 STAFF-SERGEANT HENRY CHARLES SOMERSET MSM

705 – Aust Electrical & Mechanical Mining & Boring Company
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Lowestoft, Suffolk, England was named as the birthplace of Henry ‘Harry’ Charles Somerset the son of William Pall and Mary Percis (nee Palmer) Somerset about 1871.  He arrived in Victoria and married Mary Ann Conlon in 1887 and their daughter Mary Percis Somerset was born in Footscray, Melbourne the same year.  Previous military experience was four years with the 1st Regiment Light Horse at a Non-Commissioned Officer.  In 1903 he was a grocer with the family residing at Russell Street, Quarry Hill Bridge, Vic. and followed mining ventures.  The following are extracts when he was testing and reporting on new types of rock drills and published in the:
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In 1909 he was a drill foreman at Wonthaggi, Vic and in 1914 they were registered at Dudley working as a timber inspector.  The following year he assisted in a demonstration of Agricultural Explosives on his property which was advertised in the:

At the recruiting depot in Melbourne, Vic on October 6, 1915 the forty-four year old contractor applied to enlist for active service abroad.  Passing the medical examination Attestation Forms were completed describing him as 171cms (5ft 7½ins) tall, weighing 65.4kg (144lbs) with a chest expansion of 89-95cms (35-37½ins).  Fresh was his complexion with hazel eyes and had grey hair.  Distinctive marks were two vaccination scars on his left arm and one on the right arm, tattoos on both forearms and a scar on the right knee and back of his neck.  Presbyterian was his religious faith.  Next-of-kin was his wife Mary Ann Somerset of Hicksborough, Wonthaggi, Vic and allotted three-fifths of his pay in support of his wife.  He signed and took the ‘Enlistment Oath’ the same day.

He was assigned on October 13, 1915 for basic training as a Sapper with the 6th Field Company Engineers until October 29 when he was transferred to the Miners’ Corps.  On November 11 he joined the No. 2 Company of the Corps and on December 1 was promoted to be Corporal.  All members of the Corps came together at Casula Camp, near Liverpool, New South Wales for training.  On February 1, 1916 he rose in rank and became Sergeant with the regimental number 705.

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’.

The No. 2 Company became the 2nd Tunnelling Company in the field.

His wife wrote to Base Records from Fenler, Hicksborough on June 19, 1916 requesting if they could kindly supply her with the correct address for her husband.  Base Records replied on June 20 informing her of his address abroad.

With his civil qualifications in rock drilling and a timber inspector his service was more beneficial to the work of the Aust Electrical & Mechanical Mining & Boring Company therefore he was transferred to this company on September 29, 1916 and taken on strength the following day.

Service continued without incident and he joined for attachment on April 25, 1917 with the 350th E. & M. Company, Royal Engineers.

Blue Chevrons were issued to wear on his uniform for serving twelve months abroad.  Each blue Service Chevron denoted one year’s service from 1 January 1915.  A red Chevron denoted service before 31 December 1914. 

In the A.I.F. List dated June 5, 1917 Sergeant Somerset was reported being awarded the Meritorious Service Medal two days previous.  

Mrs Florence M. Tweedall of Pozieres, 5 Smith Street, Highgate Hill, Perth wrote to Base Records on July 21, 1917 inquiring if they had any record if Sergeant Harry C. Somerset had been injured or killed as the last she had heard from him was in the trenches dated Christmas Day, 1916.  A reply dated July 30 from the Records Base said that no casualty report to any effect had been received concerning him and it was assumed that he was with his unit.

News of his M.S.M. award was published in the:

Base Records officially advised his wife on October 30, 1917 with a copy of the extract which appeared in the Sixth Supplement to the London Gazette dated 1st June, 1917 relating to the conspicuous services rendered by her husband with the Electrical & Mining Unit.  The extract reads:

The above was promulgated in the Commonwealth of Australia Gazette No. 169 of 4th October, 1917. 

He sent home war memorabilia which was displayed at the local sports meeting and noted in the:

 

On March 23, 1918 was counted in an audit of the company to be still serving with his unit.  Leave from France was granted from November 7 and four days later Peace was declared and he returned on November 21, 1918 to duty.  The company remained on the front continuing to generate electricity and supply and service small engines and pumps for water supplies for those rehabilitating their areas.

