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Local Men in World War 1 
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th
 August 1914 – 31

st
 December 1914 

 
Introduction  
 
Our aim is to identify as many as possible of the local men and women who served in the 
British forces in World War 1 (“WW1”) and to tell what happened to them, where we can. By 
local we mean people from the village of Renton and the parishes of Bonhill, Kilmaronock 
and Luss The best estimate that we can make of the number of local people who served is 
about 3,500 and while we know that we’ll not manage to identify everyone, we’ll do our best 
to get as close to that number as we can.  
 
The main sources of information about them that we have are the newspapers of the day, in 
particular the Lennox Herald and to begin with, the Glasgow Herald. Other newspapers such 
as the Evening Times, The Bulletin and the Sunday Post have also provided useful 
information. Unfortunately the major part of the WW1 Army Records for Other Ranks was 
destroyed during the London Blitz in World War 2, and since the vast majority of the local 
people who were “with the colours” were most definitely “Other Ranks” as opposed to 
officers, there is only limited help from official archives. 
 
However, one other untapped source is the public at large which in practice means you, the 
readers of this article. Without intending to do so we’ve already identified 5 of the men listed 
in the 1914 Roll of Honour as grandfathers / granduncles of people still living in the Vale. A 
great many of the others have names which are still common in the area and their 
descendants may have some information about them. No matter how trivial or unimportant 
stories about grandfathers and great uncles may seem, it all helps to build up a picture of the 
people we are writing about, while copies of letters or photographs are of great interest to 
everyone. A little effort to-day in putting such material together is nothing compared to what 
our forebearers had to endure during WW1.  
 
In telling what happened to the local soldiers, sailors and nurses we have done our best to 
describe the army they joined, where the units in which they served were at any particular 
time, the battles in which they fought and the horrendous conditions in which they served. It 
is only with a small proportion of the soldiers – those who became casualties, who sent 
letters home or who were interviewed by James Russell of the Lennox Herald  while they 
were at home on leave – that we can say specifically what a person was doing at a particular 
time. For most of the others we can only tell what the men’s units did, and part of the article 
is taken up with the stories of the battalions in 1914 in which the men served.  
 
We have put together very short biographies of those who were killed, wounded or taken 
prisoner and we have also provided a voice, in a section called “Soldiers Speaking”, to the 
men themselves in their letters home and their interviews with James Russell. These 
provided a vivid, accurate and honest picture about what was happening at the front at a 
time when the War Department was totally controlling reporting from the front by the simple 
expedient of not allowing any reporters to go to the fighting areas. These reports in the 
Lennox Herald went unnoticed by the government censors but told the people of the Vale 
what was really happening in France and Belgium.  
 
In spite of the efforts of revisionist historians in the past few decades to rehabilitate the 
conduct of the war by the British General Staff, Alan Clarke’s “Lions Led By Donkeys” 
remains the best description of the opening period of WW1. Most of the top-ranking military 
leaders were very conservative in their thinking with only a tenuous grasp of the realities of 
modern warfare, who stubbornly refused to learn from their many mistakes and kept 
repeating them. Not that the politicians were much better to begin with. The numbers killed 
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on an industrial scale speak for themselves, what is not so obvious 100 years later is the 
enormous waste in people’s lives – wounded, maimed, captured, brutalised by the 
experience of trench warfare  - and the shadow it cast over the lives not just of the 
servicemen but also their wives and children. Words cannot adequately describe the 
conditions which these men had to and did endure. Their courage and fortitude on a day-to-
day basis beggars belief a hundred years on. The least we can do is say who they were and 
where they fought - and salute them for it. 
 
 
 

1. The British Expeditionary Force 1914 
 

 
 
The British Army of August 1914 was unarguably a volunteer army consisting of men who 
had volunteered for a fixed term of service. No one at this stage had been conscripted into 
the British Army – that didn’t happen until 1916. It was the sole volunteer-only army of the 
major combatants in August 1914, and it was, also unarguably, by a considerable way the 
smallest.  
 
It was not an Army which any government had planned or wished to commit to a land war in 
Europe. Virtually every senior soldier and politician shared this view, in public at least, and 
that was reflected in their planning for a future conflict. The British thinking from the Cabinet 
downwards was that France would do the land fighting while the British Navy would control 
the seas, with Germany clearly the most likely enemy long before 1914. Unsurprisingly, the 
fairness of that arrangement escaped the French and it seems that some secret promises 
were made to the French in the years before 1914 about sending a substantial body of 
troops to France in the event of war with Germany. Only a handful of people in Britain knew 
of that promise, but the French politicians and soldiers who were in on the secret set great 
store by it.  
 
However, no preparations were made to deliver on these promises and everything about 
Britain’s military planning reflected the policy of minimal involvement in continental Europe: 
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the Army was short of all the equipment needed to wage a 20th century war from uniforms to 
shells to machine guns to artillery to field training for the troops. An example of the 
outmoded thinking at the highest military levels at the outbreak of war was the emphasis still 
placed on the cavalry’s role in the war, which reflected an ignorance at the General Staff 
level of the role of machine guns in the coming war 
 
The Army was organised on a regimental basis with each regiment being based in a local 
area – in England, typically a county or city, while in Scotland, where most counties had 
smaller populations than their English counterparts, regiments usually came from a grouping 
of neighbouring counties. For example, the Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders, which was the 
local regiment for the Vale, had its head-quarters at Stirling Castle and recruited mainly from 
the counties of Stirling, Argyllshire, Renfrewshire and Dumbartonshire.  
 
Since the 1870’s each regiment was organised into two full-time battalions of regular 
soldiers, one of which at any one time was serving overseas in a British colony and was 
known as the “overseas battalion”. Most of the overseas battalions were serving in India, 
which at that time consisted of the whole Indian sub-continent. The other regular battalion 
was based in Great Britain, which still included the whole of Ireland and this was known as 
the “home battalion”. Overseas service could last for anything up to five years or more, 
although two to three years was more typical. Every two – five years the battalions would 
swap over and the overseas battalions would come home to be replaced in the colonies by 
the home battalion. These two battalions of regular soldiers were numbered 1 and 2 followed 
by the regiment’s name and each battalion had a theoretical establishment of about 800 – 
1,000 men.  
 
Each regiment also had at least one battalion of members of the Territorial Army of which 
more below. 
 
Regulars 
 
In 1914 there were approximately 250,000 men serving on a full-time basis and they were 
known as the Regulars. Men serving in the Regular Army signed on for a fixed term of up to 
a maximum of 12 years. They could if they wished sign on again at the end of the fixed term, 
but if they chose to leave the Regular Army at that point, they were required to serve as 
Reservists for a number of years. The role of the Reservists is described later. 
 
Because about half of the Army was serving overseas at the outbreak of war in August 1914, 
only about half of its battalions were available in Britain to be sent to France or Belgium. The 
actual breakdown was as follows:  
 
 

 The British Army consisted of 68 line infantry regiments, 4 Guards regiments and 31 
cavalry regiments, artillery and other support units such as Engineers and the Army 
Service Corp.  

 74 of the 144 infantry battalions and 12 of the 31 cavalry regiments were stationed 
abroad, mainly in India, or some other far-away colony, although some battalions 
were in Malta and Gibraltar and were quickly sent to France as losses mounted in the 
first couple of months of the war.  

 Naturally enough steps were taken immediately to bring as many as possible of 
these overseas battalions back to Britain or France, although it was December 1914 
or January 1915 before some of them made it to the battle zone. Battalions coming 
back from abroad were, to begin with, replaced overseas by some Territorial 
battalions, although not on a one-for-one basis 
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As if this wasn’t bad enough, the theoretical establishment of each of these regular 
battalions was from 800 to 1,000 men, but in reality the number actually present in many of 
the home battalions was typically little more than 50-60% of that number. The other 40-50% 
was to be made up on general mobilization by reservists who were recalled to the colours. 
So in practice at 11 pm on the night of 4th August 1914, when Britain declared war on 
Germany, the British Army actually had in its barracks and camps in Britain approximately 
75,000 men to face, with the French Army of 1,650,000 men, a German Army already in the 
field of 1,850,000 men.  
 

 
British Soldiers in the town square at Mons before the Battle of Mons August 1914 

 
That a British Army, now renamed the British Expeditionary Force (“BEF”) of 120,000 men 
crossed to France from 14th August 1914 onwards and was in position to face the Germans 
at Mons in Belgium by 23rd August 1914, was a minor miracle of organisation and also a 
strong indication of the sense of duty of the Army Reservists who returned to their regimental 
depots in droves on mobilization. (The BEF totaled 150,000 men but 2 Divisions were kept in 
England until early September). Reservists from battalions serving abroad almost always 
joined up with the home service battalion of the regiment, which meant that many battalions 
had more than their establishment numbers, but every man was needed in the first months 
of the war.  
 
It was little wonder that the German Kaiser was said to have referred to the BEF as a 
“contemptible little army”, because it must have seemed to be far too small to make any 
significant difference as far as the Germans were concerned. They had learned differently by 
the end of 1914. It’s very doubtful that the Kaiser ever did call the BEF “the contemptible little 
army” and much more likely that the phrase was coined by British propagandists to 
strengthen army morale and resolve in a “we’ll show them” way. If it was a British invention, 
it was the first of the British military propagandists’ many successful inventions during the 
war, in which they ran rings round their German counterparts. 
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Kaiser Wilhelm II 
 
In any event, when the phrase reached public circulation it was quickly seized upon and the 
soldiers who served in the BEF in France and Flanders in 1914 were called the “Old 
Contemptibles”, a name of which they were extremely proud and which has survived ever 
since. 
 
We’ve so far identified 76 local men serving as Regulars in 1914, of whom 3 were killed 
before the end of 1914. 
 
Reservists 

 
While there were a number of different types of Army Reserve in 1914 we’ll only concern 
ourselves with those who rejoined the colours in August 1914 to plug the gaps in the Regular 
Battalions. These were men who had served previously in a battalion of the regiment but 
whose term of service had expired some time previously; they were legally obliged to be 
available for recall in the event of a general mobilization for 5 years after they had left the 
Army. These ex-soldiers had returned to civvy-street, many got married, and in this locality 
usually found jobs in the shipyards and engineering works on Clydeside or in Singer’s 
factory at Clydebank, and settled down to family life. 
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Beardmore’s Fitting Out Basin, Dalmuir 
 
As you will see from the Roll of Honour, we have already identified 67 Reservists from this 
area who were recalled to the colours on 4th August 1914; 10 of them were killed and 24 
wounded between August and 31st December 1914.  
 
Territorials  
 
The third element in the British Army on the outbreak of war was the Territorial Army. The 
Territorial Army was a voluntary, part-time form of soldiering which was created in 1908 to 
replace the long-established Volunteer movement. At the outbreak of the war each regiment 
had a number of Territorial battalions whose men were part-time soldiers and all were 
volunteers. Before the outbreak of war, the role of the Territorial Army was to serve in UK as 
a replacement for the Regular Army. Territorial soldiers could not be forced to serve abroad. 
However, as losses mounted in the autumn of 1914 that restriction was relaxed and the vast 
majority of Territorials agreed to serve abroad. 
 
Typically a Territorial soldier attended drill one night a week in the local drill-hall and an 
annual 2 week summer camp. Most of the Territorial battalions were infantry; the Territorial 
cavalry units were called Yeomanry, but there were none of them locally and few elsewhere 
in Scotland.  
 
There was considerable local affinity to these Territorial battalions and in this area the local 
Territorial unit was the 9th Battalion of the Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders (“the 
Dumbartonshire Regiment”). The Volunteers movement had been very strong in the Vale of 
Leven with the members of the Volunteer companies mostly working in the local textile 
factories, which were strong supporters of the Volunteers. The Volunteer tradition carried 
over into the Territorial Army in the valley.  
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There were two local companies of the 9th Battalion: 
 

E Company (Jamestown and Bonhill) and 
 

 
 

F Company (Renton and Alexandria) 

 
There were about 120 men in each company, most of whom worked in either the United 
Turkey Red Ltd or the Calico Printer Association textile finishing factories. Many of its 
officers were managers in the factories, others were local landowners. The 9th ASH had 
about 800 men in its ranks from all over the old county of Dumbartonshire, almost all of 
whom mustered in Dumbarton on mobilization in August 1914, before moving off to spend 
about six months in a training camp in Bedford from where they crossed over to serve in the 
trenches on the western front. What happened to them is described in the 1915 part of this 
story, sufficient to say that these 800 men were serving in the British Army in 1914 and many 
of the 250 or so local Territorials who served at that time are listed in the Roll of Honour 
while many others will join the Roll as we research the events of 1915. 
 
Lord Kitchener who was appointed as Minister for War on 5th August 1914, had a low 
opinion of the Territorial Army, seeing it, or more particularly its officers, as more of a social 
set than soldiers capable of leading men in a modern war. Kitchener was an intelligent man 
who was right more often than he was wrong, which is more than can be said about almost 
every other top army officer, and he might have been correct about some of the Territorial 
officers. However, he wasn’t correct about the fighting effectiveness of the Territorial Force 
as a whole, as events were to show when they were desperately needed to plug the gaps 
left in the Regular Army in France and Flanders after only four months of fighting. In spite of 
the inept training they had received in camps like Bedford – all route marches and no trench 
warfare preparation – when the Territorials were sent to the Western Front and fed into the 
front line from December 1914 onwards, they performed well and were soon virtually 
indistinguishable from the Old Contemptibles in both performance and levels of casualties. 
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By the end of 1914 about 30 Territorial Battalions were in France and Belgium - well before 
Kitchener’s New Army battalions were available. Although a number of these TA Battalions 
were Scottish, as far as we know no local men were serving in them. 
 

Volunteers 
 

Having rejected the Territorial Army as the 
base on which to build an army to 
compete with the Germans, Kitchener 
instead decided to create a series of new 
armies – still based on the old regimental 
names and structure – each 100,000 men 
strong.  
 
These were called The New Armies and 
that soon became the New Model Armies 
in popular parlance, making an obvious 
link with the disciplined, hard-fighting force 
which Oliver Cromwell created to fight and 
win the English Civil War. It was to fill the 
ranks of these New Armies that Kitchener 
made his famous call for Volunteers – 
“Your Country Needs You”. 
 
 
At the outset the response was 
overwhelming as long queues formed 
outside recruiting offices and for the rest 
of 1914 the Army struggled to cope with 
its new volunteers.  
 
The men of the Vale were no different 
from anywhere else and as the Roll of 
Honour shows at least 470 men 

volunteered from the Vale in the first 4 months of the war. The actual figure is probably 
higher since it only includes the Muster Rolls for the County of Dumbarton and if someone 
enlisted in, say, Glasgow or Stirling they wouldn’t be included in these figures.   
 
People could volunteer in the Drill Halls in Bonhill, Alexandria and Renton but in Jamestown 
the local Conservative and Unionist Club at Jamestown Railway station was used. This 
could have been because the Jamestown Drill Hall was needed as the Army’s base for the 
Auchencarroch Shooting Range, which became a major training resource in musketry for 
volunteers from the camps at Stirling.  
 
These volunteers were from a number of Scottish regiments and came by train to 
Jamestown Station from Stirling. They marched from Jamestown to their billets in halls 
throughout the Vale, including Bonhill Parish Church Hall. Each contingent’s stay in the Vale 
was short and when they went back to Stirling they were replaced by another group.  
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Bonhill Parish Church Hall 

 
 

2. The Regiments in which local served men in 1914 
 
Listed below are the units of the armed forces in which local men served in 1914. As you can 
see they are mostly army units. The names of the regiments and the abbreviated form in 
which they appear in the rest of this article are listed below. Since the vast majority of local 
men served in Scottish Regiments in 1914, the battalion numbers are also given. Apart from 
the 9th Battalion of the Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders, which was the local Territorial 
Battalion, all of the other Scottish Infantry Battalions are from the regular army, although two 
of the cavalry units were Yeomanry i.e. Territorials.  
 
It’s notable that men from this area served in as many Irish regiments as English ones in 
1914.  
 
Scottish Regiments 
 
Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders     1 ASH and 2ASH and 9ASH 
Black Watch (also known as the Royal Highlanders)  1 BW and 2BW 
Queens Own Cameron Highlanders     1 CH and 2 CH 
Gordon Highlanders      1 GH and 2 GH 
Highland Light Infantry     1 HLI and 2 HLI 
Kings Own Scottish Borderers    1 KOSB and 2 KOSB 
*Lovat Scouts       Lovat Scouts 
Royal Scots       1 RS and 2RS 
Royal Scots Fusiliers       1 RSF and 2 RSF 
Scots Guards       1 SG and 2 SG 
Scottish Rifles (also known as The Cameronians)  1 SR and 2SR 
Dragoons / Royal Scots Greys    2 D/RSG and 5D / RSG 
**Scottish Horse      Scot Horse 
Seaforth Highlanders      1SH and 2SH 
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*The Lovat Scouts were a Scottish Yeomanry, i.e. mounted, Territorial unit. One battalion 
was dismounted and fought as part of the Cameron Highlanders in Macedonia. 
**The Scottish Horse was also a Yeomanry unit. It went into more or less immediate active 
service on mounted patrols on the east coast of England as an anti-invasion measure. 
 
Irish Regiments 
 
Connaught Rifles      CR 
Irish Guards       IG 
Royal Dublin Fusiliers      RDF 
Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers     RIF  
Royal Irish Fusiliers      RIrF 
Royal Irish Rifles      RIR 
 
English Regiments 

 
***Birkenhead Bantams     Birk Ban 
Border Regiment      BR 
Life Guards       Life Gds 
Loyal North Lancashire Infantry    LNLI 
Manchester Regiment      MR 
Queens (Royal West Surrey) Regiment   RWS 
 
***The Birkenhead Bantams was the first of the army units created to recruit men under the 
Army’s minimum height requirement of 5 ft 2 inches – it took men between 4ft 10 and 5ft 3 
inches in height. It was established in Birkenhead after public pressure in November 1914 
and 3,000 soon joined. The Bantams were formed into two battalions of the Cheshire 
Regiment – the 15th and 16t - and thereafter many other areas and regiments formed bantam 
battalions.  
 
Army-wide Units  

 
Army Service Corps       ASC 
Royal Army Medical Corps     RAMC 
Royal Artillery        RA 
Royal Engineers      RE 
Royal Field Artillery      RFA 
Royal Garrison Artillery     RGA 
 
Royal Navy Units 
 
Royal Marines       RM 
Royal Marine Light Infantry     RMLI 
Royal Navy       RN 
Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve    RNVR 
 
Overseas Units 
 

At this stage of the war, all local expatriates who had joined up abroad came from either 
Australia or Canada and little effort was made by the British press to distinguish between the 
different regiments and battalions in the Australian and Canadian Armies. This is quite 
understandable because no one locally had any contact with these units, and even national 
newspapers knew little about them at this stage in the war.  
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Therefore the Australian Army is variously described as the Australian Imperial Forces (AIF), 
or the Australian Expeditionary Force (AEF) while the single battalion reference is to the 3rd 
Battalion of the Australian Infantry (3 Aus Inf). 
 
The Canadian Army is treated similarly. It started off as the Canadian Expeditionary Force 
(CEF), but was also referred to as the Canadian Contingent (1 Can Con), the Canadian 
Infantry (Can Inf) and the Canadian Scots (Can Scots). The Canadians didn’t refer to 
themselves in these terms and had a locally-based named regimental structure, similar to 
the British Army, which the Australians did not have. Many of the Canadian Regiments had 
Scottish names and over time these helped to make reporters more apt to identify individual 
Canadian battalions. 
 
 

3. The Roll of Honour 1914 
 
This is a list of the men (and so far it is only men, but women will appear in later years) who 
we have already identified as having served during the opening months of the war i.e. 4th 
August 1914 – 31st December 1914. This list will be added to as our research continues.  
 
The list contains about 700 names and we can usually say from which village or town they 
came, in which regiment they served and whether they were Regulars, Reservists, 
Territorials or Volunteers. If they were killed or wounded we usually have some personal 
details about them. For some we have very few details, not even a first name or a regiment. 
These men are almost always the brother of someone for whom we have full details and 
they have been mentioned in a newspaper report about their brother but no details are given 
about them.  
 
Just a note, once again, about the terminology. “Roll of Honour” in this article has the same 
meaning as it had in 1914 – it is a list of those who served and not solely a list of those who 
were killed. It was only after WW1 that the term “Roll of Honour” was applied to those who 
were killed in the war.  
 
The Roll of Honour is a separate file, which can be found on this link >.  

 
 

The Casualties of 1914 

 
Almost all volunteers in 1914 were still in training camps in the UK until early 1915 so the 
1914 casualties were almost entirely men in regular battalions, and although there were also 
some from Territorial Battalions none of these came from this area, as far as we know.  
 
Since we want to tell as much as we can about what happened to the local servicemen and 
in particular those who were killed and wounded, in Section 7 we will give a brief outline of 
the course of the war on a year by year basis and also tell as much as we can about the 
activities of the individual battalions in which men served. Therefore, rather than repeat in 
every individual short biography each soldier’s experience in the fighting, we will outline what 
his battalion did, where it was and when it was there. To get more information about 
someone’s period of service therefore you can refer firstly to the overall course of the war 
and then where an individual’s battalion was and what it was doing. This information can be 
found in Section 7 – “Where the Men Fought in 1914” and the entries for each battalion. 
 
It’s also worth saying that while we can usually find an accurate date for someone’s death, 
getting the date for when someone is wounded or taken prisoner is usually more difficult. 
This is because the Commonwealth War Graves Commission (CWGC) or Scottish National 

ValeMWMA1914RoHWholeArea.pdf
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War Memorial (SNWM) websites give a “date died”, which is in most cases accurate, 
although occasionally another source such as a soldier who was serving alongside him 
when he was killed will come up with a different date. Even when that happens the 
discrepancy is only a day or so. Having the date when someone died helps us to pin down 
where a soldier was and what his unit was doing when he was killed.  
 
At the moment, the CWGC doesn’t provide a date for someone being wounded and we have 
therefore relied on newspaper reports for dating the wounded / POWS. These reports 
usually appeared up to a month after the event and while some of them do give details of 
what happened, many don’t and we’re left to try to work it out ourselves. 
 

The Men Who Died on Active Service in 1914 
 
All of the men from this area who died on active service between 4th August and 31st 
December 1914 are listed below. Not all of the men were killed in action or died from their 
wounds. The policy of the military authorities and adopted by the Commonwealth War 
Graves Commission, was that if anyone died while in the Army, Royal Navy or Royal Air 
Force, for whatever reason, then they were termed as having “died on active service”. We 
have followed that policy and while the vast majority of men who died in WW1, died as a 
result of fighting at the front or at sea, there was a steady number who died of what might be 
called common causes or avoidable diseases such as typhoid, dysentery or pneumonia, and 
that remained true throughout the war, being worse is some theatres of war than others.  
 
These short biographies are in chronological order of the deaths of the men who died in 
1914. 
 

 
Private James McFadyen, 
(Serial Number 3/3933) C 
Company 2nd Battalion Argyll 
and Sutherland Highlanders 
(A&SH), Killed in Action 21th 
October 1914, aged 35. James 
McFadyen, has, by one day, 
the unwanted distinction of 
being the first man from this 
area to be killed in World War 
1. He lived with his mother Mrs 
Bridget McFadyen at 37 Back 
Street Renton (pictured), so 
Back Street, which in the words 
of the Lennox Herald when it 
reported James McFadyen’s 

death was “a street which has given many men to their country during this present crisis” 
shares that distinction. He had been born in Dumbarton and had been a regular soldier for 
15 years, fighting in the South African War. When he left the Army he had got a job at 
McMillan’s Yard in Dumbarton – a job in a local ship-yard was the most likely employment 
for a regular soldier when leaving the pre-WW1 Army.  
 
He was working there when he was called up as a Reservist on the mobilisation which 
immediately preceded the outbreak of war on 4th August 1914, and like all A&SH reservists 
he would have gone to Stirling and from there travelled up to Fort George near Inverness, to 
join 2 A&SH, arriving by 5th August at the latest. 
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The battalion took a day to travel down to Southampton, where it embarked for France 
arriving in Boulogne on 11th August; 2 A&SH was the first of the BEF battalions to land in 
France. From the northern French ports the BEF moved up to Mons in Belgium, and 2 A&SH 
was detailed as Lines of Communications Defence Troops guarding the road and rail routes 
between the channel ports and the front line, so James McFadyen missed the early battles. 
However, as the BEF was pushed back and the Race to the Sea began, the A&SH was sent 
into front-line action. In early October it was fighting in the Battle of Armentieres against a 
much greater force of Germans who attacked before the British could get in their planned 
attack. This short Battle resulted in considerable losses to the British but it was another 
action which held up the Germans and meant that the British and their allies won the Race to 
the Sea. 
 
James McFadyen was one of the casualties. One of his colleagues was wounded and it was 
he, when he was sent home on recuperation leave, who broke the news to James 
McFadyen’s mother that her son had almost certainly been Killed in Action on, he thought, 
20th October 1914. The wounded man was able to tell Mrs McFadyen that on the day in 
question McFadyen’s section was heavily outnumbered and almost completely wiped out. 
This confirmed his mother’s worst fears, because he was a regular correspondent to his 
mother and she had received no word from him since before the date on which he is 
supposed to have been killed. She was first of all officially told that he was missing, and it 
was not until almost 18 months later in March 1916 that she received word from the War 
Office that he had been killed on 21st October 1914. That is also the date that is recorded on 
the SNWM and the CWGC (which records him as “McFayden” rather than McFadyen). 
Having no known grave he is commemorated on the Ploegstreert Memorial as well as the 
Renton War Memorial.  
 
 
Lance-Corporal Thomas Murphy, 2nd Battalion King’s Own Scottish Borderers (the 
KOSBs), Killed in Action 22nd October 1914. L/Cpl Murphy was the first person from 
Alexandria to be killed in WW1, but he has received no local recognition for his sacrifice and 
does not appear on any of the local war memorials. He stayed with his aunt at 13 North 
Street Alexandria and since he was 34 years old in 1914 and a Reservist it is virtually certain 
that he had previously served in the Regular Army. Like many other former soldiers in the 
area, when he left the Army he found work in the shipyards on the Clyde, in his case at 
Beardmore’s Yard at Dalmuir. It was from that job that he was summoned back to the 
KOSBs in the days immediately before the outbreak of war.  
 
He would have landed at Le Havre about 14th August 1914 with his battalion and then 
moved up into Belgium taking up position very briefly at Mons on 23rd August. From there 
the BEF Army was pushed back almost 200 miles to the River Aisne north east of Paris by 
13th September, with the KOSBs fighting virtually every day, so within little over a month 
Patrick Murphy would have been a tired, experienced front-line soldier. After the Battle of the 
Aisne, the “Race to the Sea” began and the BEF was sent off in a north-westerly direction 
again fighting virtually every day. The first of the major battles of that race was at La Bassee, 
west of Lille in northern France and it was on the first day of that battle, 22nd October, that 
Thomas Murphy was Killed in Action. His body was never found and he is commemorated 
on Le Touret Memorial. 
 
