SECOND CORPORAL NORMAN SPENCER ASHBY ROLLS
255 – 1st Tunnelling Company
Norman Spencer Ashby Rolls was born in Wimbledon, Surrey, England on 26 January, 1887 the son of Percy William and Maud Marion (nee Ashby) Rolls and baptised on 10 April at Eling, Hampshire.  His schooling took place at Blackheath Preparatory School, London and military experience was gained from four years with the Electric Engineer Volunteers in London.
His father stated he came to Australia when he was twenty-one-years-old which would have been around 1908.  It appears he went to Aracan, Gondawarra, Boggabilla, New South Wales to work and completed the following engine drivers’ certificate at Goondiwindi, Queensland in 1913.
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In 1915 he was a motor engineer at Aramac, Central Queensland.
At the recruiting depot at Ilfracombe, Queensland on 18 August, 1915 the single twenty-eight-year-old motor mechanic applied to enlist for active service abroad and passed the medical examination.  Attestation forms were completed and describe him as 173cms (5ft 8ins) tall, weighing 63.6kgs (140lbs) with a chest expansion of 87-92cms (34-36½ins) and had a dark complexion with brown eyes and black hair.  Religion was Church of England.  Next-of-kin nominated was his father Mr P.W. Rolls, 23 Blackheath Rise, Blackheath, England.  The Oath of Allegiance was signed the same day.
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Basic training commenced about 4 September, 1916 at Enoggera Barracks, Brisbane (1st Military District) at their Rifle Range Camp with the Divisional Ammunition Park but later allotted to the Miners’ Corps recruits for their basic training.  Final Home Leave was taken to Barcaldine where the following took place and reported in the:
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About 19 December, 1915 the recruits from Queensland left to join others from across the country at Casula camp, near Liverpool, NSW to train as the Mining Corps for service abroad.  His rank was Sapper with the regimental number 255 and placed in No. 1 Company of the Corps.   On 19 February, 1916 was to be Second Corporal.

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.’

He was appointed as Motor Driver with No. 1 Company.  The No. 1 Company was officially transferred to the 1st Tunnelling Company in the field on 24 December, 1916.  The Company was situated at Poperinghe, Belgium working on the underground systems of Hill 60 and Caterpillar (Hill 59).

Captain Oliver Woodward was with the 1st Tunnelling Company and wrote the following extract in his unpublished book My War Story of the Great War on their Transport drivers:
“Our Transport Section comprised a very fine lot of men who each night had the unenviable task of taking up the rations.  It was a point of honour with them to get the rations through and on no occasion did they fail.  It is difficult to describe the state of congestion on the roads over which these men had to travel each night, rain or snow, enemy bombardment or not.”
Miss E. James wrote to Base Records on 11 September, 1916, her address being Box 37 Barcaldine, asking for particulars on Driver N.S.A. Rolls who left Brisbane on 19 December, 1915 and had heard nothing of him since and could they forward his present address for which she would be most grateful.
Base Records replied on 20 September, 1916 that no report to any effect had been received at this office concerning the soldier and in the absence of same it could be assumed he was with his unit.  His address was also given for correspondence.

He went sick on 19 January, 1917 to the Divisional Rest Station and was transferred to the New Midland Casualty Clearing Station with myalgia (muscular pain) on January 30.  
On 7 February was returned to the Rest Station and after five days was transferred to the 3rd Canadian Casualty Clearing Station suffering sciatica.  
Two days later was conveyed on Ambulance Train no.10 to the 8th Stationary Hospital at Wimereux with Inflamed Sciatic nerve (slight) and was moved to the No. 1 Convalescent Depot at Boulogne.   Was discharged on 8 March to the Aust General Base Depot in Etaples as fit.
While at the Base Depot on 13 March, 1917 was admitted sick to the 26th General Hospital (N.Y.D not diagnosed yet) but died at 10.20 p.m. the following evening from a brain haemorrhage aged only 30 years.
Burial took place in Etaples Military Cemetery.

The 1st Military District was advised on 19 March, 1917 of his demise by London Military Authorities and confirmation of the cable was returned the next day.   A copy of his service record was made for the Pension Department on March 23.  Correct date of death confirmed as 14 March was cabled and reply returned.

His name appeared in the Casualty Lists published in the:
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The Field Service Report from the 1st Tunnelling Company to the Anzac Section, 3rd Echelon, G.H.Q, B.E.F. was completed on 11 April, 1917 from the hospital report dated 14/3/17 – died of disease – haemorrhage of brain.
The A.I.F. Kit Store at 110 Greyhound Road, Fulham, London forwarded to his father at Blackheath, England his personal effects.  Inventory stated: 

Engine Driver’s Certificate, 4 Letters of Reference, Certificate of Vaccination, Motor Driver’s License, Letters, Wallet, Card, Tobacco pouch, 2 pipes 1 damaged, wristlet watch & strap, 8 keys on ring, Fountain pen, Pencil, Cigarette holder, Identity Disc, 6 Badges and 1 ring.
Mr Percy W. Rolls receipted delivery of his son’s personal effects on 12 April, 1917.
Miss Lillian H. Brunt wrote to Base Records on 20 April, 1917 from the Majestic Theatre, Queen Street, Brisbane asking if they would be so kind as to give her any particulars of Second Corporal Rolls as he was reported having died of illness on 14/3/17 and thanked them in anticipation.