In order to discover his present address Miss Sylvia Conlon wrote from care of F.A. Waller & Co., 115 Pitt Street, Sydney in November, 1918 after she had been directed by the Information Bureau, Sydney in connection with her uncle Sergeant Harry Somerset whom she thought had won a D.S.O.  In acknowledging her request Base Records on November 24, 1918 replied that their records had details of a member of the A.I.F. and should this soldier be identical with the subject of her inquiry informed her that no recent report had been received concerning him and it was assumed he was still with  his unit.  They gave her his address for correspondence adding that their records showed a Meritorious Service Medal had been awarded to the soldier.

Leave to Paris was granted from February 7 and rejoined his unit on February 15, 1919.

Mr Edmond J. Tweedall of “Pozieres”, 5 Smith Street, Perth, W.A. wrote to Base Records on February 20, 1919 requesting any information on the whereabouts of Sergeant Somerset.  On March 5, 1919 Base Records replied that no report of casualty or indisposition had been received on Sergeant Somerset and it was assumed that he was still with his unit.  The writer advised that mail matter directed to the address listed would be forwarded on arrival abroad to wherever he was located. 

A promotion to Temporary Staff-Sergeant was approved on April 5, 1919.  

He was the second Witness in Summary of evidence for the Court Martial of 20391 Sapper G. Russell of Aust Electrical & Mechanical Mining & Boring Company, held at Mareouil on the eighteenth day of April, 1919.  

No. 705 S/Sergeant Somerset, H.C. states:

About 9.30 p.m. on the 17th inst. a knock came to the door of the Sergeants’ Quarters.  Someone said “Come in”.  The accused entered & walked straight across to the middle of the quarters.

The accused said nothing for about 5 minutes, & then asked “Has anyone seen a dinkum Australian.  I replied “Yes, I have. I’m one.”  He replied “No you are not, you are a bastard.”

Sergeant Duncan then said “We are all dinkum Australians”  The accused stepped across to Sergeant Duncan, who was seated in a chair and put his closed fist up against Sergeant Duncan’s Head, pushing the Sergeant’s head back and knocking his glasses off saying “I’ll deal with you, you bastard”  I stepped between Sgt Duncan and the accused & said “What’s the matter old man”  He replied “You’re all a bloody lot of bastards” at the same time opening the buttons of his tunic as if he was going to take his coat off.  I put my hand on his arm & said “Steady lad we don’t want any trouble here.”  He said “You’re all under Major Morse’s orders.  I said “Yes, & so are you my lad.”  He said “No, I am not, he is a bastard”  He then commenced to practically show fight by swinging his arms about, but not actually striking anybody, saying “You have had trouble before and you are going to get some more.”

At this time the Sergeant Major entered the quarters & placed the accused under open arrest.

Orders were received to return to the Base Depot to prepare for demobilisation on May 10, 1919 where he reverted to the rank of Sergeant on the front.  They left the Aust Infantry Base Depot on May 20 and crossed the English Channel to Southampton and marched in to the No. 1 Group camp on May 23.  He reported to Headquarters, London from Heytesbury on May 28 and granted leave until June 12.  An extension of leave was granted to June 26 then extended to June 30, 1919 then returned to the Reserve Brigade Aust Artillery camp, No. 1 Group at Heytesbury a day later.  On July 2 he left for the No. 1 Group at Longbridge Deverill arriving two days later.

