SAPPER ERNEST NELSON

221 – 1st Tunnelling Company

Ernest Nelson was born in Sydney about 1874.  He stated he had previous military experience in South Africa spending three months with a horse unit.  He had also been working in New Guinea.

The forty-one year old Labourer enlisted for Active Service abroad on November 29, 1915 at the Townsville Recruiting Office.  Attestation forms reveal he was 176cms (5ft 9ins) tall, weighed 67.7kgs (149lbs) with a chest measurement of 93-98cms (36½-38½ins). Dark was his complexion with brown eyes and dark brown hair and his religion was Church of England.  His next-of-kin was his cousin Mrs Mary Adelaide Burton of Long Street, Toowoomba, Qld but in July, 1916 was changed to “Hillside” Vulture Street, East Brisbane, Qld.  A tattoo on both arms was his distinguishing marks.  Having passed the medical examination all was in order and ‘The Oath of Allegiance’ was taken.

For basic training he went to Casula camp near Liverpool, NSW and placed with other volunteers for the Mining Corps which was being established for duty overseas.  He was assigned the Regimental number 221 and the rank of Sapper with the No 1 Company.

At a civic parade in the Domain, Sydney on Saturday 19 February, 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’, and on the left rank upon rank, the Miners’ Battalion.  

Sapper Nelson was one of 1,248 members of the Corps who boarded 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.

The Mining Corps was redesignated into three Tunnelling Companies to fit in with the British defensive which required the Companies in various sectors of the Front.  Sapper Nelson was assigned to the 1st Tunnelling Company.

On December 14, 1916 was taken to the 6 London Field Ambulance sick suffering from Pyrexia (Fever).  He was transferred to 17 Casualty Clearing Station six days later with Bronchitis and after ten days returned to duty with his unit.

Sapper was taken from the field near Ypres to the NM C.C.S. on February 12, 1917 suffering Myalgia (muscular pain) then transferred to 47 D.R.S. diagnosed with the same malady.  By February 23 was sent to the 15 C.C.S. then to 48 Field Ambulance diagnosis being Influenza.

On March 9, 1917 arrived at Boulogne to the 3 Canadian General Hospital and admitted with Trench Fever remaining until March 21 when he was evacuated to England on the hospital ship Princess Elizabeth and entered the County Middlesex War Hospital at Napsbury as an inpatient for 36 days.

He spent an overnight stay at the 2 Auxiliary Hospital at St Marylebone Schools in Southall on April 26-27, 1917.  The report says:



Trench fever    Shin pain.



28.3.17 Up today.  Reported sick 12.2.17




 Onset gradual with headache, cold and a cough and later acute pain about shins.




 Has had Malaria in S.A., New Guinea and Australia. 

29.3.17 Complains of shin pains still.

3.3.17 No improvement

24.4.17  Aus. Aux Hospital Southall.

The medical opinion was P.U.O. (Pyrexia (Fever) Unknown Origin) and he required more rest and was not fit for furlough yet.

After nine weeks in hospital recovery was slow remaining feverish at times; was discharged to the No 2 Command Depot, Weymouth on May 3, 1917.   The next day appeared before the Medical Board and over five days in hospital it was found the forty-three year old was still weak with pains in back after serving ten months in France.  On May 11 with his heart normal and the disease was noted as Trench Fever and Neurasthenia (a nervous condition or neurotic maladjustment).  The Board report is as follows:


Date of Disability:
December, 1916


Origin:


Ypres


Medical History:
Gradual onset.  Cold in head, vomiting and backache.  In hospital 12 weeks

Temperature for 9 weeks. “Enteric test” proved negative.  Was buried by a shell explosion 1 month before trench fever.  Now pains in back, stiffness; dry cough.

Opinion of cause:
Shell explosion causing Neuro? and Neurasthenia. Caused by active service

Present condition:
Neurasthenic and covered in sweat.  Heart normal and not rapid. Chest normal.  No tenderness in shins where he feels the pain.

Disability causes:
(i) active service.  Infection and strain.

Recommendation:
Permanently unfit for general service and unfit for home service for 2 months.

The final medical examination and report took place at the Australian Depot at Westham, Weymouth and the medical conditions were listed:




Cardio-vascular changes




Emphysema




Bronchitis




Rheumatism


Permanently unfit for general service and unfit for home service for 2 months.

On July 22, 1917 Sapper Nelson returned to Australia for a Change with Trench Fever and Neurasthenia on the H.S. A71 Nestor and his berth for the voyage was a hammock.  

His next-of-kin was advised of the impending return on August 22.

The ship disembarked in Melbourne, Vic on September 24, 1919 and he re-embarked on the HMAT Euripides for the 1st Military District (Qld).

Admitted to the 6th Aust General Hospital at Kangaroo Point in Brisbane, Qld on September 30, 1917 continuing until October 19, 1917 when he was discharged on November 1, 1917 on a Pension as recommended by the board.  A transfer to the S.O.I & R.S. Depot for disposal followed.

A disability pension of $4.50 (45/-) per fortnight was granted from November 2, 1917.  His address was care of Mrs J. Morse, Gloucester Street, Rockdale.

For serving his country Sapper 221 Ernest Nelson 1st Tunnelling Company was awarded the British War Medal (12186) and the Victory Medal (12027).
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