MAJOR JAMES ARTHUR POLLOCK

2nd Tunnelling Company

Born in Douglas, near Cork, County Cork, Ireland, James Arthur Pollock applied for a Commission in The Australian Imperial Forces on 13th December, 1915.  He signed the Attestation Papers 15th February, 1916, and was enlisted at age 50 into the newly formed 1st Australian Mining Corps. 

His ‘Trade or Calling’ was recorded as: Professor of Physics, Sydney University.  He was single and lived with his sister, Miss Annie Pollock, whom he named as Next of Kin, at The Hermitage, Ryde, NSW, and recorded previous Military Service as a Private in the Sydney University Rifle Club since its inception at the beginning of the war.

.

James Pollock stood just 5ft 6 in tall and weighed 140 lbs.

He embarked from Sydney, NSW on 20th February, 1916 on board HMAT A38 Ulysses, with the initial deployment of the Mining Corps.

After arriving in France, he was attached 177th Tunnelling Company, Royal Engineers, on 30th May, 1916.

On the 12th October, 1916, he was transferred to the 2nd Army Listening School in France.

He was briefly hospitalised with German Measles from 6th to 16th March, 1917 and was specially mentioned in Sir Douglas Haig’s Despatch of 9th April, 1917, the Mentioned in Despatches award being published in the London Gazette of 15th May, 1917.

Detached from 2nd Army Mine School (177th Company, RE) to 4th Army Mine School (171st Company, RE) 13th March, 1918 as Officer in Charge (O.C.) of that School. 

On the 30th May, 1918, he was transferred to the RAF Home Establishment and on 28th July was at Butler Aero, near Orfordness, ‘at the disposal of Air Ministry’.

James Pollock returned to Australia per Euripedes, disembarking in 2nd Military District and his Commission was terminated 9th June 1919, his papers annotated ‘no disability, fit to resume former occupation’

His British War Medal and Victory Medal were forwarded to his sister on 15th June, 1928, she being his only living relative and sole beneficiary of his estate, his elder brother, Hugh, having died in 1911, at Ryde, NSW.  
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James Arthur Pollock (1865-1922), physicist, was born on 17 November 1865 at Douglas, Cork, Ireland, second of three children of James Wheeler Pollock, damask manufacturer, and his wife Emma, nee Brierley.  With his elder brother Hugh he was educated at Manchester Grammar School, England.  Matriculating at 14, he studied engineering at Queen's College, Cork (B.E., 1884, Royal University of Ireland). The decline in the family business led him to migrate to Sydney in January 1885; his family followed later.

In January 1886 Arthur Pollock was appointed second astronomical assistant to H. C. Russell, government astronomer.  Specializing in physics and mathematics at the University of Sydney, in 1889 he graduated B.Sc. with the University medal and in 1890 was appointed demonstrator in physics-beginning a fruitful research association and lifelong friendship with Professor (Sir) Richard Threlfall. 

His training at the Observatory led Pollock to excel in exact measurement: an accuracy of 1 part in 500,000 achieved for the relative value of the acceleration due to gravity astonished his contemporaries.  In the 1890s he published jointly with Threlfall and worked independently in optics, using the Michelson-Morley technique, and on Hertzian (electromagnetic) waves.  His characteristic reticence forbade him to publish corroborative work, even if achieved by independent methods.

In April 1899 he succeeded Threlfall as professor of physics.  As a result of Marconi's success in wireless telegraphy, Pollock focussed on Hertzian waves.  He published several papers, some with his demonstrator   0. U. Vonwiller, and was awarded a D.Sc. in 1906.  After publication in 1909 of several papers on the carbon arc (a source of intense illumination) done with senior students, he began his significant work on atmospheric ions.  Following a conjecture of Rutherford, Pollock established that 'slow moving ions' were dust particles with an attached ion, both surrounded by water in the liquid phase; he further discovered a faster-moving ion in which the surrounding water was in the vapour phase.  His other published work indicates a spread of interest and competence typical of that era, including vacuum technology, frothing of bubbles and an explanation of the crushing of a hollow lightning-conductor by a lightning discharge (a principle later incorporated in modern plasma physics).  He was elected fellow of the Royal Society, London, on 2 November 1916. 

As a teacher Pollock was conscientious, clear and precise, unfailingly ready to help students.  A delightfully humorous portrait of him by students is in a series entitled 'My best lecture' in Hermes (July 1902).  Christopher Brennan wrote of him: 'Small, neat, with ready smile and unfailing cheer, he moved among us daily, well known and well loved ...I shall not soon cease to hear his clear musical tenor with its Irish intonation'.  Although courteous and good humoured, he had an iron firmness and determination when following his considered judgement. He belonged to the Union Club from 1899.  Excessively modest, Pollock did not shirk the work, but the limelight: he was secretary of the Royal Society of New South Wales for eleven years but steadfastly refused the presidency and nomination as dean of the faculty of science.  He was president of section A of the Australasian Association for the Advancement of Science in 1909 and was a founder of the Australian National Research Council. 

Enlisting in the Australian Imperial Force in January 1916, he served in France in the Mining Corps with Professor (Sir) Edgeworth David. Pollock was attached to the 177th Tunnelling Company, Royal Engineers, took charge of the Mining School at Proven, near Poperingf1e, and was responsible for training Second Army tunnellers in 'listening', using apparatus that he had helped to design, to foil German countermining measures.  As a result the biggest mining operation of the war went undetected and the German fortifications on the Messines and Wytschaete ridges in Belgium were destroyed on 7 June 1917. Pollock was mentioned in dispatches and later transferred to Bookham, near Famborough, England, to study methods of orienting planes without direct observation of surface objects. He was promoted major on 1 November 1918.

Returning to Sydney in April 1919, Pollock resumed scientific work in acoustics based on his war experiences and worked on plans for the present physics building with Professor L. Wilkinson. 

Unmarried, Pollock died in Sydney of infection of the hand and respiratory illness on 24 May 1922 and was buried in Waverley cemetery after an Anglican service at St Paul's College.  His sister Annie (d.1952) bequeathed £30,000 to the university for physics research equipment. 
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