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John Robert Wooldrage served in 2nd Battalion, Seaforth Highlanders, in 10th Brigade of 4th Division.  His Father was Robert Park Wooldrage of Tafnica, Burray.  John’s Mother, Margaret Campbell Wooldrage (née Sutherland), died of tuberculosis when he was only 5 years old.  John Wooldrage was killed in action on Sunday, 1st September 1918, when aged 34.  

At the outbreak of war 2nd Seaforth Highlanders, a Regular Army Battalion, was stationed at Shorncliffe, but landed at Boulogne on 23rd August 1914.  Its first action was at Le Cateau, during the retreat from Mons that ended in victory at the Battle of the Marne in early September.  2nd Seaforths lost 98 casualties at the River Aisne on 14th September, then 89 at Meteren on 13th October.  

During the 2nd Battle of Ypres, 2nd Seaforths suffered over 1,000 casualties between 25th April and 24th May 1915, including 24 dead and 324 sick from the first use of gas.  4th Division then moved to a quiet part of the front between Albert and Arras, where its decimated battalions were rebuilt with reinforcements arrived from the U.K.

On 1st July 1916, the first day of the Battle of the Somme, 2nd Seaforths lost 394 casualties in a failed attack on Redan Ridge, near Beaumont Hamel.  During 1917 the Battalion lost 526 casualties when mown down by machine guns attacking the Chemical Works at Roeux on 11th April, then 457 more fighting on Passchendaele Ridge in October.

2nd Seaforths also lost heavily during the German Spring 1918 Offensives.  The Battalion was almost cut off at Fampoux during the German attack on Arras on 28th March, then took heavy casualties while holding the line at Bethune during the Lys Offensive in April.

At midnight on 26th/27th August, 4th Division was transferred from First Army reserve to join the Canadian Corps.  It was advancing south of the River Scarpe (east of Arras) to attack the formidable Drocourt-Quéant Switch, a key part of the Hindenburg Line.  4th Division relieved 3rd Canadian Division in the line near Remy on the night of the 28th.  10th and 11th Brigades crossed the River Sensée at 10 am on the 29th and took Remy and Haucourt with little opposition.  The advance continued, with difficulty over swampy ground near the Sensée and against increasing German resistance, on the next two days.

On 1st September a strong German counter-attack struck 4th Division and 1st Canadian Division on its right, but it was thrown back.  In the evening the left of 2nd Canadian and right of 10th British Brigades attacked to try and reach a better jumping-off line, but were stopped by strong German resistance.  Heavy casualties over the last few days had so weakened British 4th Division that 10th Canadian Brigade took over 10th Brigade’s front on the night of the 1st/2nd, to leave only its 11th Brigade in the line.  The Canadian and British attack on the 2nd into the strong German defences of the Drocourt-Quéant Switch was a major success.

Private John Wooldrage did not live to celebrate that success, being listed as one of his Battalion’s “Missing” on 1st September.  Private John Wooldrage is commemorated on Panel 10 of the Vis-en-Artois Memorial, in the Pas de Calais district of France.

