboard other ships. They arrived in Albany six days later but the men of 3FCE did not get to visit the sights on offer as they had to remain aboard the ship while there. On 31 October, No. 3 Section embarked on the Medic as the first contingent fleet made its final preparations to sail. At this time a number of men from 3FCE were discharged medically unfit, leaving an all-round strength of six officers and 200 Sappers.1


The AIF sails from Albany


The assembled fleet consisted of 36 transports, carrying over 20,000 members of the first AIF and almost 7,500 horses, and an initial escort of four cruisers, HMAS Sydney, HMAS Melbourne, HMS Minotaur and the Japanese Ibuki. By the night of 31 October 1914 the transports had completed taking on provisions, fresh water and coal, and at 6:25am the following morning, the fleet left Albany.2


The fleet was only a number of days into the journey when Britain declared war on Turkey, on 5 November. This declaration would, ultimately, affect the final destination of the fleet. The men of the first contingent believed that they were bound for Europe, but that would all now change. On 7 November, news arrived that the Scharnhorst and Gneisenau and the other light cruisers of the East Asia Squadron had engaged a British Naval Squadron off the South American Coast on 1 November. This engagement, the Battle of Coronel, ended as a defeat for the Royal Navy who lost two cruisers, the Germans suffering no losses in ships. The ramification of this naval defeat to the first contingent fleet was the loss of the protection of the Minotaur. On 8 November the Minotaur left the convoy to proceed to the Cape of Good Hope, leaving the convoy under the escort of the remaining three cruisers.


The matter of the Emden had not been resolved, and as day broke on 9 November the fleet was 50 miles from the Cocos Islands. At 6:29am, the wireless station on Cocos Islands sent out a message “strange warship approaching”, followed by the further message “S.O.S. S.W.A.” The Sydney steamed off to investigate, while the Ibuki and the Melbourne remained with the fleet. At 9:30am Sydney sighted the Emden and the engagement began. The Sydney had heavier armour and 6-inch guns while the Emden was armed with 4.1-inch guns. Sydney outclassed the enemy ship and by 11:10am it was over, with the Captain of the Emden beaching his stricken ship to save the lives of his remaining crew. With the destruction of the Emden, the risk imposed by the German East Asia Squadron gone, the voyage continued.


For the Sappers of 3FCE the voyage settled into a routine of training from morning to night. The subject matter was invariably engineering related, with instruction on trestles, pontoons, firebays, traverses, parados and fields of fire, mine and countermine and sapping. Major Clogstoun also gave French speaking lessons to his men, as he did not want them to be incapable of communicating with the opposite sex once they arrived on the Western Front. The weather was hot, and Major Clogstoun was not averse to dressing down to suit the prevailing conditions. At one stage during the voyage he made the mistake of wandering around below deck wearing a singlet. A chorus of jeers and taunts were directed at the Major, and the men took to calling him ‘Chidley’. William James Chidley was a well-known identity around Sydney and Melbourne at the time whose notoriety arose from the brief calico costume he would wear and the deviant sexual theories he espoused. The reference was not lost on Clogstoun and he beat a hasty retreat.3


The first contingent fleet reached Colombo on 15 November. Nobody was granted leave to visit the town for recreational purposes, but a number of Gunners from the Artillery managed to steal away to shore, thereby earning themselves a lengthy stretch in the cells.


The AIF Arrives at Egypt


The next port of call for the first contingent was Aden, which was reached on 25 November. Spr James Lindsay was not overly impressed with the Middle East. He wrote to his brother:


A good run was made to Aden with very smooth seas, but this caused very hot weather, and I believe caused somewhere about a dozen deaths. Tobacco and matches had run out on our boat. This caused so much talk among the men that we ran alongside our flagship. She supplied the necessary. Aden we reached on the ——, but left next morning. This port looks a regular dead man’s place. After this we entered the Red Sea, and incidentally cooler weather. Any land that can be seen in this sea is barren; does not look a bit inviting.4


Port Suez was reached on 1 December, and after transiting the Suez Canal, the fleet arrived at Port Said on 3 December. There they remained, anchored outside the breakwater, for a number of days. Spr Louis Avery, in his diary, 2 December 1914, described the journey through the canal: ‘Left Port Suez going through Canal at night by the use of searchlights. A party was armed and mounted on the deck in case of attack. Canal defended by powerful Indian outposts. They greeted us as we passed through.’


