SAPPER JOHN PIERCE

3531A – Australian Electrical Mechanical Mining and Boring Company

John Pierce was born on 21 December at Mount Gambier, South Australia, the son of Robert and Bridget Pierce.

On 13 December 1915 at Casterton, Victoria, John completed the ‘Attestation Paper of Persons Enlisted for Service Abroad’.  A medical examination at Casterton on 22 November 1915 had recorded that John was 30 years and 11 months of age.  He stood 5ft 5¾ins tall, weighed 135½ lbs, had a dark complexion, blue eyes and brown hair.  He was of the Roman Catholic faith.  3 vaccination marks on his left arm and moles on the left shoulder and between his shoulder blades were distinguishing marks recorded at the examination.  He signed the Attestation, and the Oath to ‘well and truly serve’ at Casterton 13 December after a medical re-examination in Melbourne confirmed that he was ‘fit for active service’.  

An Enginedriver of Casterton, Victoria, he had 3 years experience working for J.H. Proud in Mount Gambier.  John named as his Next-of-Kin his mother, Mrs. Bridget Pierce, of Casterton, Victoria.  

Following initial training with ‘A’ Company, 23rd Battalion at Royal Park, John was transferred to the Miners Corps on 11 January 1916.  He was transferred to the Mining Reinforcements at Rosebery Park, on 1 June 1916 and then to the Miners Reinforcements at their training camp at Seymour, Victoria on 5 July 1916.

At the Mining Corps training camp at Seymour, Victoria, John was officially appointed to the Mining Reinforcements on 16 August 1916 and embarked with the 1st Reinforcements, Australian Mining Corps on board Orontes on 16 August 1916.

The 81 Reinforcements embarked on the transport RMS Orontes on 16th August, 1916 from Melbourne, Vic.  The mail ship docked at Adelaide, S.A. and Fremantle, W.A departing on August 23, 1916. After leaving the stormy Australian coast, Orontes docked at the African ports of Durban, Capetown and St Vincent and after fifty-two days at sea of generally fine and mild weather arrived at Plymouth, England on October 2, 1916.  The reinforcements entrained for Tidworth and marched in to No.3 Details Camp, Parkhouse. 

John proceeded overseas to France on 15 October 1916 and marched in to the Australian General Base Depot (AGBD) on 19 October.  On 8 December John was attached to the Army Workshops at Bailleul operated by the 1/2 Cornwall Army Troops. 

As a ‘Mining Corps’ did not fit in the British Expeditionary Force, the Corps had been disbanded and three Australian Tunnelling Companies 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’.

John was attached for duty with the AEMMBC on 2 December 1916.  His Service number was changed from 3531 to 3531A on 10 January 1917.

Johns’ mother Bridget died at Casterton in 1917 and his Next-of-Kin was changed to his sister, Miss Mary Pierce, of Post Office, Casterton, Victoria.  

In May 1917, Miss Elsie Berringer of 449 Bay Street, Port Melbourne wrote to Base Records requesting information concerning John as she had not heard from him since late November 1916 and she was getting anxious as she was engaged to him.

Base Records advised that no official casualty report had been received concerning John Pierce and provided his postal address to Miss Berringer.

On 27 June 1917 John reported sick and after assessment at the 15th Casualty Clearing Station, was admitted to the 8th Stationary Hospital at Wimereux with debility.

He was discharged on 8 July and transferred to No.1 Convalescent Depot, also at Wimereux.  On 16 July he was transferred to No.3 Rest Camp at Boulogne.  Discharged from hospital John marched in to the AGBD on 24 July.  While at the AGBD John was admitted to the 2nd General Hospital at Havre on 1 August 1918 with influenza.  He was transferred to No.4 Convalescent Depot on 7 August.  He was discharged to AGBD on 17 August and rejoined his unit on 3 September 1917. 

While on leave from France he was admitted to the 1st Australian Dermatological Hospital at Bulford on 30 November 1917.  He was discharged to the Conversion Training Depot at Parkhouse on 9 January 1918.  John marched out to No.1 Command Depot at Sutton Veny on 17 January.  

John was re-classified ‘A3’ on 1 February and marched in to the Overseas Training Brigade at Longbridge Deverill.

