
Second Lieutenant James Charles Scarth 
 

James was born at Binscarth, Firth on 17th November 1895, the second of the three 
children, all sons, of farmer Robert Scarth and Emily Scott Scarth (née Abel).  
James finished his schooling at Kirkwall Burgh School, after which he started 
Science studies in the late summer of 1914 at Edinburgh University.  War had 
started, so James joined the Officers Training Corps, Engineers as a Sapper on 10th 
October.  He boarded in lodgings at 60 Palmerston Place in Edinburgh. 
 
James’s elder brother, Robert, had started Science studies at Aberdeen University 
two years earlier.  He served there in the University Company of 4th Gordon 
Highlanders, mobilizing as a Private on the outbreak of war.  Robert landed at Le 
Havre on 19th February 1915, when 1/4th Gordons was attached to 3rd Division for a 
year’s service, before re-joining 51st (Highland) Division there. 

 
James applied for a commission in the Royal Engineers on 8th May 1915, but cancelled that a month later and 
applied for a commission in the Infantry, with a Highland regiment his stated preference.  His medical report 
states that he had suffered from pneumonia 12 years earlier, but he was fully fit, weighed 153 pounds and his 
height was 72 inches.  James’s application was approved and on 25th June he was commissioned as a Temporary 
Second Lieutenant in the 10th Battalion, Seaforth Highlanders. 
 
10th Seaforths had been raised at Cromarty in October 1914 as a K4 Battalion, but became a Reserve unit with 
the role of training drafts for the front in March 1915 and moved to Fort George.  10th Seaforths moved again to 
Catterick in October and to Dunfermline in April 1916.  James returned home soon after for at least a week’s 
embarkation leave before crossing to France, where he landed on 20th May. 
 
Alexander Scarth, the youngest brother, was an Agricultural Student when he attested under the Derby Scheme 
on 16th November 1915.  When called up on 10th May 1916 he joined 3/4th Gordons at Ripon in Yorkshire. 
 
James Scarth joined 7th Seaforths, serving in 9th (Scottish) Division, probably just before it left Flanders at the 
end of May to join Fourth Army and take part in the Battle of the Somme.  James completed his Will in the 
village of Vaux-sur-Somme on 27th June.  9th Division was in reserve behind when 30th and 18th Divisions 
made the most successful British advance on 1st July, assisted by extra guns of the French on their right. 
 
After a heavy afternoon thunderstorm on 4th July, 7th Seaforths marched from billets near Bray to dugouts in 
Billon Wood.  In the evening of the 8th the Battalion moved forward to support trenches just north of Carnoy 
village.  In evening of the 11th 7th Seaforths took over the front line at Montauban Alley and north-east corner 
of Bernafay Wood.  Hostile shell-fire took some casualties, while the Seaforths prepared for a major attack. 
 
Lessons had been learned from the heavy losses of 1st July.  The troops assembled in No Man’s Land for the 
second major attack during the early hours of 14th July, to advance behind an intense barrage of high-explosive 
shells just as dawn was breaking at 3.30am.  7th Seaforths advanced in support of 8th Black Watch and 10th 
Argylls to take the village of Longueval. 
 
The trenches in front were quickly taken, but strongpoints in ruined houses and German counter-shelling took 
an increasing toll of the Scots.  Only the southern part of the village had been cleared, when 7th Seaforths 
pushed through the village in the afternoon to attack Waterlot Farm (actually a sugar factory) beyond.  It was 
still under fire by both British and German heavy artillery, but German machine guns there poured out heavy 
fire and the Seaforths’ attack failed.  The Battalion’s losses that day totalled 13 officers and 250 other ranks, 
with James Scarth one of the two officers killed. 
 
The death of his son James was a great shock to his father.  Alexander had crossed to France on 1st October to 
join 1/5th Gordons and serve with his brother Robert in 51st Division.  Concern for their safety probably 
contributed towards their father’s death from gastro-enteritis on 26th November 1916.  James Scarth has no 
known grave, so he is one of the 26 Orcadians who died in the Battle of the Somme and are now remembered 
on the impressive Thiepval Memorial.  Robert Scarth returned home to farm Binscarth after his father’s death.  
Alexander was commissioned and survived being wounded in the German 1918 Spring Offensive to farm near 
Peebles after the war.  Robert was also commissioned, was awarded the OBE while commanded the 1st Orkney 
Home Guard Battalion in World War 2 and was Orkney’s Lord Lieutenant from 1959 until his death in 1966.  
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