Which, as we’ve said, is more than can be said for this area’s war memorials. It seems 
ironic, not to say callous and incompetent that the very first person from the Parish of Bonhill 
to be killed in the war doesn’t even make it onto the Alexandria Cenotaph. However, there 
will be other war dead from this area who aren’t on any local memorial and the reason is 
usually that they had no relations still living locally when the local war memorial committees 
were drawing up the lists of the war dead after the war; there was in effect, no one to speak 
up for them. That seems the most likely case with Thomas Murphy. 



14 
 

Private Daniel Coll, (Serial Number 9055) 2nd Battalion Royal Scots Fusiliers, Killed in 
Action 23rd October 1914. Daniel Coll was born and raised in Renton where he lived with his 
parents Mr & Mrs Daniel Coll at 194 Main Street Renton. He had served 7 years as a 
Regular with the Royal Scots Fusiliers when he was Killed in Action on 23rd October 1914 
aged about 27 years (his parents were initially told in December 1914 that he had been killed 
on 25th October, but both the CWGC and SNWM agree that it was the 23rd).  
 

 
Main Street Renton 

 
The outbreak of war on 4th August found Daniel Coll and 2 RSF stationed in Gibraltar, so 
they were not part of the original BEF, but like almost every other regular Army battalion 
serving overseas they were brought back to the UK as quickly as possible, arriving back in 
southern England in September. From there they were sent to assist in the defence of the 
Belgian port of Antwerp, landing at Zeebrugge on 6th October 1914 but it was too late to 
save the port against overwhelming Germans odds. Instead, the battalion helped to cover 
the retreat of the Belgian Army to a defensive line at the very north of the Western Front, 
plugging the last gap in the race to the sea.  
 
As the Belgian Army was moving into position, the British forces which had been 
accompanying them were sent south to prepare a defensive position around the Belgian 
town of Ypres. Daniel Coll was amongst the first British troops to arrive in Ypres, digging the 
first trenches in what became for the rest of the war, just about the worst killing grounds on 
the western front. The Germans attacked Ypres almost as soon as the British got there and 
the First Battle of Ypres broke out on 20/21st October 1914 and lasted until 11th November 
1914. The 7th Division in which Daniel Coll was serving took enormous losses during the 
battle, and Daniel Coll was one of them, losing his life within 2 or 3 days of the beginning of 
the Battle. His body was never found and having no known grave he is commemorated on 
the Menin Gate Memorial in Ypres. He is the first man from this area to have been killed in 
the Ypres Salient but was followed by many more.  
 
Daniel Coll’s death was not the only loss his family had to bear. He had two brothers also 
serving with the Army at the time – L/Cpl Charles Coll, 1 A&SH and Private William Coll, 2 
A&SH; both of whom were wounded later in the war while William was killed in 1916. Daniel 
and William are commemorated on the Renton War Memorial. 
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Private Edward Connelly, (Serial Number 8709) 2nd Battalion Kings Own Scottish 
Borderers, Killed in Action 25th October 1914. Edward Connolly was born in Dalmuir but had 
lived with his parents at 100 Main Street Renton for the 11 years before the outbreak of war. 
He was 32 years old when he was killed and had served as Regular soldier, having enlisted 
at Dumbarton and fought in the Boer War. Because of this he was a Reservist and was 
recalled to the colours when Britain mobilised a few days before the outbreak of war. At the 
time he was working with Messrs Rowan & Co of Scotstoun, marine engineers.  
 
Having landed at Le Havre with his battalion on 14th August 1914, his war service would 
have been very similar to Lance-Corporal Murphy above, both having served in 2 KOSB. 
Edward Connelly outlived Thomas Murphy, but only by a few days. He was Killed in Action 
on 25th October 1914 at the Battle of La Bassee and having no known grave he too is 
commemorated on the Le Touret Memorial as well as the Renton War Memorial. 
 
 
Guardsman Joseph Molloy, (Serial Number 7078) 1st Battalion Scots Guards, Killed in 
Action 29th October 1914, aged 24. Joseph Molloy also appears on some records and 
reports as Malloy and Mulloy. He was the son of Mrs Margaret McCulloch or Malloy of 20 
Station Street Renton and the first mention we see of him is in the Glasgow Herald of 18th 
December 1914 when his mother reports that she has just received information that Joseph 
Malloy has been missing for about 10 weeks (it was actually 7 weeks at this stage). By the 
16th January 1915 the Lennox Herald tells us that his mother has received word from a 
Captain in his battalion that Joseph has been missing since 29th October 1914 and by this 
time Mrs McCulloch is appealing for anyone with any information about him to get in touch, 
as many wives and parents of missing soldiers had to do throughout the war.  
 
The 1st Scots Guards had been involved in the fighting from the Battle of Mons onwards, so 
Joseph Molloy would have seen much hard fighting by the time he was involved in the 1st 
Battle of Ypres which started on 21st October 1914. He survived just over a week of that fight 
before he was Killed in Action on 29th October. His body was never found and having no 
known grave he is commemorated on Menin Gate at Ypres. He is also commemorated on 
the Renton War Memorial. 
 
He was a Reservist and before being called to his unit on mobilisation he worked in the 
Alexandria Works of the UTR (the Craft). At the time of his death he had a brother William 
also serving at the front in the Dublin Fusiliers. 
 
Private William Tait (Serial Number 7643) 2nd Battalion Gordon Highlanders, Killed in 
Action 31st October 1914, aged about 30. On the Alexandria Cenotaph Private Tait is listed 
as having served in the Argylls; this is wrong. The contemporary newspaper accounts from 
James Russell, who had obviously spoken to his wife, as well as the CWGC records both 
show that Private Tait served in 2nd Battalion Gordon Highlanders. Private Tait was born and 
brought up in Jamestown where his mother, Mrs Margaret Clachers (she had remarried), still 
lived. Being the ex-trainer of Jamestown Thistle juvenile football team, William Tait was well 
known in the Vale.  
 
He had already served about 15 years in the Regular Army but had left it, although 
remaining a Reservist, and was working in the Lennox Foundry in Alexandria when he was 
recalled to the colours on outbreak of war. Unlike many Regulars and Reservists, William 
Tait was married and lived with his wife at 34 Lennox Street Alexandria when he went off to 
war. He would have gone first to Plymouth awaiting the arrival of 2 GH back from Cairo. The 
battalion returned on 1st October but within a few days William Tait was landing at 
Zeebrugge with the battalion to try to help the Belgians in the defence of Antwerp, like Daniel 
Coll of 2RSF mentioned above. They were too late to save Antwerp and like Daniel Coll and 
his battalion they covered the Belgian Army’s retreat to the position they held for the rest of 
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the war at the very northern end of the Allies trenches on the Western Front. 2 Gordons then 
went south into the Ypres Salient just before the opening of the Battle of Ypres on 21st 
October 1914. William Tait took part in the first 10 days of the Battle but was Killed in Action 
on 31st October. It wasn’t until early December that his wife was notified that he had been 
killed, but considering that his body was never found, that was a speedy response from the 
War Office. Having no known grave Private William Tait is commemorated on the Menin 
Gate Memorial at Ypres.  
 
Sergeant John McIntyre, (SN 5965) 1st Battalion Queens Own Cameron Highlanders 
Killed in Action 2nd November 1914. John McIntyre had been born in Bonhill and had served 
for a number of years as a Regular. When he left the Army he joined Beardmore’s at its 
Dalmuir Shipyard where he worked as a stager, but of course he remained an Army 
Reservist. He was married and lived with his wife at 52 Sandbank Bonhill. In civilian life he 
became well known in Vale sporting circles; his favourite sport was swimming and he was 
captain and treasurer of the Vale of Leven Swimming Club.  
 
On being called up on mobilisation on the outbreak of war John McIntyre joined his battalion 
in Edinburgh. It landed at Boulogne on 14th August and on 15th travelled by train via Amiens 
and Rouen to Wassigny near Le Cateau where they detrained. Part of the battalion acted as 
General Haig’s escort as the BEF moved up to Mons. By 5th September the 1 CH were 
switched to 1st Division to replace a battalion which had taken very heavy losses. The BEF 
was in full retreat to the Marne, fighting all way, and during the retreat he was promoted from 
Corporal to Sergeant. The Camerons were sent north into the Ypres Salient in time for the 
1st Battle of Ypres. For most of that time he was in the company of another Bonhill man 
Private William Forrest who was fighting only a few yards from the spot on which John 
McIntyre was Killed in Action 2nd November 1914. Forrest was himself wounded and when 
he came home on convalescent leave in January 1915 he spoke of John McIntyre’s death. 
He said of the fighting that McIntyre and he had been through “It was simply hell all the time. 
In 6 weeks the Camerons lost at least 50 officers and 1,700 men”. Few of his fellow Old 
Contemptibles would have disagreed with that description.  
 
His wife was notified of his death about 10th November 1914. Sergeant McIntyre has no 
known grave but is commemorated on the Menin Gate at Ypres as well as the Alexandria 
Cenotaph.   
 
 
Private James Struthers, (SN 9475) Private, “D” Company 2nd Battalion Argyll & 
Sutherland Highlanders,. Killed in Action, aged 29, on 10th November 1914. His is a 
particularly poignant story. James Struthers was born in Alexandria and was the son of Mr 
and Mrs William Struthers 7 Thimble Street Renton. He had served as a Regular soldier and 
on leaving the Army as well as becoming a Reservist, he took up employment as a tenter in 
Dalmonach Works, Bonhill.  
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Dalmonach Works, Bonhill 

 
On the outbreak of war, as a Reservist he was mobilised and like Private James McFadyen 
above he would have travelled up to join the 2nd Battalion at Fort George Inverness on 5th or 
6th August. In all over 700 Argylls Reservists made that journey in these two days. The 
battalion travelled down by train to Southampton and after a day or so crossed over to 
Boulogne on 11/12th August. To begin with 2 A&SH acted as Lines of Communications 
Defence Troops but by October it was a front-line fighting unit in the 6th Division taking part 
in the desperate fighting towards the southern end of the Ypres sector.   
 
Captain Hyslop’s diary below has details of the fiasco of a night attack on night of 9th / 10th 
November in which D company played a leading part. 
 
It was there that James disappeared on 10th November and was officially reported missing to 
his parents back in Renton by the War Office in the middle of December 1914. And there the 
matter might have rested and his parents left forever wondering had it not been for a 
discovery made by some soldiers of the Somerset Light Infantry on Christmas Day 1914. 
They had been detailed to find and bury the bodies of British soldiers on the battlefield close 
to Ploegsteert. As is well known, Christmas Day 1914 was quiet enough on parts of the 
Western Front for fraternisation in no-man’s land between the troops from both sides in the 
Christmas Truce of 1914. 
 
Early in January 1915 Mr & Mrs Struthers received a letter from Corporal R Hanks, of 1st 
Somerset Light Infantry, which told Mr & Mrs Struthers that as they were burying the dead on 
Christmas Day they found a postcard addressed to Mr William Struthers 7 Thimble Street 
Renton on the body of one of the Highlanders they were about to inter on the battlefield. As 
the post card was addressed and ready for posting he thought it was their duty to forward 
the card to James Struthers’ parents so that their minds could be set at rest regarding their 
son.  
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A letter from a Captain Purvie of 2 A&SH two weeks or so later confirmed all of this saying 
that it was now officially confirmed that James had died and added that Private Struthers had 
been killed while taking part in a gallant charge under the greatest of difficulties and he had 
died like a true British soldier.  
 
The cruelty of James Struthers’ fate continued, however. Being buried on the battlefield 
where you fell was no guarantee of a final resting place. The Ypres Salient was one of the 
bloodiest places on the Western Front with major battles and minor skirmishes continuing for 
the next four years. The ground was churned up by shelling and mines, and quite simply 
James Struthers’ grave was lost and his body was never re-found. Having no known final 
resting place he is commemorated on the Ploegsteert Memorial. 
 
Nor did the cruelty end there for his parents because his brother, William, who was also 
serving in the Argylls when James died was killed in May 1915 in the fighting which 
destroyed the 9 ASH, the Dumbartonshire Territorials.  The two brothers are commemorated 
on the Renton War memorial and the Alexandria Cenotaph, the only brothers to appear on 
both..  
 
 
Private Edward Hill, (Serial Number 4604) 1st Battalion Queen’s Own Cameron 
Highlanders, Killed in Action 11th November 1914, aged 34. Edward, or Ned, as he was 
usually known, had been born in Partick but lived most of his life in the Vale, latterly in Main 
Street Renton, with his parents, Mr & Mrs Edward Hill. He had served 8 years with the 
Regular Army, having enlisted in Bonhill, and when his service was finished he got a job in 
Beardmore’s Yard at Dalmuir. He remained a Reservist and was called up on mobilisation at 
the outbreak of war. 
 
He would have travelled through to Edinburgh to join his battalion probably on 5th August 
1914, and about a week later travelled south to cross to France arriving in Le Havre on 14th 
August. From then on he would have been involved in all of the fighting from the first Battle 
at Mons, then the 200 mile retreat south to the Marne before changing direction to the north-
west and joining the Race to the Sea. The Camerons found themselves in the Ypres Salient 
in time for the start of the First Battle of Ypres on 21st October 1914.  
 
They took terrible casualties in that battle and we’ve already seen that Sergeant John 
McIntyre was one; Ned Hill survived just over a week longer than John McIntyre, but he was 
Killed in Action fighting in the trenches on 11th November 1914. News of his death was sent 
home to Renton by two of his companions at the front.  
 
Having no known grave he is commemorated on the Menin Gate Memorial as well as on the 
Renton War Memorial. 
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Interior of Menin Gate Memorial Ypres 

 
Private Francis McGuire, (Serial Number 6716) 1st Queens Own Battalion Cameron 
Highlanders, Killed in Action 11th November 1914., the same day and in the same fighting 
as Private Ned Hill. Private McGuire was born in Glasgow but lived with his parents, Mr & 
Mrs P McGuire at 136 Back Street Renton. It was in Renton that he enlisted into the Regular 
Army in which he served for a number of years. On completing his Army service, Francis 
McGuire worked in Denny’s Yard in Dumbarton, although he, of course, remained a 
Reservist. 
 
Like all other Reservists he was called up on the outbreak of war and like Private Ned Hill 
above, he made his way to Edinburgh to join his battalion – 1CH. His fighting experience 
would have been that of all other 1CH soldiers described below and with his battalion he was 
sent into action in the trenches in the Ypres Salient, defending the Salient against a 
numerically superior German force. It was there that he was killed in Action on 11th 
November 1914. In January 1915 his parents were officially notified by the War Office that 
Francis McGuire had been missing since 11th November 1914, but it was some time before 
his death was officially confirmed.  
 
He was one of four sons on active service in 1915, two others were in the Cameron 
Highlanders while the youngest, Private James McGuire, who was home in Renton wounded 
when Francis was reported missing, was in the Machine Gun Section of the KOSBs.  
 
Private Francis McGuire’s body was never found and having no known grave he is 
commemorated on the Menin Gate Memorial at Ypres as well as the Renton War Memorial. 
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Exterior of Menin Gate Ypres 

 
Private James Smith, (Serial Number S/3518) 1st Battalion Gordon Highlanders, Killed 

in Action 13th November 1914, aged 31 (the CWGC date of Private James Smith’s death is 
18th November). Private Smith is a comparatively rare soldier in 1914 in that when he re-
enlisted on the outbreak of war he ended up in a different regiment from the one in which he 
had previously served. He had served a number of years in the Regular Army in the 
Cameron Highlanders and when he left the Camerons he remained a Reservist for five 
years. He was another ex-Regular who went to work in the Shipyards of the Clyde, in his 
case, Beardmore’s Shipyard at Dalmuir. He was married to Mary MacDonald Smith and they 
lived at 363 Main Street Bonhill. 
 
By the outbreak of war in August 1914, his term as a Reservist had expired and he was not 
mobilised. However, he obviously felt it his duty to join in the fight and he voluntarily re-
enlisted. Although technically he was not a Reservist he was treated as one and went 
straight into a front line battalion. “Re-joiners “, as they were sometimes referred to, usually 
went back into the regiment in which they had served years before, so perhaps Private 
Smith did first of all rejoin the Cameron Highlanders. However, the 1st Battalion of the 
Gordon Highlanders was destroyed during the battle of Le Cateau on 26th August 1914 and 
replacements were urgently required to re-form it. So it’s very possible that Private James 
Smith was transferred to 1st Gordon Highlanders. However he got there, he was serving in 
the 1 GH when he was killed.  
 
The 1 GH were back in the front line by mid September 1914 and it’s likely that James Smith 
was with them by this time. The Gordons rejoined the front line troops in time to join in the 
Race to the Sea before moving into the southern end of the Ypres Salient in time for the start 
of the 1st Battle of Ypres. James Smith was Killed in Action during that Battle. 
 
The first word of his death came back to the Vale, not from the War Office, but in a letter 
from Private Charles Miller, also serving in the Gordons, to his own wife at Main Street 
Alexandria. He wrote to her that James Smith had met his death at the front on 13th 
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November 1914 (not 18th as CWGC says) and this news reached the Vale at the beginning 
of December. James Smith’s wife had received a post card from him two days before he 
died. As you will see below, Charles Miller only survived James Smith by a month.  
 
Having no known grave James Smith is commemorated on the Ploegsteert Memorial, which 
is 8 miles south of the town of Ypres, as well as on the Alexandria Cenotaph.  
 
 
Private Robert Gray, (SN 3/8023) 3rd Battalion Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders, Died 
11th December, 1914, aged 41. Private Gray lived at Ferryfield House Alexandria, he was 
the son of ex-Inspector William Gray of the Dumbartonshire Police Force and was a well 
known Vale man. He volunteered for the Army in November 1914 and was accepted, 
although strictly speaking he was too old to do so at that time. He joined the 3rd Argylls, the 
Reserve Battalion of the Regiment, which trained replacements for the 1st or 2nd Battalion of 
A&SH who were in the field.  
 
On the outbreak of war 3 A&SH had been at Stirling but it had moved on mobilisation to 
Woolwich and was there until 1915. Robert Gray was doing his basic training with the 
battalion at Woolwich when he took ill and was hospitalised. He died in the Royal Herbert 
Hospital at Woolwich on Friday 11th December 1914 and is buried in Greenwich Cemetery. 
His parents received the news of his death on his sister’s wedding day.  
 
 
Private Charles Miller, Serial Number S/3388, 1st Battalion Gordon Highlanders, Killed 
in Action 14th December 1914. Charles Miller had been born in Renton but by 1914 he was 
living with his wife in Main Street Alexandria. His parents Mr & Mrs Peter Miller lived in 
Victoria Street Alexandria. He worked as a joiner in Denny’s Yard in Dumbarton. 
 
Private Miller was serving at the front although he was neither a Regular nor a Reservist, 
and this was very unusual for 1914. It was because of the desperate situation that the 
Gordon Highlanders found themselves in after the Battle of Le Cateau on 26th August 1914. 
Charles Miller had previous experience in the Volunteer movement so that when he 
answered Lord Kitchener’s call on the outbreak of the war, he was despatched to the front 
with the Gordons. He would have gone back to the front-line with the re-formed 1 GH at the 
beginning of October 1914, just in time to be sent into the Ypres Salient and take part in the 
first Battle of Ypres.  
 
Although, no official intimation was received from the War Office that he was missing, word 
was sent home to Alexandria just before Christmas 1914 by one of his companions. This left 
his family and friends in a position they all dreaded – fearing the worst but hoping for the 
best. It was not until 14 months later, i.e. the end of January 1916, that the War Office 
confirmed his death on 14th December 1914 to his wife, who by this time was living at 40 
Mitchell Street Alexandria. These delays in official confirmation of death were not uncommon 
and indeed we’ll see longer ones in later years. However, there was not much consistency in 
how the War Office handled a soldier being missing during a battle; sometimes they 
immediately accepted that he was dead while other times they took a long time to accept it, 
perhaps waiting to see if he turned up as a prisoner or an unidentified wounded soldier, and 
it’s not easy now to see what led to these differences.  
 
None of his friends and family would have escaped the irony of the fact that just a month 
earlier Charles Miller had been able to immediately send back to James Smith’s wife the 
news that James Smith had been killed, saving her the months of anguish that Charles 
Miller’s family had to endure.  
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Charles Miller’s body was never identified and having no known grave, Charles Miller, like 
his comrade-in-arms James Smith, is commemorated on the Menin Gate Memorial at Ypres 
as well as on the Alexandria Cenotaph.  
 
 
Sergeant Daniel Jardine, Serial Number 3229, 2nd Battalion Scots Guards. Killed in 
Action 18th December 1914, aged 32. Sergeant Daniel Jardine was born and bred in 
Alexandria and his parents, Mr & Mrs George Jardine lived at Alexander Street Alexandria. 
Sergeant Jardine had been a Regular, having served the colours for 12 years and had taken 
part in the Boer War, for which he had been awarded 2 medals. He was therefore still a 
Reservist when war broke out. Since leaving the Regular Army he had been a policeman 
with the City of Glasgow Police Force and had left that to go and work at the Singer’s 
Factory in Clydebank. He lived at Granville Street, Radnor Park, Clydebank.  
 

 
 

Singer’s Works Clydebank 

 
It was from his job at Singer’s that Daniel Jardine was recalled to his battalion on the 
outbreak of war. He went to one of the more exotic Army depots – the Tower of London – 
from which his battalion soon moved to a more appropriate battle training base at Lyndhurst 
in the New Forest in Hampshire. The 2nd SG did not join the first BEF landings in August 
1914 and therefore avoided the initial battles at Mons and the retreat back to the Marne. 
Instead it was part of the force which was landed at Zeebrugge on 7th October 1914 and 
hence to help establish the line in front of the town of Ypres.  
 
Sergeant Jardine was soon in the thick of fighting the 1st Battle of Ypres, in the course of 
which 2 SG took enormous losses. The Battle is generally regarded as having petered out 
about 21st November, so Dan Jardine could be said to have survived it. However, the 
Germans kept up sporadic pressure at different points along the line and in one of these Dan 
Jardine’s company was almost completely wiped out, only two men reporting themselves 
alive after the fighting. His family first heard that he was missing in the second week of 
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January 1915, and this put them into horrible quandary – was Dan dead or a POW or 
wounded and not yet identified?  
 
Although he was eventually confirmed officially as having been Killed in Action, his body was 
never identified and having no known grave he is commemorated on the Ploegsteert 
Memorial 8 miles south of Ypres as well as on the Alexandria Cenotaph.  
 
Second-Lieutenant Alexander Crum-Ewing, 3rd Battalion Seaforth Highlanders, 
attached 1st Battalion Cameron Highlanders, Killed in Action 22nd December 1914, aged 
18. Lieutenant Crum-Ewing was the eldest son of Mr and Mrs Humphry Crum Ewing of 
Strathleven House and Estate although by the outbreak of WW1 they spent most of their 
time at their home in the New Forest - Ashurst Lodge, Lyndhurst, Hampshire – or at their 
estates in Jamaica. He was born in March 1896 and had been educated at Eton - in 1914 
virtually all the officers in the British Army had been public-school educated. Alexander 
Crum-Ewing received his commission on September 14th 1914 and although he was 
gazetted into the 3rd Battalion of the Seaforth Highlanders, which was a Reserve battalion, 
he was promptly attached to the 1st Battalion Cameron Highlanders which was already in full 
retreat from Mons to the Marne.  
 

 
 

Strathleven House 
 
He would have been a replacement officer for someone who was already a casualty, and by 
this time the BEF had already taken considerable casualties of all ranks. In fact, the fighting 
officers of all ranks were proportionately just as likely to be killed as any other rank, while the 
junior officers (1st – 2nd Lieutenant) were even more likely to be killed than any other rank 
during WW1. The greatest threat to the future of the survival of the British aristocracy in all of 
its history was not the English Civil War, Death Duties or Bolshevik Revolution. It was the 
losses of their sons in WW1, as the officer class in WW1 led their men “over the top”, first 
out of the trenches and first to be killed by German machine guns and snipers. 
 
Alexander Crum Ewing was obviously a brave young man and during his short time in the 
trenches he was Mentioned in Despatches. In December 1914 the French were in trouble 
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around Arras and asked the British to organise diversionary attacks further north to help 
relieve the pressure on them. The British agreed and the series of attacks which were 
mounted passed into history as “The Winter Operations”. These attacks were the first of the 
classic British General Staff fiascos of the war. The second of them was the Battle of 
Givenchy (18-22 December 1914), towards the southern end of the part of the front held by 
the British and just into French Flanders. Ill thought out in every respect, the 1 CH were once 
again amongst the sacrificial lambs. With the other battalions of the 1st Division they were 
sent in on the 20th December to try to stave off a German break-through. They fought on for 
two days in open country-side or flooded trenches in freezing rain with exposure and 
frostbite almost as deadly as bullets and shells. The Division took 1,682 casualties, 365 men 
being killed on 22nd December alone. One of them was Alexander Crum Ewing who was 
Killed in Action that day.  
 
Having no known grave Alexander Crum Ewing is commemorated on the Le Touret 
Memorial and also on the Alexandria Cenotaph.  
 
 
Others who were not born or still living in the area, but who had a strong connection 
with it: 

 
Private William Thomson, Private 1st Battalion Cameron Highlanders. Private Thomson 
was a native of Cummertrees, Annan and was about 27 years old. He worked for some time 
as a porter at Alexandria station and at the time of his death his sister still lived in 
Alexandria. However, he had moved with the railway some time before to become a goods 
guard at Montrose, where he lived with his wife and child. A Reservist, he rejoined the 1st 
Cameron Highlanders and had been Killed in Action on 14th or 15th September 1914 in the 
opening stages of the Battle of the Aisne. 
 
Sergeant-Major James Wood, D Company 1st Battalion Cameron Highlanders Although 
Sergeant Major James Wood’s home address in 1914 was 20 Lady Lawson Street 
Edinburgh, he had strong connections with Renton. He had lived there in his younger days 
when his father was the butler to Alex Wylie of Cordale House for about 19 years. James 
Wood was killed on September 14th 1914 at the Battle of the Aisne. He was 33 years of age 
and left a widow and 2 children. For his gallantry at the retreat at Mons he is said to have 
been recommended by officers of the French Army for the Meritorious Medal. He had 2 
brothers serving with the colours. 
 
Second Lieutenant Donald Stuart Stirling Smurthwaite, “A” Company 1st Battalion 
Black Watch. Lieutenant Smurthwaite’s interest to Vale people was that he was the 

grandson of Mr Richard Stirling of Craig Wallace, the last surviving son of William Stirling, 
founder of the company of that name which owned Cordale & Dalquhurn Works until the 
formation of the UTR. He was the son of Mrs CL Stirling (formerly Smurthwaite), the Brae, 
Bridge of Allan and the late BW Smurthwaite of Prior House Richmond, Yorkshire. Lt 
Smurthwaite had passed out the top of his class with honours at Sandhurst in August 1914 
and was soon at the front. He was Killed in Action in the Ypres Salient on 26th October 1914, 
aged 20. Having no known grave he is commemorated on the Menin Gate Memorial, Ypres. 
 
