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Treasure: Principal Robyn Cragg m ﬂ;ehistoric\WOrld War | letters found in a school clean-up.
Hero lives again after King’s
letter found in school clean-up

By EDWARD O'REILLY

STAFF of Waratah Technol-
ogy High dug up more than they
bargained for when they
embarked on a recent clean-up of
the school’s old store rooms.

Hidden among the fading
posters and tattered textbooks
was a piece of history regarded
to be of national significance.

At the centre of interest are
two framed letters relating to
former student and later a cap-
tain in the Australian Imperial

Forces during World War I, Clar-

ence Smith Jeffries.

Capt Jeffries was posthu-
mously awarded the Victoria
Cross after charging two
machine-gun nests at Passchen-
daele, France, in October, 1917.

The 23-year-old’s group of 15
men captured more than 60
enemy soldiers and six machine
guns during the two attacks.

The letters, accompanied by a
miniature Victoria Cross, are
addressed to Capt Jeffries’s
father Joshua, then superinten-
dent at Abermain Collieries.

The first told Mr Jeffries of
the details of his son’s death and
of King Georgﬁ’s approval of the
| granting of the Victoria Cross,
the highest award for bravery in
the former British Empire.

In the second letter, signed

Awarded: Capt Jeffries

ersonally by King George, Mr

effries was told that the f(ing
regretted he could not present
the award personally.

How and when the letters
came to be in the school’s posses-
sion is unknown, but the recent
clean-out almost resulted in
them being lost forever.

Covered in dust and grime,
the letters could not be seen
beneath the frame’s glass and
were thrown into the garbage
skiffs by the school staff.

It was only by chance that the
school caretaker Mr Ron Wood-

house noticed the frame itself
was in good condition and res-
cued it from the garbage.

‘T rubbed the dust off it and
saw it was signed by someone
called George,” Mr Woodhouse
said.

‘T didn’t think much of it at
first, but then I cleaned the rest
of it and realised it may have
been important.

‘T had someone check them out
and found they were authentic.’

School principal Ms Robyn
Cragg, who is also a lieutenant-
colonel in the Australian Army
Reserve, recognised the letters’
value immediately.

Ms Cragg said it was only last
year that the school built a
memorial display to Capt Jef-
fries in the school’s foyer.

‘No doubt about it, these are of
national significance,” Ms Cragg
said.

‘How they came to be dis-
carded is unknown, but from the
amount of dirt and grime on
them they have been stored for a
long, long time, possibly since
the school moved to this location
in 1936.

Ms Cragg said the documents
would neetf restoration and the
school wanted to forward them
to another location for perma-
nent public display.




Memories of Hunter’s heroes
are still shining down the years

TODAY on the other side of the
world at Sailly-le-Sec, in France,
14 aged former Australian Diggers
will lay a wreath and a scroll of
honour will be unveiled at Aus-
tralia’s 3rd Division Army Mem-
orial. The major commemorative
ceremony is to mark the 75th
anniversary of the end of World
War I and coincides with the
decisive battles won by the Aus-
tralian forces on the Western
Front in 1918. This reminder of
the loss of 46,000 Aussie soldiers
over there is very timely because
last week a colleague had an odd
inquiry. A former student at New-
castle Boys High (Waratah High
since 1977) raised an issue after
the RSL recently bought Kevin
‘Dasher’ Wheatley’s 1965

posthumous Victoria Cross for
valour at auction for a record
$165,000. And the inquiry was:
whatever happened to the old Vic-
toria Cross once in the foyer of
Newcastle Boys High School?

o g O

The Victoria Cros.s

EVERYONE later seemed to
agree that the missing VC was
awarded posthumously to the
Hunter Valley’s Captain Clar-
ence Jeffries for gallantry at
Passchendaele, France, on Oc-
tober 12, 1917. Later, Col Stan-
den, president of the NBHS Old
Boys Association, said he be-
lieved that the VC was now in
‘permanent safekeeping in a
side passage in Newcastle’s
Christ Church Cathedral,
which was exactly where Top-
ics found it.