While at the camp he was medically assessed on July 17, 1919 and his Statement of Case reads:




Disability:

Defective Vision




Origin:


July, 1916, Cambrai & 1917




Present condition:
Complains of loss of eyesight since being gassed







No specialist report to hand – should be examined in







Australia.  Age 47




Unfit for service
Permanently – yes   Incapacity due to war origin = ½ 




Finding:

AAMC No. 1 Group




Approved:

26/8/19  HMAT Takada
He was visited while in Heytesbury camp by Mrs Cranstoun who sent details of men she had recently seen back to Tasmania which was published in the:


Sergeant Somerset embarked from Devonport, England for Australia on board H.T. Takada.  Medical notes during the voyage state – Normal.  Next-of-kin was advised by Base Records on August 11, 1919 that he was on his way home.  News of the transport’s whereabouts was published in: 


The ship docked in Melbourne (3rd M.D.) on September 7, 1919.   He entered the No. 5 Aust General Hospital on September 12, 1919 with defective vision and deafness.  Essential facts were:


Oculist Reports: Glasses ordered for reading.  Incapacity ¼% for six months


Complaining of deafness (concussion) left ear.  Nasopharyngeal catarrh, rhinitis


Obstructed nasal breathing


Hearing left ear – nil.


27/10/19 recommend transfer to No. 11 AGH

On October 28, 1919 he entered No. 11 Aust General Hospital with debility remaining a patient for eleven days and his case remarks were:


Has frequent attacks of weakness, syncope (fainting), complains of breathlessness


Has been under treatment at No. 5 A.G.H. for eyes and ears


Looks pale. ?  Blood pressure 130.  Heart & Chest clear.  Urine 1026 no albumen

6/11/19 Feels better but is still “Tired”.  Sweats easily.  Transfer to No. 16 AGH

He entered 16th Aust General Hospital on November 10, 1919 with debility and remarks on his case state:


Incapacity due to War origin = ½.  Has not improved much since hospital


Would do much better outside.  Urine N.A.B.  War scars – nil.  For Board and D.A.P.U.



9/1/20

The following announcement appeared in the:


The medical board assessed his case on January 13, 1920 and noted ‘Incapacity due to war origin = ½.’  Military Discharge was issued in Melbourne (3rd M.D.) on March 15, 1920 as medically unfit.

Medical Records and Service were forwarded to the St Kilda Branch of the Repatriation Department on October 18, 1921 from Base Records.

The British War Medal (35271) and the Victory Medal (35015) were issued to Sapper 705 Henry Charles Somerset, Aust Electrical & Mechanical Mining & Boring Company.

Sergeant E.G ‘Hughie’ Dodd was also a member of the same company and kept a diary of his work and had fellow Sergeant Somerset’s home address listed in the back of his book as follows:

Somerset, "Fenloe House", Hicksborough, Wonthaggi, Victoria
From 1919 to 1924 he is listed living at Dudley, Wonthaggi, Vic with the occupation of timber inspector.
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The Argus Tuesday August 1, 1905:


THE LEYNER DRILL


TRIAL AT BENDIGO


TO BE TESTED AT BALLARAT


A further trial of the Leyner drill at the United Ulster mine, Bendigo is the subject of a report which has been submitted by Mr H.C. Somerset, head of the party working the machine, to Mr W. Abraham, mining inspector, at Bendigo.  The first trial, Mr Somerset says was conducted in soft to moderately hard ground, while this was in dense hard sandstone, to use the manager’s own expression “as hard a piece of country as could be found on the lease”.  The machine bored this country very satisfactorily, the only drawback being the breaking of bits that were attached to the imported hollow drills.   


								Article abridged








Bendigo Advertiser Monday July 10, 1905:


TESTING ROCK DRILLS


MINIMISING THE DUST EVIL


On Wednesday next a trial of the new Shaw rock drill in combination with the celebrated Brittain atomiser, which won the first prize at Johannesburg, South Africa, for effectually coping with the dust nuisance, will be conducted by Mr H.C. Somerset at the Suffolk United Tribute Company’s mine, Sailor’s Gully, on behalf of the Government and the Austral Otis Engineering Company.  Mr E.H. Davies, one of the junior members of the company, was in Bendigo on Saturday making arrangements for the trials, which will be conducted at the 146ft level. The experiments, particularly with the utilisation of the atomiser, will be watched with keen interest as it is claimed that all dust will be entirely overcome, and the atomiser, by being attached to the water hose, will be utilised as a spray to expel the deadly fumes of the lithofracteur out of the level after firing operations.