Mena Camp


On 8 December, the fleet left Port Said and sailed for Alexandria, where they arrived the following day. Two days later, the elements of 3FCE aboard the Geelong disembarked and entrained for Cairo, reaching Mena Camp at 1am on 11 December. No. 3 Section was able to disembark from the Medic on 11 December, and entrained for Cairo, marching into Mena Camp at 2am on 12 December. So, on 12 December 1914, 3FCE finally came together as a complete unit for the first time.


It took nearly a fortnight for the entire force to be disembarked and make their way to Mena Camp, which was to become the home of the Australian division during its time in Egypt. The camp itself was situated by the pyramids, ten miles from what was then the centre of Cairo. The camp stretched for a mile up the desert valley, with the officers and soldiers living in lines of tents. A nearby hotel was taken over for use as the Divisional Hospital, and the hotel manager’s quarters became the offices of the Divisional HQ.


The officer chosen to lead the Australian and New Zealand forces was Lieutenant-General William Riddell Birdwood, a British Officer who was at that time in India. Birdwood arrived in Egypt on 21 December, and the first task he set about was forming the Australian and New Zealand forces into a Corps consisting of two divisions, the 1st Australian Division and the New Zealand and Australian Division. The NZ & A Division consisted of the NZ Infantry Brigade, 4th Australian Brigade (which was still en route to the Middle East), and two mounted brigades, the 1st Light Horse Brigade and the New Zealand Mounted Rifles. It would be named the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps, or ANZAC for short.


The desert around Mena Camp was divided into three large training areas, one for each of the infantry brigades of 1st Australian Division. As soon as it arrived in camp, 3FCE set about continuing the training it had been engaged in since formation, with training in drill, earthworks and sapping. Major Clogstoun, who had spent time in Egypt previously, also gave the men instruction in Arabic.
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Lt Charles Stanley Barber (left), Major Henry Oliver Clogstoun (centre), and Lt Percival James Savage (right), Egypt, c.1915 (AWM A03541)


A market economy quickly sprang up around the camp with shops crowding along any road where they were allowed to ply their business. Tobacconists, hairdressers, cleaners, tailors, photographers and shops to sell any wares the Australians might like to purchase. For the majority of Australians and New Zealanders, Cairo was a new world to explore and many troops found the temptation alluring.


210 Spr Aloysius James Woodbridge, a 35-year-old carpenter, enlisted at Blackboy Hill with No. 3 Section in August 1914. On 26 December 1914, in a letter to a relative back home in Australia he wrote of Cairo:


A few more lines, hoping you are well, and that you had a merry Christmas, as we did here. This is a wonderful place— really wonderful. We have had a good look round, saw the Sphinx, the large Pyramid of Cheops (we camp right near it), the tombs of Rameses and Pharoah, and all the other kings who are immortalised in ancient history. We are just 10 miles from Cairo, and the electric trains run right to the Pyramids, the fare being 2d. Cairo is a very large city — twice the size of Melbourne, and has a population of over a million. The European portion beats anything in Australia for buildings, and we see sights we never pictured in our wildest dreams. The Citadel and Mosque are two of the sights. They were built thousands of years ago out of solid marble and alabaster, and have two large doors of silver and gold.5


Within a very short period discipline of the ANZAC force became a serious issue for General Birdwood. Heavy drinking, desertion, assaults on locals, and robberies were occurring, and by early January, about 300 men of the 1st Division were absent without leave (AWOL). Birdwood’s own car had even been stolen from out the front of his HQ, and was found several hours later parked on the sand in Mena Camp. It was left to General Bridges to resolve the discipline problems and he came up with a novel punishment, the offender to be returned to Australia (RTA). This punishment remained the most dreaded for an ANZAC until after the Battle of Pozières, in 1916. With this punishment, most of the units in Egypt were able to send their most troublesome men home.6


In the middle of January orders were sent to the various units to draw up lists of men who were to be returned to Australia due to ‘Services No Longer Required’. Under this scheme, five Sappers from 3FCE were chosen, 93 Arthur Elias Anderton, 89 Joseph Bruce Cormick, 142 Harry Lamb, 77 John George Pattinson and 227 George Frederick Staley.7 These men were discharged from the AIF in early February, and were back in Australia by March. The same events were played out in most other units of the AIF, and by the beginning of February Cairo was a quieter place.