O (o] 0
IF anyone knows about WWI
military matters it's Dave Dial,
military historian, of Pelaw Main,
who wears the full Light Horse-

Capt Clarence
Jeffries

man’s uniform and is in every An-
zac Day parade. And it turned out
that Dave did indeed know a bit
about the late Clarence Jeffries, of
Abermain. ‘There's actually a
plaque at Dudley Public School to
Jeffries and also to Currie,
another VC winner, who both
went to that school,” he said.
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DAVE also said that a former
Hunter Valley miner, James
Bruce, who was a sergeant
with Jeffries in the 34th Bat-
talion when the latter died at
Passchendaele in 1917, had ear-
lier worked for Jeffries’s
father, Joshua, the then
superintendent of Abermain
Collieries. ‘Jeffries was an only
child and Bruce was actually
looking after Jeffries, who was
only a fortnight shy of his 23rd
birthday when he was killed,’
said Dave. ‘Jeffries’s company,
including he and Bruce, came
under very heavy fire but cap-
tured six enemy machine guns
and 65 prisoners that day.
They were ordinary men doing
superhuman feats. Now Bruce
was 38 years of age, and mar-
ried with four children, when
he enlisted in World War L
And he came from Pelaw Main,
the same town where I now
live. Bruce, later a lieutenant,
was killed in 1918, and Joshua
Jeffries, in gratitude for Bruce
trying to look after his son,
made two of Bruce’s eldest
sons trainee mining surveyors.
They were only 14 or 15 years
old. It was very unusual. And
Alice, the widow of James

Lt James
Bruce

Bruce’s second eldest son,
Tom, is still alive today in
Pelaw Main.’ People might be
interested to know also that
even today there is a Jeffries
Park with a magnificent war
memorial on donated land in
Abermain. And now you know
why it’s there.
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WELL, if the late Capt Jeffries
seems almost unknown today,
then Sgt, later Lt, James Bruce is
truly a forgotten Hunter hero
even though he was awarded the
Distinguished Conduct Medal
(DCM) and Military Cross. Dave
Dial again: ‘I put a Roll of
Honour remembrance notice in
The Newcastle Herald on July 17
this year on the 75th anniversary
of his death,” said Dave of the
fearless late Lt Bruce. Dave also
suspects that the Germans may
have put a bounty on Bruce’s
head. ‘Bruce had red hair and
even a German nickname. He was
calied the “Ginger-haired Aus-
tralian Devil” as he'd killed about
30 enemy.’ And, finally, did I
mention that included in the 3rd
Division being honoured in France
today are the 34th and 35th Bat-
talions. Jeffries and Bruce be-
longed to the 34th (called ‘Mait-
land’s Own’) and the 35th was
‘Newcastle’s Own’. Dave Dial said
the 34th Battalion’s colours were
purple on green but Newcastle’s
35th Battalion colours were
brown on gold, which are still
Newecastle’s City Council colours
and can be seen on any official
flag, say, atop the Newcastle
Town Hall or by driving past the

flagpole at the NCC’s works depot |

in Turton Rd, Waratah.
ROLL OF HONOUR

ROLL OF HONOUR .

BRUCE, Lieut. James. —'
D.C.M., M.C.

34th Battalion First AIF.
K.ILA. 17th July, 1918.

Let those who come after
see to it that his name be
“not forgotten, - 4
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GARLIC is the main ingredient -

in a festival early next month
in the cultural melting pot of
Sydney’s inner west. The in-
augural Multicultural Herb
and Garlic Festival (September
11 and 12) is hoped to ease ten-
sions and attract 150,000 to
Marrickville, recently dubbed
Australia’s most multicultural
municipality. As Ms Maureen
Mead, one of the coordinators,
said: ‘There are over 70 lang-
uages spoken here so I think
garlic is one of the few things
people have in common, apart
from social security.’
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Extract from the 'Newcastle Regional Museum Newsletter' April 1995:

By the time that the First World War ended in 1918, approximately 17 000 men and women
from the Hunter Valley had enlisted and served in the Australian Forces. Of these 17 000,
only three individuals were awarded the famous Victoria Cross.

The Victoria Cross was instituted in 1856, as a reward for acts of extreme valour
demonstrated in the field by one hundred and eleven British soldiers during the Crimean War.
It was available to both officers and men at the time and is currently also available to civilians
and women. It remains the most highly prized military award on earth.

The three Newcastle recipients were all twenty-two years of age when they qualified for the
award. All were infantrymen, two were junior officers and they each served in a different unit
and earned their V.C.s on different battlefields. Two of the three lived to receive their award.