 

5. Other Casualties in 1914 
 
The men who were wounded, incapacitated or taken prisoner in 1914 are: 
 
Private John Campbell, 1st Battalion Gordon Highlanders was an experienced soldier of 
long-standing. He had been 18 years with the colours and held medals for Chitral 1895, and 
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the Heights of Dargai, 1897 - which was one of the Gordon Highlanders most celebrated 
engagements; it took place on the North-West Frontier, Pakistan, on 20th October 1897. He 
also fought in the Boer War. John Campbell was an army pensioner – well deserved you 
would think – and even his period as a Reservist had expired; when war broke out he was 
working in Beardmore’s Yard Dalmuir. He had certainly “done his bit” but even so he re-
enlisted immediately in his old regiment.  
 
On 14th November 1914 he was badly wounded at Ypres. Along with 7 men of the Gordons 
he was sent on observation duty. The 7 were commanded by Lance Corporal John McGill, a 
Vale man. When they got to their observation trenches they were shelled by the Germans. 
The 1st shell knocked in a part of the trench and Private Campbell was almost smothered. 
The next shell knocked him out of action, pieces of shrapnel entering his side and inflicting 4 
wounds of a severe nature. He does not know what happened to the others. The last he 
heard was L/C McGill summoning help as the party had been outnumbered. John Campbell 
crawled to a wood and was rescued by Lieutenant Harris.  (See Corporal McGill below). 
 
News got back to Renton at the end of November that he had been wounded and was in a 
base hospital in France. He was then transferred to the 3rd General Northern Hospital, 
Sheffield before returning to Renton on convalescent leave at the end of December 1914.   
 
Private James Carey, 2nd Battalion Kings Own Scottish Borderers. Private James 
Carey was another experienced soldier; he was a Reservist, having served 11 years in the 
Borderers prior to which he had served 7 years in A&SH. He was employed by Messrs 
Cowan & Co contractors, Dumbarton when he was called up. It was reported at the end of 
December 1914 that he had returned home on convalescent leave to 58 Main Street Renton 
after being injured at Ypres when a shell blew his trench in on top of him. The troops were in 
the firing line at the time and two of his companions were killed. He had a marvellous 
escape, his back and his leg being injured. Private Carey had 3 brothers with the colours. 
 

 
Lieutenant Sir Iain Colquhoun, 1st Battalion Scots 
Guards Rossdhu Luss. It was reported in the 
Glasgow Herald of 11th November 1914 that he had 
been wounded in the fighting at the front and was 
receiving treatment in a London hospital. His wounds 
were not considered very serious says the report 
although Sir Iain might have had a different view. In 
any event he went on to have an eventful war in 
which he showed great courage and good 
judgement, as described elsewhere on this web-site.  
 
Sergeant Stephen Conroy, 2nd Battalion Argyll & 
Sutherland Highlanders. It was reported in the 

Lennox Herald of 11th November 1914 that Sergeant 
Stephen Conroy, who came from Back Street 
Renton, lay seriously wounded in the 1st Eastern 
General Hospital, Cambridge. A bullet went through 
his shoulder and he was also struck by a piece of 
shrapnel. In a letter a home he said he would never 
forget the battle on the 18th October 1914 which was 
in the early days of the Battle of La Bassee (See the 
letter in Soldiers Speaking). He got home to Renton 
for a spell of convalescent leave but it was reported 
in early January 1915 that he was on his way to the 
fighting front again. 
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Private Robert Coubrough, 2nd Battalion Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders. It was 
reported in the Glasgow Herald of 11th November 1914 that Robert Coubrough had been 
wounded and was lying in Chatham Hospital. In mid-December 1914 he wrote home to his 
parents at 69 Napierston Terrace Jamestown and when he came home on leave wounded in 
January 1915 James Russell followed up with an interview. Both the letter and the interview 
appear in Soldiers Speaking. By the end of January 1915 it was reported that Robert 
Coubrough had returned to his regiment.  
 

 
Napierston Terrace, Jamestown 

 
Private William Crowe, 1st Battalion Scots Guards. This is a story with a happier ending 
than most in this article. Mr Crowe was a native of Lennoxtown and had lived in the Vale for 
9 years. On the 12th November 1914 Mr and Mrs William Crowe of 18 Argyll Street 
Alexandria received official notification that their son William had been killed on 15th October. 
On 30th November 1914 they received a telegram saying that the report of their son’s death 
was incorrect and that he had only been wounded.  
 
However even that message was wrong and the Glasgow Herald of 16th January 1915 
reported that his parents had received a postcard from their son saying he was a Prisoner of 
War in Scheidmuhl Camp Germany and that he was well. Private Crowe was 22 years old 
and had been serving as a Regular in the Army for about 2 years. Before joining up he had 
worked in Beardmore’s Yard at Dalmuir.  
 
Private Thomas Cunningham, 1st Battalion Queen’s (Royal West Surrey) Regiment. 
Mrs John Cunningham of Carman Road Renton is reported in the Lennox Herald of 28th 
November 1914 as having received word that her son Private Thomas Cunningham was a 
Prisoner of War at Gastrow, Mecklenburg Germany. He states in a postcard to his mother 
that he was well. Private Cunningham was 30 years of age and had a brother serving at the 
front. 
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On the 20th January 1915 Mr & Mrs Cunningham received official word from the War Office 
that he was a prisoner. They then received a letter from him saying that he was as well as 
could be expected. 
 
Corporal P Curran, 2nd Battalion Highland Light Infantry. It was reported in the Lennox 
Herald on 21st November 1914, that Corporal P Curran, who is described simply as a native 
of the Vale of Leven had been wounded in one of the battles at the front and was now lying 
at St Mary’s Hospital London. The dates suggest that he was wounded at the 1st Battle of 
Ypres where 2 HLI sustained many casualties. 
 
Private George Davidson, 1st Battalion Cameron Highlanders. Private George Davidson 

came from Renton but we have no address for him. He was a Reservist and was employed 
as a goods checker at Dumbarton Railway Station when called up. The same report that told 
of Alexander McCrimmon’s injury also said that George Davison had been wounded at Red 
House Corner.  
 
Private Dan Duncan A Company 2nd Battalion Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders. Mrs 
Dan Duncan of 32 Milton Terrace Jamestown learned at the end of December that her 
husband had been wounded in the hand in one of the battles at the front. He was a 
Reservist and was called up at the outbreak of war, before which he worked as a fireman at 
Milton Works Jamestown. 
 
 
 

 
Milton Terrace Jamestown 

 
 
Private Houston Easdale, 1st Royal Scots Fusiliers. Private Easdale came from Renton 
and his exploits as told by fellow Rentonian Robert O’Neill in his interview for the Lennox 
Herald provide a little light relief.  
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Houston Easdale was technically a casualty, albeit for a very short time, in that he was 
captured by the Germans. However, he escaped by jumping into a river and swimming 
across it under a hail of bullets. This didn’t surprise Robert O’Neill because, he said, Easdale 
was great fighter and a strong swimmer. It certainly seems a brave thing to have done. 
 
Private John Fleming Manchester Regiment of Thimble St Renton had been wounded 
and had been on home leave for some time. It was reported at the beginning of January 
1915 that he had returned to his regiment en route to the fighting front again. It doesn’t say 
to which Battalion John Fleming belonged since both 1st and 2nd were in action in France by 
October 1914, although the 1st had been there from 17th August and had fought in all the 
battles of 1914.  
 
Driver Patrick Flynn, Army Service Corps. At the end of December 1914 Mrs Patrick 
Flynn, of 39 Campbell Street Bonhill, received news from her husband that he was lying at 
Netley Hospital, Hampshire, with an injured hand. It was supposed that he met with an 
accident. He had been at the front since the start of the war.  
 
The Army Service Corps were present at all of the battles of 1914 and because they were 
frequently out on the roads they were a choice target for German artillery. Therefore its 
impossible on the basis of the very short newspaper report to have any idea where and 
when Patrick Flynn came by his injury.  
 
Private William Forrest 1st Battalion Cameron Highlanders. News got back to his home 

in Main Street Bonhill in the last week of December 1914 that William Forrest had been 
wounded. He was shot in the elbow in the same engagement in which his companion Acting-
Sergeant John McIntyre was killed. Private Forrest was in the Military Hospital, Lincoln. 
 
Although he was a Regular soldier and had been 14 years with the colours, the campaign in 
France and Flanders was his baptism of fire. “It was simply hell all the time” he wrote home, 
a view no doubt shared by all his fellow Old Contemptibles.  
 
Private Peter Gordon (Serial Number 10123) 1st Battalion Highland Light Infantry. 
According to word reaching his father Mr David Gordon of 2 Carman Road Renton, his son 
Peter Gordon was wounded on December 19 1914 by a bullet in the left shoulder and was in 
hospital. Private Gordon had been 9 years with the colours and came from India with the 1 
HLI to take part in the fighting, so he had only been a month at the front when he was 
knocked out of action.  
 
He was a keen footballer and a member of the regimental team. This wound was not the end 
of his misfortune, because having recovered he returned to the front and was killed on 1st 
May 1915 at Ypres, as will be reported in 1915’s list of those killed.  
 
Private John Hamilton (Serial Number 9153) 2nd Battalion Royal Scots Fusiliers. This is 

another happier story, but you have to follow its various twists and turns. It starts with a 
report in the Glasgow Herald of 24th December 1914 that Mrs Hugh Hamilton of 156 Bank St 
Alexandria has just received a post card from one of her sons, Private John Hamilton, stating 
that he was a prisoner of war in Germany. He had in fact been captured in October 1914.  
 
He was 25 years of age and had been 8 years with the colours when captured. He was a 
native of Glasgow who came back from South Africa to fight and had been at the front since 
August 1914.  
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In May 1915 Mrs Hamilton received official notification from the War Office that John 
Hamilton had died on 5th April 1915 while a prisoner at Mecklensburg, Gustrow Germany. 
The last word his mother received from him was that post card in December 1914. 
 
However, in June 1915 she received another post card from her son in his own handwriting 
telling her that he was alive and well in a POW camp at Gefangenenlager, Tingleff, 
Germany. He explained that he had been transferred from one camp to another. The chaos 
of war caused many such mistakes – we’ve already seen one with Private William Crowe 
above.  
 
Mrs Hamilton had 2 other sons on service in this war. James was in the 5th Dragoon Guards 
and was also at the front. He took part in the Boer War with the Scots Greys. At the outbreak 
of WW1 he joined the 5th Dragoon Guards. The other son Alick was with 9th 
(Dumbartonshire) A&SH Territorials who spent about 6 months in training at Bedford before 
crossing to Flanders. He was wounded near Ypres as we’ll see in the 1915 article.  
 
Private Festus Harkins (Serial Number 9497) C Company 2nd Battalion Argyll & 
Sutherland Highlanders. Mrs Harkins, 139 Back St Renton, received a telegram from the 

War Office on 24th December 1914 saying that her husband Private Festus Harkins was 
dangerously ill from a gunshot wound on the face which he received at the front on 
December 13th 1914. He lay in the General Hospital Boulogne. He took part in the Boer War 
and was one of 3 brothers with the colours. A Reservist, he was employed as a holder-on at 
McMillan’s Yard Dumbarton when called up. 
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MacMillan’s Yard Dumbarton 

 
Thereafter there were regular reports in the papers updating his condition. The first of them 
said that he had been dangerously wounded and had been moved to 4th General Northern 
Hospital Southampton. The next said that he had received 6 wounds, chiefly to the head. 
The third said that his wife had received word that he was as well as can be expected. At 
first his condition was very serious but it was now expected that he would pull through and 
that he was in Lincoln Military Hospital. He did pull through.  
 
Private William Harrison, 1st Battalion Scottish Rifles, The Cameronians. Private 
William Harrison lived at 49 Wilson Street with his parents. He was aged 24 in 1914, was a 
Reservist and was an apprentice hole-borer at McMillan’s yard in Dumbarton before he was 
called up. His father Mr Samuel Harrison received word on Saturday 21st November that 
William had been wounded in one of the battles at the front 
 
Private Walter Holehouse 2nd Battalion Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders. Private Walter 

Holehouse of 42 Milton Terrace Jamestown was badly wounded and captured by the 
Germans in October 1914. He was in hospital in Germany and then in a Prisoner of War 
Camp. A letter to his wife in Jamestown from his POW camp had ragged edges where the 
bullet went through it; it hadn’t been posted until after his wounding. “You can keep it as a 
memento” he wrote to his wife from the camp and added “I am sure we lost about 700 killed 
and wounded (in the Battalion). Don’t send anything but cigarettes and tobacco as we have 
to pay heavy duty on other articles. You can send money but it must be an international 
order and not a postal order.” He was a Reservist and was working at the UTR’s Levenbank 
Works Jamestown when he was called up. His letter home in early 1915 was the first to give 
details of some of the practicalities of being a POW. 
 
Private Thomas Innes (Serial Number 1868), 2nd Battalion Kings Own Scottish 
Borderers. Private Thomas Innes was the son of Mr & Mrs Edward Innes 194 Main Street 

Renton. He was a reservist and was employed as a fitter’s helper at Denny’s when called up. 
He was well known in Renton football circles and while in the army was a member of the 
football team. At the end of December 1914 it was reported that Private Innes had been shot 
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by a sniper and that the wound was a serious one. By March 1915 he was back in Scotland 
at Springburn Red Cross Hospital. 
 

 
Springburn Hospital Ward 

 
Private Donald James, 1st Battalion Loyal North Lancashire Regiment. The James 
family of Renton has one of the most distinguished records of military service in this locality 
which extends back to the Crimean War through the Boer War and includes not only serving 
in World War One but also World War Two and we’ll devote a section to them elsewhere on 
the site. In WW1 Members of the family served on the Western Front, Mesopotamia (largely 
the present day Iraq) and in India in WW1 and in Europe in WW2, being wounded, captured 
and killed in these wars.  
 
During WW1 Mr and Mrs William James of Waterside Renton had 4 sons serving in the 
forces and Private Donald James was the first of their sons to be wounded.  
 

 
Waterside Renton 
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Private Donald James was not married and at the outbreak of the war lived with his parents 
at Waterside Renton. Like his older brother, Norman, he had served as a regular before the 
war, in his case with a Lancashire regiment, the Loyal North Lancashire Regiment (LNLR). 
However he had left the army before the war and had returned to civilian life. When the war 
broke out he was working in John Brown’s shipyard in Clydebank which employed many ex-
regulars from the Vale. However, like all former regulars he was still a Reservist and was 
immediately recalled to the colours in August 1914, joining the 1st Battalion LNLR. The 
battalion was part of the original British Expeditionary Force and landed at the port of Le 
Havre in northern France on 13th August 1914.  
 
Donald went through the same sort of very hard, almost continuous, fighting which was 
experienced by the whole of the BEF in France and Flanders. He was wounded for the first 
time in December 1914 with the Glasgow Herald reporting on 1st January 1915 that he had 
become a casualty. In February 1915 the Evening Times said that he “had been wounded in 
the side, and had lain in one of the Manchester hospitals for some time”. However, he had 
recovered sufficiently by early February for the Glasgow Herald to report on 5th February 
1915 that he was now at home with his parents on leave, recuperating from his wounds – 
not for the last time.  
 
When he had recovered from this wound in his side, Donald returned to the front line 
fighting. However its only a few months later when we hear of him being wounded again. In 
June 1915 the Lennox Herald carried the following report:  
 
"Information has been received that Private Donald James, Loyal North Lancs, son of Mr 
and Mrs William James, Waterside, Renton has been wounded in both hands and is in 
Hospital. This is the second time he has been wounded since the war commenced. He is 
one of four brothers with the colours. Another brother, Private Norman James of the A&SH, 
is home wounded at Back Street Renton.” 
 
Many soldiers were unlucky enough to be wounded 2 or 3 times during the course of the 
war, which was proof that they were in the thick of the fighting. Many of these soldiers were 
eventually killed which was the ultimate proof of the hard times they had to endure, often 
over many years. Few men, however, were wounded as often as 5 times before paying the 
ultimate sacrifice, but unfortunately that was Donald James’s fate.  
 
He received a further wound in France before his regiment was sent to fight in the 
Mesopotamia Campaign, in what is now present day Iraq, against a Turkish army which was 
being advised at the highest level by a German general. The Mesopotamia campaign was 
under the control of the British Army in India whose commanders were even less competent 
than those on the Western front.  
 
Lennox Herald October 12 1918 reported:  
 
"Mr and Mrs William James 12 Waterside, Renton have received intimation that their second 
youngest son Private Donald James, Lancashire Regiment was drowned at Bangalore India 
on the 23rd Sept. Deceased was one of four sons with the colours. He has been five times 
wounded, three in France and twice in Mesopotamia. He was one of the original 
Expeditionary Force." 
 
Private Charles Kennedy, 1st Battalion Cameron Highlanders. Private Charles Kennedy 
was married and lived at 27 Back Street Renton with his wife. It was she who received word 
in late September 1914 that he had been wounded in the foot and one of his toes had had to 
be amputated. Charles Kennedy was an old soldier and had served in the Boer War. When 
later he came home on recuperation leave he was interviewed by James Russell and his 
interview can be seen in the Soldier’s Speaking section of this article. 
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Private Daniel Kerry 2nd Battalion Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders. Daniel Kerry was a 
Reservist and the Glasgow Herald of 23rd December reported that he was a Prisoner of War 
in Germany. Two of his brothers were at the front with 2 KOSB while a third was serving in 
the 18th Royal Irish.  
 
Lance Corporal Thomas Knox, A Company 2nd Battalion Argyll & Sutherland 
Highlanders. Thomas Knox and his wife lived at 43 Mitchell St Alexandria. In mid-December 
1914 Mrs Knox received information that her husband Thomas was lying in GNC Hospital, 
Holloway, London, suffering from rheumatism and frostbite. Along with his brother Charlie, 
L/Cpl Knox had been through the whole campaign with the Argylls, including the retreat from 
Mons. 
 
Private John Lee, 1st Battalion Cameron Highlanders. On the 17th of October 1914 the 
Lennox Herald reported that Private John Lee of 22 Albert Street Alexandria had been 
wounded at the front and was now lying at the 2nd London General Hospital, St Mark’s 
College Chelsea. He was 25 years old, was a Reservist and had only been married for 3 
weeks when he was called up. He was employed as a dresser in the Dennystown Forge 
Dumbarton. 
 
Private Martin Love, 1st Battalion Cameron Highlanders. Martin Love was a rural 
postman who lived with his parents, Mr & Mrs John Love at the Old Tollhouse Badshalloch 
Kilmaronock on the Balloch – Drymen road. He was a Reservist in the Cameron Highlanders 
and had been called up at the beginning of the war.  
 
The Lennox Herald of 10th October 1914 reported that he had been wounded in the hip, and 
was in St Mark’s College Chelsea which had been converted to a wartime military hospital. 
He was to go through an operation to try to remove the bullet. In a letter to his parents he 
told of the great kindness which the British soldier received from the French people 
 
Private Denis McColl, Private, 2nd Battalion Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders. Denis 

McColl lived with his wife at 151 Main Street Renton. He was a Reservist who had and 
worked at Scott’ Yard at Bowling before being called up on the outbreak of war. It was 
reported in the Glasgow Herald of 25th November 1914 that he had been wounded in the leg; 
it was the second time he had been wounded.  
 
A report in the Lennox of 30th Jan 1915 says that he had returned to his regiment. It also 
says that he lived in Back St Renton. His brother Private David McColl was also in the same 
regiment.  
 
Private Alexander McCrimmon, 2nd Battalion Kings Own Scottish Borderers. Private 
McCrimmon lived in Renton and was the son of Mr John McCrimmon, a shoemaker, and Mrs 
McCrimmon. He was Reservist who was recalled to the colours on the outbreak of war. 
Information was received in Renton on 19th November that he had been wounded at the 
front.  
 
Corporal John McGill 1st Battalion Gordon Highlanders. Corporal McGill lived at 7 
Random Street Alexandria and was employed in one of the public works in the district. He 
was also a Reservist who had been called up on the outbreak of war, and was 1 of 3 
brothers with the colours.  
 
It was reported in the Glasgow Herald of 30th November 1914 that he had been wounded 
and was in a hospital in France (see Private John Campbell 1 GH above for description of 
the engagement in which L/Cpl was wounded).  
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Random Street Alexandria 

 
Private James McGuire, 2nd Battalion Kings Own Scottish Borderers. The Glasgow 
Herald of 23rd December 1914 reported that Mr and Mrs Patrick McGuire, 130 Back St 
Renton, had received news that one of their sons, Private James McGuire, had been 
wounded in the fighting at the front and was now in the Splott Road Hospital Cardiff.. He was 
a Reservist and employed in McMillan’s Yard in Dumbarton when called up. James McGuire 
was one of 4 brothers fighting at the front at that time. The other 3 brothers were in the 
Cameron Highlanders. Two of them were at the front and the 3rd was home from India and 
on his way to the fighting front. 
 
Private John McIntyre, 2nd Battalion Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders Private McIntyre 
was the son of Mr James McIntyre of North Street Alexandria and was 1 of 5 brothers 
serving with the colours. He was in a hospital in France suffering from rheumatism which 
was symptomatic of the appalling living and weather conditions in which the troops had to 
operate, especially in the early months of the war. He was a Reservist and worked at 
Denny’s Yard in Dumbarton. 
 
Private Thomas McSporran, 2nd Battalion Highland Light Infantry. Mr & Mrs Mathew 
MacSporran of 130 Back Street, Renton received word on 9th November 1914 that their son 
Thomas had been wounded. A month later they learned that he had been wounded in the 
left hand and part of one of his fingers had had to be amputated. Private McSporran who 
was about 19, belonged to the Regulars and joined the Army about 2 years before.  
 
Thomas McSporran came home on convalescent leave but by early January 1915 he was 
making his way back to the front.  
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Private Sydney Mayhew, 2nd Battalion Kings Own Scottish Borderers. Sydney Mayhew 
was a Rentonian, living in Lennox Street Renton. Robert O’Neill told James Russell that 
Sydney Mayhew was badly wounded in one of the battles, but was progressing as well as 
could be expected. Mayhew was a Reservist and worked beside O’Neill at Beardmore’s 
Yard Dalmuir before he was called up at the outbreak of war.  
 
Private Hugh O’Donnell, 2nd Battalion Kings Own Scottish Borderers. Mrs Hugh 

O’Donnell of 43 Mitchell Street Alexandria received official notification on 30th December 
1914 that her husband Private Hugh O’Donnell had been removed to the No 3 General 
Hospital Le Treport. It was not known whether he had been wounded or met with an 
accident. Private O’Donnell, a Vale man, had been at the front since the war started. He lay 
in hospital for some time in France and England before being invalided home to Alexandria 
at the end of January 1915. He was an ex-Vale of Leven FC footballer and was employed at 
Messrs Babcock & Wilcox when called up.  
 
Private Andrew O’Neill, 2nd Battalion King’s Own Scottish Borderers. Andrew O’Neill, 
who was one of the 5 O’Neill brothers from Renton serving in the Army in 1914, was 
wounded in September 1914. He was shot through the shoulder according to the Lennox 
Herald of 3rd October 1914. Before the war he was employed as an apprentice riveter in 
Dumbarton Dockyard.  
 
Private Robert O’Neill, 2nd Battalion King’s Own Scottish Borderers. Robert and his 
brother Andrew O’Neill are the first two soldiers from the area to be reported wounded, 
appearing in the Lennox Herald of 3rd October 1914. The O’Neill family came from Renton 
and there were 5 O’Neill brothers on active service by that time. Robert had been wounded 
in the hand. He had previously been in the Army, but had finished his term of service and 
was working as a stager in Beardmore’s Yard in Dalmuir when as a Reservist he was called 
up at the outbreak of war. Robert gave James Russell an interview for the following week’s 
Lennox Herald (10th October) on the condition of anonymity under the headline “Renton 
Hero Wounded”, but its clearly Robert O’Neill who gave it. It is the first feed-back from the 
front by someone who had been there and can be found in the Soldier’s Speaking section of 
this article. 
 
Private William Perry, 2nd Battalion Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders. Private William 
Perry and his wife lived in Campbell St Bonhill. The Lennox reported on 21st November that 
“Information has been received by Mrs William Perry that her husband has been wounded 
and was in the Royal Military Hospital, Shorncliffe. 
 
By December William Perry was home in Bonhill on convalescent leave, but by early 
January he was sufficiently recovered to return to the front.  
 
Lieutenant Alexander Patrick Drummond Telfer Smollett, 2nd Battalion Highland Light 
Infantry. Lieutenant Alexander Telfer Smollett owned Cameron House but while he was 

away at war it was rented out. He was wounded on October 29th 1914 during the First Battle 
of Ypres. One of his companions was killed on the spot. After he was wounded he managed 
to crawl into a turnip field. The Germans spied him and firing a volley at him left him for 
dead. He was subsequently taken to safety by some of his regiment. He had already been 
mentioned in despatches by Sir John French for exemplary conduct a few weeks earlier, for 
which he subsequently won the Distinguished Service Order and subsequently the Military 
Cross. 
 
Private Walter Stevenson (Serial Number 6739) 1st Battalion Gordon Highlanders. On 

27th December 1914 Mr & Mrs Thomas Stevenson, Thomas St Alexandria, received word 
that their son has been wounded at the front on December 14th 1914. He was a Reservist 
and employed with Babcock & Wilcox Renfrew when he was called up. He now lay in the 
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Town Hall Hospital Torquay. He recovered from this wound and returned to the front, only to 
be wounded again. 
 
In May 1915 it was reported that Private Walter Stevenson had been wounded for a second. 
He was wounded in the head and arm on 16th May 1915 and was in Chatham Hospital.  
 
Private James Sutton, 2nd Battalion Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders. James Sutton was 

originally from Ireland but had for some time lived in his sister’s house at 5 John Street in 
Renton. He was a Reservist and worked in Denny’s Yard in Dumbarton when he was called 
up. It was reported in mid-December that he had been wounded and had returned to his 
sister’s house on recuperation leave.  
 
Private Hugh Travers, 2nd Battalion Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders. Hugh Travers is 
only described as “a Vale man”. He was wounded at the same time as Sergeant Conroy and 
Robert Coubrough and was mentioned in the Robert Coubrough interview in the Lennox 
Herald 5th December 1914 which appears in the Soldiers Speaking section of this article.  
 
