SAPPER JOHN ROBERT BROCKLEY

2371 - 3rd Tunnelling Company
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The Australian Mining Corps, later redesignated into three Tunnelling Companies on the Western Front, predominately consisted of volunteers from the mining industry Australia wide.  The volunteers were accepted up to the age of 49 years because of their experience in the mining trades and as mentors for the younger men but it also gave the older man a chance to serve his King and Country.  The forty-four years age group is the highest age bracket followed by twenty-one then twenty-three year olds.  

John Robert Brockley was born at Sandhurst, Victoria in 1867, the eldest son of Robert and Jane Brockley.  We know he was living in Western Australia by the late 1890s’ and that he married Mary at Boulder in 1901.  After losing two children under the age of 1, the couple sent their remaining daughter back to Bendigo to be raised by her Aunt Alice.  Mary died in 1906, and John moved on to Yerilla, 484 miles north west of Perth, and then to the Mt Magnet area where he worked for Jack Palmer, teaching the family the plumbing trade and travelling to outback stations building and installing windmills.  Clarence Palmer, the son of Jack, was apprenticed to John Brockley at the age of 12.  John Robert worked with the Palmer family up until the time he enlisted.

John enlisted at the Blackboy Hill training camp, W.A., on January 5, 1916, stating his age as forty-seven years, and his occupation as Ironworker.  He was a widower at the time, and named his only child, daughter Alice, of Webster Street, Bendigo, as his next of Kin

After passing the important medical examination, he was sent to the 42nd Depot for preliminary training, and then reported to Area 3 almost a month later.  On March 1, 1916 he was assigned to the Miners’ Unit with the Regimental number 2371, and the rank of Sapper.

On the March 31, 1916 he embarked among the Reinforcements to the Mining Corps, his tall fine physique of 70kgs (11st) with brown hair and fresh complexion and his grey-blue eyes watching Fremantle harbour disappear as the transport A16 Star of Victoria began their voyage to the Front.  After changing to the City of Edinburgh, the recruits arrived in Marseilles, France on May 17, 1916.

Sapper Brockley was assigned to the 3rd Tunnelling Company on September 30, 1916, which was mining underground in hard chalk in the Noeux-les-mines district in France.  They had dug 214 feet into the chalk by November 24, preparing to lay explosives in readiness for the Infantry’s attack, when the enemy’s Tunnelling Company blew their mine about midday on November 27.  

He was listed as missing the following day, but when the Mines Rescue squad went in they found John and twenty-one others in the underground working party had killed by the explosion.  Most of the bodies were able to be recovered from the debris of the collapsed mine, and they were laid to rest in the French Hersin Communal Cemetery Extension, in adjacent graves in row C, with Sapper Brockleys’ grave at number 16.  It was not until December 3, 1916 that he was officially listed as “Killed in Action by an enemy explosion” and his daughter, living in Webster Street, Bendigo with Johns’ sister Mrs Alice Molloy, was notified of his fate.
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In December 1917, Alice was granted a gratuity pension of 30/- per fortnight in respect of her fathers’ sacrifice.

For his gallant service and supreme sacrifice Sapper 2371 John R. Brockley was issued the British War Medal 35028 and the Victory Medal 34774 which were sent to his daughter Alice, who had married George Warn and was living in San Francisco, USA, by the August of 1922.  

One of John Brockleys’ sisters, Sarah Ann, born 1869, married Alfred Jose in 1893 at Bendigo.  1305 Sapper Alfred Jose also enlisted in the Mining Corps at Blackboy Hill and also served with the 3rd Tunnelling Coy.  He personally forwarded John Brockleys’ personal effects to Johns’ sister Elizabeth. 
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