He again proceeded overseas to France on 2 March 1918 and marched in to the AGBD at Rouelles on 3 March.  He rejoined his unit on 19 March.

He was taken on strength of the AEMMBC on 1 August 1918.

John was admitted to the 12th Stationary Hospital, Rouen, with influenza on 6 November.  He was reported as dangerously ill on 13 November.

John Pierce died of pneumonia at the 12th Stationary Hospital, on 17 November 1918.  He was buried at St. Pol British Cemetery the same day.
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Base Records provided additional details of Johns’ passing to Mary Pierce on 14 October 1919 and advised that photos of his grave would be forwarded when available.
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He is commemorated as John Patrick Pierce on Panel 27 in the Commemorative Area at the Australian War Memorial, Canberra.

The Commonwealth War Graves Commission records that John Patrick Pierce is buried at St. Pol British Cemetery, St.Pol-Sur-Ternoise; Son of Robert and Bridget Pierce.  Native of Mt. Gambier, South Australia.

In response to a February 1921 query from Base Records, Mary Pierce wrote from Casterton on 18 March advising that that her brothers’ parents were both dead and that his eldest living brother was Hugh Pierce of Longerenong Agricultural College, Dooen, Victoria.  She advised that his other brothers were Thomas Pierce and James Pierce; both of Casterton, and that she was his only sister. 

The pamphlet “Where The Australians Rest” was forward to Hugh on 22 April 1921.  On 19 July 1921 Hugh received the Memorial Scroll and King’s Message.

Hugh received Johns’ Memorial Plaque on 8 January 1923 and wrote the same day to Major Lean, Base Records requesting an actual photograph of Johns’ grave.  Base Records replied advising that three photographs had been forwarded to Miss Mary Pierce as the Next-of-Kin.  Additional copies were available at a cost.

The Memorial Plaque was forwarded to Hugh on 28 November 1922.  On 2 April 1923 Hugh received Johns’ Victory Medal. 

On 29 September 1924, Hugh Pierce wrote to the Finance Officer apologising for his delay and forwarding the amount requested for the grave inscription on Johns’ permanent headstone.

On 7 October 1924 Base Records wrote to Hugh advising that the Department did not intend to provide photographs of completed overseas war graves, but that copies could be obtained from an address in Belgium, which Base Records included in their advice.
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ADDENDUM

Victorian BDMs:

Bridget Pearce died at Casterton in 1917 aged 77 years, daughter of Geoheghan James and Mary nee Shannahan.

Hugh Robert Pierce died at Casterton in 1943 aged 57, son of Robert Pierce and Bridget Geoghan

Patrick James Pierce died at Heidelberg in 1942 aged 33, son of unknown and Bridget Pierce

Thomas Pierce died at Casterton in 1945 aged 69, son of Robert Pierce and Bridget Geoghegan

Mary Pierce died at Casterton in 1948 aged 74, daughter of Robert Pierce and unknown Geoghegan

The Sydney Morning Herald - Saturday 23 July 1921:


ENGINEERS' ROLL OF HONOUR


The Royal Engineer War Memorial Committee are arranging to deposit a roll of honour of all ranks of the Royal Engineers whose names were officially published as killed in action or died of wounds or disease in the war in the chapel of St. Paul's Cathedral, and the Engineer corps of the dominions, colonial, and Indian armies have been invited to deposit similar rolls of honour in St. Paul's, to be attached to that of the Royal Engineers.  This invitation has been accepted in Australia.  The roll will be inscribed on vellum and enclosed in a casket of Australian timbers to rest on a slab of Australian marble.  





This extract from Tunnellers Roll of Honour included in profile with the kind permission of the Dean and Chapter of St Paul’s Cathedral, London


Photos courtesy of Robin Sanderson, Paris











Photo St. Pol cemetery and headstone by kind permission of


The War Graves Photographic Project www.twgpp.org 














Johns’ personal effects comprising: letters, photo cards, Devotional Book, badges, small cross, 14 stamps, 5 rings, note book, purse, metal watch and chain and coins, were returned to Australia in July 1919 and forwarded to Mary Pierce in August that year.  20 Francs belonging to John was passed to the Chief Paymaster to be combined with monies due and credited to Johns’ ledger account.
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