Private Fred Watson 2nd Battalion Highland Light Infantry. Private Watson lived at 42a 
Milton Terrace Jamestown with his wife and 3 young children. He had served as a Regular 
for many years and being a Reservist he was recalled to the colours on the outbreak of war. 
He had been through all of the BEF’s heavy fighting from Mons back to the Marne and Aisne 
and then in the Race to the Sea. Reaching what became known as the Ypres Salient about 
the same time as the Germans, he had only been there 3 days when he was wounded in the 
neck and shoulder by shrapnel about 23rd October 1914, in the early days of the First Battle 
of Ypres. Like many other of the local wounded he ended up in Stobhill Hospital, Glasgow. A 
copy of a letter which he wrote while in Stobhill, at James Russell’s request, for publication in 
the Lennox Herald, has survived and appears in Soldier’s Speaking, as has a transcript of 
Russell’s short-hand note about the letter. The severity of his wounds meant that Fred 
Watson had to be discharged from the Army – one day before he would have been entitled 
to an enhanced pension, which shows that the current shabby treatment of soldiers being 
discharged is nothing new. 
 
Private William Woods 2nd Battalion Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders. His wife Mrs 
Woods of 95 North Main Street Bonhill learned at the end of December 1914 that her 
husband had been wounded in the left arm. Private Woods was 36 and had been 17 years 
with the colours, having taken part in the Boer War. He was a Reservist being employed with 
a Jamestown contractor before being called up. His mother Mrs Woods of Dalvait Road 
Balloch received word a month later that he was in hospital in Buxton, England suffering 
from rheumatism as well as his wound.  
 

Total British Casualties 1914 
 
The men from this area who became casualties before 31st December 1914 were part of a 
total cost to the BEF which was truly horrendous. The accounts of the BEF’s losses in the 
first 5 months of the war differ by a few thousand from 89,000 to 95,000. But this was out of 
an initial force which crossed the Channel in August 1914 of 90,000 men, which increased to 
120,000 by the end of September, and in which nearly 200,000 men had served by the end 
of 1914.  
 
The following is as accurate an account of the BEF’s losses in 1914 as we are now likely to 
get – killed, wounded, missing, prisoners: 
 
August   14,409 
September   15,189 
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October  30,192 
November  24,785 
December   11,079 
 
Total   95,654 
 
One third of the original landing force was dead by the end of the year. 
 
Most, but by no means all, of the casualties were in the infantry of the first seven Divisions to 
fight on the Western Front. Perhaps the starkest measure of what had happened to the BEF 
in 1914 was that of the 84 British infantry battalions which had started the war with between 
800 and 1,000 men, at Ypres on 1 November 1914  
 

 18 battalions had fewer than 100 men,  
 31 fewer than 200 men,  
 26 had fewer than 300 men,  
 Only 9 exceeded 300 men, which was still only about one third of their establishment 

at the outbreak of war.  
 

Some of these men returned to the front after recuperating from wounds, but by any way of 
looking at it, the Old Contemptibles were well on the way to destruction by the end of 1914. 
1915 finished them off.   
 
One picture describes the level of casualties better than any words – the accompanying 
photograph of an Ambulance Train carrying wounded soldiers to hospitals in Scotland, 
pulled by a Caledonian Railway engine. Just look at the number of carriages. Stobhill 
Hospital in Glasgow was turned into a military hospital in 1914 and catered for so many 
wounded servicemen that a branch line was laid right up to its buildings. 
 

 

Ambulance Train Caledonian Railway 
 
 

6. Soldiers Speaking 1914 - Letters and interviews  
 
There is no clearer picture of what local servicemen had to endure throughout the war than 
that provided in their own words in letters home and in interviews that they gave to James 
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Russell, the Vale of Leven correspondent of the Lennox Herald and also of the Scottish 
national papers.  
 
The national papers were under severe restrictions from the Defence of the Realm Act 
(“DORA”) about what they could report from France and Belgium, especially in the early 
months of the war. That Act also covered the local newspapers, of course, but they had a 
pretty free hand in their reporting of the war, which never contained much that the enemy 
didn’t already know. However, the interviews and letters in the Lennox didn’t leave readers in 
any doubt about the conditions at the front.  
 
The letters and interviews cover the fighting from Mons to the First Battle of Ypres and refer 
to such events as the Kindermond (the killing of so many young untrained German students 
which was later exploited by the Nazis) and the Christmas Truce of 1914. Naturally the 
weather features prominently particularly the cold and wet which led to frostbite and 
rheumatism, as did the lack of a change of uniforms.  
 
What is striking 100 years on, is the matter-of-fact, low-key tone in which the servicemen told 
their stories. They didn’t want to upset or alarm people at home and tried to convey the 
impression that they themselves weren’t too badly off and were managing quite well. The 
term “hero” is rarely mentioned and when it is, the soldier is always referring to someone 
else.  
 
They accepted their allotted roles and just got on with it, seeing it as their duty. They also 
kept the extreme horrors of what they were experiencing from those at home, a reticence 
which most seem to have maintained for the rest of their lives.  
 
These are the words of Valemen who would have regarded themselves as ordinary men but 
whose experiences were anything but ordinary. 
 

“Renton Hero Wounded” 

Robert O’Neill Interviewed by James Russell  
LH 10th October 1914. 

 

Robert O’Neill first featured in the LH of 3rd October 1914. The following week he gave an 
interview to James Russell on the condition of anonymity but as you can see it obviously 
identifies him. It appeared in the Lennox of 10th October 1914. 
 
“On Thursday (8th October 1914) afternoon our Vale of Leven correspondent (James 
Russell) had an interview with a modest Rentonian who has just returned to the village 
having been wounded in the big battle at the front. He is a Private in the KOSB’s and is one 
of 5 brothers fighting for their country. He has another brother in the same regiment and he 
has also been wounded.  
 
The Private who in relating his experiences made it a condition that his name is not divulged 
has been wounded in the hand and has been sent home from Stobhill Hospital for a fortnight 
– (Stobhill was Glasgow’s main military hospital in WW1 and was so busy with the wounded 
that a railway line was laid into the buildings). He doesn’t know where his wounded brother is 
at the moment. A Reservist he was called up on the outbreak of the war.  
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Stobhill Hospital Glasgow 

 
There were many Rentonians in his Regiment and as might be expected they acquitted 
themselves well on the field of battle. One of them was Sydney Mayhew of Lennox Street 
Renton (and for Robert O’Neill’s account of Sydney Mayhew see the entry for that name.) 
 
Like many others O’Neill had nothing but praise for the way the French people treated them. 
 
Reverting to the actual fighting again O’Neill said that the British officers were always in the 
thick of the fighting leading the men on, which is why so many of them had been killed or 
wounded. The German officers were not nearly so conspicuous. Some days they were 
fighting all day, while on others they had an easy time of it. They slept when they got a 
chance, in the trenches or on the ground. The big battle as long as he was in it was 
something awful and sometimes only a short distance separated them from the Germans. 
The Borderers took part in many bayonet charges, as the enemy knew to their cost and the 
British and French airmen had been of great assistance in the fight.  
 
He thought that if the Allied forces could get the Germans out of their present positions, 
which was a strong one, the war would not last as long as some people thought it would. It 
was his first taste of war and he would remember it as long as he lived. He didn’t mind the 
fighting by day so much, but when it took place at night it was gruesome with the 
searchlights thrown on them accompanied by a perfect downpour of shot and shell. He was 
glad to be back in his native village again. Touching on the scenes of devastation which he 
saw while he was marching to the front, he said that one could not credit the destruction 
unless one saw it for oneself. The Germans would pay very dearly for their cruelty yet.” 
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Letter home from John Lee  
LH 17th October 1914 

 

John Lee from Albert Street Alexandria was a Private in 1st Cameron Highlanders and was 
wounded in the action he describes in this letter which was written from his hospital bed in 
London.  
 
“John Lee has sent an interesting letter to his friends in the Vale in which he says he was 
one of the escort to Sir John French for a month and took part in the battle of Mons. They 
covered a bit of ground walking and by train but that was too good to last and they were 
relieved by the Gordons. Thereafter they marched right up to the firing line and in the first big 
battle in which his regiment took part lost some 600 officers and men. After that battle they 
went into the trenches and had to hold them against attack. They were 3 days there but then 
managed to get a week’s rest. But they soon found a different state of affairs.  
 
If he could remember alright they got one night’s rest and then had to be on the move again 
five or six miles to a new position. This was away on the Allies left. They held the trenches 
by night and they went to an old quarry by day. In this place they could see the Germans 
walking about on the hillside but they were too far away to get a shot at them. One of the 
aeroplanes appeared above them and they knew they were spotted so they made for what 
cover they could get. They were no sooner under cover than the shells came bursting close 
to them. They managed into the quarry and had just got their back against the wall when 
they saw their rifles and equipment getting blown up into the air by a shell. It was a lucky 
escape, as they had just left the place. 
 
Congratulating themselves on their lucky escape, another shell burst at their feet. This was 
when he was wounded. The splinters flew up all over his face and a piece of shrapnel stuck 
in his eye, which he had lost. He also got 3 wounds in the hand. Two or three of the 
companions who were with him when the shell burst died from their wounds the following 
night.  
 
Private Lee, who is well known in the Vale, comes of a fighting family. His brother William 
Lee is in the Royal Marine Artillery and is on board HMS Inflexible. His great-grandfather 
Private Robert Struthers (who belonged to Blantyre), fought at Waterloo and he was one of 
the soldiers who kept guard over the great Napoleon when he was in captivity at St Helena.” 
 

“An Arduous Campaign” 
Letter from an unnamed Soldier to his Wife  

LH 17th October 1914 
 

A Vale of Leven woman whose husband is a private in 2 ASH has received a letter from him 
explaining his experiences at the front. He is a well known Vale of Leven man. In the letter 
he states he is still enjoying good health and that he is safe so far. The troops were having 
very trying times and the rain was very heavy where they had been fighting. They had no 
coats or blankets with them and it was no joke lying down to sleep in the shade of an apple 
tree with the rain coming down in torrents. They were not allowed to make a fire at night. He 
was one of 55 men of his regiment who were sent out to watch the railway in case the 
Germans came that way. When they got there they found about 7,000 Germans 
congregated, the Germans started firing and mowed them down like sheep and sad to say 
only 18 came back. For about 15 days he did not know what it was to have dry clothing as 
they were soaking from head to feet. If he was spared to come home – and he hoped to be- 
he would have a very long story to tell them. He wished it was all over. Some of them were 
perhaps thinking they were coming out to the war for a picnic, but they would find it a bit 
different to a Sunday School jaunt.  
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Interview with Private Charles Kennedy of Renton  
LH 14th November 1914 

 

The tale of his experience at the front was told to our correspondent (James Russell) by 
Private Charles Kennedy of the Cameron Highlanders, now at home in Renton. He was 
wounded in the foot and had one of his toes amputated. He was in a number of the battles, 
commencing with the retreat from Mons. The Boer War, he said, was a perfect picnic 
compared to this one. It was something awful, the carnage and the bloodshed. The German 
artillery had played much havoc with the Cameron Highlanders and the Black Watch. Their 
infantry was not “in the same street” however as the British, who simply mowed them down, 
when they got the chance. It was a perfect slaughter when they got the order to charge the 
Germans with the bayonet. When on the march the army slept in a corn field at night, if they 
got the chance, with a “stook” for a pillow. The Camerons suffered very severely in some of 
the fights; so much so that the Black Watch and the Camerons were latterly joined together 
and fought side by side. Private Kennedy’s wound was received from a piece of shrapnel 
striking him on the foot when he was lying on the ground in the open shooting at the enemy. 
The same shell blew half of a sergeant’s leg off and part of another private’s leg away. He 
lay wounded on the battlefield for about 12 hours before he was rescued at night. The 
gallant sergeant carried home some relics of the fighting.  
 
 

Letter Home from Sergeant Stephen Conroy from Renton  
LH of 14th November 1914. 

 
Sergeant Stephen Conroy of 2 ASH lies seriously wounded in the 1st Eastern General 
Hospital Cambridge. In a letter home he describes the fighting in France. 
 
He says that he’ll never forget the battle on the 18th (October). Women and children were 
running for their lives while shot and shell were falling like hail. The Argyll and Sutherlands 
gave the enemy something to talk about that day! That night they had 3 hours sleep in a 
wood and something to eat. At half-past three the following morning they were into it again 
with great vigour. They forced the Germans to retire to the next town, a mile off. The 
Germans got their range quickly and shelled the town they had left, but as the ASH were 
well entrenched outside it they did not do much damage. The German infantry came up in 
their thousands and they mowed them down.  
 
Many of the Germans in the attack were from 40 to 60 years old, while there were also boys 
of 15 and 16. They simply squealed like rats when they saw the sight of bayonets and ran for 
their lives. His squad of 44 men kept 2,000 Germans at bay for over 7 hours. Sergeant 
Conroy was a Reservist and was employed in McMillan’s Dockyard at Dumbarton when 
called up. He hails from the renowned Back Street, Renton, a street which has given about 
100 men for King and Country.  
 
 

Letter home to his parents by Private Robert Coubrough 
LH of 11th November 1914 

 
Private Robert Coubrough of 2 ASH who lies wounded at Chatham Hospital in a letter to his 
parents Mr & Mrs David Coubrough who live at 69 Napierston Terrace Jamestown, says that 
he has had a very narrow escape. The Argylls had to retire from their trenches to take up 
another position. In doing so, one of the “coal boxes” burst in a ditch not 5 yards away. He 
was knocked over and lay for some time stunned by the explosion. That night they lost a lot 
of men, including 5 officers. Private Coubrough is about 28 years old and had just finished 
his 9 years in the army when he was called up again.  
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“Plight of the Refugees” 
Letter to his wife by an unnamed Argyll, 

LH 21st November 1914. 
 
A Vale of Leven private in the ASH in a letter home to his wife, says it is sinful to see the 
state the country is being left in through the war. Villages were destroyed and it was a very 
rare day that they did not see a farm-steading or hay stack burning to the ground. At the time 
of writing, the soldier’s unit was entrenched near a farm. The people had to fly from it for 
their lives and they left all their cattle etc behind. A Dumbarton man was milking the cows 
daily and looking after them, so for a day or so they had a touch of milk and a little warm tea. 
Continuing, he said that they were having a hot time of it and his heart was sore for the poor 
souls who were being driven from pillar to post. If his wife could do anything for them she 
was to do it, even although it was only buying a penny flag. How would she like to see the 
women of the Vale hunted out of their homes and have them all scattered and broken up? 
 
 

“In the Trenches” 
Letter to Corporal P Curran’s Wife 

LH 28th November 1914 
 
In a letter received by his wife Corporal P Curran HLI, from Jamestown, it is stated that one 
of his pals had been wounded. It was rather a difficult job getting letters written out of the 
fighting line. While he was writing the air was simply alive with shells which were crossing 
and re-crossing them and bursting all around. In their trenches they had not had a wash or 
shave for over a fortnight while he had not had a clean shirt on his back for over 10 weeks. 
But they were getting food and tobacco in plenty.  
 
 

“Argylls Having a Warm Time of It” 
Letter Home from Private James McNab 

LH of 28th November 1914 
 
Private James McNab of the ASH in a letter to his brother at 11 Main Street Renton says the 
Argylls are getting a warm time of it. They have been in the trenches up to the ankles in mud 
and water and it is anything but pleasant. Private Willie Perry one of the Renton men of the 
same regiment had been wounded in the arm while taking part in a charge.  
 

“Sir Iain Colquhoun’s Heroic Act” 
LH 28th November 1914 

 
Among the wounded British soldiers brought to Cardiff on Tuesday was Private Collett of the 
1 Scots Guards who described the fighting at Zonnebeke in West Flanders. “We were” he 
said “told to take the trenches at all costs and we did. We lost 75 men in 250 yards and we 
were in theses trenches for 3 days. The Germans then advanced and practically surrounded 
us and we had to fight our way out. During the time we were in the trenches I noticed one 
particularly heroic act. Lt Sir Iain Colquhoun saw an officer hit and ran out in the midst of the 
shots and brought him in. He died in his arms.” 
 

Interview with Robert Coubrough while home wounded 
LH 5th December 1914.  

 
Speaking at his mother’s house in Napierston Terrace while home on leave recovering from 
a wound, Private Robert Coubrough ASH said that the Argylls had had a most thrilling 
experience since they went out to the front. He was wounded at Fromelle by a piece of 
shrapnel from a “Jack Johnson”. It occurred during night time and the force of the explosion 
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was so great that it knocked him clean off his feet for about 10 yards, landing him in a ditch 
nearby. He was wounded on the shoulder and had to walk about two miles after he was 
struck. Several of his comrades were also wounded by the same shell.  
 
The Germans seem to have been mesmerised by the bayonet as they made little attempt to 
defend themselves any time the Argylls came rushing on top of them. When the Argylls 
rushed them with the bayonet they had not a few cries, but one of their chief ones was 
“Scotland for ever”. One night when two of their men were on outpost duty a German came 
forward and surrendered saying that he was “Fed Up”. He told the Argylls where they could 
get a number of Germans who were lying hidden in a wood. This proved to be the case as 
when some of the Argylls went out to the wood in search of them they surrendered very 
meekly. In fact they seemed quite glad to be taken prisoner.  
 
He had great praise for the Gurkhas and the Algerians. One night in particular a small band 
of Algerians made quite a name for themselves. It was known that about 800 Germans were 
hidden in a cave not far off and were behind almost impregnable fortifications. The Algerians 
were sent out to do the job and they did it splendidly. They crept stealthily up to the entrance 
to the cave and rushed them with their bayonets. The enemy were taken by surprise and 
fully 700 were slaughtered. They made short shift with any spies that came their way. The 
Germans were frightened of the Highlanders whom they called “short-coated devils”. He took 
part in not a few hand-to-hand fights with them.  
 
As to the Argylls’ officers, they did not appear to fear death. One of the officers calmly 
smoked away while the bullets were flying thick around him. Sergeant Conroy of the Argylls 
who lives in Renton was wounded on the same day as Coubrough, while another Vale of 
Leven friend in Private Hugh Travers of the Argylls was also wounded. 
 

Interview with Private William Perry while home wounded 
LH of 5th December 1914  

 
Private William Perry of ASH who has just returned home wounded to his residence at 11 
Campbell Street Bonhill, gives a thrilling account of his experiences. He was wounded in one 
of the charges made by the Argylls on the evening of 9th November when they fairly 
slaughtered the Germans who would on no account face the bayonet. One of his Vale of 
Leven comrades Private Hugh Travers was wounded in the hip in the same charge. Private 
Perry, who had been through the whole of the campaign from the battle of Mons onwards, 
describing the retreat, stated he would not like to come through the same again. They had 
spent weeks at a time in the trenches and it was anything but pleasant work standing in mud 
and water for the greater part of the time. With food they were well supplied but sleep was 
difficult to get what with shells bursting and bullets flying. He had been at the Boer war and 
that was child’s play compared to this campaign. Speaking of the officers of the Argylls, he 
said the soldiers could be nothing but brave when they had such gallant men to lead them 
on. They were always to the forefront and had no fear of death. That in his opinion was the 
secret of the British officer’s success. 
 

 “Worse than Aberdonians.”  
Letter Home from Private John Wilkie 

LH of 12th December 1914. 
 
In a letter to his parents Mr and Mrs John Wilkie, 67 Main Street Renton, Private John 
Wilkie, Royal Scots Greys, states that his regiment has had a very trying time of it lately, 
having come through a lot of fighting. They had not seen much of sunny France lately; in fact 
it should be called snowy France. One could not have too many articles of clothing on in this 
kind of weather. The Germans in their retreat had cleared out all the shops of everything that 
was edible and food was dear. In fact, the people where they were were getting worse than 
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Aberdonians, now that the Allies had driven the Germans back. They could buy bread or 
butter at the farms, but at what a price. They charged 10 pence for a loaf and 2 shillings for a 
pound of butter.  
 

“The Argylls Worst Fight” 
Letter to his Wife from L /Cpl Thomas Knox  

LH of 12th December 1914. 

 
In the course of a letter to his wife at 43 Mitchell St Alexandria Lance-Corporal Thomas Knox 
of the ASH says they were having a great time of it in the trenches. It was a regular fireworks 
display. Plenty of Jack Johnsons and Wee Jimmies flying about. They were quite used to 
them now. He had received a pair of socks with a farthing in them. He had been through the 
campaign since the battle of Mons. The worst fight was at Le Chateau (miss spelt) where his 
regiment lost between 300 and 400 men. He considered himself lucky to get out of it alive. 
There was nothing but shot and shell bursting all around them. Although the Argylls lost so 
many they mowed the Germans down in hundreds. The German Emperor had said that the 
Germans had reached Paris. He had made an error this time. Perhaps he meant that 
German prisoners had reached Paris. Since writing, L/Cpl Knox has been removed to 
hospital with rheumatism and frostbite. 
 

Interview with Private Denis McColl of Renton while Home Wounded 
LH 26th December 1914. 

 

Private Denis McColl of 2 ASH who has returned to his residence at Back St Renton 
wounded had some exciting experiences at the front. He is a well-known Vale of Leven and 
Renton footballer. He has been right through the campaign from the very beginning. He was 
wounded at Dixmude on 10th November in a bayonet charge at night. He received two 
bayonet wounds in the right leg and had to lie on the battlefield till he was able to crawl to a 
place of safety. When hobbling along he met his brother, who is a private in the same 
regiment. His brother was taking some prisoners to their headquarters and after being 
assisted by him he managed to hobble to the nearest hospital several miles distant where he 
received attention. He was afterwards in one of the private hospitals in Kent. Much damage 
has been done by German snipers. That was one point in which they had the pull over the 
British. The Germans were not such bad shots as some would have them believe. He had a 
good opinion of not a few of their marksmen. The Germans were not inclined to face the 
bayonet, but he did not think that anyone would care to face a bayonet charge. On a misty 
day it was a usual occurrence to see Germans come in with their hands up and quite willing 
to be taken prisoners. They are “fed up” they said.  
 

Letter home from Corporal George Cleghorn, Alexandria 
LH of 26th December 1914. 

 
Corporal George Cleghorn A Company 1 Gordon Highlanders, with the Expeditionary Force 
at the Front, son of Mr Samuel Cleghorn, blacksmith, Ferryfield Works, Alexandria, writing 
home to his parents says: 
 
“We are getting any amount of comforts, socks, shirts, mittens, tobacco and cigarettes. 
Weather is cold but at night we get lots of running which is good and helps to make us sleep. 
I have just had my baptism of fire on Monday 14th December and will never forget it. The 
Gordons and Royal Scots had to take some German trenches. This they did, but at some 
loss. In this my first ordeal under fire the noise didn’t trouble me, nor the bursting shells, but 
when I saw chums knocked over I felt a bit giddy. But this passes away and it becomes part 
of the day’s work. But the ground was in an awful state. We were up to our knees in mud 
and water and shivering with cold. In our quiet times we play football matches and in the 
evening have concerts. Our winter jackets are nice and warm and made of heavy rug 
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material you see sometimes in front of fire-places. Can you send me a tin of cocoa as one 
gets fed up with tea. The most sorrowful sights here are the Belgian refugees and the 
houses they have had to leave in ruins. It is pitiful. I hope to be spared to come home, but 
that is God’s pleasure and rests with him.   
 

Interview with Private James Sutton, Renton Home Wounded 
LH of 9th January 1914. 

 
Private James Sutton 2 ASH who has just arrived home wounded in Renton has a thrilling 
tale to tell of his experiences at the front. He was wounded in the leg on 3rd November at 
Ypres. The worst experience he had was on 21st October 1914. The Germans were 
supposed to have been driven out of a town and the Argylls were told to hold onto it at all 
costs. They had not been there long when they found that the Germans were lying hidden all 
around, farmhouses containing machine guns. Snipers were also placed on trees 
overlooking the Argylls who had a lively time of it. No sooner had the Argylls got near a farm 
than the machine guns poured forth their deadly messages. The bullets fell like hailstones 
and many of the Argylls were killed on the spot. Down flopped the others on their faces. 
They lay flat on the ground amid the storm of shot and shell and managed to scrape some 
head cover in front of them. So fierce was the fire that Private Sutton stated that his kit bag 
on his back was simply riddled with bullets as well as the back of his coat. The Argylls lost 
fully 300 men in that fight. One of them was Private James McFadyen Back Street Renton. 
He was missing since that day and was believed to be killed. Private James MacNab, a 
Dumbarton man lost the sight of an eye in the same fight. Latterly they got back to their 
trenches and while there were stormed by shot and shell, being completely outnumbered by 
the Germans.   
 

“Renton Man Comes Through It All Unscathed”  
Interview with Renton man Private John Wilkie  

LH of 16th January 1915. 
 

 

Private John Wilkie, C Squadron of the Royal Scots Greys who has been through the whole 
campaign arrived home on Thursday at his parents’ residence in Main Street Renton on a 
few days leave. He was in the retreat from Mons and the battles of the Marne, Aisne Ypres 
etc coming out unscathed. The most exciting experience which he had was at a place called 
Vailly. The Scots Greys and the 12th Lancers were crossing a pontoon bridge in the early 
morning under cover of darkness and mist with the object of taking the German position. At 
daybreak it was discovered they were greatly outnumbered. So much so that the Greys and 
the Lancers had to make for the other side of the river as best they could. They had to 
recross the bridge with German machine guns and artillery playing on them all the time. 
German snipers did much damage and it was quite a common thing for the Germans to shell 
the Red Cross wagons containing the wounded and kill them. He saw that done himself. 
Another day, when the wounded were lying in a farmhouse the Germans shelled it and 
brought it to ruin. His longest spell in the trenches was for 10 days when it was bitterly cold, 
the ground being covered with frost and snow.  
 

Interview with Driver P Flynn of the Army Service Corps, Home Injured 
LH of 16th January 1915 

 
Driver P Flynn of the Army Service Corps attached to the 23rd Field Ambulance, who arrived 
home at Campbell St Bonhill was thrown from his horse on 11th November last and 
sustained an injury to his left arm. After lying in the hospital in France he lay for about a 
month at Netley Hospital. He had a most exciting time of it at the front, taking the wounded 
from the firing line back to the hospital. He had many escapes from shells, while a German 
sniper almost caught him in the grey dawn of a morning. Several houses where the wounded 
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were lying were shelled by the Germans. A comrade, Private Burns of the 23rd Field 
Ambulance had the Distinguished Service Medal conferred on him for a gallant Act. Four of 
the King’s Own Scottish Borderers were lying in a farm-house and Private Burns who hails 
from Edinburgh, volunteered to watch them overnight while the others made for the rear. 
Luckily, he carried the wounded out of the farmhouse during the night or they would all have 
been killed, as the Germans shelled the place to ruins. For sticking to his post Burns came 
by his honour.  
 

Sergeant Archibald McIntyre’s Letter Home from the Trenches 
LH of 23rd January 1915 

 

Sergeant Archibald McIntyre, 2nd Cameron Highlanders, a Vale of Leven man, in a letter 
home, says that the men they relieved in the trenches could not walk owing to their swollen 
feet caused by being so long in the mud and water. It was bitterly cold at night in the 
trenches and the kilt was not sufficient protection. The first night they went into the trenches 
only one of the Camerons was wounded but the second night they had 13 casualties. Three 
men were wounded by one bullet! Numerous spies were about and he was sure the 
Germans had field telephones from their own lines to the lines behind the Camerons.  
 
