Corporal Robert Richard Johnson©
Regimental number: 408472
27th Battalion, Canadian Infantry

born: 27 February 1896-died: 6 October 1918

Corporal Robert Richard Johnson was awarded the Military Medal for bravery in the field just over
six months before his death in a fatal accident.! He was one of two soldiers to die at No. 1 Canadian
Casualty Clearing Station who had been injured in an accidental explosion earlier in the day.

In early October 1918, Robert was returning from a Lewis Gun course in Le Tourquet, in northern
France, when he stopped overnight at a Canadian staging camp in Wancourt. After a trip of over 100
kilometres, he was just 20 kilometres away from rejoining his battalion near Sains-lés-Marquion
when the accident occurred. When Robert and six comrades lit a fire to heat water for washing the
next morning, there was a massive explosion. In the words of one of Robert’s comrades, Private B.
Beyette:

On Sunday morning October 6, 1918, [ was coming out of “funk hole” in the sunken
road about 50 yards from scene of an accident, when I heard an explosion. I rushed up
and found a soldier dressing a Corporal of the 27th Battalion who had evidently been
wounded by the explosion. There were several wounded man lying around in the shell
hole. There had been a fire in the hole but this had been blown out by the explosion. I
did not notice any cause for this explosion. I think it was about 20 minutes before the
27th Bn Corporal was taken away. The Corporal’s face was so blackened by the
explosion that I could not recognize him as Cpl. Johnson.2

Robert had “a big wound in his stomach, [and] his left arm and right leg were broken.”3 In less than
an hour, he was taken to No. 1 Canadian Casualty Clearing Station with multiple shell wounds.

The cause of the explosion was a German fish tail bomb buried under a layer of dirt in the shell hole
and the heat from the fire caused the bomb to explode. An inquest into the accident that killed two
Other Ranks (non-officers)—the other being Sapper James Feathers (regimental number 681430)
of the 10th Battalion of the Canadian Engineers—and injured five others found that “no blame can
be attached to any person for this accident.”4

Robert was buried in Duisans British Military Cemetery (Plot 7, Row B, Grave 26) with the Canadian
chaplain W. Fisher presiding.5 This cemetery is located in Etrun, near Arras, France, and the first
burials in the cemetery took place in March 1917.¢ No. 1 CCCS arrived at the beginning of
September 1918 and was stationed near Duisans for two months. As a result of the serious and
urgent nature of the cases admitted to the station, the death rate was high in October—a total of 83
deaths occurred during the month.”

Robert had been with the 27th Battalion since first going to the Front on 1 April 1916. When he
enlisted at Camp Niagara in Niagara-on-the-Lake, Ontario, on 7 June 1915, he was a mechanic living
at 569 Jones Avenue in Toronto. He was 5’4%2” tall and had a ruddy complexion, brown eyes and
reddish hair. He left Canada on 27 November 1915 and, when he arrived in England, spent some
time in the Canadian military camp at Shorncliffe, Kent, before going to France.



The injuries he sustained in the explosion were not the first of his military service. Less than five
months after arriving at the Front, Robert had received gunshot wounds to his leg; he was
evacuated to England and admitted to the Frensham Military Hospital in Farnham, Surrey, on 18
September 1916. He was discharged on 30 October to the Canadian convalescent hospital in Bear
Wood, Wokingham, Berkshire. When he was discharged from convalescence at the end of
December, he was sent to a Canadian reserve battalion in Hastings, East Sussex, and then returned
to the 27th Battalion on 18 April 1917.

A couple of months later, he was awarded a Good Conduct Badge, just before a stay at the 4th
Canadian Field Ambulance with an unknown fever (probably trench fever). He was only away from
duty for four days before rejoining his unit on 12 June. He was again in a field ambulance at the
beginning of August for another four days with inflammation of the connective tissue in his right
foot.
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The inflammation in Robert’s right foot recurred in April 1918 and he was treated at a field
ambulance and then at the 1st Australian General hospital. A week later he was back with his unit.
Five months later, Robert was sent on another Lewis Gun course; it was on his way home that the
accident occurred.

The next of kin receiving notification of Robert’s death was his father, Francis James Johnson, who
was living at 3 Skipper Avenue in Toronto.8 The Johnson family had emigrated from England to
Canada in 1911. Robert’s father, known as both Francis and James, was born on 15 December 18669
in Wednesbury, Staffordshire,10 and his mother, the former Annie Evans, was born in about 1869 in
Walsall, Staffordshire.!! They married in 1890 in Walsall12 and the following year were living at 18
Midland Road in Walsall, where James was a wheel turner.13 They subsequently had eight
children:14

Richard William (born in 1892, but died early the following year)?15
John Thomas Johnson (born in 1894)16

Robert Richard Johnson (born on 27 February 1896)17

Francis Joseph James Johnson (born in 1897)18

Ethel Lilian (born in 1903, but died at the age of two months)?19
Harold Bailey (born in 1907 and died at three months)20

Beatrice Lily Johnson (born on 9 April 1908)2!

The identity of the eighth child, who may have died in very early infancy, was not found.

By 1901, the family had moved to Flintshire, Wales, and was living at 5 Ryelands Terrace in Shotton,
a few miles from Hawarden. James was now an iron works fitter.22 Ten years later they were still
living on Ryeland Terrace and Robert, at the age of 15, was an office boy.23 Just months after the



census was taken in the spring of 1911, the family immigrated to Canada. James and Annie and their
four children arrived in Quebec City on 23 June 1911.24 Sadly, just two years after their arrival,
Annie died of breast cancer at the age of 44.25 She died in Toronto on 19 February 1913 and was
buried on 22 February in Necropolis Cemetery, Toronto.2é

Annie was not alive to see the deaths of two sons in the Great War. Her eldest living son, John, was
a gas fitter when he enlisted in Toronto on 30 January 1915 (regimental number 794).27 He went to
England with the Eaton Motor Machine Gun Battery in June 1915 and to France on 22 February
1916. He was promoted to corporal and then to acting sergeant, but in August 1917 reverted to
corporal for failing to comply with an order to report to an officer. He was killed in action on 30
October 1917, after his battery went into the trenches to relieve “B” Battery of the 1st Canadian
Motor Machine Gun Battery. John went with a small party to search for small arms ammunition that
came under heavy shelling and was killed—just a year before his brother.28
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Source: “War diaries — Eaton Machine Gun Battery,” Library and Archives Canada

In addition to Robert’s Military Medal, both brothers were awarded the British War Medal (for
service overseas between 1914 and 1918) and the Victory Medal (for service in an operational
theatre). John’s medals were sent to his father, but Robert’s were sent to a family friend, Mrs. Mae
Oldham, who was also notified of John's death.

Sometime around the beginning of the Great War, Robert’s father had made a trip back to England
and married Maude Ethel Rushton, 15 years his junior, in Bradford, Yorkshire. They married in St.
Clement parish church on 27 December 191529 and travelled back to Canada, arriving in Quebec
City on 20 May 1916.3° Francis and Maude made a couple of trips back to England in the following
two decades.3!

Robert’s sister Beatrice, at the age of 19, married William James Bush in Toronto on 27 July 1927.
At the time, Beatrice was a packer and William a photographer.32

Nothing is known of what became of Robert’s brother Francis after their arrival in Canada in 1911.
He does not appear to have served with the Canadian Expeditionary Force.

Robert’s father died of myocarditis on 21 June 1937 in Toronto.33
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