Captain Clarence Smith Jeffries, born at Wallsend and the son of the manager of the
Abermain Colliery, was the first to qualify for the award. Serving with "Maitland's Own" 34th
Battalion, he was leading his company in the Third battle of Ypres (Belgium), near
Passchendaele, when he was pinned down by enemy machine gun fire emanating from
concrete dug-outs. He quickly organised a team of two NCOs and twelve men and, despite
the thick and muddy ground, rushed the machine guns. This resulted in the capture of four
machine guns and thirty-five enemy troops. The whole company then advanced still under
heavy artillery and new machine gun fire which had commenced to the right of the company
position. He again organised an attacking party which stole up on the gun when it was firing in
another direction but was killed when the machine gun swung onto him. Despite this, the
group succeeded in capturing two machine guns and thirty more prisoners. He is buried at
Tyne Cot Military Cemetery, Belgium.

From the Newcastle Herald "Topics" (undated, 1995) the following additional information is
attributed to Dave Dial of Pelaw Main:

A former Hunter Valley miner, James Bruce, who was a sergeant with Jeffries in the 34th
Battalion when the latter died at Passchendaele in 1917, had earlier worked for Jeffries'
father, Joshua, the then superintendent of Abermain Collieries. Jeffries was an only child and
Bruce was actually looking after Jeffries, who was only a fortnight shy of his 23rd birthday
when he was killed. Jeffries' company, including him and Bruce, came under very heavy fire
but captured six enemy machine guns and 65 prisoners that day. They were ordinary men
doing superhuman feats. Now Bruce was 38 years of age, and married with four children,
when he enlisted in World War 1. He came from Pelaw Main. Bruce, later a lieutenant, was
killed in 1918, and Joshua Jeffries, in gratitude for Bruce trying to look after his son, made two
of Bruce's eldest sons’ trainee mining surveyors. They were only 14 or 15 years old. It was
very unusual. And Alice, the widow of James Bruce's second eldest son, Tom, is still alive
today in Pelaw Main. There is a Jeffries park with a magnificent war memorial on donated
land in Abermain.



Other Information From Miscellaneous Sources (unverified 1997)

From C Standen (4/97): Born 26/10/1894; was 20 years old when he applied for a
commission; killed in the Battle of Ypres, Phase 5, on 12/10/17 (two weeks before his 23rd
birthday); VC awarded 17/10/97; his grave is at the Tyne Cot British Cemetery,
Passchendaele, "51/4 miles E.N.E. of Ypres", Belgium, Plot 40, Row "E", Grave 1.

From G Clayton (3/97): Joined CMF 1/7/12 (14th Infantry, but some mention of the 14th
Hunter River Lancers); private for 6 months; corporal for 6 months; promoted to sergeant
1/7/13; completed an exam 30/5/14 and qualified for commission appointment; made a
provisional lieutenant 1/7/15; became a 2nd lieutenant 30/4/16.

NBHS OBA Committee Meeting Records

The Minutes of Committee Meeting of 16/11/95 record the fact that Doug Kelly had
successfully bid for two items of Jeffries memorabilia at auction, at a total cost of $580. These
comprised his personal, signed copy of the military textbook "Solutions of Practical
Problems", dated 1913, and an inventory of his personal effects consigned to his mother after
his death. These were added to the NRL collection.

The Minutes of 8/2/96: Doug Kelley had been told that the Jeffries VC, held by the Newcastle
Cathedral, is in poor condition. He also believed that the Jeffries campaign medals may not
have been collected from the Defence Dept., in which case they could still be collected by
someone with the proper authority. DK was to investigate further.

Hospitalisation

Capt. Jeffries was wounded in action on 9/6/17, embarked for England on 15/6/17, and was
admitted to London General Hospital 16/6/17, with a "G.S.W. Thigh" (gun shot wound to the
thigh?). He was transferred from the hospital on 21/6/17 and shown as "Convalescent" on
4/7/17. He "proceeded overseas France" on 27/8/17 and rejoined his unit on 2/9/17. He was
killed in action on 12/10/17.

Medals
The 1914/15 Star was issued, signed N E, presumably before Jeffries was Kkilled
(whereabouts unknown).

He was posthumously awarded the Victoria Cross on 21/12/17.

The following were sent to his father: British War Medal, D/39, N° 38446, 13/1/22; Victory
Medal, D39, N° 38134, registered post number 8237 from GPO Melbourne, as recorded
5/3/23; "Where The Australians Rest" 17/2/22. A Memorial Plaque was sent to his father
6/12/22, N° 357444; Memorial Scroll 17/2/22, N° 357444.

Where are all of the medals now?