On the road to their billets they were shelled by the Germans but happily the shells burst 
about 100 yards from them and while the concussion knocked men down, none were 
wounded. His platoon officer had a lucky escape. He was struck on the breast by a bullet 
which was deflected by his silver match box. It went right through his right hand jacket 
pocket ripped his jacket and shirt but never scratched him. How was that for a lucky escape? 
Sergeant McIntyre is the son of Mr & Mrs Donald McIntyre, Victoria St Alexandria. 
 

Letter Home from Unnamed Vale Cameron Highlander 
LH of 23rd January 1915 

 
A Vale of Leven private in the Cameron Highlanders, in a letter home to his parents, says 
the Camerons are having a most trying time of it. Not a day passes but they were lifting their 
dead out of the trenches. The Camerons were in the centre of the whole firing line alongside 
the Black Watch. He picked up big Harry McEwan of Clydebank the other day in the trench. 
He was shot sitting beside him. They had just got out of the trenches after having been for 
sixteen days and nights in them, up to the waist in mud and water.  
 

“Argylls Shake Hands With The Germans” 
Letter from Sergeant Jack Forrest, Bonhill 2 ASH  

LH of 23rd January 1915 
 
Sergeant Jack Forrest machine gun section of 2 ASH who has been at the front since the 
war commenced and who has come through some very heavy fighting, in a letter home to 
his parents Mr and Mrs Archibald Forrest North Main Street Bonhill says that so far as they 
were concerned Christmas went past very quietly with them in the trenches. A few of the 
Germans came half roads over to the Argylls who met and shook hands with them and 
wished them the compliments of the season. They had a nice time of it and he got two cigars 
from one of the Germans on that day. They returned to their trenches before dark. 
 

“Jamestown Man Interned” 
Letter from Private Walter Holehouse, 2 ASH 

 LH of 23rd January 1915 
 

Private Walter Holehouse, 2 ASH, who was badly wounded two months ago and has since 
been in hospital and interned in Germany writing home to his wife at Milton Terrace 
Jamestown says: 
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“I am doing very well, getting good food, and a lot stouter. My face is much swollen caused 
by the shot which smashed both my jawbones and twisted my mouth a bit. I can hardly see 
with my left eye but the doctor says it will come all right. They had me under the X-rays 
looking for bullets but found none. I have not had a shave for 8 weeks so I can tell you that I 
have a good long whisker now.  
 
You will notice the paper on which I write you is ragged and torn a bit. That is where the 
bullet went through so you can keep it as a curio. I am quite safe here but we had a hard 
time in the regiment. I am sure we lost about 700 killed and wounded. Don’t send me 
anything but cigarettes and tobacco as we have to pay heavy duty on other articles. You can 
send money but it must be an international order, not a postal order. We have no money.” 
 

Interview with Sergeant William A McAusland, Bonhill, 
LH of 23rd January 1915 

 

He says the Fusiliers had had a terrible time of it in the trenches. Sometimes they were up to 
their waists in mud. Terrible cold at night and it was no wonder that so many of them were 
suffering from frostbite. On Christmas Eve the exchanges with the Germans were hot, but 
there was a truce on Christmas Day. Trenches were about 50 yards apart and they met the 
Germans about halfway. The Germans came out first just after breakfast, about a dozen 
waving their hands and wishing the Fusiliers a merry Christmas. They had a sing song for 
about a couple of hours. Such a good feeling existed that a Fusilier officer sent over a plum 
pudding which was graciously received. At night however the firing was as keen as ever.  
 
One night a L/Cpl and two Privates of the Fusiliers went to look for two of their wounded. 
They found them lying between the Fusilier and German trenches and beside them what 
appeared to be the body of a British soldier, dressed in khaki. They touched the supposed 
dead man and he rolled over on his side. On further examination they were astonished to 
find he was alive and was German spy. He was bayoneted on the spot.  
 
One night Sgt McAusland was sent out with two privates to look for a sniper who had been 
doing some damage. They combed a hay stack and found their man. One day about 300 
Germans came into the Fusiliers camp and gave themselves up. They said they were sick of 
it. Some were without boots and most of them were ill-clad and almost in starvation. They 
appeared quite happy to be taken prisoners.  
 
Sergeant McAusland comes from a fighting family. His father served for about 16 years in 
the Prince of Wales West Yorkshire Regiment and was treasurer of the VoL Branch of the 
Union Jack Brigade. For several months at the outbreak of the war he was recruiting officer 
at Bonhill. 
 

Letter from Private Walter Stevenson, Alexandria, 1GH 
 LH 30th January 1915 

 
Private Walter Stevenson, 1st Gordon Highlanders who is lying wounded in the Red Cross 
Hospital Torquay, in a letter home to a friend in the Vale of Leven, gives a thrilling account of 
his experience. He is the son of Mr and Mrs Robert Stevenson, Thomas Street Alexandria 
and was a Reservist.  
 
His regiment occupied the line of trenches near Veermayaele in Belgium, trenches that were 
knee deep in water and mud combined. About 7.45 on the morning of 14th December 1914 
word was passed along that the Gordons were to attack the Germans in their trenches about 
100 yards away. Advancing, they were met by a terrible rifle and shell fire, which laid many 
of them low. A shrapnel shell burst quite near Private Stevenson and a part of it caught him 
on the back, knocking him out.  
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Letter to James Russell from Private Fred Watson 2 HLI 
LH of 30th January 1915 

 

This is the first letter which has been written at the request of James Russell and since 
Private Watson is still in Stobhill Hospital, Glasgow it is obviously a substitute for an 
interview. We have a handwritten copy of the original letter and more surprisingly we also 
have a copy of James Russell’ shorthand notes of it. There is one significant omission in the 
printed version – the line PS in which says he’s not keen to return to the front but he’ll go if 
he has to. Maybe the Lennox thought they should censor these sentiments in case they 
seem discouraging to others. 
 
D Company 2nd HLI       25 / 1 / 15  
4th S Hospital Stobhill 
Maryhill Glasgow 
 
Dear Sir 
 
I received your letter alright and may let you know that I am getting along alright now thanks, 
also thank you for the Lennox Herald which came in very handy, but I don’t think that my 
experiences will be of much use to you, as you know I want to forget the most of what I 
came through; as you will know I went out at the start of the war as I was a reservist and was 
at the Battle of Mons, where we had a warm time of it.  
 
I also took part in the great Retreat from Mons to Paris, which was a very hard and trying 
time, and we did a lot of Rearguard fighting which we came through often by good luck as 
well as by the cleverness of our Officers, to whom great praise must be given for the manner 
in which they got us out of some very difficult positions. I think our casualties were only 2 
killed and 15 wounded during the Retreat, which was not so bad in comparison with some 
Regiments and also for some of the trying positions we were in.  
 
It was a very hard and severe test for us the retreat and we were all beat up when we got to 
Paris, but we all felt pleased when we got the order to advance and drive the Germans back, 
which we were not long in doing, as we chased them back to the Aisne in quick time, where 
they put up a stubborn resistance; it was a treat to see the Germans flying across the Marne 
in disorder, where they got a great slaughtering.  
 
I may say that we were in action practically all the time and we lost a lot of men during our 
advance and we had a terrible time of it on the “Aisne”, where we were heavily shelled by 
Jack Johnsons and shrapnel, and we were not entrenched the first week, we had 25 days 
fighting on the “Aisne” and lost a lot of men, especially when we had to go to reinforce other 
regiments who were getting heavily pressed, it was a nerve wracking experience night and 
day at it, it was simply murder.  
 
It is a great experience our lads sitting in the trenches singing all the favourite songs and 
choruses and the shells bursting all round about you, some of them striking your trench and 
knocking it in on top of you, still they keep cheery, others reading letter from home or writing 
home, if there is time or no attack on, which was seldom as the Germans attacked us very 
often and of course we had to do our share of attacking them, which we preferred to lying 
still in the trenches, which were not very comfortable. I often wonder how we managed to 
move the Germans out of some of the positions they were in, as they seemed to be very 
strong positions in caves and woods, and having more men and guns than us especially 
maxim or machine guns a few of which we captured.  
 
We had a private capture one himself, Private George Wilson, he was in my company and I 
know him very well and he fully deserves the high honour which he received vis the V.C. I 
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was present when he did the brave deed and for coolness I never saw the equal, he shot six 
Germans who were working the gun and each one he shot he held up a finger letting us 
know as they fell how many he had killed, the German officer emptied his revolver at him as 
he got pretty close to them and Wilson rushing out bayoneted the officer and brought in the 
gun and two boxes of ammunition truly a brave deed, the chap who was with him got riddled 
with bullets and died next day. Another man who did good work in our Regiment was a Vale 
man, Captain Telfer Smollett who I thought would get the VC but got the next best thing to it, 
the D.S.O. which he fully deserves.  
 
Like everyone else I have had my share of narrow escapes, but it is not worth while 
mentioning them as I cannot help from laughing at them now myself when I think of them, 
although at the time I thought them serious enough; suffice to say that it was not safe to 
move about during daylight, as they always had plenty of snipers about and they could shoot 
alright as we lost a few men through them, also plenty of shrapnel and Black Marias flying 
about, they had all the roadways under a constant fire so that our transports had always a lot 
of trouble in getting our supplies forward, also our ambulances as they were always being 
fired on, the Germans seemed to make it a point of firing on hospitals etc so we had a busy 
enough time of it on the “Aisne”, but hard as we had it, the Germans must have had it harder 
as they lost pretty severely there, and of course they had the bad weather as well as us and 
the prisoners that we took were all fed up and were glad to be taken prisoners.  
 
I can say that we all felt pleased when we got relieved on the “Aisne” by the French, but we 
did not know that we were going from bad to worse, as proved to be the case, for we left the 
“Aisne” for Flanders where we lost pretty heavily both with Officers and men, all the Officers 
in my company that left Aldershot with us being killed and of course I was only three days in 
action at Ypres when I got wounded, but on the first two days we lost a lot of men and the 
third day, although it was pretty quiet in the morning it turned out to be a bad day for us, as 
we lost heavily that day.  
 
I got a piece of shrapnel in my neck and shoulder and put out of action. I was carried by the 
stretcher bearers (under very heavy shell fire) into a barn behind the firing line, to wait there 
till the motor ambulance would come up at night, as it is not safe for them to come up in day 
time, they are too good a target; But at dusk the Germans commenced firing at  
 
the barn, in which other two or three wounded were lying as well as myself, when the barn 
caught fire and we to manage along as well as we could to another barn about a mile and a 
half away, where there happened to be a medical officer who saw us safely conducted to the 
field hospital, from where we were dispatched to Boulogne thence to England. You will likely 
know the rest, how I am getting along etc.  
 
I forgot to mention that during the retreat from Mons we were three days without food. I think 
that is all that I can remember at present and you can arrange it to please yourself if you can 
see anything you think worth publishing good and well, if not, I’ve done my best and you can 
use my name if you like as I will not write anything that I could not verify. Hoping this simple 
letter may be of some use to you. 
 
I remain yours truly  
Fred Watson 
 
PS: I am not anxious to go back to the front again but when I have to, I will go with a good 
heart. F.W. 
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Note the omission of the PS in the printed version. 
 

7. Where the Men Fought in 1914 

 
 Mobilization 4th / 5th August 1914 

 
Although Britain declared war on Germany on 4th August 1914, there had been heightened 
tensions in Europe for weeks before this and some military preparations had been made in 
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Britain, including the recall of some Reservists. However, general mobilisation did not take 
place until after the actual declaration of war which happened at 11 pm London time, 
midnight Berlin time. In practical terms mobilization of army units and reservists took place 
from the early morning of Wednesday 5th 1914 onwards.  
 
Official notification went out during the night of 4/5th August 1914 to all British Army units and 
they immediately put their Mobilization Plan in place. This involved amongst other things 
organizing transport, getting ready to receive Reservists who would arrive in a day or two, 
preparing to leave whichever camp they were in, including making personal arrangements to 
leave and getting all equipment ready to move.  
 
Telegrams went out to all Reservists and Territorials telling them to report to their regimental 
Head Quarters (Reservists) or local Battalion HQ (Territorials) and of course all newspapers 
carried this announcement – this was a decade before there was a wireless service.  
 
Since most Scottish infantry home battalions weren’t actually at their regimental HQ’s (only 3 
were even in Scotland, the rest were in England or Ireland) the Reservists spent  a day or so 
getting to the Regimental HQ and then another few days travelling by special train to 
wherever the home battalion of their regiment was based. Most Reservists had got to their 
battalion by 8th August 1914, and within a day the battalions were ready to cross to France, 
although it took another 2-4 days for most of them to sail. 
 

 
 

 Captain Hyslop’s Diary 
 
In his diary Captain Hyslop of the 2nd Battalion of the Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders (which 
was the Argylls home battalion in 1914) has left a vivid account of 2 ASH’s preparations and 
journey as they left to fight in France in August 1914. The picture he paints is typical of what 
was going on in battalions all over the country, and is therefore worth quoting at some 
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length, especially since so many local men served in 2 ASH and 2 of them were killed and 
13 wounded in 1914 alone. 
 
 

4th August 1914 at Fort George near Inverness 
 

 
Fort George Inverness Aerial 

 
The regiment had been sent back very suddenly from their camp of exercise at Blair Atholl 
about a week ago and a “precautionary period” of mobilization had been in force, but at 5.30 
am (on 5th August) a wire came through with the order to mobilize. There had been a feeling 
that somehow war would be averted but now quick action was required to implement the 
programme which existed for mobilization.  
 
It was more people’s private affairs in which action was required. So many of us have to 
pack up our houses and belongings and make arrangements for our families while we are 
away, all of which had been left to the last minute while the uncertainty was hanging over us 
and now had to go at express speed. 
 
5th August 1914 
 
The official wire came in early this morning to say “War declared on Germany”. As all the 
preliminary arrangements had been made there has not been a great deal to do in barracks 
until the reservists begin to arrive from Stirling so we have devoted our energies to getting 
our own things together and helping to pack up the mess. Swords had to be sharpened, 
revolver ammunition obtained while 2 or 3 officers are scouring the country buying horses for 
transport which has been standing unused in the mobilization sheds for many years. 
Squeaker Maclean has arrived and hopes to come out with us, he is on leave from 1st 
Battalion in India. 
 
6th August 1914 
 
We are now quite ready for the reservists to join us to-morrow. 
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7th August 1914 
 
400 reservists arrived this morning from Stirling and we are busy fitting them out. Some of 
them walked up from the station barefooted as they could not get into their boots. The QMS 
and helpers were kept very busy preparing nominal rolls taking the names of next-of-kin etc. 
 
In the afternoon rumour spread of a naval battle in the North Sea and there was tremendous 
excitement when during the afternoon a cruiser came in at full speed. She dropped anchor 
just off the Fort and it was seen that her decks were crowded with men in civilian clothing. 
These turned out to be fishermen taken off German trawlers by the Fleet. These trawlers 
were nearly all fitted with wireless and before they were taken the fishermen sent off a 
number of carrier pigeons no doubt reporting the movements of the fleet.  
 

 
Fort George Barracks 

 
8th August 1914 
 
The second party of reservists arrived and this brought us up to war strength (therefore 2 
ASH needed 700 men to bring them up to war strength). The majority of them are 2ASH 
men and are being sent back to their former companies (the rest are presumably 1ASH 
men).  
 
9th August 1914 
 
Ordered to entrain this evening. Squeaker Maclean has been allowed to come with us and 
although a captain has volunteered to come in command of a platoon. Two other officers on 
leave from India have also joined the Battalion. 
 
The first train with HQ and transport was due to leave about 5 pm but many of the transport 
horses were raw and difficult to handle so it was 1 ½ hours late that they left. Second train 
took A and B companies. Not many people to see them off since few people knew when they 
were going. It was about 6 o’clock when we set off. Not told where they were going, but 
suspected Southampton. Food was distributed at Inverness. 
 

10th August 1914 
 
We wired Carlisle to have boiling water ready for the men’s tea in the morning but arriving 
between 6 and 7 found nothing had been done. Same at Preston and Crewe, not till Rugby 
early afternoon that water was made available. Didn’t get to Southampton Docks until about 
4.30 pm, a journey time of over 22 hours.  
 
A Staff Officer met the train and ordered us to proceed at once to the other side of the dock 
for immediate embarkation on a former cattle ship the Sea Hound. There was no sign of the 
Colonel so we thought our train must have got ahead of his, but at 6.30 when most of the 
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men were aboard up rushed the Colonel demanding to know what was going on. His train 
had arrived at another part of the docks where he was told the regiment was to go into a rest 
camp for the night and he and HQ staff had been waiting for us there. However, the Senior 
Staff Officer now came up and ordered the ship to leave at once and for the rest of the 
Battalion which they had not expected to be so strong to go into rest camp. 
 
Ship was too small for the 450 men of A and B companies. About half had to remain on deck 
while the remainder were down in the very unsavoury lower parts of the ship where they had 
no room to lie down, the spaces being taken up by a number of ASC bakers who had 
previously come on board.  
 
We all thought that the Expeditionary Force from Aldershot had already sailed and were 
astonished and pleased to hear that we were the first of the fighting troops to leave England. 
Didn’t know where we were going as Captain had sealed orders which weren’t to be opened 
until he had cleared Southampton Water. 

 
Set off at 6.30 pm leaving the C.O. Colonel Moulton Barrett standing on the quay. Cheered 
by other ships as we left port. Steered a very winding course out of Southampton Water, and 
at about 9.30 pm dropped the pilot at Rye. Captain told us we were going to Boulogne. 
Senior Officers got cabins, others found hard resting places on the bridge. Over 300 trying to 
get some sleep on the deck. Constantly stopped by destroyers, channel alive with warships 
of all kinds. 
 
11th August 1914. 
 
By 7am we sighted the French Coast. At 8.30 we were off the harbour of Boulogne. A tug 
came out with a pilot to guide us through the minefield and a British Staff Officer who had 
been sent on ahead for disembarkation duties. 
 
As our boat entered the harbour about 9 am we were greeted with cheers by the town 
people who had hurried down to see the first British troops arrive. They had been very 
doubtful of our coming but now we were here their enthusiasm knew no bounds. There was 
a Guard of Honour of Territorial troops on the quay, mostly old men but they were the only 
troops left in the place. We had taught the men to say Vive la France. 
 
Formed up on an open space about 200 yards from Bassin Loubet where we landed. Quite a 
number of disembarkation Staff Officers had arrived a day or two before. When we moved 
off we were headed by our 4 pipers and marched down past the station and across a bridge 
then turned sharp to the right. The streets were lined with people. The whole of Boulogne 
had turned out. They didn’t know what to make of the kilts, never having seen Highlanders 
before.  
 
Our billets were in an old barracks which had later been used as a boys school and which 
was indescribably dirty. French authorities were very apologetic and did all they could for us, 
but the whole town was very disorganised as was only to be expected with all the men 
fighting. Got straw for the floors and set up a primitive kitchen in the grounds of the school. 
 
I reported to the Senior British Officer, a Colonel Asser, for orders. He was based in the 
Hotel Chrystol Bristol facing the Harbour and he asked me to send 200 men to begin 
pitching camps on the heights above the town for the BEF. Got exact location from the 
French Commandant at the Citadel.  
 
About 5 pm HQ and C company arrived from Southampton.  
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Channel Ports and Northern France 

 

 Moving into position 
 
So the 2 ASH journey from Fort George started at about 6.30 on the evening of 9th August 
and the first two companies had landed in France by 9 am on the morning of 11th August, a 
journey time of just over 36 hours and 6 days after many of the men would have left their 
wives and families. The tents which 2 ASH were ordered to pitch at Boulogne were the first 
of what became a huge camp – Boulogne became the BEF’s main base in France with 
hospitals, disembarkation and embarkation camps and all the other necessities of an army. 
After a few days work and rest at Boulogne the Argylls were on a train across northern 
France heading, like the rest of the fighting troops, who landed in France in August 1914, for 
the BEF assembly area east of Valenciennes, around the town of Mauberge. From there 
they marched across the border into Belgium to the town of Mons, which was their allotted 
position at the northern end of the French Army’s front line. 
 
Two divisions of the BEF (the 4th and 6th) didn’t cross over in August but were held back in 
case the Germans tried to make a landing in eastern England. In fact the German high 
command had never even given that a thought and by early September these 2 divisions 
crossed to France, where they were desperately needed. It meant that they missed the 
fighting at Mons and Le Cateau but joined the general retreat to the Marne. The only 
battalion in these divisions in which we know local men were serving was 2nd Seaforth 
Highlanders. 
 
For the rest of the battalions, the typical journey was by special train to an English south 
coast port - Southampton, Dover or Folkestone - and across the Channel to France, landing 
mainly at Le Havre and Boulogne on 10th – 14th August. They then took the train to the 
Valenciennes assembly area around Mauberge – Le Cateau and from various stations in 
that area marched up to the town of Mons arriving there on 22nd August. At this time the BEF 
was organised into two Army Corps – I Corps commanded by General Haig and II Corps 
commanded by General Smith-Dorrien. The overall BEF Commander-in-Chief was Sir John 
French. 
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The Fighting in 1914 

 
 

Western Front 1914 
 
Although the British knew from cavalry patrols and aerial reconnaissance that there were 
German forces in the area, they didn’t know either the size of the German formation or 
where it was headed, except that it was coming towards them.  
 
The Germans on the other hand didn’t even know that there were British troops in the area, 
and they didn’t particularly care because although the Kaiser might never have used the 
specific phrase “contemptible little army” to describe the BEF, it did reflect the German High 
Command’s attitude to the British land forces. It was the German First Army in whose path 
the BEF stood, which was the largest of the German Armies on the western front. Not only 
had it great numerical superiority over the BEF but it was much better equipped, particularly 
in artillery and machine guns, so on paper you could hardly blame Germans for not rating 
the British. However, the first encounter between the two suggested that numbers might not 
be everything in this war. 
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 Battle of Mons 23rd August 1914 

 

 
 
The initial encounter between the two armies was when 2 cavalry patrols rode into each 
other on 22nd August and that day BEF took up a defensive position on the south side of the 
Mons-Conde Canal with II Corps on the left facing north and I Corps on the right facing 
north-east to guard the army’s flank. The German artillery moved onto high ground to the 
north of the Canal. On Sunday 23rd August two infantry battalions crossed onto the north 
bank of the Canal, one of them being 2 KOSB, in which local men were serving and 1 RSF. 
This was the furthest north that British infantry were to get until the summer of 1918, but in 
1914 they weren’t there for long. They were both forced to withdraw back across the canal 
with 2 KOSB being particularly hard pressed by the Germans throughout the Battle, as were 
1st Gordon Highlanders in which local men were also serving.  
 
It was a day of heavy fighting and although the Germans made gains across the Canal, as 
dusk fell the BEF was still reasonably intact in most of its original positions and ready to 
make a fight of it in the fall-back positions. These were in pit bings and buildings to the south 
of the town. However, during the night, the French on the British right had started to retreat 
and the BEF had no option but to withdraw also. This was the start of a two week, 200 mile, 
fighting retreat, which ended at the River Marne near Paris, but of which the British public 
knew nothing at the time. 
 
On the single day of the Battle of Mons the total British casualties were just over 1,600 men 
of all ranks killed, wounded and missing. About half of them were from just 2 battalions – 400 
from the 4th Middlesex and 300 of the 2nd Royal Irish, both of whom had been in the canal 
salient where the heaviest fighting took place. Official British reports put the German losses 
at over 5,000 and although that is probably an exaggeration, German losses were higher 
than the British. On the other hand, at this stage of the war the Germans could sustain 
higher losses than the British and still press on.  
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 Battle of Le Cateau 26th August 1914 

 
During the night of 23 / 24th August the British Army began its retreat in good order, heading 
in a south-westerly direction, pursued by the German 1st Army. However, it had to fight one 
other major engagement during the retreat. The two Army Corps which made up the BEF 
had to split to pass on either side of the Forest of Mormal. By nightfall on the 25th August 
1914 II Corps was being closely pursued by the German First Army. I Corps was some way 
away to the east, and although the newly-arrived 4th Division was moving up alongside II 
Corps, it was clear to the Corps Commander that the disorganised and greatly fatigued units 
faced a calamity the next day if the withdrawal was forced to continue. He had 55,000 
soldiers under his command but was facing German forces numbering 140,000 so it was a 
brave decision to stand and fight. It was also a controversial one with some senior officers at 
the time, particularly Sir John French the Commander-in-Chief of the BEF, but it was the 
right decision and saved the greater part of the BEF, albeit at quite a cost in casualties. 
However, the battle was characterised by confusion, caused firstly by orders being regularly 
countermanded and secondly by French troops passing through the area to the rear of the 
BEF and getting mixed up with some BEF units. On the other hand, the French helped to 
secure the BEF’s flank. 
 

 
Sir John French British C-in-C 

 
It was an infantry and artillery fight on virtually open ground with British rifle fire and shrapnel 
shells often fired over open sights, taking a considerable toll of the German forces. Having 
fought hard all day against superior numbers, most of the BEF forces made a timely 
withdrawal; otherwise they would have been destroyed. Unfortunately the order to withdraw 
did not reach a company of 2 KOSBs or the whole battalion of 1 Gordon Highlanders and 
they were wiped out as a fighting force that day. The gain for the British was not only that 
they had extricated II Corps from a potentially disastrous situation, but also they had held up 
the German timetable for another few days. 
 
However, this was first battle of the war in which the BEF sustained considerable losses. Of 
the 55,000 men from II Corps and the 4th Division who took part in the battle, no less than 
7,182 were casualties. German losses were equally heavy.  
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Although the Battle of Le Cateau only involved the 4th Division (which was newly arrived from 
England having been held back to counter any possible German invasion) and II Corp, local 
men fought in the battle in a number of battalions - 2 Royal Scots, 1 Gordon Highlanders, 1 
Royal Scots Fusiliers, 2 Kings Own Scottish Borderers, 1 Scottish Rifles (The Cameronians), 
2 Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders and 2 Manchester Regiment, while 2nd Seaforth 
Highlanders were in the 4th Division.  
 
After the battle both BEF Corps were re-united and began a 200 mile retreat southwards, 
over the next two weeks, to the banks of the River Marne, just to the north-east of Paris. It 
was a bloody, fighting retreat in searing heat and dust with soldiers having to march 20 miles 
a day while being called into action frequently, as is recounted by some of the soldiers in the 
Soldiers Speaking section of the article.  
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The Retreat from Mons 
 

 
 

Retreat to the Marne Cameronian Pipers 
 

 
 The Miracle of the Marne 5th – 10th September 1914 

 
The retreat ended because of a major tactical error on the part of the commander of the 
German First Army who swung his forces east hoping to envelope the French – he thought 
the BEF was retreating south-west instead of south. In doing so he exposed his flanks not 
only to the BEF but also to the French, whose soldiers famously poured out of Paris in taxis 
and buses to attack the Germans. The Battle of the Marne was fought astride the River 
Marne just to the north-east of Paris and lasted from 5th to the 10th September 1914. It was 
the first British and French victory of the war and although the BEF was involved and took 
heavy casualties, it was a battle dominated by the French and Germans as the numbers 
below show. 
 

