1917 MAJOR NORMAN MACRAE

Headquarters, Australian Mining Corps – 4th Pioneer Battalion

Born 9 July 1885 at St Andrews, Fife, Scotland, the son of John Farquar and Bertha Christian Macrae.

On 6 October 1915 he completed an Application for a Commission in the Field Companies, Engineers, A.I.F.  It was recorded that he was 6ft tall, weighed 11stone 5lbs, was 30 years 6 months of age and had ‘perfect’ eyesight.  The application was recommended on 18 November 1915 for appointment to H.Q.s Mining Corps 

He stated that he was Licensed Surveyor and Engineer by profession, recording that he had completed a 5-year apprenticeship with N.B. Locomotive Coy. Ltd., Glasgow, Scotland; had obtained a B.Sc in Engineering at Glasgow University and that for the past 18 months he had been employed as a Civil Engineer and Surveyor to A. Richard & Co., 84B Pitt Street, Sydney.

Norman also recorded that he had passed the No. 2 Light Horse School in 1915, that his appointment as a 2nd Lieutenant had appeared in the Commonwealth of Australia Gazette on 1 April 1915, that his promotion to Lieutenant had been Gazetted on 14 November 1915 while serving with the 6th Field Company, Australian Engineers and that he had been mobilised to Engineer Reinforcements Depot Staff since 21 August 1915.

Norman signed the Attestation Paper of Persons Enlisted for Service Abroad on 1 December 1915. He named as his Next of Kin his sister Miss Ethel L Macrae of ‘Kilmorie’, Toorak Rd, Toorak, Melbourne, Victoria.

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

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

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

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

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

The ship hit a reef when leaving Fremantle harbour, stripping the plates for 40 feet and, although there was a gap in the outside plate, the inner bilge plates were not punctured.  The men on board nicknamed her ‘Useless’.  The Miners were off-loaded and sent to the Blackboy Hill Camp where further training was conducted.
The Mining Corps comprised 1303 members at the time they embarked with a Headquarters of 40; No.1 Company – 390; No.2 Company – 380; No.3 Company – 392, and 101 members of the 1st Reinforcements.

Finally departing Fremantle on April 1, Ulysses voyaged via Suez, Port Said and Alexandria in Egypt.  The Captain of the ship was reluctant to take Ulysses out of the Suez Canal because he felt the weight of the ship made it impossible to manoeuvre in the situation of a submarine attack.  The troops were transhipped to HM Transport B.1 Ansonia, then on to Valetta, Malta before disembarking at Marseilles, France on May 5, 1916.  As a unit they entrained at Marseilles on May 7 and detrained on May 11 at Hazebrouck.

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

On 6 June 1916 Norman was transferred to the Anzac Entrenching Battalion to be Adjutant and Quartermaster of the 1st Anzac Entrenching Battalion and to be seconded from the Mining Corps while so employed.

Two months later on 6 August 1916, he relinquished his temporary appointment as Adjutant & QM and transferred from the Australian Mining Corps to be a Major in the 4th Pioneer Battalion, where he was Taken on Strength on 11 August 1916.

He Commanded the Battalion between 24 December 1916 and 13 February 1917, and enjoyed some leave from 30 July to 11 August 1917.
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On 20 September 1917 he was recommended for the Distinguished Service Order by the C.O., 4th Pioneer Battalion, Lt. Col. (later Lt. Gen. K.B.E., C.B., D.S.O.) V.A.H. Sturdee:

Major Norman Macrae was killed in action by aeroplane bomb on 2 October 1917.  He is buried in The Huts Cemetery, Dickebusch, Belgium.
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The London Gazette of 28 December 1917 records the award of a Mentioned in Despatches to Major N. Macrae whose name had been submitted as deserving of special mention in Sir Douglas Haig’s Despatch of 7 November 1917.

Ethel Macrae was advised of the award ‘relating to conspicuous service rendered by your brother’ by the Base Records Office, A.I.F. on 10 May 1918

His personal effects were returned to his Ethel, as Next of Kin, early in 1918.  As his parents were deceased, Normans’ British War Medal (32111) and Victory Medal (31888) were to be issued to his eldest brother, Rev. F.J.L. Macrae, who was living and working in Kyumasan, Korea.  However in January 1922 he waived his claim to the medals in favour of his sister who had been named as Normans’ Next of Kin.

The Memorial Scroll and Plaque and the pamphlet “Where the Australian Rest” were also provided to Ethel between May and December 1922 
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   During the MESSINES operation, 7th to 12th June 1917, he was in command of two Pioneer Companies, digging communication trenches forward to the new front line.  At one period the work had to be carried out in front of our outposts, as the objective had not been completely taken.  The forward portion of the working party were driven in but not before they had secured two prisoners.  The trench was completed on the following nights.


   Throughout he set a fine example by continuously moving up and down the parapet encouraging the men and supervising the work, thus exposing himself to great personal danger.


   During the past six months he has done excellent work in the line, never sparing himself in his endeavours to get work done, stores brought up and giving assistance.


   His personal conduct under heavy fire has set a fine example to all ranks.





Sydney Morning Herald - Monday October 22, 1917


KILLED


Major N. Macrae, who was killed in action on October 2, of Toorak (Vic), and went on active service in March, 1916 with the Australian Mining Corps, as captain and adjutant.  He received part of his education at Sedbergh School, Yorkshire and obtained his degree of B.Sc. at Glasgow University.  Before leaving for the front he was engaged in survey work in New South Wales.
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