2nd LIEUTENANT ROBERT JOHN STANLEY FINLAYSON

1st Tunnelling Company

Robert was born on 22 September 1889 at Walhalla, Gippsland, Victoria, the first son of John and Charlotte Emma Williams (nee Andrews) Finlayson.  

On 1 April 1916 he signed the ‘Attestation Paper of Persons Enlisted for Service Abroad’, underwent a medical examination which found him to be ‘fit for active service’, and signed the Oath to ‘well and truly serve’ at Bendigo, Vic.

Robert was aged 26 and 7 months, he was 5ft 8ins tall and weighed 10st 6lbs with a fresh complexion, brown eyes and brown hair.  It appears he had lost the first finger of his left hand and the 2nd finger at the 2nd joint on the same hand.  

In 1914 he had married Volta Electra Abraham and he named her as his Next-of-Kin at the family address at Webster Street, Bendigo, Vic. 

By the time he enlisted he had achieved Diplomas in Mining Engineering and Metallurgy, a Diploma as a Gold Medallist and had won the final year prize for Metallurgy, all at the Bendigo School of Mines.  He had been an Honorman in Mining Surveying and held a First Class Certificate as Mine Manager with the Mines Department, Victoria.  He had 3 years actual mining experience and 8 years around mines and in charge.  He was Member of the A.M.A.I.M.E.   

In his 14 June application for a Commission in the Australian Imperial Force Robert recorded that he 10 weeks A.I.F Engineer Officers School, having entered the School on 4 April 1916.  He was recommended to be appointed as a 2nd Lieutenant in the Mining Corps on 26 June 1916.

Robert was appointed to the Miners Reinforcements at Seymour, Victoria on 30 June 1916 and embarked at Melbourne on 30 September 1916 on HMAT A23 Suffolk with 166 members of the September Reinforcements to the Tunnelling Companies already on the Western Front.  After a one-day stop in Fremantle, Western Australia on 10 October, Suffolk voyaged to Capetown, South Africa, arriving there on 30 October and departing the next day for Daker in West Africa.  Arriving in Dakar on 15 November, it was 20 November before they sailed for England, disembarking at Devonport on 2 December.  2/Lt Finlayson acted as O.C. Troops on the voyage.  

Robert proceeded overseas to France on 31 December 1916 and marched in to the Australian General Base Depot at Etaples on 2 January 1917.  He was attached to the 1st Anzac Entrenching Battalion on 22 January and then was attached to the 1st Australian Tunnelling Company on 16 April 1917.

2nd Lieutenant Robert John Stanley Finlayson was accidentally killed on 25 June 1917 on the Dranoutre and Baillieu Roads.

He was buried Dranoutre Military Cemetery, Belgium, grave 11.J.7.

A Court of Inquiry was convened at La Clytte on 23 July to enquire into the circumstances attending his death.  The Court President was Major H.H. Laws, Royal Engineer of the 250th Tunnelling Company, and the two members were Captain R.A. Clinton, Australian Engineers of the 1st Australian Tunnelling Company and 2nd Lieutenant T. Elee, Royal Engineers of the 167th Tunnelling Company.  

After hearing from three witnesses the Court adjourned to 9th August, but didn’t re-assemble until 17 September when a fourth witness gave evidence.  

Witness statements indicate that 2/Lt Finlayson was familiar with the Douglas motor cycle he was riding and his speed was estimated at 5-6 miles per hour.  Just prior to the accident the motor cycle appeared to be operating irregularly and wobbling as he approached a corner in the road.

A lorry approaching the corner from the opposite direction was travelling at around 6-7 miles per hour as it overtook a convoy of gravel trucks travelling at around 3-4 miles per hour.  The lorry regained the correct side of the road and came to a sudden stop slightly angled across the road.  The lorry driver did not think the motor cycle or the rider came in contact with the lorry.

The Court was of the opinion that the death of 2nd/Liuet. R.J.S. Finlayson was accidental and caused by a collision between the motor cycle he was then using and Motor Lorry No. 39149 which resulted in fatal injuries.

The findings were forwarded to Headquarters IXth Corps and agreed with by the C.R.E. (Chief Royal Engineers) 9th Corps Troops on 18 September 1917.     

In October 1917, the Red Cross interviewed several members of the 1st Tunnelling Company about the death of Robert Finlayson.  In more than one interview it was mentioned that he was going to see his brother, or brothers, at the time of the accident.  
His widow received his Officers Commission Form on 6 August 1918, and Pensions were approved for his widow and the daughter he never saw, Jean S. Finlayson (Jean Stanley Finlayson b. 1917 at Bendigo), on 5 September 1918.

The personal effects of Robert Finlayson were returned to Australia in two packages.  The first package of letters, photos and Post Cards was received by his widow in November 1918.  The second package of clothing and personal items was not received until February 1920.

Between April 1921 and April 1923, his widow received the British War Medal and the Victory Medal to which Robert was entitled, as well as the Memorial Scroll, King’s Message, Memorial Plaque and pamphlet “Where The Australians Rest” presented to families of those who had made the supreme sacrifice.

Robert’s two brothers both served in WW1:

6599 Driver Arthur Reginald Finlayson (1896-1929), 12th Battery, 4th Field Artillery Brigade, with his parents consent enlisted on 9 July 1915.  A Post Office Clerk, he embarked on HMAT Wiltshire on 18 November 1915.  Wounded on 17 May 1918 he suffered a gunshot wound to the back and was treated in England.  He never returned to the Front, leaving London on board Plassy on 31 March 1919 as an invalid, he arrived in Australia on 30 April 1919.  He was discharged in the 3rd Military District (Victoria) on 26 June 1919, entitled to wear the 1914/15 Star, the British War Medal and the Victory Medal.

14833 Private Phillip Allan Finlayson (1891-1963), 13th Field Ambulance, enlisted 28 July 1915.  A Bank Clerk, he embarked on 2 October 1916 on board HMAT A71 Nestor.   He returned to Australia, leaving London on Board Durham on 2 June 1919, he acted as Nursing Staff until arriving in Melbourne on 21 July 1919.  He was discharged in the 3rd Military District (Victoria) on 28 August 1919 entitled to wear the British War Medal and the Victory Medal.

In October 1917, the Red Cross interviewed several members of the 1st Tunnelling Company about the death of Robert Finlayson.  In more than one interview it was mentioned that he was going to see his brother or brothers at the time of the accident.  4th FAB was at Dickebush and 13 Fd Amb were at Wardrecques Railway Station in the Renescure area around 25 June 1917.
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A photo of the Engineer Officers Training School, which includes Lt. Robert J. S. Finalyson, is included in the profile of Lt Karl Mayoh. 

Australian War Memorial image P02333.001, taken near Poperinghe around June 1917, also includes Lt. Robert J. S. Finalyson.

The service of Lt. Robert J.S. Finlayson is covered in more detail in the soon to be released book "Crumps and Camouflets - The Story of Australian Tunnelling Companies in France and Belgium 1916-1919" by Damien Finlayson. Robert Finlayson was Damiens’ grandfather's cousin.
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