His Grave

A document N° AA/LS/5/9964 lists three exhumations, for a Private Smith, Capt. Jeffries, and a Private
Morrison, who were killed 4.9.16, 12.10.17 and 2/5.10.17 respectively. Their grave references are all
similar in style, with Jeffries' being "Plot 40. Row "E" Grave 1". Each went to a different place, with
Jeffries' final resting place being described as "Tyne Cot British Cemetery, Passchendaele. 57/4 miles
E.N.E. of Ypres". This suggests that all three had been buried at the same cemetery, then exhumed to
be buried at cemeteries built after the war near to the sites of the battles.
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My relation Capt. Clarence Smith Jeffries' grave has appeared a few times
on this site; however, when | recently visited | was able to take this shot of it
surrounded by images of five of his cousins (Steel, Reay and Tunney
families) who also lost their lives in the war. Unfortunately, | do not have an
image of cousin number six, Sgt. George Wanless, 35th Bn, but | am still

looking.




A display case containing various items of Captain Jeffries memorabilia, including his photograph and
copies of his medals and citation, was presented to CCWTC and officially unveiled on 24 April 1997.

An identical case was presented to NHS. It was officially unveiled in conjunction with the renaming of
the library as the ‘Captain C S Jeffries VC Memorial Library’. The ceremony, originally proposed for 11

November 1997, was postponed following the sudden death of Past President Colin Standen, who had
single-handedly prepared both display cases.

Photos of the individual items, plus others added since, are given below.
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Application for a Commission in the
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Footnote: These personal effects were never received by his mother, as the Shlp carrylng
them was sunk at sea.
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REPORT ot Death of an Omoar o -

the least possible delay after mmpt ot nctm.m& \ ,
on Army Form B. 213 or Army Form A. 36 or trom dthér
official documentary sources.

.

o A 4
REGIMENT)
¢ \ Squadron, !
C()“l‘tl’s 34th BATTALION A.I.F... Troop, Battery P
: or Compuny

Raok

Nawe

DIED

State

Captain.
JEFFRIES Clarence Smith

By whow reported  Gommanding Officer 34th Battallon.

| Date of Death 12th -Qctober 1917,
© Dlace or [oapitat In the Field BELGIUM. - oins
\ Rt & K111 saRtntiction. o
Place ot Durial Pa.rticular;s“not“'yet to hand.
whether be leaves - ~W111l not- received; ;

a will or not. !

All private documents and elfects received from the froot ot hospital, should be
exinnned, and 10 any will is found i1t sbould be at ouce forwarded to the War

Ofhee

Auy information veceived as to verbal expressions by a deccased Officer of his
wishes as to the diaposal of his estate should be epotl to bhe Wae Office as
soon as possible.
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British Expeditionary Force.
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AUSTRALIAN IMPERIA .
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Victoria Cross
Citation
Captain Clarence Smith
JEFFRIES

on the 12th October, 1917 at Passchendaele, Belgium

For most conspicuous bravery in allack, when his company
was held up /)r/ enemy machine-qgun fire from concrele
emplacements ‘)r(/un/wn(/ a parly, fe rushed one
emplacement, capluring four mac “hine-quns and //l//'/// ”/II'(’
prisoners Jle then led his company fora ard under
exiremely heavy enemy ur////«’/'// barrage and w}///ur/u
machine-gun fire lo the objective Laler, he agarin
Vil't/lll]l\('(/ a \ll('('('\\/ll/ allack on a II[(I('/III)(’*VI/II
emplacement, capluring lwo machine-quns and ////r///
prisoners This 1/(1//(//1/ offrcer was Leilled :/1//'//1// the atlack,
bul il was U/,v/u'u/// due lo his /)I'(Il/('l'l/ and initiative that the
cenlre of the attack was not held up /u/‘ a /('/Jy//u/ /;u/'lm/

J1is "\(Iln/)/«’ had a most in spLring //1//1/(’1’:‘(’

———

Replicas of medals awarded to Captain C. S. Jeffries

I L. to r. Victoria Cross, British War Medal, Victory Medal

S,




‘ Replica medals, documents and
display cabinet presented by the

i il h
| Newcastle Boys’ High School Old R - EL. ?i}!:gi?ls
j Boys’ Association. K

ralia’s 45 Victona
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display
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By JANEK SPEIGHT

ONE of Australia’s 45 Vicetori

Cross medals was displaye

proudly at Chri h
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