
 
THE ELECTRICAL AND MECHANICAL MINING AND BORING COMPANY 

 
WHEN THE MINING BATTALION was broken up, early in May 1916, and the three tunnelling 
companies gained their independence, it was seen that the battalion’s electrical and 
mechanical elements were too valuable to disperse.  They were formed, together with the 
specialised boring sub-unit, into an electrical and mechanical company under the command 
of Major R. V. Morse.  The new unit received the name of the Australian Electrical and 
Mechanical Mining and Boring Company, and because of its abbreviation A. E. & M. M. & B. 
Coy it was sometimes jocularly referred to as the alphabetical company. 
 
The company established itself on 16 May in the Meat Market building in Hazebrouck.  A 
large barn half a mile out on the Borre road was used at first as a workshop, but soon the 
shop moved into a cycle accessories factory in the Rue de Borre.  Shafting was erected and 
machines installed.  Power was supplied from a captured 12 H.P. Gardner-Bosch engine.  
The site was very suitable, being in the middle of the company’s allotted area of operation 
which was the front from south of Arras to Nieuport on the Channel coast, held by two 
armies, and the line of communications area lying in rear.1  Hazebrouck was thirty to forty 
miles behind the front line, which for nearly two years moved only a few miles forward or 
back in spite of heavy fighting in the Arras, Loos, Armentières and Ypres sectors. 
 
The company was responsible for installing and maintaining lighting and power plant, 
pumps and fans throughout the First and Second Army areas, for deep well boring in both 
forward and rear areas, and for shallow boring along the front.  A large proportion of the 
men were employed forward, where they were constantly being shelled, not only on the 
job, but coming and going, being frequently on the move.  Electricians repairing power 
cables were especially vulnerable.  After a tour of duty in forward areas men needing relief 
would be brought back to work in the shop at Hazebrouck.  The organization then divided 
its front into three sectors—First Army, Second Army South, Second Army North—each 
under a subaltern.  In addition there was the boring section.  At company headquarters the 
adjutant controlled the workshop through a shop foreman, the store through the 
quartermaster-sergeant, and two emergency teams, one for low speed engines and one for 
high speed engines.2 

 

The unit soon established a reputation for conscientiousness and reliability. C. E. W. Bean 
quotes3 the diary of an inspecting officer from General Headquarters, who noted that . . . 
the commander of a British tunnelling company (Major Wraith) had ‘nothing but praise for 
Morse and his men, who efficiency and “devotion to duty” are a matter for his enthusiastic 
commendation.  If a pump goes wrong, it is out of the mine, back to the shops in 
Hazebrouck, and again underground in 24 hours.  The Australians do not work by hours, 
but by contact—to keep the water down.’ 
 
The increase in tunnelling activity during 1916 brought with it the need for generating sets 
to light the workings.  These were sited as far forward as possible—often within 300 yards 
of the front line—in order to shorten leads to the mine shafts, so vulnerable to shell fire.  
The sets were installed in cellars of houses or in surface shelters, special silencers being 
used to prevent detection.  As heavier artillery came into use it was found necessary to 
keep surface sets farther back, out of minenwerfer range, and where possible to put the 



plant in deep dug-outs.  Such underground engine rooms presented obvious difficulties.  
Ventilation was a problem, and there had to be enough space for one set of a pair to be 
overhauled while the other was running. 
 
Low speed sets were found more reliable than high speed, though both were used.  The 
common makes of low speed engines were Frisco Standard, Hornsby, Blackman, Gardner, 
Lister and Petter; of high speed De Dion, Austin, Aster Wembley, L’Astic, Unic and 
Coventry Simplex.  Cooling tanks were preferred to radiators.  Dynamos were direct 
current, 440-volt and 220-volt, which were the voltages adopted by the Australian 
company as standard and used throughout the First and Second Army areas.  Elsewhere 
lower voltages were used.  On 2 February 1918, in the Engineer-in-Chief’s office at General 
Headquarters, the company was pressed to lower its voltage, the reasons being ‘the 
danger of high voltages in forward areas, and the advisability of standardizing all 
generating sets’.  Major Morse defended the high voltage, pointing to the necessity to 
centralize power plants and to the difficulty of repair of the heavy conductors needed for 
lower voltages; also, he said, his company did nearly all the forward electric power work, 
up to 2,500 yards in advance of generating stations, and had experienced no difficulties.  
Morse’s suggestion of 440 volts for power and for larger lighting systems, and 220 volts for 
smaller systems, was accepted.4 
 
Deep well boring for water, or for geological work (such as to investigate strata, or to find 
gravel beds) called for orthodox boring equipment; but in addition the company was 
concerned with horizontal boring for demolition purposes and with short vertical bores for 
dug-out ventilation.  For these the company used the Wombat boring machine which it had 
brought from Australia, and for which great hopes were held.  Unfortunately its 
performance in horizontal boring was disappointing.  O.H. Woodward, who had always 
been sceptical, has reported that in tests the machine lost direction, and occasionally the 
bit broke surface.  Nevertheless the machine found some acceptance, and the company 
provided boring instructors, using this and other equipment, for the mine schools of all 
armies of the B.E.F. 
 