 
French Troops Taxis to the Marne 
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The Marne Before and After 

 
In one of the few blood-thirsty accounts in Soldiers Speaking, one of the local men tells of 
the British soldiers’ understandable pleasure in being able to turn the tables on the Germans 
and of shooting at them as they scrambled back across the Marne. The BEF recrossed the 
Marne on the 9th September heading north this time and the Germans broke off the 
engagement. The Germans started to retreat northward towards the River Aisne, 56 miles 
away, on the 10th September, with the allies in close pursuit for the next few days. The Battle 
of the Marne saved Paris and it also signalled an end to the German plan for a quick knock-
out blow in the west. 
 
However, it came at quite a cost. The BEF casualties were 12,733 killed, wounded or 
missing. The French and German figures are unofficial, but are as accurate as we’re likely to 
get now. The French, who had almost 900,000 soldiers involved in the battle, took 250,000 
casualties. The total French and British killed is given as 81,700 of whom 1,700 were British 
and 80,000 French. The Germans, who had 1,485,000 men involved are said to have had 
256,000 casualties. 
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British Troops at the Marne 

 
 The Battle of the Aisne 13th – 27 September 1914 

 
The Aisne is yet another river which flows in an east – west direction and is between 30 and 
100 yards wide where most of the fighting took place. The Germans decided to make a 
stand on its north bank, not just because the broad river presented an obstacle to the 
pursuing allies but because immediately to the north of the river was a long ridge, 165 feet 
high behind which was a 5 mile wide plateau which was heavily forested. The face of the 
escarpment was mainly cliffs but there were a number of gullies running down towards the 
river which provided paths and tracks up onto the ridge.  
 
Although the Germans had blown many of the bridges across the river, they were still in full 
retreat towards the ridge where they were going to make a stand and they left a few bridges 
damaged but still standing as well as a few boats and material such as planks for making a 
crossing. So the French and BEF crossed the river with less difficulty and losses than might 
have been expected.  
 

 
The Aisne Pontoons 
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The ridge was a different matter altogether. Although some allied units did scale the heights 
on the day they crossed the Aisne – 13th September – the Germans had dug in on the 
plateau and stood their ground. They defended themselves by digging deep trenches and it 
was on that plateau that the era of trench warfare began on the Western Front. At the 
eastern end of the ridge there was a more gradual slope which did offer a better prospect for 
attack, but attacking a well-prepared enemy up a hill is never an easy prospect.  
 
And the Germans were well-prepared. They had plenty of heavy artillery positioned about 
two miles behind the ridge as well as machine guns covering every approach, and of course 
they were quite well dug in in their trenches.  
 
Finally, they were about to introduce a new hand grenade which proved to be excellent for 
close-order fighting and to which the allies had as yet no effective equivalent. Why anyone 
would want to attack an enemy who is superior in numbers, equipment and cover, up a hill, 
is a mystery to us to-day, but the Allied commanders, both French and British, apparently 
believed that they had the Germans on the run, and ordered our troops to attack the ridge 
both frontally from the south and laterally from the east.  
 
Fog helped the BEF cross the river in force on the night of 13th / 14th September and they 
then began a frontal attack up the paths on escarpment under cover of the fog while the 
French attacked on the eastern flank. Allied troops did reach the plateau but as soon as the 
fog cleared on the 14th September, they were an easy target for artillery and machine guns. 
Successive Allied attacks ended in failure, although both the French and the BEF did 
manage to cling on to some positions on the ridge. Seeking cover, they, too, started to dig 
trenches – though it almost goes without saying that the BEF had no entrenching tools and 
had to forage round local farms for picks and shovels.  
 
The Germans did manage to push the BEF back from their gains of the first day, but their 
attacks were halted by the British with heavy German casualties. Although heavy fighting 
continued sporadically until the 27th September, the issue was really decided in the first 
couple of days – 13th – 15th September.  
 
By the 27th September the fighting had petered out and the 20 mile stretch of front line on 
the Aisne was a microcosm of what the whole western front was just about to become for the 
next four years – stalemate, with two fortified trench systems facing each other with 
sporadic, largely unsuccessful, attempts by both sides to dislodge the opposition.  
 
All of the BEF battalions in which local men served took part in the Battle of the Aisne. BEF 
casualties during the battle were around 13,500 men killed, wounded and missing. I Corps 
lost 3,500 men between 13th and 15th September 1914 alone, while it’s reckoned that the 
Germans suffered only slightly less casualties.  
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 The “Race to the Sea” 
 
During the Battle of the Aisne both sides sought to break the deadlock by outflanking the 
other in the 100 miles of open country to the north of the two armies and getting round their 
enemy’s northern flank. Thus from 17th September onwards there began a series of running 
fights in a northerly direction with each side leap-frogging the other. Since there was a finite 
amount of space in which these attempts to outflank could take place – they couldn’t go any 
further than the Channel to the north-west - it was obvious that as each side blocked the 
other’s moves north-westward, there soon would be no more space left and there would be 
two lines of trenches facing each other with the war of movement stopping and a deadly war 
of attrition in trenches taking its place. Which is, of course, exactly what happened. 
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This push to the north-west was called the “Race to the Sea” which wasn’t strictly accurate 
since the sector to the immediate south of the Channel was already held by the Belgian 
Army, which by virtue of flooding the countryside near the coast, stopped the Germans in 
their tracks. This area, plus the Ypres Salient, was the only part of Belgium which the Allies 
managed to deny to the Germans until the summer of 1918. The “race” actually ended 
around the town of Ypres in Belgian Flanders where the last gap in the western front line 
was plugged.  
 
While this was going on there was still a Belgian Field Army defending Antwerp and 
threatening German lines of communications. Germany already occupied most of Belgium 
but it decided to capture Antwerp and eradicate the threat. Britain obviously wanted to 
maintain the threat from Antwerp for as long as possible and it sent a newly-formed Royal 
Naval Division to help the Belgians as well as promising two more - the 7thRegular Division 
and 3rd Cavalry Division. They landed at Ostend and Zeebrugge but never got to Antwerp, 
which the Germans captured on 10th October 1914. Instead they covered the retreat of the 
Belgian Army to the north of the Allied line and then headed south to help in the defence of 
the town of Ypres. These divisions took up positions in an arc to the north and east of Ypres 
and were soon heavily involved in the fighting of the First Battle of Ypres, which started in 
the sector which they were holding. 
 
The last of the attempted outflanking movements took place further south in October and 
November 1914 involving troops who had been withdrawn from the fighting on the Aisne 
much further south and had been sent north by train to positions from Armentieres to 
Messines which is about 6 miles south of Ypres. From 12th – 27th October 1914 the Battle of 
La Bassee / Armentieres was fought in French Flanders, about 10 miles south of the Belgian 
Border and just to the south-west of Lille which was in German hands by that time. 
 

 
 

La Bassee Ruins 
 
The Battle of Messines 12th October – 2nd November started on the same day as La Bassee 
but lasted about one week longer. Messines is over the border in Belgian Flanders. 
 
They were the last of the battles of movement and mark the end of the Race to the Sea.  
In addition to the BEF and French troops sent up from the south, there were fresh British 
troops newly-landed from the channel ports and they were sent straight into these battles. 
The original British plan was that they would attack the Germans, but a much greater force 
of Germans attacked before the British could get in their planned attack. These Battles which 



66 
 

started on 12th October saw the Germans push the Allies back but they couldn’t make a 
breakthrough. Both sides suffered considerable losses and it was the lack of success here 
which made the Germans switch their attention to the Belgian town of Ypres, which they had 
correctly identified as an Allied weak spot. So the fighting eventually merged into the first 
great battle of WW1, the First Battle of Ypres (20th October – 22nd November 1914).  
 

 
 
 
 
 

Ypres 19th October 1914 
 

 20th October – 22nd November 1914 First Battle of Ypres 
 
It’s hard to believe that the Germans entered Ypres on 7th October 1914, totally unopposed. 
They took as much food, hay for the horses and money as they could find and then left again 
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the next day, 8th October, without encountering any opposition. That decision to leave was a 
huge mistake which the Germans must have regretted over the next four years. At any time 
up until early October the Germans could have marched through Ypres and on to the 
Channel ports with virtually no opposition. But the German High Command, still fixated on its 
master plan and underestimating the opposition threw away that opportunity which shows 
that the British High Command didn’t have a monopoly of incompetence and errors of 
judgement. In fact these features were pretty liberally spread amongst the Commanders of 
all the countries engaged in the war on both sides.  

 
 

Ypres Before the War 
 
By early October the Allies realised the dangers which would ensue if the land around Ypres 
fell into German hands and the 7th and 3rd Cavalry Divisions were ordered to take up 
positions to defend Ypres. They arrived to the north and east of Ypres on 14th October 1914 
after a two day forced marched from Ghent (they had been covering the Belgian Army’s 
retreat behind the River Yser) and were nor a moment too soon in arriving.  
 
As this battle began, both sides were still seeking the elusive outflanking movement and the 
flat country around Ypres was not only the last chance they would have to outflank their 
enemy, but to both sides it looked ideal for that purpose. As a result they both stuck to the 
fight at Ypres much longer than the results or the horrendous losses justified for either side. 
For the British there was the added incentive that Ypres was an important railway and road 
junction and if it was lost it would give the Germans an open road to the channel ports. The 
BEF, therefore, was determined to defend Ypres at all costs and of course the greater the 
losses the more determined the defence, so that the blood sacrifice was not in vain. 
Naturally enough the German Army thinking was much the same – in fact their sacrifice of 
young students took on a name and mystique of its own – the Kindermond (the Massacre of 
the Children or Innocents) which was adopted later by the Nazis as a rallying call for 
sacrifice. 
 
Both sets of commanders were correct in thinking that the open countryside lent itself to a 
war of movement, but it was and remained through the war, about as inappropriate ground 
as could be found for a static slogging match. The water table was only two or so feet below 
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the surface for a lot of that ground and the trenches which were dug quickly filled with water. 
Later in the war various solutions to that problem were attempted from pumps in the 
trenches and dugouts, to building trenches above ground (which were easy targets for 
artillery and had to have front parapets of at least 8 feet thick).  
 
During the 1st Battle of Ypres however all of this was just being discovered. The British held 
the line north and south of Ypres and a salient formed to the east of the town during the 
fighting which was about 6 miles deep on three sides of Ypres - the west was firmly in allied 
control. Eventually the front line in the Ypres Salient extended over 20 miles from north to 
south. Many of the places on the front line became some of the best known names of the 
war – Ploegsteert, Messines, the Menin Road, Gheluvelt, Polygon Wood, Langemarck – 
even a Dumbarton Wood. The front line of the Salient stuck out well into the German-held 
territory, so they were always likely to be tempted to attack it.  
 
To begin with the line was not continuous but consisted of very many short stretches of 
shallow trenches on the British side, to which the British soldiers clung tenaciously, but 
which were very open to German sniping and mortaring from many different directions 
because they were overlooked by the Germans. The British soldiers couldn’t move during 
the day without making themselves targets, while at night the Germans kept up pressure 
with flares and trench mortars. The shape of the line and trenches was a major contributory 
factor to the British losses. The British High Command didn’t want to straighten the line, 
which would have meant vacating ground on which a considerable blood sacrifice had 
already been made. 
 
The BEF took many casualties each day even outwith the major actions, and many local 
men were killed and wounded in this battle at various points on the front. We know quite a lot 
about what happened to some of them, which appears in the short biographies of those who 
were killed and some of the wounded. 
 

There were actually 3 phases of the fighting 
which collectively took on the name of the 
“1st Battle of Ypres”. 
 

1. The Battle of Langemarck, 21 - 24 
October 1914  

 
The British troops which had been covering 
the Belgian Army’s retreat along the coast 
after the fall of Antwerp were sent south as 
soon as the Belgians had established 
themselves behind the river Yser. These 
British units arrived in the Belgian Town of 
Ypres on the 13th October 1914 and started 
entrenching on the 14th on the north east of 
the town. The initial plan was that they 
would join up with General Haig’s I Corps 

and attack the German right flank to try to get round it. Not least of the problems with that 
plan was that the Germans had finally awoken to the possibility of capturing the north-
eastern French Channel ports through which the BEF was supplied. They had correctly 
identified Ypres as a weak point in the Allied line - in fact the line didn’t really exist at this 
stage - and were planning an attack of their own. The German Army designated to make the 
attack was considerably larger than the British force. However neither side had any 
intelligence about the other’s strengths or plans when they bumped into each other on 21st 
October 1914. The collision took place a few miles north-east of Ypres at the village of 
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Langemarck and next day spread south-eastwards to involve the whole arc of shallow British 
trenches around the town of Ypres.  
 
The German attack of 22nd October came from the north on Langemarck and also from the 
south-east of Ypres. The rifle fire of the BEF was again key to repulsing the repeated mass 
attacks of the Germans but ground changed hands a number of times on 22nd and 23rd 
October. French troops joined the British on the 23rd and helped the BEF to hold on to what 
it had. On the 24th October the French re-took the village of Zonnebeke which the British had 
lost the previous day with heavy losses. This was the area in which 2 Scots Guards and 2 
Gordon Highlanders were fighting and taking punishing losses against far more numerous 
forces.  
 
24th October saw the fighting in the north die down and the German switch their attacks a 
mile or so further south where bitter hand-to-hand fighting took place at Polygon Wood and 
the village of Gheluvelt. It was a close-run thing but the Allied line held.  
 

1st Battle of Ypres 
 

2. The Battle of Gheluvelt, 29 - 31 
October 1914  

 
There were a few days of relative quiet before 
the Germans made another attempt at break-
through this time in the sector of line between 
Ploegsteert Wood and Gheluvelt, at the 
southern end of what was rapidly becoming 
the Ypres Salient.  
 
On the morning of 29th October German 
infantry made repeated attacks on both sides 
of the Menin Road against the British 1st and 
7th Divisions, forcing them back to Gheluvelt. 
The next day, the 30th October saw more 

bitter fighting but again the British troops prevented a breakthrough.  
 
On Saturday 31st October came the main German assault concentrated on Gheluvelt. After 
intensive German shelling a second attack did achieve a breakthrough and a gap had been 
made in the British line only 4 miles east of Ypres. A counter attack by what was left of 2nd 
Battalion Worcestershire Regiment achieved the seemingly-impossible and recaptured 
Gheluvelt and closed the gap in the line. Another close-run battle and again the casualties 
were heavy on both sides. 1 Black Watch, 1 Scots Guards, 2 Royal Scots Fusiliers, 2 
Gordon Highlanders and 2 Scots Guards were all involved in this vicious battle.  
 

3. The Battle of Nonne Bosschen, 11th November 1914.  
 
There was a lull in the fighting for about a week after 31st October and although cold and wet 
winter weather set in, the German High Command was planning a final bid for a 
breakthrough before the weather ruled it out altogether. By this time the units of the BEF 
holding the immediate area around the town of Ypres numbered only about 7,850 men and 
they were facing elite German battalions totalling 17,500 men including many fresh troops.  
On 11th November 1914 twelve and a half German divisions attacked on a 9 mile front from 
Messines in the South to Reutel in the centre of the Salient. The heaviest-yet artillery 
barrage experienced by the BEF preceded the attack which started at 9 am. The main 
assault came just north of the Menin Road and fell on 1 Black Watch, 1 Scots Guards and 1 
Queen’s Own Cameron Highlanders. Although most of the line held, the Germans did 

http://www.cwgc.org/ypres/content.asp?id=51&menu=subsub
http://www.cwgc.org/ypres/content.asp?id=54&menu=subsub
http://www.cwgc.org/ypres/content.asp?id=58&menu=subsub
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achieve a breakthrough south-west of Polygon Wood and a 1,000 yard gap was opened up 
in a section of the line held by the 1st (Guards) Brigade which had already taken heavy 
casualties at Ghevulet. The Germans got beyond the village of Nonne Bosschen by about 
10.00 am but a counterattack in the afternoon drove the Germans back from Nonne 
Bosschen and that was the end of their hopes for a breakthrough in 1914.  
 
The heaviest of the fighting in the immediate vicinity of Ypres eventually petered out in the 
bad weather and men were as likely to be out of action through frostbite or exposure as 
through a wound.  
 
The official closing date of the First Battle of Ypres is given as 22nd November 1914, but 
casualties in the badly-built and badly positioned British trenches continued on a daily basis 
right up until the Christmas Truce, while many local men were involved in the Winter 
Operations of December 1914. However, the last gap in the Race to the Sea had been 
closed and with that the war of movement was over until 1918. The years of trench warfare 
and sterile attrition on the Western Front were now under way - the trenches stretched 450 
miles from the Channel to the Swiss Border  
 
Ypres became known as the graveyard of the BEF and no wonder. In the 1st Battle of Ypres 
alone 8,600 British soldiers were killed, and total British casualties were around 60,000. At 
the end of the Battle the British had to ask the French to take over the northern part of the 
Salient.  In December 1914 the British only had enough troops to hold about 25 miles of the 
Western Front, about the same as the Belgium Army. The French held all of the rest.  
 

 
 

Ypres Salient 
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Ypres Destruction 
 
 

 Winter Operations 1914 

 
So far, all of the fighting in which the BEF had been involved had either been forced on them 
by German attacks or were counter-attacks to drive the Germans back from positions which 
the BEF had lost. And indeed in December 1914 the Germans continued with probing 
attacks of their own, even tunnelling under the British line and setting off mines at Givenchy. 
Until now British counter-attacks all had clear objectives and a justification which spoke for 
itself – the survival of the BEF.  
 
Now, however, after the costly Battle of Ypres had ended about 22nd November 1914, both 
the French and British Commanders in Chief embarked on what can only be called vanity 
attacks at the southern end of the Ypres Salient.  
 
Most had no clear objectives, were ill-prepared and executed and had no chance of success. 
They were also very costly to battalions already exhausted from the fighting at 1st Ypres and 
costly, too, to men from this area as a look at the Dead and Casualties section will show.  
 
Men from 2 Scots Guards at Rouges Bancs (18th December), 2 Royal Scots and 1 Gordon 
Highlanders at Wytschaete and 1 HLI, 1 Scots Guards and 1 Black Watch at Givenchy. Most 
of these battalions were exhausted and depleted from the fighting of 1st Battle of Ypres and 
were expecting some rest over the winter months. The High Command thought otherwise. 
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Winter Operations 1914 

 

 The Action at Wytschaete / Petit Bois 

 
In case the comments above seem harsh, consider this diary entry of a young staff officer of 
the 3rd Division, Billy Congreve, who later won the VC before being killed during the Battle of 
the Somme in 1916. The entry is for the 15th December 1914, the day after the Action and it 
describes what happened. 
 
"Yesterday we made an attack and, as we only put two battalions into it, the attack naturally 
failed. We had about 400 casualties. It is very depressing. I should have thought that we had 
learnt our lesson at Neuve Chapelle (in October 1914) about unsupported attacks, but it 
seems not. The truth of the matter is this I believe: Sir John French wanted to see the Army 
on the offensive, so an attack on the Petit Bois was arranged. Then later, for some reason or 
other, it was decided to also attack Maedelstede Farm. Sir John, Sir H. Smith-Dorrien, HRH 
the Prince of Wales and many other lights of the Gilded Staff sat about on the 
Scherpenberg, and watched the preliminary bombardment by ours and the 5th Division's 
artillery - and then saw these two unfortunate battalions (1 Gordon Highlanders and 2 Royal 
Scots) go to more or less certain failure. The reason why? Because it was considered time 
to be able to report some form of victory. It failed and the reason is obvious". 

 
The two battalions were ordered to attack at right angles to each other which meant that 
there were Germans on both their flanks creating a cross-fire. The Royal Scots made some 
progress to begin with but soon came under both frontal and cross fire and although they 
gained part of the German trenches and took some prisoners the attack was halted by the 
Germans with substantial losses to 2 RS.  
 
The Gordons fared even worse. They were sent out to attack up a hill over a ploughed field 
in which the mud was a foot deep and straight into fire from machine guns both on their front 
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and from their side. It was a slaughter, and the battalion lost 7 out of 9 officers and 250 men 
without getting near to taking the German trenches. 
 
We’ll leave the last word on Wytschaete to Billy Congreve: 
 
“Such was the attack ordered by Sir John French. Next day, I read in the paper 'British 
troops hurl back Germans at Wytschaete'. A beautiful epitaph for those poor Gordons who 
were little better than murdered". 
 

 Battle of Givenchy 19th-22nd December 1914 

 
You might have thought that Sir John French and his General Staff would have learned 
something from the waste of men’s lives at Wytschaete, but sadly that would be to under-
estimate their capacity for self-delusion. Wytschaete was bad but Givenchy was worse. The 
French asked the British to help relieve the pressure on them at Arras by attacking the 
Germans from the Ypres Salient. On 17th December the British Commander-in-Chief, Sir 
John French, agreed to the request and ordered that the units in the part of the line around 
Givenchy, 21 miles to the south of Wytschaete at the southern end of the British line should 
attack the Germans “vigourously”. Again that plan was ill-thought out with no clear objectives 
and without proper resources (the British artillery was limited to only 40 shells per gun) 
pitting the BEF against formidable German forces and artillery, who were in well-prepared 
defensive positions.  
 
There were two particular aspects of the plan which virtually guaranteed failure. The first was 
the very same tactic of frontal attack that had been tried a few days before and had failed 
with heavy losses. The second was that a major component of the attacking forces, the 
Indian Corps, was in poor shape. It consisted of the Lahore and Meerut Divisions which had 
arrived in Flanders in early October 1914 and played a significant part in the 1st Battle of 
Ypres. The Corps distinguished itself in the fighting and had taken about 6,000 casualties 
since arriving in Flanders, most during the Battle of Ypres but many during pointless local 
attacks after the Battle. What exacerbated this was that the Indian troops (there were some 
British “overseas” battalions serving with them including 1 Highland Light Infantry and 1 
Seaforth Highlanders) had no warm clothes with which to combat the winter weather and to 
which the Indians were unaccustomed; also, they were not receiving their Indian rations. So 
by mid December they were dropping out from frostbite, exposure, trench-foot and 
undernourishment and not surprisingly their morale was low. 
 
All of this was well known to the Army high command, but when the planned attacks took 
place the Indian Corps was at the centre of them. The Corps attacked along with some BEF 
units about 3 am on the morning of 19th December 1914 – a cold rainy morning. The 1 HLI 
was in an attack with its Indian counterparts at Givenchy and actually got into the German 
front line trenches but at great cost. The Germans retaliation the next day, the 20th, was 
overwhelming. Not only did they attack the trenches with artillery and trench-mortars, they 
also blew up 10 small mines in tunnels under the British lines, including trenches 
immediately adjacent to 1st Seaforths. The Germans then attacked with their infantry and 
nearly broke through at Festubert and Givenchy. About 830 British soldiers were taken 
prisoner.  
 
The 1st (Guards) and 3rd Brigade had to be sent to retrieve the situation and took 1,600 
casualties in doing so. Many of these casualties and the Indian Corps casualties were 
suffering from exposure and frostbite as they held on in flooded trenches and freezing rain 
without cover for 2 or 3 days. The Scottish battalions – 1 Scots Guards, 1 Black Watch, 1 
HLI, 1 Seaforth Highlanders - as well as the Indian Corps suffered particularly heavily. In all, 
the British and Indian units suffered over 4,000 casualties as against about 2,000 for the 
Germans.  
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This whole fiasco was for absolutely no strategic gain. In fact, this was arguably the first 
British strategic loss of the war, because the Indian Corps, feeling that it had been 
particularly hard done by, was threatening mutiny and had to be withdrawn from the front. 
One other by-product of the Battle of Givenchy was the 1914 Christmas Truce: a ceasefire 
was organised to allow for the retrieval and burying of the dead of both sides from the 
fighting at Givenchy.  
 

 
Christmas Truce 1914 

 
 

 
Western Front December 1914 
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The Fighting by Battalion August – December 1914 
 
It was the home battalions of each regiment who went to France as part of the BEF in 
August / September 1914. Almost all of the overseas battalions of Scottish regiments were 
rushed to France between September and October 1914, although one didn’t make it until 
December and another went to Gallipoli in 1915 without going to France. In all cases it is the 
regiment’s home battalion whose war experiences are described first, since they were 
involved in the War first.  

 
Argyll and Southern Highlanders 

 
 2nd Battalion Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders (2 ASH), 19th Brigade, 6th Division 

III corps 

 
2 ASH was the battalion in which most local men were serving and it is also the one in which 
most local men were killed or wounded in 1914. 2 men were killed and 13 were wounded, 
making 15 local casualties. 
 
Thanks to Captain (later Lt Colonel) Hyslop’s diary we have a pretty comprehensive picture 
of 2 ASH’s first four and a half months of war. When war was declared 2 ASH was based at 
Fort George near Inverness (it had been called back from a field exercise at Blair Atholl 
some days before as a precautionary measure). The regimental reservists assembled at 
Stirling Castle, which was the Regimental Depot; the local men would have travelled through 
to Stirling on the Balloch – Stirling Railway. Within a couple of days two groups of reservists 
totalling 700 men travelled up to Fort George by train. There they were kitted out and details 
such as next of kin were recorded.  
 
The battalion took a day to travel down to Southampton, where it embarked for France 
arriving in Boulogne at about 9 am on 11th August, being the first British fighting soldiers to 
land in France. When 2 ASH left Boulogne it moved with the BEF towards its concentration 
area near Valenciennes, prior to moving into Belgium. On reaching Valenciennes 2 ASH was 
transferred to 19th Brigade, an independent brigade which took up position on the left wing of 
the BEF at Mons.  
 
Although it was the first fighting battalion to land in France in August 1914, its designated 
role was, to begin with, to act as Lines of Communications troops, guarding the BEF’s lines 
of communications from the French Channel ports to the front line. In that role it reported 
directly to General Headquarters of the BEF and did not join a Division until 12th October 
1914, when it joined the 6th Division in the III corps, but that didn’t stop it taking part in all the 
fighting up until that date. 
 
The Battalion was at Mons where its positions did not come under attack. It was first 
seriously engaged in the fighting a few days later (26th August 1914) at the Battle of Le 
Cateau, in support of the Suffolk and Manchester Regiments on the eastern flank of the 
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battle. At Le Cateau a very stubborn resistance was put up by half a company of the Argylls 
and a party of the Suffolk Regiment, of which the British Official History says 
 
“The Suffolks and the Argylls opened rapid fire to their front with terrific effect, ...until a rush 
of enemy from the rear broke down all resistance and the Suffolks and the Argyll were 
overwhelmed. They had been under constant bombardment for 9 hours and fought to the 
very last.”  