The personnel file of Spr John Pattinson detailed a conduct-related offence, for insubordination, while the conduct sheets of the other men did not contain any discipline breaches. Captain Bage did, however, record adverse comments, often scathing, in the files of several of these men. Being returned to Australia for discipline reasons was indeed a dreaded punishment and three of these recalcitrant Sappers re-enlisted in the AIF, under false details, within months of getting back to Australia.


Joseph Bruce Cormick re-enlisted under the pseudonym of 4249 Private Joseph McCormick in the 45 Battalion, and was killed in action on 7 June 1917 in Belgium. Providing false details seemed to be par for the course for Cormick as his correct name was John Bruce Cormick, meaning that he had already been serving under false details in 3FCE.


In January 1915, Captain Bage recorded that Harry Lamb was ‘ ... a good shoeing smith but will never make a good soldier, he lacks heart, is a shirker and a malingerer’. Upon his return to Australia, he re-enlisted as 396 Gunner Harry Lambing, serving with the Field Artillery over the following two years. In late 1917, he returned to Australia, medically unfit due to defective vision, and in January 1918, he made a Statutory Declaration, declaring his correct name to be Harry Lamb. In August 1915, John George Pattinson re-enlisted in the AIF, under the pseudonym of John Frank Pattinson. In November he was granted a commission in the newly forming Mining Corps, and in late 1916, Lt John Frank Pattinson arrived on the Western Front where he was taken on the strength of 2nd Tunnelling Company. He was killed in action, on 14 May 1918, at Ribemont on the Somme.




CHAPTER 3


KANTARA AND THE SUEZ CAMPAIGN


The British annexation of Egypt was a slight to the Ottoman Empire, and in early January 1915 VIII Corps of the Turkish Fourth Army marched south from Palestine towards Egypt. The defence plan for Egypt relied in great part on geography. The Sinai Desert was given up and a defensive line constructed with the Suez Canal as its basis. Another aspect of the defensive network was flooding of low-lying areas on the eastern side of the canal, making a number of areas impassable to troops. The canal stretched for ninety-nine miles from Suez at the head of the Red Sea to Port Said on the Mediterranean and was, at its narrowest points, no less than seventy yards wide.


The majority of the defending troops were held behind the canal, and only at a few points were units maintained on the east bank. The posts on the east bank were to defend ferry-heads so that troops could be put across the canal during an attack. The most important of these posts was at Kantara, in the northern sector, where the caravan route from Palestine crossed the canal. Posts were also created on the canal at El Ferdan and Ismailia, half way down the canal, where it enters Lake Timsah; at Toussum and Serapeum, two stations of the Suez Canal Company, on the eight-mile reach between Lake Timsah and the Bitter Lakes; and at Shallufa, Kubri and Shatt. These posts were dug on the eastern bank of the canal while the bulk of the defenders, Indian and British troops, were garrisoned in scattered posts on the western bank. The trenches of these posts were on top of the canal bank, which was fairly high because of the spoil created by the digging of the canal.1


First unit of the AIF to embark on combat operations


While the rest of the first AIF were in Mena Camp training, Major Clogstoun was using his pre-war connections, and knowledge of Egypt, to agitate for involvement of 3FCE in coming events. He was successful, and early on the morning of 3 January 1915, 3FCE struck camp at Mena and marched for the Suez Canal, the first unit of the AIF to embark on combat operations in the war. He informed the company they had been selected as their training was farther advanced than the other field companies, but the men were wise to his tricks. In a letter dated 26 December 1914, to a relative in Australia, 210 Spr Aloysius Woodbridge wrote of these events:


We flew our flag over Cairo last week, but there was no fighting attached to the ceremony. We expect to get some next week, for we are leaving for Suez again to engage the Turks. We engineers will have the honour of being the first Australians in action. We are fighting with the Gurkhas and the ‘Terriers.’2


The historic events were described by 55 Spr Louis Avery in a letter to his parents in Broken Hill:


