SAPPER THOMAS FINCH

996 – 3rd Tunnelling Company
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Born at St Helens, Lancashire, England, Thomas Finch signed the ‘Attestation Paper of Persons Enlisted for Service Abroad’ on 12 November 1915 after a medical examination at Norseman, Western Australia had found him to be ‘fit for active service’.

Thomas stated that he was not married and was 44 years of age.  The medical examination recorded that years and 1 month of age; that he was 5ft 4¾ins tall and weighed 140 lbs.  He had a pale complexion, grey eyes and brown hair

Thomas listed his occupation as ‘Miner’ and named as his Next-of-Kin his brother James Finch, Schoolmaster, of Mosley, England.

He signed the Oath to ‘well and truly serve’ at Norseman on 14 November 1915, in front of Mr. Baird J.P., Mayor of Norseman.

Initially a Private soldier at 36 Depot, Thomas was appointed to No.3 Company of the newly formed Miners Corps on 23 November 1915, with the rank of Sapper.

The original No.3 Company consisted of Company Headquarters and 3 Sections recruited in the 5th M.D. (Western Australia).  The major portion of No.3 Company was recruited by 2nd Lt. L.J. Coulter, A.I.F. who was sent from N.S.W. to W.A. for that purpose.

Recruiting for the Miners’ Corps began officially on December 1st, 1915. The recruits were placed for basic training the following day at the Helena Vale camp at Blackboy Hill, W.A. as the Corps was being established.  

No.3 Company, with a strength of 1 Officer and 274 Other Ranks embarked from Fremantle, W.A. on December 18, 1915 and sailed to Sydney, NSW on board the troopship SS Indarra.  

On Boxing Day (Dec 26th), 1915 the Unit arrived in Sydney and marched into Casula Camp, near Liverpool, NSW.  They were joined by the 4th Section of the Tasmanian Miners, bringing the establishment strength up to 15 officers and 349 Other Ranks under the command of 2nd Lieutenant L.J. Coulter.  Mining Corps Units from all Military districts came together at Casula to complete training as a Corps.  After completing training at the Casula Camp, Thomas embarked from Sydney with the Australian Mining Corps on board Ulysses.


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.  Following the farewell parade in the Domain, Sydney, the Australian Mining Corps embarked from Sydney, New South Wales on 20 February 1916 on board HMAT A38 Ulysses.  

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.

Ulysses arrived in Melbourne, Victoria on 22 February and the Miners were camped at Broadmeadows while additional stores and equipment were loaded onto Ulysses.  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.  

Departing Melbourne on 1 March, Ulysses sailed to Fremantle, Western Australia where a further 53 members of the Corps were embarked.  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.  After a delay of about a month due to Ulysses requiring repairs following a collision with an uncharted rock when leaving Fremantle on 8 March, The Mining Corps sailed for the European Theatre on 1 April 1916.  The men on board nicknamed her ‘Useless’.   

The ship arrived at Suez, Egypt on 22 April, departing for Port Said the next day; then on to Alexandria.  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 Mining Corps was transhipped to B1 Ansonia for the final legs to Marseilles, France via Valetta, Malta.  Arriving at Marseilles on 5 May, most of the men entrained for Hazebrouck where they arrived to set up their first camp on 8 May 1916. 

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’.

Thomas was admitted to the No.3 Australian Field Ambulance Hospital on 22 May 1916 with bronchitis.  He was transferred to No.1 Australian Field Ambulance on 23 May, rejoining his unit on 29 May.

Thomas went missing with Cpl Robertson and 2 others after a 10-man push-pipe attack on the German line at Boars Head on 1 July 1916.  [see page 93 & 94, “Crumps and Camouflets, Australian Tunnelling Companies on the Western Front” by Damien Finlayson]  He was ‘officially’ transferred to the 3rd Australian Tunnelling Company (3ATC) on 18 December 1916.

On 29 October 1917, Thomas fell sick whilst on leave in England and was admitted to the Camp Hospital at Weymouth, seriously ill, on 4 November 1917.

Thomas died of Acute Nephritis on 11 November 1917 at Ward 31A, Sidney Hall Hospital, Weymouth.  His death was classified as ‘Died of Disease’ and was due to his service in the war.

The 3ATC Unit History recorded:- ‘On 11.11.17, 996 Spr Finch, T. died of disease.’ 
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Rev. W.T. Strahan of the Monte Video Camp, No.2 Command Depot officiated at the service.  It was recorded that before he became unconscious he spoke of his sister and wished to write to her.  A Red Cross report states that a Lt. Schultz was in charge of the funeral and that his (Thomas’) brother was present.

His brother, as Next-of-Kin, was officially advised of the details of the funeral in February 1918.