Bendigo Advertiser Thursday November 30, 1905:


ROCK DRILL WATER ATTACHMENT


The Mines department has received from Mr H.C. Somerset a report to the effect that the Aspinall water attachment for rock drills has been thoroughly tested.  The machine has been fairly worked, and has done good duty in the Star of the East mine, Ballarat, boring as fast, or faster than other machines.  The weak point is in the packing rings, but it is thought that this can be easily overcome.








Powlett Express and Victorian State Coalfields Advertiser Friday March 17, 1915:


NOBEL GLASGOW EXPLOSIVES IN AGRICULTURE


DALGETY COMPANY LTD


Beg to announce that as Agent for Nobel’s Explosive Co Ltd, Glasgow, they will conduct a Demonstration of TREE and STUMP BLASTING on the property of Mr H.C. Somerset, farmer of BAY VIEW farm, Almuro Road, near Grantville, to be held on Tuesday December 18, 1915 on Thursday at 2.30 p.m.  All cordially invited to attend.        


										               Article abridged








Powlett Express and Victorian State Coalfields Advertiser Friday August 12, 1917:


LOCAL AND GENERAL


SERGEANT H.C. Somerset, well and favourably known on the State Mine Coalfields, who went on active service now two years ago, has been awarded the Meritorious Service Medal.








Powlett Express and Victorian State Coalfields Advertiser Friday November 23, 1917:


QUEEN O’ THE HEATHER SPORTS


An interesting display of war curiosities, forwarded from the front by Sergeant Somerset, was on display and caused much interest. 										


Article abridged








Examiner (Launceston) Monday July 28, 1919:


TASMANIANS IN ENGLAND


(By Mrs F.A. Cranstoun)


The following is a short account of a week’s visits to the following camps: Heytesbury: S/Sgt H.C. Somerset.


Article abridged








The Daily News Wednesday August 27, 1919:


A.I.F.


TRANSPORT MOVEMENTS


Takada due Fremantle from Columbo at 6 a.m. on August 29, with 7 officers and 219 troops.  


Article abridged








Bendigo Advertiser Wednesday November 16, 1919:


A LABOR CANDIDATE


Mr H.C. Somerset, a member of the Miners’ Association has stated his intention of contesting the seat on behalf of the Labor cause.








Believed to have been sketched by Penleigh Boyd, also a member of the AEMMBC





Sergeant Henry Somerset, a drilling contractor in his civilian life and a wartime driller with the Australian Electrical and Mechanical Mining and Boring Company, described the method for fitting a charge on a torpedo hole.  On this occasion, a torpedo hole had been pushed out forty-two metres towards the German lines from a deep gallery in the Seaforth Main system at Hill 70 in April 1917.  The last twenty metres of the torpedo hole were charged with 265 kilograms of ammonal:


Insert 1 charged nose cap tube, follow with 5 ordinary tubes, then one red band tube.  Each tube fits by inset joints into the one in front of it, the red band tube having an inverted cone sealed in end.  Into this now insert cone or section shoe and push the seven sections (now completely joined) steadily to end of borehole (these seven comprise a section).  No more than sections of seven should be pushed home at one time.  After the first section has been pushed home every following section should be commenced with a section starter (the tube with a fixed long cone end to it) and finished with a red band cone into which an inverted loose cone has been sealed.  Each section will slide up and into the end of the previous section and thus form one complete join of sections.  Any length of torpedo can thus be obtained.  Great care should be taken in waterproofing all tubes with the mixture supplied.31


Note 31 – AWM4, Series 16/4.  War Diary of the 3rd Australian Tunnelling Company, Appendix 14, April 1917.





Crumps and Camouflets – Australian Tunnelling Companies on the Western Front: Damien Finlayson – p.41








MERITORIOUS SERVICE MEDAL


HIS MAJESTY THE KING has been graciously pleased to approve of the abovementioned


reward for valuable services rendered with the Armies in the field:


				No. 705 Sergeant HENRY CHARLES SOMERSET








Henry ‘Harry’ Somerset passed away on April 20, 1927 aged 68 years.  He was interred in Wonthaggi Cemetery in the Church of England section 2 within Row E in grave no. 17. 








His wife Mary Ann Somerset died in 1944 aged 82 years and was buried in the Roman Catholic portion of the Wonthaggi cemetery in Row F in grave no. 2.