On Sunday, 3rd January, we were up early and struck camp, packed our kit bags, and got into marching order. We left camp at 10 a.m. We left the drivers and horses behind in charge of Captain Bage. We only took the front and rear limber waggons to carry our shovels, picks, carpenters, and cooks gear. At our destination we had to haul the carts by hand, and a heavy job it was drawing them through the sand. I cannot tell you where we are, but you will pretty well guess. We marched from Mena Camp to Cairo, a distance of 10 miles. We did the trip in four hours, and only rested once for a snack. I think it was good going, for we had soft feet due to working in sand at camp. A hard metalled road is pretty solid after being accustomed to sand. Most of us had some bark rubbed off.3


That night the company rested at the Kasr-El-Nil military barracks and the following morning they entrained for Kantara, where they made camp. From 4 January until early February, 3FCE was engaged in engineering works, namely the construction of bridges and defensive works along the canal, from Kantara in the north to Serapeum in the south. The British quickly discovered that the men of 3FCE had a broad range of experience and skills, and within a week of their arrival, the Sappers were being detailed to various other tasks. Parties were working searchlights, surveying for maps and artillery ranges, and a detachment took up residence in the Ismailia Power House to ensure workings of the station continued and were not disrupted by acts of espionage.


Kantara was thirty miles from Ismailia and a half hour from Port Said, and when the Australians arrived, was inhabited by swarms of flies and mosquitoes. The Australians made their camp close to the Sweet Water Canal, a fresh-water canal running from Cairo to Suez. The water from the Sweet Water Canal was unfit for consumption, and the Australians had to bring in their water in oblong tanks, each capable of holding twelve gallons; the allowance was one tank per day for drinking and washing purposes - one tank for thirty-four men.4


Almost as soon as the company had arrived at Kantara they managed to upset the local populace, but the quick wit and local knowledge of Major Clogstoun was the saving grace. A force of Ghurkas was encamped on the opposite bank to the Australians, and one of the unit’s first tasks was construction of a road and bridge to allow forces to cross the canal in case of a Turkish attack. On 4 January 1915, Avery recorded in his diary:


A village has been blown up on the Turkish side so as to give the gunboats and troops a good clear field of fire in case of attack. A village on our side of the canal is deserted and we have found plenty of useful timber including a row boat which has proved very useful. This village is about quarter of a mile from the camp.


The deserted village contained a ready supply of material for construction of the bridge. In particular, the doors of the abandoned houses made good chesses, i.e. the cross planks that made up the road surface of the bridge. The destruction began in earnest, and the required materials were soon carted off to the company camp. That day Louis Avery recorded the work of the company:


Commenced building a road and a bridge across the sweet water canal to afford troops from the reserves to come round our attacking right flank and cross the Suez Canal by pontoons to deliver a flank attack. No. 4 Section made a camp leading from the bank of the canal on to the pontoons which will be constructed later.
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Bridge across Sweet Water Canal under construction by 3FCE, Egypt (AWM H18496)


After a period the men observed a crowd of locals, displaced villagers of the deserted village, approaching their camp behind a local Gendarme. Major Clogstoun met the Gendarme and an interpreter, and a loud and animated exchange took place. The company was then ordered to parade in front of the Major and the Gendarme. Clogstoun chastised the men loudly ‘Those people who have just gone away are residents of the village you have been looting. Let me impress upon you that in the British army looting on active service is punishable by death.’ This tirade was tailored more for the consumption of the Gendarme than the hapless Sappers. With the lecture over Clogstoun and the now-satisfied Gendarme retired to a tent to discuss the matter of reparations while 138 CSM Healy took over proceedings. The ruse now became apparent. Healy ordered some of the men to carry material back to the village, while he ordered others to carry off material to be secreted nearby for use later on the bridge. A show was made of returning the property, but sufficient material was retained to ensure the company bridging works were not impeded. A small sum of money was taken out of company funds to reimburse the villagers and the company carpenters returned to the village to repair most of the damage.5
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Redoubt constructed by 3FCE overlooking Suez Canal, between Ballah and Kantara (courtesy of the family of the late Tom Prince)


The company spent a week at Kantara then, on 11 January, they travelled south to Ballah, a station on the Port Said-Suez railway. At Ballah they put a number of railway buildings, overlooking the canal, into a defensive state by placing sandbags in the windows and doorways, also on the roof to form loop holes.
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Postcard image of fortified railway cottages at Ballah Station. Spr Avery wrote on rear “We fortified these native railway cottages loopholing the roofs with sandbags full of gravel. It was a job collecting the gravel by hand filling the bags.” (courtesy of Avery family collection)
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Postcard image of work atop a house at Ballah (courtesy of the family of the late Percival Savage)
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Postcard image of completed defences atop a house at Ballah (courtesy of the family of the late Percival Savage)