On 22 May 1918 the Commonwealth Bank requested confirmation of his death.  His personal effects were returned to Australia on the Boonah and were received by Elizabeth Ellen Hall on 30 May 1918.  They consisted of:
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On 6 December 1918, a letter was received at Base Records from “Park View”, 191 Weston Road, Rozelle, Sydney, requesting a certificate of death for Thomas Finch.  The letter was signed ‘E.E. Finch’.

On 9 November 1921 Base Records advised Headquarters 2nd District Base that the late No.996 Sapper Thomas Finch, 3rd Tunnelling Company had enlisted as a single man recording his Next-of-Kin as his brother, Mr. James Finch in England and that the sole beneficiary under his Will was Mrs. Elizabeth Ellen Hall of “Park View”, 195 Weston Road, Rozelle.  It was noted that a pension had been granted to Mrs. Elizabeth Finch (widow), of Lindsay Street, Hamilton, NSW.  As it was desired to dispose of War Medals etc. issuable on account of the late soldier it was asked whether the widow had a claim to them.

[image: image5.jpg]


The Area Officer – 2. A., Lt. F. Muzzard, witnessed the following written statement made on 3 February 1922:

On 8 February 1922, Base Records advised his widow that the overseas authorities were being requested to obtain the Memorial Plaque and Scroll from the present recipient for return to Australia and transmission to her.  The advice also stated that the issue of “In Memoriam” badges had been discontinued on 31 March 1921, but that she could write to Military Headquarters, Perth.  On 23 February Headquarters requested further information including: who was Mrs. E. E. Hall, why the soldier had nominated his brother in England as his Next-of-Kin rather than his wife and who had received the War Gratuity.
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On 24 May 1922, the following explanation of the situation was forwarded to A.I.F. Branch, 2M.D. Base by the Area Officer 2A, Australian Military Forces: 

On 21 June 1922 advice was sent to Mrs T. Finch at the Hamilton Road, Fairfield address that the medals had been despatched to her by registered post.  30 August 1922 Base Records advised Headquarters, 2nd District Base that the medals had been returned unclaimed and requested clarification of the widow’s address.  9 November 1922, the pamphlet “Where the Australians Rest’, Memorial Scroll and Memorial Plaque were issued to Thomas’ registered Next-of-Kin, James Finch in England.  The British War medal and Victory Medal waarded to Thomas Finch were received by his widow on 14 November 1922.

On 8 February 1923 Australia House, London, advised Base Records in Melbourne that the Memorial Plaque and Scroll had been recovered and were being forwarded to Base Records.  

The Memorial Plaque, Memorial Scroll and King’s Message were received by his widow on 19 March 1923.
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Three Copies of a photograph of his grave were received by his widow 14 September 1923.

Thomas Finch, along with many of his Tunneller comrades, is commemorated on the Roll of Honour, Kings Park, Perth.  Thomas is also commemorated on the Tunnellers Roll of Honour held in St Pauls Cathedral, London.

PRIVATE WILLIAM HENRY FINCH

76 – 53rd Australian Infantry Battalion

William Henry FINCH, son of Thomas and Elizabeth Finch, enlisted for service on 12 January 1916.  Born in Newcastle, New South Wales, he gave his address as c/o Mrs Peacock, Macquarie Street, Merewether.  He named his mother, Mrs. Elizabeth Finch of Lindsay Street, Hamilton as his Next-of-Kin.

William was 24 years and 6 months of age and a Carrier by trade.  He recorded that he had undertaken a 3-year apprenticeship as a tailor.  He was 5ft 6ins tall, weighed 141 lbs, had a fair complexion, blue eyes and fair hair.

He was appointed to the 35th Australian Infantry Battalion at Broadmeadow.  William found himself in trouble for missing parades and was fined and lost one days pay for the infraction.  He embarked at Sydney on HMAT A24 Benalla for service abroad, disembarking at Plymouth, England on 9 July 1916. 

Whilst at sea on 29 May 1916, he was sentenced to 14 days detention for refusing to attend a bath parade, which he suspected was going to be a ‘hose-bath’.

22 September transferred from 35th Battalion to the 17th Battalion and proceeded overseas to France on 22 September 1916.  He joined the 2nd Australian Divisional Base Depot at Etaples on 24 September.  He was taken on strength of the 53rd Battalion on 9 October 1916.

At Amiens on 10 November 1916, he was admitted to No.1 New Zealand Stationary Hospital suffering trench feet.   He was transferred to England on 23 November and admitted to 1st London General Hospital.

Discharged from hospital on 17 January, he was granted furlough until 1 February, and marched in to No.1 Command Depot at Perham Downs on 7 February 1917where he was charged with being Absent Without Leave (AWOL) from 3.30 pm on 1 February until 4 pm on 6 February and was awarded 6 days Field Punishment and forfeiture of 6 days pay.