 
Lance Corporal Thomas Knox of Alexandria reckoned that 2 ASH had taken between 300 
and 400 casualties at Le Cateau; he probably wasn’t far out. It was actions like these, which 
took place at various places at Le Cateau which prevented the British Army from being 
totally crushed by the Germans after only 4-5 days of fighting and allowed it to escape to 
continue the retreat – and the fight.  
 
During the 200 mile retreat to the Marne all units were split up and suffered great hardships, 
marching in the heat and dust and fighting without respite, but by September 5th all survivors 
of the battalion were re-united and participated in the Battle of the Marne and the 
subsequent advance to Aisne.  
 
On the 18th September the Race to the Sea began, and hard fighting and heavy casualties 
were incurred. The Battalion was sent by train to join the 6th Division on 12th October 1914 
just in time to fight around Fromelles in the Battle of La Bassee / Armentieres at the southern 
end of the British line. Private Robert Coubrough wrote home telling of being wounded by 
shrapnel at Fromelles. Heavy fighting took place all along the line with the Germans making 
almost daily attacks in the second part of October. The last big attack on 2 ASH was early in 
the morning of 29th October. Like many German attacks it was a close run thing but reserves 
helped 19th Brigade including 2 ASH to keep the Germans at bay.  
 
As this battle drew to a close the 1st Battle of Ypres began and 2 ASH moved a few miles 
north to positions around the town of Ploegsteert, including occupying trenches in 
Ploegsteert Wood. They moved into the front-line here on 7th November in something of a 
hurry to reinforce units which were under severe pressure and were running out of men. 2 
ASH were billeted in the town of Ploegsteert which was shelled for the first time during 
Sunday services on 8th November, sending women and children, who were attending the 
service, running home (nearly all of the men of the town were already in the French Army). 
On 9th November the Battalion was ordered to make a night-time attack which was regarded 
by the officers as a waste of time, not least because they weren’t sure even in daylight of the 
exact location of the German trenches they’d been ordered to attack in the dark. The results 
were inevitable and in this attack Private James Struthers of Renton was killed along with 
many others. The battalion was withdrawn from the front-line on 13th / 14th November as the 
weather continued to deteriorate. In the second half of November the Battalion received 3 
drafts of replacements totalling 330 men.   
 
The 1st Battle of Ypres stopped at the beginning of December and the battalion settled down 
to trench warfare near Armentieres 
 

 1st Battalion Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders, 81st Brigade 27th Division, V 
Corps (from January 1915) 

 

When war broke out 1 ASH were stationed in Dinapore, India. They did not leave India until 
19th October 1914 and a month later landed at Plymouth on 19 November 1914, from where 
they moved to Winchester.  
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The battalion sailed for France and landed at Le Havre on 20 December 1914 as part of 27th 
Division, which with the 28th Division became V Corps in January 1915. It took no part in 
fighting on the Western Front in 1914. 
 

 
The Black Watch 

 
 1st Battalion Black Watch (1BW), 1st (Guards) Brigade, 1st Division, I Corps. 

 
When war was declared on 4th August 1914, 1BW was at Aldershot. The Regimental Depot 
at the time was Queens Barracks in Perth. Reservists went to the Depot to rejoin before 
being sent on to Aldershot. The Regimental Diary records that so many Reservists rushed to 
join on the first day that the required documentation – names, addresses next of kin etc - 
was not only a bit shambolic, there were also some things missing from it.  
 
302 Reservists arrived in Aldershot from the Depot on 6th August, another 308 on the 7th and 
a final batch of 20 on the 8th August 1914, making 630 in total. When it embarked for France 
at Southampton on 13th August the battalion consisted of 31 officers and 1,031 soldiers. 
After arriving at Le Harve on the 14th August the battalion moved by train with the rest of the 
1st Division up into Belgium, where it took part in the fighting at Mons. The Germans pushed 
the BEF back, but its line of retreat was to the west of the Le Cateau and so it missed the 
Battle of Le Cateau. This was a short respite for 1 BW because throughout the retreat to the 
Marne it was under pressure from the Germans. The BW participated in all of the battles 
from the Marne (5-10 September) to the Aisne (13th – 23rd September).  
 
It took part in much of the heaviest fighting in the 1st Battle of Ypres (October – November 
1914), fighting in the battles of Langemarck (21– 24 October), Gheluvelt (29 – 31 October) 
and Nonne Bosschen (11 November 1914) in which the battalion fought to contain the 
attacks of numerically superior forces. Before the German attack on 11th November at 
Nonne Bosschen, in spite of having received some reinforcements the battalion had been 
reduced to 9 officers and 228 soldiers. The battalion was defending the line to the south and 
west of Polygon Wood. The main German attack came just north of the Menin Road and fell 
upon 1 Black Watch, 1 Scots Guards and 1 Queen’s Own Cameron Highlanders. In fierce 
fighting, 1 BW was initially pushed back but in the afternoon was able to retake the lost 
ground with the help of neighbouring units, and the line around Ypres held.  
 
On 12 November 1914, the day after the battle, the strength of the 1 BW had been reduced 
to 2 officers and 109 soldiers, so the Battalion had taken 126 casualties on 11th November 
during the day-long battle – 53% of its remaining soldiers. 
 
 Having succeeded in holding the line at Ypres, 1 BW was sent south to help contain the 
Germans at Givenchy in December 1914 during the so-called “Winter Operations”. Like all 
the battalions which took part in such heavy fighting 1st Black Watch took fearsome 
casualties. 
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 2nd Battalion Black Watch (2 BW), Bareilly Brigade, Meerut Division, Indian 
Corps 

 
When war broke out 2 BW were stationed in India as part of the Bareilly Brigade in the 
Meerut Division of the India Corps. On 21 September 1914 the battalion sailed for France 
with 24 Officers and 934 Soldiers, which was about 100 men short of its establishment. It 
arrived at Marseilles on 12 October and was taken north by train, going into the line on the 
extreme right of the British lines close to the village of Le Plantin, where it took its first 
casualties on 29th October 1914. Raids and German machine guns and shelling meant that 
there were regular casualties without the Battalion being in a major action until the Battle of 
Givenchy, part of the ill-fated 1914 “Winter Operations.  
 
As related elsewhere in this article, the Battle of Givenchy (8-22 December) was a totally 
unnecessary waste of Indian and British lives and 2 BW took part in it as part of the India 
Corps.  
 

 
The Cameron Highlanders 

 

 1st Battalion Queens Own Cameron Highlanders (1CH), 1st (Guards) Brigade, 1st 
Division, I Corps 

 
There were more men with local connections killed serving with the Cameron Highlanders 
during 1914 than any other – 4 whose homes were in the area and 2 others who had 
previously lived in Alexandria and Renton. In addition, another 4 of the Camerons were 
wounded. As you’ll see that reflected the very heavy losses that 1CH took, particularly in the 
Battle of the Aisne in September and at Givenchy in December after most of the heavy 
fighting was over for the rest of the BEF. 
 
The Regimental Depot for the Cameron Highlanders in 1914 was in Inverness and it was to 
Inverness that Reservists went, starting on 5th August on receiving their notices of 
mobilization. The 1st Battalion was stationed at Edinburgh Castle and the Reservists from 
both Battalions travelled on from Inverness to join it there, before the Battalion went by train 
to the south of England on 12th August, crossing over to Le Havre, where it landed on 14th 
August. On 15th August it travelled by train via Amiens and Rouen to Wassigny near Le 
Cateau in the BEF assembly area, where it detrained  
 
Part of the battalion acted as General Haig’s escort as the BEF moved up to Mons (he was 
the Commander of I Corps at the outbreak of the war) while the rest of the Battalion acted as 
Line of Communications troops. It took part in the night-time fighting at Landrecies (25th/26th 
August) but not the Battle of Le Cateau which took place during the day of 26th August 1914.  
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By 5th September the 1 CH was switched to 1st Division to replace a battalion which had 
taken very heavy losses. It then followed the BEF trail of retreat to Marne where the tide was 
turned and the BEF then started to push the Germans back. At the Battle of the Aisne (13th – 
27th September) the whole Battalion was involved in heavy fighting for the first time and at 
considerable cost. Captain John George Stewart-Murray, the youngest son of the Duke of 
Atholl, gave an account of the Camerons’ fight on the Aisne to his father in a letter dated 24th 
September 1914, written on a hospital ship taking him back to England.  

“On the 13th September we crossed the Aisne at Bourg and found the enemy occupying a 
strong position on the other side. On the 14th the Brigade took part in the attack on this 
position near a village called Van-dresse. I care to say little about the battle, as my poor 
regiment suffered so severely. They lost 17 officers and about 450 men. We fear 9 of these 
officers have been killed, 21 officers and about 900 men having been actually engaged. We 
were ordered to attack across an open plateau, exposed to the most awful shell fire. My 
company was the leading one, and suffered most severely. We went into action with 5 
officers and 221 men, the roll call after the battle showed no officers and 86 men. I myself 
was slightly wounded. My Company Sergeant Major was killed. I felt his loss very much, as 
we had done 10 years' service together continuously in the same company. Part of the Black 
Watch (who were on the right) and most of my company got almost as far as a sugar factory 
held by the enemy, only to be beaten back with tremendous losses.” 

Along with many other wounded from the Battle of the Aisne, Captain Stewart-Murray was 
put on an ambulance train, which proceeded at a snail's pace via Versailles, Angers and 
Nantes to St. Nazaire in the Bay of Biscay, arriving there Tuesday morning (22nd 
September) over two days and two nights in the train. At St Nazaire they were transferred to 
the hospital ship which took them to Southampton from where they were transferred to 
military hospitals.  
 
Having taken about 50% casualties in the Battle of the Aisne, 1CH had to be replenished 
with replacements but it never left the BEF fighting roster. The Battalion was in the Ypres 
Salient in time for the 1st Battle of Ypres. During the battle 1CH took part in major actions at 
Langemarck, Gheluvelt, and Nonne Bosschen. Nonne Bosschen was the Germans final 
attempt of 1914 to break the British line at Ypres and the main brunt of their attack fell on the 
sector in which 1CH was positioned, along with 1 SG and 1 BW. It was a close run thing, 
with both sides taking very heavy casualties, but the line held. On 12th November 1914, the 
day after the Battle of Nonne Bosschen, 1 Queen’s Own Cameron Highlanders strength was 
down to 2 officers and 140 men.  
 
As the Battle of Ypres petered out the battalion may have thought that the worst was behind 
them for 1914 and they could rest up for the winter. Not so, unfortunately. They were sent 
into action on the 20th December at the Battle of Givenchy where 1 CH were once again 
amongst the sacrificial lambs. With the other battalions of the 1st Division they were trying to 
stave off a German break-through. They fought on for two days in open country-side or 
flooded trenches in freezing rain with exposure and frostbite almost as deadly as bullets and 
shells. The Division took 1,682 casualties, 365 men being killed on 22nd December alone. No 
wonder Bonhill man Private William Forrest, who served in 1CH and was wounded, said at 
the end of 1914 said “It was simply hell all the time. In 6 weeks the Camerons lost at least 50 
officers and 1,700 men”. Few of his fellow Old Contemptibles would have disagreed with that 
description. 
 

 2nd Battalion Queens Own Cameron Highlanders (2CH), 81st Brigade, 27th 
Division, V Corps (from January 1915) 

 
In August 1914 2 CH were stationed in Poona, India. They didn’t leave for Europe until 16th 
October when they sailed from Bombay. The battalion didn’t get back to England until 16th 
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November 1914, landing at Devonport on 16 November 1914. From there they moved to 
Winchester and began to prepare for going to the Western Front. The battalion landed at Le 
Havre on 20th December 1914, but didn’t participate in any fighting before the year end. 
 

 
The Gordon Highlanders 

 

 1st Battalion Gordon Highlanders (1GH), 8th Brigade, 3rd Division, II Corps 

 
1 GH was another Highland battalion in which local men were killed and wounded in 1914 – 
2 were killed and 3 were wounded. 
 
The Gordon Highlanders depot was at Castlehill Barracks in Aberdeen in 1914, but the 5th 
August 1914 found the 1st Battalion at Plymouth. So the Reservists had to report to 
Aberdeen and then travel almost the whole length of the country to join the Battalion. It 
crossed to Boulogne on 14th August and moved up with the rest of the BEF to Mons in 
Belgium, taking part in the Battle of Mons (23rd August).  
 
Three days later on 26th August 1914 the 1st Battalion of the Gordon Highlanders was 
destroyed during the battle of Le Cateau after a breakdown in communications resulted in it 
not receiving the order to withdraw when the rest of II Corps fell back. Facing the German 
Army on its own, the Gordon soldiers stood their ground until they were surrounded and then 
overrun. The battalion was withdrawn from front line service, but not disbanded. 
Replacements were urgently gathered not only from other Gordons units but from other 
regiments, so that by mid September 1914 1GH was back in the front line, although that was 
not the end of the story about what had happened to the battalion at Le Cateau, as we’ll see 
below. 
 
Along with the rest of the BEF, 1 GH retreated the 200 miles to the Marne before joining the 
Race to the Sea. The last gap to be plugged by the BEF was securing the Ypres Salient 
against German attack. The Gordons took up position at the southern end of the Salient, as 
the 1st Battle of Ypres broke out. They fought throughout the Battle and when it was over 
instead of a long period of rest and recuperation 1 GH were then used in the so-called 
Winter Operations such as the action at Wytschaete on 14th December 1914 in which they 
endured further heavy losses. Vale man Charles Miller was killed on 14th December 1914 in 
that action. 
 
So great were their losses in 1914 that the Gordons had the unique and unwanted 
distinction of having to make a public appeal for information about 500 men of the regular 
battalions of the Gordons Highlanders who had been posted missing. On Tuesday 16th 
February 1915 the Adjutant at the Gordons depot is quoted in the Glasgow Herald asking 
relatives of the missing men if they have any information about their whereabouts. He 
thought he could account for only about 100 of them and says that the object of the inquiry is 
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to aid measures being taken for the relief of prisoners of war. However, the reality was that 
at that time no one knew who of the 400 was dead and who was a prisoner.  
 

 2nd Battalion Gordon Highlanders (2GH), 20th Brigade, 7th Division IV Corps 

 
One man from this area was killed serving with 2 GH in 1914.  
 
On the outbreak of war in August 1914 the 2nd Battalion of the Gordon Highlanders was in 
Cairo. It returned to England on 1st October 1914 landing at Southampton and moving to 
Lyndhurst in the New Forest where it stayed for 6 days or so. It came under the command of 
20th Brigade in the 7th Division and on the 7th October 1914 it landed as part of the 7th 
Division at Zeebrugge in Belgium and so became the second Scottish regiment to have both 
its regular battalions fighting on the Western Front at the same time. The plan was that 7th 
Division would help the Belgians in the defence of Antwerp, but it arrived too late to save 
Antwerp and instead 2GH and the rest of the Division covered the Belgian Army’s retreat to 
the position they held for the rest of the war, at the very northern end of the Allies trenches 
on the Western Front.  
 
2GH was then sent south to help defend Ypres where it was amongst the first British troops 
to arrive in what became the Ypres Salient. The battalion took up its positions just before the 
opening of the Battle of Ypres on 21st October 1914. It took part in the Battle of Ghevulet (29 
– 31st October 1914) where the Germans almost managed to break the British line. The 
Gordons were involved in some desperate fighting during which 2 GH suffered heavy losses. 
 
After the Battle of Ypres, the Battalion remained in trenches in the Salient for the rest of the 
year, but took no part in any further actions. However, it did take part in the Christmas Truce 
of 1914.  
 

 
The Highland Light Infantry 

 

 2nd Battalion Highland Light Infantry (2 HLI) 5th Brigade 2nd Division I Corps 

 
4 local men were wounded serving in 2 HLI during 1914.  
 
In 1914 the Regimental Headquarters for the HLI was still in Hamilton, although it moved to 
Maryhill Barracks in Glasgow in 1921. Regimental reservists on being recalled to the colours 
on 5th August reported to Hamilton before going down by train to Aldershot a few days later, 
where 2HLI was stationed (Aldershot was the headquarters of the British Army). It moved by 
train to Southampton and at 10 pm on 13th August it embarked on a ship called “Lake 
Michigan”. In his history of 2 HLI in the Great War, the then Captain Alexander Telfer 
Smollett records that as “they sailed down Southampton Water the pipers played aft and the 
whole ship’s company sang “On the Bonnie Bonnie Bank's o' Loch Lomond”. Since he was 
only a company commander at that time, it’s very unlikely that the battalion was singing Loch 
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Lomond just to please the owner of Cameron House, which Smollett had rented out for the 
duration anyway.  
 
2 HLI disembarked in Boulogne at 2pm on 14th August and was sent up by train to the BEF 
assembly area around Mauberge – Le Cateau close to the Belgian border. From there it 
marched up to the Belgian town of Mons and the first British encounter of the war with the 
Germany Army on Sunday 23rd August. 2 HLI were on the right wing of the British line at 
Mons and, although engaged, didn’t take part in the heaviest of that day’s fighting.  
 
Having started to retreat during the night of 23/24th August the battalion passed to the east of 
the Forest of Mormal on the 16 mile march back to the area around the town of Le Cateau. 
The retreat and subsequent battle of Le Cateau was surrounded by a lot of confusion of 
orders and counter-orders and although 2 HLI was involved in skirmishes with German 
patrols and cavalry on that day it did not take part in the Battle of Le Cateau on 26th August 
1914. After the battle the 200 mile fighting retreat to the Marne began.  
 
The Battalion received 104 reinforcements on 5th September just as the Battle of the Marne 
(5-10 September 1914) was starting. After the victory at the Marne it took part in the pursuit 
of the Germans up to and across the Aisne, where the Battalion took heavy casualties. As 
the Battle of the Aisne (13-27 September) ended in stalemate, 2 HLI had a short respite from 
the fighting. However, by the 20th October it was on the move again by train, this time 
northwards, in what was planned as an outflanking move but ended up as a desperate 
defense.  
 
It moved into position around Langemarck, a few miles to the north-east of Ypres, on 20th 
October just in time to meet the German attack, which was a belated attempt to break 
through to the Channel ports. Between 21st and 24th October very heavy fighting took place 
at Langemarck and 2HLI sustained heavy casualties. However, the line held and the 
Germans switched their attack to the south of Ypres in the area between the village of 
Gheluvelt and Messines, which was held by the British. The French, who with the Belgians 
had just halted the Germans at the Battle of Yser to the north of Ypres, agreed to take over 
the British positions around Langemarck and British troops including 2 HLI were sent south 
to try to hold off the Germans around Gheluvelt. 
 
In their new positions in the central and southern part of the Ypres Salient, the men of 2 HLI 
took part in both the Battle of Gheluvelt (29 - 31 October 1914 October 1914) and the Battle 
of Nonne Bosschen (11th November 1914), where they almost lost their supporting artillery.  
 
The fighting was at close-quarters and was brutal, so it’s no surprise that at the end of the 1st 
Battle of Ypres, only 32 of the original 800 or so men of 2nd Battalion HLI who sailed to 
France in August 1914 were available for front line service.  
 

 1st Battalion Highland Light Infantry (1HLI), Sirhind Brigade, Lahore Division 

 
One local man was wounded in December 1914 while serving with 1 HLI in France.  
 
On the outbreak of war, 1 HLI was the overseas battalion of the Regiment and was serving 
at Ambala in India as part of the Sirhind Brigade in the 3rd (Lahore) Division. The whole 
Division was ordered to France and 1 HLI travelled via Egypt where the Sirhind Brigade was 
briefly attached to the British forces getting ready to tackle the Turks. Since it had always 
been destined for France where the need for more men was constant and urgent, it was 
released to get on its way to France. Because it had been detained in Egypt it didn’t land at 
Marseilles until 1st December 1914 which was almost 2 months after the rest of the Indian 
forces had arrived.  
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It travelled by train the whole length of France up to Flanders, to the southern end of the 
front line near Givenchy, where it joined up with the rest of the Indian Corps. Within two 
weeks of arriving it was fighting in the Battle of Givenchy. In the Battle British losses were 
heavy - at least 4,000 casualties as against 2,000 Germans – and 1HLI suffered accordingly. 
 
 

 
King’s Own Scottish Borderers 

 

 2nd Battalion Kings Own Scottish Borderers (2 KOSB) 13th Brigade, 5th Division 
II Corps 

 
The Regimental Depot for the Kings Own Scottish Borderers was Berwick-on-Tweed and 
that’s where Reservists reported on mobilization. 2nd Battalion was stationed in Dublin on 
the outbreak of war and the reservists had to travel from Berwick to Dublin to join the 
Battalion. It sailed from Dublin to France on SS Gloucestershire, landing at Le Havre on 15th 
August 1914 and on 17th August was taken by train to Landrecies in the BEF assembly area. 
From there the Battalion marched up to Mons, taking up position on the straight section of 
the Mons-Conde canal to the west of Mons, with “D” company actually on the north side of 
the canal with virtually nothing between it and the on-coming German army. This was the 
furthest north that they or the rest of the BEF were to get for another four years, but it only 
lasted half a day before they had to retreat to the south side of the canal. 
 
On the 23rd August the Battalion came under attack from the Germans who were in cover in 
a plantation of fir trees and it took heavy casualties from machine guns as well as rifles, as 
did the other battalions on the west flank. In spite of that they beat the Germans back 
throughout the morning. By mid afternoon the BEF was forced to retreat to a second 
defensive line, but when the French army fell back during the night of 23/24th August it was 
not possible to hold that line and about 2 am on the 24th the BEF began a general retreat.   
 
2 KOSB took part in the Battle of Le Cateau on 26th August. This proved a costly 
engagement for the battalion because most of its “C” Company were surrounded and taken 
prisoner. The Battle did give II Corps some breathing space and the rest of the Battalion 
continued its retreat southwards fighting almost daily rearguard actions until it turned onto 
the attack at the Battle of the Marne. After attacking the Germans on the 8th September the 2 
KOSB re-crossed the Marne at Saacy on 9th September 1914, this time pursuing the 
Germans instead of the other way round.  
 
The Battle of the Aisne was where the Germans made their stand (13th – 27th September) 
and was pretty costly for 2 KOSB. Stalemate set in on the Aisne but the Race to the Sea had 
begun and 2 KOSB were sent northwards to join that. On 6th October they went by train to 
Abbeville and then marched into a series of actions from 12th October onwards, including an 
attack at La Bassee on 18th October, just prior to the Battle of La Bassee which began on 
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22nd October and in which Thomas Murphy of 2 KOSB became the first person from 
Alexandria to be killed in WW1.  
 
As the fighting shaped up for the 1st Battle of Ypres, the Battalion was moved north by buses 
to where it was needed most, taking part in the Battle of Messines about 6 miles south of 
Ypres. 300 KOSB’s took part in an attack on Messines on 31st October in a desperate 
attempt to recapture the town. 140 of the 300 were killed, wounded or missing.  
 
The Battalion was out of the line for about a week but on 6th November returned to the 
trenches further north in Nonne Bosschen Wood to take part in the 1st Battle of Ypres in 
which 2KOSB were almost continuously shelled for 13 days and had to beat off strong 
attacks on another two. When they were relieved on 19th November they had lost 19 men 
killed and 298 men wounded. They were only out of the trenches for about 2 weeks and then 
they returned to the front line on 5th December. 
 
2KOSB were sent to relieve the 1st Bedfordshire Regiment in the front line trenches, but the 
Bedfordshire’s diary records that they had to leave 3 officers and 200 men with the KOSB’s 
for 2 days since the Borderers were too weak to hold the line. They were there from 5th – 
22nd December and were even ordered to attack for a couple of days. It’s little wonder that 
the Battalion’s final stint in the front line for 1914 saw another 230 casualties – and this was 
in what was supposed to be a quiet period after the Battle of Ypres. Perhaps it’s not 
surprising that the KOSB’s did not take part in the Christmas Truce of 1914.  
 

 1st Battalion King’s Own Scottish Borderers (1KOSB), 87th Brigade, 29th 
Division. 

 
On the outbreak of war 1KOSB were in Lucknow, India. It was 28th December 1914 before 
they got back to England. On arrival they moved to Rugby and did not go to the Western 
Front in 1914. 
 

 
Loyal North Lancashire Regiment Insignia 

 
 

 1st Battalion Loyal North Lancashire Regiment (1LNLR), 2nd Brigade, 1st 
Division, I Corps 

 
One local man was wounded while serving with 1LNLR in 1914. 
 
The Loyal North Lancashire Regiment’s depot was at Fulwood Barracks, Preston but the 1st 
Battalion was stationed at Aldershot when war broke out, part of the 2nd Brigade in the 1st 
Division in I Corps. The reservists left Preston on 12th August and the battalion crossed to 
France on 13th August 1914, landing at Le Havre. From there they went to the BEF 
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assembly area by train before marching up to Mons with the rest of I Corps. 1LNLR was on 
the right wing of the BEF and was spared the heaviest of the fighting at Mons on 23rd 
August. Similarly at Le Cateau on the 26th August: I Corps, although involved in some 
skirmishing, did not take part in the battle. 
 
From there 1LNLR retreated to the Marne, a retreat which ended 5-10th September in the 
Battle of the Marne. The BEF went over to the offensive and pursued the Germans north for 
about 50 miles before the Germans made a stand on the high ground just north of the River 
Aisne. The Battle of the Aisne started on 13th September 1914 and on that day attacking up 
the Troyon spur of the escarpment to capture a sugar factory, the battalion sustained 
casualties of 14 officers and over 500 other ranks in its first major engagement of the war. 
 
The battalion didn’t drop out of the line but was sent to take part in the Race to the Sea. As 
that came to a close the 1 LNLR soldiers found themselves fighting the First Battle of Ypres 
from 23rd October, when they made a successful bayonet charge at the Kortekeer Cabaret, 
and then through the desperate crisis of the battle around Gheluvelt on October 31st, 
remaining in action until 14th November. 1 LNLR were engaged in constant fighting, 
withstanding repeated attacks at Nonne Bosschen 11th-13th November. The battle went 
back and forward as fresh German divisions were committed and the BEF hung on grimly 
with mounting losses. The BEF held out but at a horrendous cost – the LNLR was another 
battalion reduced by losses to about 200 men.  
 
That wasn’t the end of the losses in 1914 for the battalion. Again it received replacements 
from home to fill the great many gaps, but on 21st December, it was ordered to help the 
Indian Corps by retaking some captured trenches. The trenches were recaptured, but 
battalion casualties amounted to six officers and over four hundred men. So by the end of 
1914 the battalion’s casualties were well over 1,000 men.  
 
 

 
The Royal Scots 

 

 2nd Battalion Royal Scots (2 RS), 8th Brigade, 3rd Division, II Corps 

 
The Regimental Depot for the Royal Scots in 1914 was Glencorse Barracks in Edinburgh but 
the 2nd Battalion was stationed at Plymouth on the outbreak of war, being part of 8th Brigade 
of the 3rd Division in II Corps. The regimental reservists reported to Glencorse before 
travelling down to Plymouth. 2 RS was only about 500 men strong when war broke out and 
needed as many additional soldiers as it could get. Between 6th and 9th August over 700 
reservists and regulars joined the battalion at Plymouth, bringing its strength up to more than 
1,200 soldiers.  
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On 13th August 2 trains carried 2 RS to Southampton where it embarked on the SS 
Mombasa. The battalion sailed that evening for Boulogne and disembarked early on the 
afternoon of the 14th August. After spending a night at a rest camp in Boulogne, on 15th 
August it journeyed by train to the BEF assembly area just south of the Belgian border. 
There they spent a couple of days integrating the reservists with the regulars. On 20th 
August orders were given for the whole of the BEF to leave the concentration area and 
march up to Mons.  
 