At the beginning of 1918 the company had a strength of four officers and 147 other ranks, 
with two officers and 96 attached from other A.I.F. units, and 63 other ranks from other 
British units, making a total of six officers and 306.  The officers were: 
 
Major R. V. Morse, D.S.O.       
Lieutenant R. MacD. Royle† 
Captain S. B. Hunter       
Lieutenant J. C. Close 
Captain P. C. Piper, D.C.M.†       
Lieutenant R. Logie 
Lieutenant G. W. Norfolk, M.C.†       
Lieutenant L. Hills (geologist attached) 
Lieutenant W. T. Anderson, M.C.†                                                                          
 
THE GERMAN ATTACK north and south of Armentières early in April 1918 was intended to 
capture Hazebrouck, and the enemy successes of the first few days showed that the 
headquarters of the company would have to move.  The stores and plant in forward areas 



(about 300 tons) were moved by lorries to Nieppe, the lorries running twenty-four hours a 
day for a week.  All the plant was salved except for a few small engine sets and fans 
destroyed by shell fire while loading.  The unit had been instructed to move its workshop 
behind the St. Omer-Aire Canal.  A suitable site was found at Assinghem near St. Omer, 
where a paper mill was taken over.  The plant was brought from Nieppe.  The mill’s 28-
H.P. water turbine was overhauled and an 18-kilowatt 220-volt generator installed, belt 
driven from the turbine shafting, which supplied power for the machine shop, for 
carpenters’ and blacksmiths’ shops, for portable drills, for testing, and for general lighting.5 
 
THE ADVANCE of the First and Second Armies during August and September, 1918 left the 
company headquarters and workshop at Assinghem far in rear of the new centre of the 
work-load.  It was decided to move to Arras.  A suitable site was found in old laundry 
buildings next to the large R.E. store depot at Marœil, six kilometres from Arras, where 
there were broad and narrow gauge rail connections.  The workshop moved in four days, 
the heavy stores following by rail and road.  At the new shop a 25-H.P. Hornsby engine 
was installed to drive an 18 kilowatt 220 volt generator for power, and a three-kilowatt 
220-volt Lister petrol engine generating set was used for lighting. 
 
R. V. Morse has recorded details of the plant in the workshop at this location, where two 
220-volt motors drove two lines of floor shafting and overhead counter-shafting.  Installed 
were one 10-inch screwcutting lathe, two 8-inch lathes, two fixed and two portable drilling 
machines, two emery wheels and a grindstone.  The electrical shop had a portable drill, the 
carpenters’ shop a sawbench.  One of the blacksmiths’ forges was a captured Bosch forge.  
The shops were protected from fire by a Stott electric vertical pump, 2000 gallons an hour 
at 70 feet head; and there were a No. 2 Merewether steam pump in readiness. 
 
The company made itself comfortable at its headquarters, even if its detachments in 
forward areas lay pretty hard.  At Marœil the barracks were electrically lit and heated, and 
hot water for the bath house was provided from the cooling tanks of the main engine which 
could supply four showers continuously. 
 
At the time of the Armistice arrangements were in hand to move forward to Mons. 
 
THE SERVICE, even the existence of the Electrical and Mechanical Mining and Boring 
Company was unknown to most soldiers of the A.I.F.  Only the tunnelling companies, and 
some higher headquarters, would have seen the colour patch, the purple star bearing the 
white lightning flash.  The company’s contribution to the Allied cause was none the less a 
matter for pride, winning as it did many commendations from the headquarters of the two 
armies for which it worked, and from General headquarters.6  The decorations won by 
members of the company during its two years and a half of service on the Western Front 
included a Distinguished Service Order, two Military Crosses, five Distinguished Conduct 
Medals, three Military Medals and fifteen Meritorious Service Medals.  To illustrate the kind 
of exploit that earned a Distinguished Conduct Medal in this unit one may quote part of the 
citation for Corporal John Nancarrow:7  

 
. . . While in charge of the pumping and electric power of mining systems, two out of 
his three engines were smashed, and the 



mines commenced to flood.  By working continuously, in 56 hours he installed a new 
plant under shell fire, and by keeping  
the remaining set running continuously heavily overloaded, the water was kept from 
rising more than 2 feet in the galleries. . . 

 
 
† Captain P. C. Piper, D.C.M., A.E.&M.M.&B. Coy.  Electrician; b. 1888 Woodville, S.A. 
† Lieutenant G. W. Norfolk, M.C., A.E.&M.M.&B. Coy.  Electrician; b. 1871 London; d. 28.10.1931 
† Lieutenant W. T. Anderson, M.C., A.E.&M.M.&B. Coy.  Mining engineer; b. 15.6.1886 Sydney; d. 16.8.1968 
† Lieutenant R. MacD. Royle, A.E.&M.M.&B. Coy., Mechanical engineer; b. 11.8.1888 Randwick, N.S.W. 
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