Base Records replied on April 26, 1917 stating that no particulars were yet available other than contained in the brief cable messages viz: died at 26th General Hospital 14/3/17 of haemorrhage brain.  Later official advice will be transmitted to next-of-kin through A.I.F. Headquarters, London and this information when received at this office would be available to her through application.

Miss Brunt again wrote to Base Records on 5 June, 1917 asking if any further news had been received on 2/Corporal Rolls.  She had received their notice some weeks ago telling her that he had died from haemorrhage of brain and to write again.  She thanked them for their kindness.

On 11 June, 1917 Base Records replied to Miss Brunt stating that no further information had come to hand since their letter to her on 26 April last.  
The Commonwealth Savings Bank, Brisbane wrote to Base Records on 5 July, 1917 requesting official notification of death for this soldier.  Records forwarded the Certificate of Report of Death of the late soldier on 11 July, 1917.

The District Paymaster, Brisbane wrote to Base Records on 31 October, 1917 requesting at their earliest convenience the Certificate of Death and advise if any trace of his Paybook or Will.  Records replied on 8 November, 1917 enclosed the Report of Death Certificate and that no record of paybook or Will having passed through their office.  Army form B 2090A stated “Will not received.”
The Public Curator’s Office, Elizabeth Street, Brisbane wrote to Base Records on 17 January, 1918 requesting a copy of the Certificate of Death for the deceased soldier.  This Certificate was forwarded on 25 January, 1918 as per their request.  All Certificates of Report of Death requested for the deceased soldier were dated 13 March, 1917 as date of death.

On 20 February, 1918 the District Paymaster wrote to Base Records returning herewith the Certificate of Death forwarded by them and pointed out that the correct date of this man’s death was 14/3/17 – vide their communication 48649 List 1/1916 of 24/3/17.  The Non-effective Statement received also showed date of death 14/3/17.  The writer would be glad if kindly they would make the necessary alteration and return the Certificate to their Office as early as possible.  The amended certificate was returned on 28 February, 1918.

A circular re graves was dispatched to his father on 22 December, 1919.

For his Supreme Sacrifice Motor Driver 255 Norman Spencer Ashby Rolls, 1st Tunnelling Company was issued with the British War Medal (32124) and the Victory Medal (31901) for serving his country.

The War Medal went to the Commandant A.I.F. Headquarters and the Victory Medal was inscribed at Australia House, London for distribution to his father.  The Memorial Scroll (320458) and the Memorial Plaque (320458) were also sent to his father on 7 August, 1922 along with the pamphlet Where the Australians Rest.
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A Roll of Honour for the Engineers was proposed and to be placed in St Paul’s Cathedral, London with details advertised in the:
His Estate was finalised and his effects amounted £38 which went to his father Percy W. Rolls, secretary, of 20 Blackheath Rise, Lewisham, Kent.
In the Commemorative area at the Australian War Memorial his name is commemorated on panel 27.

His grave is located in portion XXII of Etaples Military Cemetery, France within Row B in grave no. 16A.
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Telegraph (Brisbane) Saturday January 11, 1913:


ENGINE DRIVERS’ CERTIFICATES


The following have been successful in their examinations for certificates of competency as engine-drivers under the Inspection of machinery and Scaffolding Acts 1908-1912, in order of merit.


Goondiwindi—Third-class: N.S.A. Rolls						Article abridged





Pte N.S.A. Rolls


Photographed with Divisional Ammunition Park recruits in the Supplement The Queenslander issue 


30 October, 1915.


Photo State Library of Qld





Western Champion and General Advertiser for the Central-Western Districts (Barcaldine) 1892-1922:


BARCALDINE AND GENERAL


Mechanic Norman Rolls arrived on Thursday evening from Enoggera, on farewell leave, and is visiting friends in town for a few days.





Telegraph (Brisbane) Thursday March 29, 1917:


ROLL OF HONOUR 85 QUEENSLANDERS INCLUDED


The 283rd Australian casualty list was released by the censor at 10 o’clock this morning.  The summary reads as follows:


DIED OF ILLNESS


2nd-Cpl. N.S.A. Rolls, England, 13/3/17							Article abridged





Register (Adelaide) Friday March 30, 1917:


QUEENSLAND


Dead—N.S.A. Rolls								Article abridged





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











Identified in 4th Row 3rd soldier from left – Lt Stanley Percy Ashby Rolls, 1st Dorsets


Photo sourced from The Great War Forum website UK





Also serving for his country was his brother Captain Stanley Percy Ashby Rolls D.S.O., M.C. Legion of Honour of the Dorsetshire Regiment, England (1885-1964)





He served in India with the Dorsetshire Regiment in 1905 to 1906 and in 1912 was Adjutant of the Regiment.





Attended the 256th Party of the School of Musketry at Hythe from 5 June to 23 July, 1908.  He was in the 9th Squad under Sergeant-Instructor Bourke.





Headstone and Etaples Military Cemetery, France


photos courtesy Robin Sanderson
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