Although it was holding an extended part of the front line at Mons and was heavily attacked 
twice during the Battle on 24th August, 2 RS’s casualties were light during the encounter. It 
withdrew along with the rest of the BEF during the night of 24th / 25th August and was on the 
march in the heat and dust for the next couple of days. As part of II Corps it took part in the 
Battle of Le Cateau; however it was positioned in the middle of the front line and the heaviest 
of fighting took place on the flanks for most of the day.  
 
It did lend a couple of platoons to 1 Gordons who were fighting alongside them and for 
whom Le Cateau was disastrous, but 2 RS’s own heaviest casualties came after it was 
ordered to withdraw. It had to do this in full view of the enemy, who were quick to exploit the 
situation. The two platoons who were fighting with the Gordons were overwhelmed along 
with the Gordons, because they did not receive the order to withdraw. Although there are no 

official figures of 2 RS casualties at Le Cateau it is reckoned that they lost 24 killed, 175 

captured, including some wounded, and 30 missing. About 100 of the captured had been 
fighting with the Gordons. 
 
The withdrawal continued through to 5 September when the Battalion arrived at Retal, some 
twenty-five miles south-east of Paris. During the previous twelve days 2RS had fought two 
holding battles and marched 140 miles. Over the next few days it received replacements and 
on 8th August it went over to advancing north instead of retreating south.  
 
On 9th September it had crossed the Marne and over the next 3 days it continued its 
advance towards the River Aisne, this time in heavy rain instead of burning sunshine. On 
13th September the whole battalion crossed the Aisne on a narrow plank, the Germans 
having destroyed the bridges in their sector. However, it proved impossible to exploit the 
bridgehead against German defences on the Chemin des Dames ridge and the battalion 
took quite heavy casualties, including many caused by the rain and cold in exposed shallow 
trenches. It also received 250 reinforcements and on 25th September it came out of the line 
for some rest. 
 
The Battalion’s rest period finished when it joined the Race to the Sea. During the first ten 
days of October 2 RS moved north, on a circuitous route, travelling by night, and remaining 
out of sight by day. Most of the distance was covered on foot, but trains and motor transport 
were also used on occasions. Marching proved a severe test to the feet after the long spell 
in wet trenches and many men fell out over the first few days.  
 
On 11th October the Battalion arrived north of Bethune, some 90 miles from its start point. It 
was therefore towards the northern end of the line formed to withstand the German flanking 
attack which developed into the Battle of La Bassee (10 October – 2 November1914). The 
land which was held by 2 RS and the rest of II corps around Bethune was flat and soggy and 
almost without cover; trenches just filled with water and to get any cover breastworks had to 
be built from the ground up. Unfortunately, they could be easily blown away by the artillery. 
The Germans held what strong-points there were and made skilful use of cars and lorries to 
move their troops for hit-and-run attacks. For the BEF it was hard fighting with many 
casualties, but they did stop the German advance.  
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To the north-east, the 1st Battle of Ypres started around 20th October 1914, However, the 
Battles of La Bassee and then the action at Neuve Chapelle continued unabated until early 
November against German forces estimated to have been 4 times the size of II Corps. 
During this fighting it was reckoned that 2 RS and the other battalions in its brigade took over 
50% casualties – by 15th October the battalion had lost so many officers it had to “borrow” a 
temporary Commanding Officer from 2 ASH.  
 
As described in the Attack on Wytschaete (14th December 1914) above, 2RS were ordered 
to make a pointless and costly attack in the first of the Winter Operations. Although 2RS did 
not suffer as badly as the other Scottish regiment involved in that attack, 1st Gordons, they 
still took about 150 casualties, their last action of 1914.  
 
2 RS had taken about 500 casualties, killed and wounded, by the end of December and 
another 215 were listed as missing (about 190 were known to be prisoners of war). In spite 
of that, in mid-November the battalion strength was estimated at over 800, thanks to 600 
reinforcements, although the attack at Wytschaete made substantial inroads into that 
number. 
 

 1st Battalion Royal Scots (1 RS), 81st Brigade, 27th Division, V Corps (from 
January 1915). 

 
In August 1914 1 RS was stationed in India at Allahabad. It returned to England, landing on 
16th November 1914 and began its preparations to go to the Western Front. It crossed to Le 
Havre on 20th December 1914 as part of 27th Division which with the 28th Division became V 
Corps in January 1915. It took no part in fighting on the Western Front in 1914. 
 
 

 
The Royal Scots Fusiliers 

 

 1st Battalion Royal Scots Fusiliers (1 RSF) 9th Brigade 3rd Division II Corps 

 
On 6th October 1914, the Royal Scots Fusiliers became the first Scottish Regiment to have 
both its home and overseas battalions fighting in WW1 at the same time, although they only 
beat the Gordon Highlanders to that distinction by a single day.  
 
The Regimental Depot for the Royal Scots Fusiliers was Ayr Barracks but neither of the two 
regular battalions were anywhere near there in August 1914. 1st Battalion was the home 
battalion when war broke out and it was stationed at Gosport near Portsmouth. Regimental 
reservists reported to Ayr Barracks when they received their call-up and then travelled down 
to Gosport. The Battalion crossed over to Le Havre, landing there on 14th August 1914 and 
spent a day in camp there before moving by train to the assembly area. 
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From there 1 RSF marched up to Mons where it took up a position in the front line on the 
Conde-Mons canal at the western end of the Mons salient, where the heaviest fighting took 
place. Although 1 RSF was initially positioned on the north bank of the canal it was 
withdrawn to the south bank. The Germans attacked their position on 23rd August and 1 RSF 
were forced to fall back by mid-afternoon, but still in good order, although on the 23rd August 
they had taken over 100 casualties killed and wounded. 1 RSF definitely knew by the end of 
that day that they were in for a hard fight. As the retreat started, which only ended on the 
Marne a couple of weeks later, they fought the rearguard action at Solesmes.  
 
En route to the Marne, the battalion fought at Le Cateau on 26th August where it occupied a 
position about the middle of the disjointed British line. With the battalions around it, 1 RSF 
stopped repeated heavy attacks by the Germans until they were forced to retreat with the 
rest of the BEF. They retreated to about 30 miles south east of Paris, where they halted on 
5th September and the following day started to advance instead of retreating.  
 
On 9th September 1 RSF re-crossed the River Marne heading north. Although 1 RSF took 
part in the Battle of the Marne, its casualties there were comparatively light and they pressed 
on to the next river obstacle, the River Aisne. The Battle of the Aisne was a costly fight for 
1RSF. The battalion crossed the river on a single plank on 13th September under heavy 
German artillery fire. The following day they were on high ground towards the ridge of 
Chemin des Dames where they repelled a German counter-attack and themselves attacked 
German guns which were shelling the Aisne crossings. The 15th September was a day of 
many German attacks which were beaten off with heavy German losses. It was obvious by 
then that neither side was strong enough to defeat the other and stalemate had set in on the 
Aisne with the main feature being shelling duels. 
 
In early October French units began replacing British troops on the Aisne and the BEF 
headed north by train to Abbeville and route march into French Flanders.  1 RSF was 
ordered to the area between La Bassee and Armentieres and took part in the Battles of La 
Bassee and Armentieres 10th October – 2nd November which saw some ferocious fighting 
and heavy casualties.  
 
At the end of the battle, what remained of 1 RSF was moved north to an area just south of 
Ypres and took part in the Winter Operations of 1914-15.  
 

 2nd Battalion Royal Scots Fusiliers (2 RSF) 7th Division, IV Corps  

 
The outbreak of war on 4th August found 2 RSF stationed in Gibraltar, so it was not part of 
the original BEF, but like almost every other regular Army battalion serving overseas it was 
brought back to either the UK or directly to France as quickly as possible. 2 RSF arrived 
back in southern England in September, and became part of the 7th Division. The Division 
was sent to assist in the defence of the Belgian port of Antwerp, landing at Zeebrugge on 6th 
October 1914. However, it was too late to save the port against overwhelming Germans 
odds. Instead, the battalion helped to cover the retreat of the Belgian Army to a defensive 
line at the very north of the Western Front, plugging the last gap in the Race to the Sea.  
 
As the Belgian Army was moving into position, 2 RSF was sent south to prepare a defensive 
position around the Belgian town of Ypres. The battalion was amongst the first British troops 
to arrive in Ypres, digging the first trenches. The Germans attacked Ypres almost as soon as 
the British got there and the First Battle of Ypres broke out on 20th October 1914 and lasted 
until 11th November 1914. The first of many Valemen to die at Ypres was Daniel Coll of 2 
RSF who was killed early in the battle on 23th October 1914. The 7th Division took enormous 
losses from the outset and 2 RSF had more than its fair share of them.  
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On the 31st October, 2 RSF made a heroic defence near the village of Gheluvelt slightly to 
the south-east of the town of Ypres and astride the Menin Road on a low ridge. Gheluvelt 
was at the only point on the Ypres Salient where British troops held high ground from which 
they could observe the Germans and naturally enough the Germans wanted to capture it. 
The battalion’s position was on the south side of the Menin Road and there they were 
attacked by a far greater German force. The Battalion was ordered to withdraw to a second 
line but the order never reached them. They fought on until they were overwhelmed and the 
battalion was virtually destroyed with just a junior officer and a few men making it back to the 
British lines. 
 
That was the end of 2 RSF’s participation in the war in 1914, although it was rebuilt and 
ready for action in early 1915. 
 
 

 
Scots Guards 

 

 1st Battalion Scots Guards (1 SG), 1st (Guards Brigade), 1st Division I Corps 
 
All of the Guards regiments had two battalions but they operated on a different basis from all 
other infantry regiments. Firstly, all Guards battalions were stationed in Britain, with none on 
an overseas posting on the outbreak of war. Secondly, there was a single Guards Depot at 
Caterham in Surrey for all of the regiments of Foot Guards, although each regiment also had 
a regimental HQ at Chelsea Barracks in London. Thirdly although all Guards reservists 
reported to Caterham on being called up, they then joined the battalion in which they 
previously served rather than being sent to a home battalion. 
 
At the outbreak of war the 1st Battalion of the Scots Guards was stationed at Aldershot. 
Three groups of reservists arrived on 5th August i.e. the day after war had been declared and 
the Battalion was up to full war complement by the following day, 6th August, which was 
certainly much quicker than most units. On 13th 1 SG travelled by 2 troop trains from 
Farnborough Station to Southampton where they boarded SS Dunvegan Castle for the 
crossing to Le Havre arriving there at 1 am on 14th August 1914. After a few days at Honfleur 
the battalion made its way by train and marching to the Mons area which was reached at 1 
am on the day of the Battle (23rd August).  
 
On the retreat from Mons the battalion’s losses were light, even at Le Cateau on 26th August. 
As the retreat to the Marne continued in the heat and dust, 1SG sometimes acted as the 
rearguard but still casualties were few. About 90 reinforcements arrived on the first day of 
the battle of the Marne (5th September) when the 1 SG was on outpost duty in the front line. 
This battle turned the tide and on the 9th September 1914 the battalion re-crossed the Marne 
heading north. The scorching heat turned to rain that day as the battalion moved north in 
pursuit of the Germans who made a stand at the River Aisne.  
 

http://rhf.org.uk/rhf/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=41&Itemid=59
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1 SG crossed the River Aisne at Bourg on 13th September and from then on it started to take 
casualties: it lost 4 men killed and 12 wounded on the 13th September,  and on the following 
day 19 men were killed, about 90 wounded and 12 men were missing. For most of the rest of 
the Battle of the Aisne, which ended on 27th September, the battalion was in the trenches 
around the village of Vandresse. In the Battle of the Aisne the battalion lost 41 men killed, 
162 men wounded and 12 men missing.  
 

On 17th October the battalion was sent north by train to help in the defence of Ypres and 
took part in some of the most crucial fighting of the First Battle of Ypres, being virtually wiped 
out as a unit by the end of that battle. On 22nd October they were in the trenches just north of 
Ypres in company with the Camerons, Coldstream Guards and Black Watch all of whom 
were being heavily attacked by the Germans. In the fighting around Bixschoote in the next 
couple of days 1 SG lost 9 men killed, 26 wounded and 5 missing 
 
On 25th October the battalion started to march south to the area around Gheluvelt moving 
into trenches there on the 26th October. On the 29th October the Germans attacked the 1 
SG section of the line at Gheluvelt in strength. Not only 1 SG but the Coldstream Guards 
and Black Watch took substantial casualties and help was needed to stabilise the line. Local 
man Joseph Molloy was Killed in Action that day.  
 
The 31st October was the crucial day on which Gheluvelt was lost but then reclaimed by half 
a battalion of the Worcester Regiment. 1SG retired to a new line 1,000 yards to the rear 
during the night. On the 2nd November 1914 there was heavy fighting all day and the 
battalion was pushed back another 300 yards. That was also the day that Sir Iain Colquhoun 
of Luss received his first wound.  
 
1 SG moved to Nonne Bosschen Wood and there on 11th November it and the other 
battalions were attacked by superior force of Germans who in a virtual repeat of the action at 
Gheluvelt almost 2 weeks earlier broke through the British line on a 1,000 yard front. After a 
series of desperate counter attacks the gap was closed and the Germans forced back.  
 
After this the First Battle of Ypres started to peter out in deteriorating wet and cold weather. 
By the end of the Battle 1 Battalion Scots Guards had been reduced to a single officer and 
69 soldiers, having taken over 700 casualties in the Battle. 
 

 2nd Battalion Scots Guards (2 SG), 20th Brigade, 7th Division, IV Corps  

 
At the outbreak of war the 2nd Battalion Scots Guards had perhaps the most exotic base of 
all Scottish regiments in the UK – the Tower of London. It was there that its reservists joined 
it having first reported to Caterham Guards Depot. To begin with 2SG was part of London 
District Command and not assigned to any division, but in September 1914 it moved to 
Lyndhurst in Hampshire and was assigned to 7th Division which was just forming up at that 
time and became part of the 20th Brigade in the 7th Division.  
 
2SG did not cross the channel until 7th October 1914 and it therefore missed all the early 
battles from Mons to the Aisne. When it did cross, it didn’t go France; instead it landed at 
Zeebrugge in Belgium on 7th October 1914 with the rest of 7th Division, with the objective of 
helping the Belgians defend the port of Antwerp – a forlorn hope. The help sent to the 
Belgians was both too little and too late, so instead 7th Division covered the retreat of the 
Belgian army westwards to the line that it occupied for the rest of the war – the northernmost 
sector of the Western Front, with its left wing on the North Sea. The Division was then 
incorporated into the newly-formed IV Corps. 
 
As soon as the Belgian Army was in its defensive position, the IV Corps was sent south to 
help plug a gap in the line around the town of Ypres and its troops were the first to entrench 
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in front of Ypres, on the Broodseinde ridge, east of Zonnebeke and northeast of Ypres on the 
14

th
 October 1914. German forces attacked both north and south of the town on 21

st
 October; 2 

SG were astride the Menin Road close to the village of Ghevulet south east of Ypres, in very 
similar positions to those occupied by its sister battalion,1SG, in the coming weeks. The fighting 
was ferocious and both sides took very heavy casualties, with 7

th
 Division losing almost 3,000 

men in 3 days of fighting in the central sector of front line.  
 

2 SG was the Divisional Reserve for some of these days but was regularly in action in the 
confused fighting in the line on the ridge between Zandvoorde and Becelaere. In the heaviest 
attacks at the end of October when the Germans came close to breaking through Ghevulet, 2 SG 
was pushed back to Kleine Zillebeke but the line was restored. 
 
After the Battle, the depleted 2 SG was moved towards the southern end of the British line in 
the sector between Aubers and Neuve Chapelle in the commune of Fromelles around a 
hamlet called Rouge Blancs, just to the north of Givenchy where it was designated to take 
part in the Winter Operations. On the 18th December 1914 2 SG, with its adjoining regiment 
2 Borders Regiment, was ordered to make another futile attack which characterised the 
Winter Operations. The results were predictably calamitous for the Scots Guards – in one 
Company only 2 soldiers out of about 120 survived the attack.  
 
It is known that many of the Scots Guards killed in this attack were buried in no-mans land 
during the Christmas Truce of 1914. 
 
 

 
Scottish Rifles Cameronians 

 

 1st Battalion Scottish Rifles, The Cameronians, (1 SR), 19th Brigade, 6th Division, 
III Corps 

 
When war broke out in August 1914 the 1st Cameronians were not at the Regimental Depot 
at Hamilton, but were only a few miles away in Maryhill Barracks in Glasgow. The Battalion 
had been recalled from manoeuvres in the Highlands a few days earlier and was in a good 
state of preparedness. Having gathered its reservists it left by train for Southampton late on 
13 August 1914. Next day, it embarked on the SS "Caledonia" and sailed on 15th August 
1914 landing at Le Havre or Rouen. To begin with it was detailed to serve as Lines of 
Communication troops, but on 22nd August 1914 it came under orders of 19th Infantry 
Brigade, which was not allocated to a Division but was an independent command at this 
time. It became part of 6th Division on 12 October 1914 as the fighting at Ypres grew more 
desperate. 
 

With the 19th Brigade it took its place on the extreme left of the line at the Battle of Mons on 
23rd August. It was attacked in the afternoon by the Germans who were trying to get round 
the British left flank, but the line held. However, the British position at Mons against a much 
larger German army wasn’t tenable and the two week retreat to the Marne began.  
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En route the Cameronians took part in the Battle of le Cateau on 26th August and the fight at 
Nery on 1st September on the gruelling retreat. During the battle 1 SR had to march to the 
eastern flank of the line and then back again to support units under pressure. They were at 
the Battles of the Marne and Aisne.  
 
On the 12th October the battalion was transferred to the 6th Division in time to take part in the 
1st Battle of Ypres. The Battalion was positioned on a line between Armentieres and Lille 
where a stronger German force drove them back. The whole Division took heavy losses 
during the Battle of Ypres – over 4,000 casualties. By mid-November the weather brought a 
cessation to 1 SR’s fighting for the rest of the year. 
 

 2nd Battalion Scottish Rifles, The Cameronians (2SR), 23rd Brigade, 8th Division 
 
In August 1914 2SR were stationed in Malta, so they were quite close at hand. The Battalion 
returned to England, landing at Southampton 22 September 1914 but wasn’t sent to France 
until November 1914 after the 1st Battle of Ypres. After the heavy losses sustained by the 
Old Contemptibles the battalion was a welcome reinforcement to the BEF in the Ypres 
Salient but saw no major action until 1915. 
 
 

 
The Royal Scots Greys 

 

 2nd Dragoons / Royal Scots Greys (2 D/RSG) 

 
The Regimental Depot for the Royal Scots Greys cavalry regiment, which also had the title 
2nd Dragoons, was Dunbar, but on the outbreak of war they were in York as part of the 5th 
Cavalry Brigade which was designated to be part of the initial BEF as an independent 
cavalry unit. It crossed over to France in August 1914 and took part in the Battle of Mons 
and the subsequent retreat.  
 
Apart from patrol and reconnaissance duties, the role envisaged for the cavalry was that it 
would be able to quickly exploit any breakthrough made by infantry attacks. There were two 
major flaws in this plan: the first being that there were no breakthroughs by the infantry for 
most of the war; the second was that no matter how relatively quick a cavalry attack might 
be, it was likely to come to grief against machines guns and modern field artillery.  
 
The Army command persevered with looking for a role for the Cavalry and in September 
1914 a new 2nd Cavalry Division was formed which included the Royal Scots Greys. RSG 
took part in most of the battles of 1914 from the Marne and the Aisne in September on to the 
First Battle of Ypres and in particular the Battle of Ghevulet (29th - 31st October) when every 
available unit was poured into helping close a gap in the line caused by a German break-
through. However, the more typical role for a cavalry unit was to stand and watch as the 
infantry marched past them up into the fighting front, trying for the breakthrough that rarely 
came. However in 1914 they often had to dismount and fight as infantry soldiers.  
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The Seaforth Highlanders 

 

 2nd Battalion Seaforth Highlanders (2 SH), 10th Brigade, 4th Division, II Corps 

 
The Regimental Depot for the Seaforths was Fort George, Inverness, but when war broke 
out 2 SH was based at Shorncliffe in Kent. Reservists travelled to Fort George to rejoin the 
regiment and then travel down by troop train to join the 2nd Battalion. Being part of the 4th 
Division, 2 SH did not set out immediately for France. Two Divisions were retained at the last 
minute on the east coast of England in case of a German invasion, which at least proved 
that the British General Staff were, at this stage, a lot more flexible in their thinking than the 
Germans, because that idea had never occurred to the Germans. 2 SH moved north to the 
York area and then back down to north London. When it was clear after two weeks that the 
Germans weren’t about to land on the beaches the 2 Divisions were sent to join the BEF and 
2 SH crossed to Boulogne on 23rd August 1914. It then joined II Corps. 
 
Travelling up by train to join the rest of the BEF, 2 SH arrived on 24th August at stations in 
the Le Cateau area, too late to take part in the Battle of Mons, but it did fight at Le Cateau a 
few days later (26th August). It was positioned on the left flank of the British line at Le Cateau 
where it faced German attempts at breakthrough. As the British forces began to withdraw 
late in the afternoon, 2 SH was part of the rearguard covering the withdrawal.  
 
2 SH retreated in good order and along with the rest of the BEF began the 2 week retreat to 
the Marne. By the 6th September the 2 SH was advancing and having re-crossed the Marne 
they headed for the River Aisne. This they crossed on the I4th September at Venizel, and 
pushed on up the northern slopes of the Chemin des Dames ridge to Bucy, where, under 
very heavy fire from the enemy's infantry and artillery on the plateau above, they hastily 
threw up cover and hung on for three weeks. The Battle of Aisne (13th – 27Th September 
1914) saw 2 SG suffer heavy casualties including its Commanding Officer.  
 
As the Battle of the Aisne drew to a close, about 6th October 2 Seaforths were sent 100 
miles north as part of the final stages of the “Race to the Sea”, taking up positions near 
Armentieres in northern France very close to the Belgian border. On the 13th October they 
were involved in a costly action just to the west of Bailleul. They were ordered to take a hill 
and had to cross about 2 miles of flat open country to reach the foot of the hill, under 
constant German fire. While they took their objective that attack cost them 18 killed and 66 
wounded.  
 
Between 18th and 26th October they were part of an advance eastwards through Armentieres 
towards the river Lys. This saw very heavy fighting as 2 SG pushed on to the town of 
Frelinghien, south-east of Armentieres. At the beginning of November “D” company of the 
battalion was sent further north to help in the fighting in Ploegsteert Wood at the southern 
end of the newly-formed Ypres Salient. The First Battle of Ypres was at its height and “D” 
company was in the thick of it, losing almost two thirds of its men in the fighting. 
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The remaining men rejoined the rest of the battalion at Frelinghien where the battalion spent 
the rest of the winter, and it was there that they took part in the Christmas Truce of 1914. 
 

 1st Battalion Seaforth Highlanders, Dehra Dun Brigade, Meerut Division, Indian 
Corps  

 
1 SH was in Agra in India when war broke out. It left India on 21st September and landed in 
southern France at Marseilles on 12th October, the day before 2 SH fought its costly action at 
Meteren. It made its way north by train and on 30th October 1 SH came into the front line for 
the first time on the Estaires-La Bassee road, just 11 miles south-west of where 2 SH were 
holding the line.  
 
H. E. Craster describes their first experience of the Western Front as follows; 
 
“The brigade took over trenches which were in fact no more than a ditch running along the 
roadside. Here for a fortnight on end they lay exposed, day in, day out, to heavy shelling 
from enemy field guns and mortars and to enfilading rifle fire at close range from houses in 
Neuve Chapelle on their right. The enemy were entrenching and sapping up to 400 yards of 
their line, and made occasional infantry attacks without success. What with accurate sniping 
and shell-fire, the 1st Seaforths lost very heavily during their first tour in the trenches.” 
 
Almost 6 weeks later 1 SH got thrown into their first serious battle as part of the Winter 
Operations - the Battle of Givenchy (19th – 22nd December). As described above, the Meerut 
Division was ordered to take part in an ill-conceived attack in the area of Givenchy to help 
relieve pressure on the French. All of the troops in the Indian Division were occupying 
unstable trenches which were flooded with icy water and which had to be pumped and baled 
night and day, which was hardly a good base from which to launch an attack.  
 
The Germans attacked before the British could and on the 20th December blew a mine 
immediately to the right of the Seaforths position so that they had an exposed flank. The 
Germans attacked that flank and 1 SH took heavy losses in defending it until help arrived. 
Fierce close-quarter fighting then continued in the trenches with the Germans pressing 
attacks and the Seaforths standing firm, but with heavy losses, until the fighting ended on 
22nd December. On that day they were relieved and moved out of the front line. 
 
 

 
Army Service Corps 

 

 Army Service Corps (it didn’t gain the “Royal” until 1918 when it became 
known as the RASC) 

 
 
One local man serving with the ASC was wounded during 1914.  
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The Great War web-site The Long, Long Trail describes the ASC perfectly: 
 
“The unsung heroes of the British Army in the Great War - the ASC. Soldiers cannot fight 
without food, equipment and ammunition. In the Great War, the vast majority of this tonnage, 
supplying a vast army on many fronts, was supplied from Britain. Using horsed and motor 
vehicles, railways and waterways, the ASC performed prodigious feats of logistics and were 
one of the great strengths of organisation by which the war was won. 

At its peak, the ASC numbered an incredible 10,547 officers and 315,334 men. In addition 
there were tens of thousands of Indian, Egyptian, Chinese and other native labourers, 
carriers and stores men, under orders of the ASC. Yet this vast, sprawling organisation - so 
vital to enabling the army to fight - merits just four mentions in the Official History of the 
War.” 

They performed a wide variety of roles from delivering all stores and ammunition to being 
responsible for supplying remounts for horses which were killed or wounded. While there 
were a substantial number of ASC men at Base Camps in Britain and ports in France, there 
were great numbers all along the lines of communications right up to and including the front 
line trenches.  
 
The lines of communications were under virtually constant attack both from artillery and 
aircraft; the nearer the front you got the more ferocious the attacks. Far from being a cushy 
billet safe behind the lines, for a great many ASC soldiers life was every bit as dangerous as 
for an infantry soldier or artilleryman.  
 
Unfortunately at this time we can’t identify individual ASC units and say where they were and 
what they were doing on specific dates in 1914. But what we can say is that the ASC was at 
or very close to the front in every battle of the war.  
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