On 15 January, the company moved further south to Ismailia, at the head of Lake Timsah, roughly half-way along the Suez Canal. In a letter dated 17 January 1915, 45 Sgt Frank Barrier Gentle wrote of the beauty of Ismailia:


We are now at a place on the banks of the Canal called Ismailia. I think it is one of the prettiest places in Egypt. The people here are mostly French, and number about 6000, including whites and natives, and the most of them work on the Canal. There is a beautiful lake here that the Canal runs through, and also a nice beach, but the water is not deep enough to swim in until you get out some distance. We are camped in the parks just alongside of some beautiful gardens that are kept by the Canal Company. There is a small canal called the Sweet Water Canal, and our camp is between this and the Suez Canal. We are not allowed to cross it without a pass, and it is hard to get one, but I am having a try for one to have a look around.6


At Ismailia the company set about constructing a large floating pontoon bridge, which would take two weeks to complete. The 3FCE War Diary of 31 January 1915 gave the following description of the bridge:.


Consisted of 22 units, each of twin steel cylinders 16 feet 6 inches long and 4 foot diameter rigidly connected. These were lent by Suez Canal Co and used by them as pipe floats. Each cylinder carried a saddle with chocks. Each unit was permanently decked forming a short bay. Units connected by an 18 foot bay. Roll due to uneven length of bays apparent but not excessive due to weight and buoyancy of cylinders. Roadway 8 foot 3 inches. Handrail provided. Camel traffic caused considerable side sway owing to height above water and excessive buoyancy. Infantry and Cavalry comfortable carried. Artillery not tried. Bridge heads made by permanently attaching units to banks at Serapeum, Ismailia and Kantara. Each unit finished 25 feet 6 inches of bridge. 11 mobile units required at Serapeum, 9 at Ismailia and 15 at Kantara. Small tug could travel 15 units in still water at 5.3 miles/hour. Bridge formed from column of route in 75 minutes. Swinging rafts from either side 20 minutes. Swinging long length made possible by using diagonal bracing.
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A barge positioning a section of the pontoon bridge into place at Serapeum, Suez Canal, February 1915 (AWM A00825)
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Postcard of pontoon bridge in Suez Canal. Spr Avery wrote on the rear “Our first manoeuvre with pontoon after building it. You may see Major Clogstoun walking on one of the road bearers. We hoped he would fall in. In the trees behind was our camp. We never saw the sun there.” (courtesy of Avery family collection)
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Postcard of pontoon bridge being built on the canal by 3FCE (courtesy of Avery family collection)
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Postcard image of S.S. Arabia passing by 3FCE pontoon bridge-head (courtesy of Avery family collection)


[image: ]


Rear of S.S. Arabia postcard with handwritten notes of Spr Avery (courtesy of Avery family collection)


On 16 January, ten Sappers, divide into three groups, were detached to conduct a three-day survey of the flooded land on the eastern side of the canal at Ballah. Spr Avery, attached to one of the surveying parties, described the work in a letter home to his parents:


I might tell you that since we left Mena camp we have been supplied with 60 rounds of ammunition, and always carry it wherever we go. I am quite used to the tachometer (the Military theodolite), and like the work. There is plenty of walking through sand and mud. In the three days we must have covered 35 miles of country, hoofing it all the way. The 60 rounds get very heavy towards the end of the day, and the instrument becomes very weighty. You have no idea of the amount of country that has been flooded, it is enormous. Several times we were bogged, and God help the Turks if they try to cross it. In one place a cut has been made and the water is flowing over the country at a great rate.7


Intrigues at the Ismailia Power Station


On 25 January, one NCO and six Sappers of 3FCE were mounted as a guard at the Canal Company Power Station at Ismailia. There was already a guard of Indians, and they manned the main gate while the Australians made up an inner guard. Intelligence suggested that local Arabs with anti-British sentiment were planning to bomb the plant, and the Sappers were to become familiar with the operation of the plant, and ensure the power supply was not disrupted, because the power supply was also needed for the local wireless.
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