Today I would like to pause and pay our respects to:
4/1639 Spr Michael Tobin
Michael was born on February 8, 1898, to Michael and Mary Tobin, in a family of eight siblings. Raised in a Roman Catholic household, he grew up to have a fair complexion, fair hair, and striking blue eyes.
Before his military service, Michael worked as a miner for the Public Works Department in Tauranga. In 1915, when a call came from the Imperial Government seeking men with mining experience for a specialist New Zealand Expeditionary Force (NZEF) unit, Michael, along with several others from Tauranga, promptly responded to this request.
Upon enlisting in the NZ Engineers Tunnelling Company, military records described him as being 5 feet 9 inches tall and weighing 11 stone 8 pounds. Despite his overall sturdy build, like many other tunnellers who joined the unit, Tobin's dental health was notably poor. Despite his attestation records stating an "apparent age of 30 years," church records reveal that Tobin was actually 35 years old at the time of his enlistment. His age was well within the acceptable range for men joining the Tunnelling Company, as the upper limit for enlistment was forty years
The New Zealand Tunnelling Company was officially formed on September 17, 1915, amid the global turmoil of World War I. Despite offering wages three times higher than those of any other military corps, attracting recruits proved challenging. The expectation was that a substantial number of miners would join the ranks, but the reality was that assembling the Company required considerable effort.
To establish the Company, 250 skilled miners and 150 unskilled labourers were needed. The majority of these men, nearly 80%, hailed from New Zealand's North Island. Significant groups of recruits came from the gold mines, quarries, and various work companies, particularly from Auckland, Waihi, Huntly, and Thames. A smaller portion of recruits came from the South Island, predominantly from the West Coast regions such as Millerton, Reefton, Blackball, and Kaitangata.
Despite the difficulties faced in recruitment, the New Zealand Tunnelling Company was successfully formed, bringing together a diverse group of men united by their skills and determination to contribute to the war effort. Their combined expertise in mining and tunnelling played a crucial role in the operations of the Allied forces during the war.
On October 11, 1915, in Avondale, Auckland, nearly 450 men assembled on the racecourse, which had been transformed into a training field for the Tunnelling Company. After two months of rigorous training, on the morning of December 18, 1915, the tunnellers packed their kit bags and gathered in ranks on the Avondale racecourse. They then marched to the Port of Auckland and embarked on the steamship Ruapehu, setting sail for Great Britain. They arrived on February 3, 1916, and entrained for Hornwork, located on a headland and surrounded by the Castle of Pendennis.
Following further training, the company departed from Southampton on March 9 at 1700 hours, bound for Le Havre in Normandy, where they arrived at midnight. The company disembarked at Le Havre, France, on Mar 10th and proceeded towards the Somme front.
Shortly after arriving on the Somme front, he fell seriously ill with bronchial pneumonia. He was admitted to the British 42nd Casualty Clearing Station at Lucheux, Somme, but sadly passed away on April 15, 1916, at the age of 35.
According to CWGC records, Tobin was the first soldier in the New Zealand Expeditionary Force to die in France from sickness before any were lost to the consequences of combat. The first death as a result of action on the Western Front was 13th May 1916, two days short of a month from when Tobin died.
Michael has been laid to rest at Beauval Communal Cemetery, Somme, France A. 26. He is the only New Zealander to be buried here. 
RIP Michael
Thank you for your service
E kore w warewaretia
Will never forget

