LANCE CORPORAL FRANCIS JOHN WILLIAM GILES

3601 –1st Tunnelling Company

Born 1880 in Yass, New South Wales, Francis was the 8th child and 5th son of Edward and Sarah Giles.  He signed the Attestation Paper on 19 February 1916, naming his wife, Ellena Marie (nee Lewis), as his Next of Kin and allotting 4/5ths of his pay for the support of his wife and children.

Francis and Ellena had married in Broken Hill in 1901 and had 4 children at the time Francis enlisted: Francis J. b. 1902; Ada M b. 1903; Adelena b. 1905 and Guy b. 1909.

Francis had enlisted at the Town Hall on 22 Jan 1916, giving his address as “Riverina’, Liverpool Road, Fairfield, NSW.  He was 5ft 11in tall, weighed 193lbs.  He gave his occupation as Grain Workers Assistant.  He was accepted as fit for active service.

He spent a month at the Depot Battalion, Bathurst on basic training and was then transferred to the 4th Tunnelling Company, Australian Mining Corps on 16 March 1916 with the rank of Sapper.  He was promoted to Lance Corporal on 16 May and embarked from Sydney for the European theatre on board HMAT A69 Warilda on 22 May 1916.

Francis was Court Martialled on 17 July 1916 while on board HMAT Warilda for being absent without leave between the hours of 2pm and 3.45pm on that day. He was sentenced to 84 hours detention, the sentence being commuted to his being reduced to the Ranks and to serve 3 days Field Punishment No.2.  This sentence was quashed and was to be expunged from all records by Authority of an AIF Order of 18 September 1916, due to the Court on board ‘Warilda’ being improperly constituted.

Francis disembarked at Plymouth, England on 18 July and was camped at Perham Downs for further training.  He proceeded overseas to France on 28 August and marching into 2nd ADBD at Etaples on 30 August.

Francis was taken on strength of the 1st Tunnelling Company on 30 September 1916.  He most probably would have been involved with the Hill 60 mine and dugout system and would have witnessed the explosion of the Hill 60 and Caterpillar mines before he was killed in action on 10 June 1916.

The exact circumstances of the death of Francis Giles are not recorded.  The family believes he was killed by a sniper.  Suffice to say that he was killed 3 days after the firing of the great mines at 3.10 am on 7 June 1917 which signalled the beginning of the Battle of Messines and that he has no known grave.
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A photograph of a Memorial Cross erected for Francis at Aeroplane Military Cemetery, Row A, was forwarded to the family in February 1921. [The Aeroplane Cemetery is located at Ieper (Ypres), West-Vlaanderen, Belgium)

Lance Corporal Francis John William Giles is commemorated on Panel 29 of The Ypres (Menin Gate) Memorial, Belgium, and at Panel 26 in the Commemorative Area at the Australian War Memorial, Canberra.

Ellena Giles was awarded a pension on 28 August 1917 of £2/-/- per fortnight, with a further pension amount of £2/15/- being awarded for the 4 children.  

The British War Medal and Victory Medal to which Francis was entitled, as well as the Memorial Plaque and Scroll to honour his sacrifice, were forwarded to Ellena in the ensuing years.

[VX39092 Staff Sergeant Francis J Giles, 2/5 Fd Hygiene.  Enlisted 10 December 1940.  Discharged 16 April 1946.  NOK Clarice Giles.  Francis was a Prisoner of War in Malaya.]

[NX44122 Trooper Guy Giles, HQ 1 Armd Bde.  Enlisted 2 Sept 1941 – discharged 29 Jan 1942.  NOK: Valmar Giles.] 

Compiled with the assistance of Stuart Giles, great grandson of Francis Giles
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