On 9 February 1917 he marched in to No.4 Command Depot at Wareham

23 March 1917 at Wareham, England he was transferred to the 61st Battalion from the 53rd Battalion.

On 13 April at Wareham, England, he was awarded 14 days Field Punishment No.2 for insolence to an N.C.O.  On 19 September he was transferred back to the 53rd Battalion and proceeded overseas to France on 14 October 1917.  On 3 November he attended a four-day Pigeon School.

He was admitted to the 20th Casualty Clearing Station on 22 April 1918 with trench feet.  He was transferred to the 6th General Hospital at Rouen on 25 April and was transferred to England on 26 April.  He was admitted to Beaufort War Hospital at Bristol on 27 April 1918 suffering trench feet.

He was transferred to the 3rd Auxiliary Hospital, Dartford on 24 June and, on discharge from hospital, was granted furlough from 26 June to 10 July, to report to No.4 Command Depot at Hurdcott.

He was transferred to the Overseas Training Brigade at Longbridge-Deverill on 4 October 1918.  He again went AWL from 2359 hours on 31 October until 1445 hours on 5 November and was awarded 10 days Field Punishment No.2 and forfeiture of 16 days pay.

William left England on 2 January 1919 and arrived back in Australia on 15 February 1919 on board H.T Karmala.  He was discharged on 11 April 1919, entitled to wear the British War Medal and the Victory Medal.

Photos of Thomas’ British War Medal, Victory Medal and Memorial Plaque by kind permission of 


Wayne McGilvery, Victoria.





Mrs T. Finch on being interviewed states that the Mrs E.E. Hall is her eldest daughter and a child of the latter Sapper Finch.  The lady in question now resides at Hamilton Road, Fairfield, Sydney.


Her husband lived for years in West Australia following mining prior to the war.


	It is not understood how he enlisted as a single man unless for preference to get away.  He was over the age limit and reference to his family would probably resulted in his been rejected.


	His wife is well known here and has a married son & daughter living in this district.  The other child is Mrs. E.E. Hall mentioned in para one.


	Many people believe that their family is next of kin notwithstanding that they are married.


	Her claims have been established and she draws a Widow’s Pension.


	The War Gratuity has been paid to her.








Western Argus – Kalgoorlie - Tuesday 22 January 1918:





War Casualties.


A recent casualty list contained the name of Sapper Thomas Finch, died of illness.  Sapper Finch, an old goldfielder, left Norseman about two years ago to join, the Miners' Corps.  He was regarded by his officers as one of the most practical and reliable men in the corps, an opinion held by his employers and fellow workmen on the goldfields.








“I, Elizabeth Finch, residing at 6 Oliver Street, do hereby desire to make claim for any War Medals and Decorations awarded to my late husband, No.996 Sapper T. Finch, of 3rd Tunnelling Company, deceased, and if given into my custody, I hereby undertake to carefully preserve same and will produce them to the Military Authorities upon demand should any person with a prior claim appear.


				Sgd. Elizabeth Finch” 








Photo courtesy John Finch, NSW – grandson of Thomas Finch





On 14 November 1917 Thomas Finch was accorded a military funeral and an elm coffin with brass fittings was provided.  He was buried in the consecrated ground of Melcombe Regis Cemetery, Weymouth, Dorset, England, at Plot11, Row C. Grave 3110.








Photo of headstone and Melcombe Regis Cemetery by kind permission of The War Graves Photographic Project www.twgpp.org





Extract from Tunnellers Roll of Honour included in profile with the kind permission of the Dean and Chapter of St Paul’s Cathedral


Photos courtesy of Robin Sanderson, Paris











ADDENDUM


from:





“Crumps and Camouflets, Australian Tunnelling Companies on the Western Front” by Damien Finlayson, page 420:





“Tom Finch was a former mine manager at the Maratoa underground gold mine in the unforgiving outback near Norseman in Western Australia.  When he enlisted he gave his age as forty-four, although his true age was fifty-eight.  Like a good proportion of the men, he had been born in Lancashire, England, and his reason for enlisting, even at his relatively advanced age, was that he considered it his duty to fight for the country of his birth.  Tom Finch died of illness in November 1917.  His son, Private 76 William Finch, also enlisted in the AIF and served with the 53rd and 61st Battalions.”








1 Wallet (containing:-photos, papers, 1 birth certificate); 1 Note book, I Note Case, 1 Bank Book on Commonwealth Bank of Australia, No.10060; 1 electric torch; 1 Jack knife; 1 matchbox cover, 1 cigarette holder; 1 pipe, 1 belt, 1 wrist watch & strap, 1 pair spectacles & 2 cases; 1 Holdall (containing:- 1 strop, 1 mirror (broken), 2 razors, 1 shaving brush, 1 housewife, 1 tooth brush); 1 boot brush, 1 soap box. 











