
15979 Rifleman Thomas Sinclair Sclater 
 

Thomas was born at the Glebe, Orphir on 3rd April 1889, the 
elder son, after two daughters Barbara and Maggie, of farmer 
Nicol Taylor and Margaret Sclater (née Stevenson).  Nicol was 
working as a carpenter and the family had moved to Settisgarth 
in Firth when another son Robert was born there in July 1891.  
Nicol had sailed from Glasgow the month before, heading for 
Winnipeg in Canada to look for work there.   
 
Margaret Sclater died from tuberculosis and exhaustion on 2nd 
March 1907.  Thomas and Robert left Orkney together to travel 
to a new life in New Zealand.  On arrival there, they started farm 
work at Ashburton in Canterbury Province on South Island. 
 
When the Great War broke out New Zealand offered immediate 
and significant support to the Allied war effort that was 
sustained throughout the long conflict.  More than 72% of the 
1,090,000 population had been born in New Zealand, only about 
25% were British-born.  The stirring stories of the Anzacs’ role 
at Gallipoli, but probably also some news of the dozen 

Orcadians killed in the Battle of Loos, persuaded Thomas and Robert to enlist in the New Zealand 
Expeditionary Force (NZEF) during the spring of 1916.  Thomas did so at Trentham on 5th April, 
but Robert failed his medical examination so did not follow Thomas when he was posted to join G 
Company, 15th Reinforcements, NZEF. 
 
After three months training at Trentham, Thomas embarked on the steamship Waitemata HMNZT 
59 at Wellington on 26th July.  After an uneventful passage Thomas arrived at Devonport on 3rd 
October and joined 5th Reserve Battalion, NZEF at Camp Sling on Salisbury Plain.  In France that 
night the New Zealand Division was relieved, after 23 days hard fighting in the Battle of the Somme 
which cost it 7,408 casualties (nearly half its strength), so it was much in need of reinforcements. 
 
Thomas trained for a couple of weeks at Camp Sling, before crossed to France on 21st October and 
marched in to the New Zealand Infantry Depot at Etaples.  Thomas had another fortnight of hard 
training in the Bull Ring there, before he left to join the New Zealand Division in the field.  It had 
moved to the relatively quiet Lys area on the French-Belgian border, to rest and rebuild its strength.  
On arrival there on 4th November, Thomas joined D Company, 1st Rifle Battalion in 3rd Brigade. 
 
Thomas was fortunate to reach the front at a “quiet time”, during which he became accustomed to 
life in the trenches.  It was, however, moving in to the winter months and conditions when in the 
front line were difficult, as well as dangerous at times.  Thomas spent from 9th to 21st January 1917 
on detached duty, probably as a stretcher bearer, at 1st Australian Casualty Clearing Station, which 
was then at nearby Estaires and had a nursing staff of seven.  Thomas was hospitalised sick from 
27th April until 15th May, also later from 16th–20th September (but his record gives no illness detail).  
 
The New Zealand Division was not involved in the main British Expeditionary Force (BEF) spring 
offensive of 1917, the Battle of Arras.  It was prolonged, also the nearby fighting at Bullecourt that 
involved the Australians, because of widespread mutinies in the French Army following the collapse 
of its spring offensive.  The New Zealand Division remained in the Lys area, where the last raised 
Anzac division, 3rd Australian Division, moved into the line on its right in December 1916.  It 
joined the New Zealand Division in II Anzac Corps as they prepared to join the BEF’s 1917 summer 
offensive.  An Allied conference held at Chantilly in November 1916 had agreed that it would be in 
Flanders, with a British offensive from Ypres, followed by a French attack along the coast about ten 
days later intended to link up with troops landed on the Belgian coast.  A necessary preliminary 
offensive was required to capture the Messines Ridge, as it overlooked Ypres from the south. 



The Messines Offensive opened at 3-10am on 7th June, with the explosion of nineteen underground 
mines (in preparation since autumn 1915) and an effective artillery barrage by 2,266 guns and 
howitzers (including 756 heavies) on a ten-mile front.  One mine exploded on the left flank of the 
New Zealand Division, which had as main objective the capture of the ruined village of Messines. 
 
Thomas must have been awed by the greatest series of man-made explosions to date, just before 1st 
Rifle Battalion left their trenches to advance on the Division’s right flank towards Messines village.  
The crushing barrage gave cover as they crossed the Steenebeek stream, but there was German 
machine gun fire, mostly from guns in concrete dugouts.  1st Rifles captured 70 prisoners in the 
advance to clear the second line of German trenches before 4am.  One company pressed on with the 
right company of 4th Rifles to capture a half-finished trench just in front of the village, which was 
cleared by 4th Rifles and 2nd Canterbury Regiment in hard fighting that lasted until just after 7am. 
 
Before fighting in Messines village was over, 1st Brigade passed through to push forward 700 yards 
and reach the final objective on the crest of the ridge by 9am.  German counter-attacks that started at 
11am were broken up by artillery, machine gun and rifle fire, before 4th Australian Division passed 
through to take up the advance.  The Rifle Brigade was withdrawn next morning, but 1st Rifles 
returned to the front on 18th June to help entrench and hold a new line, until relieved on the 24th. 
 
The Battle of Messines was a clear victory, making possible the Third Battle of Ypres that followed.  
When the offensive, now known as Passchendaele, was launched on 31st July, the New Zealand and 
3rd Australian Divisions were still on the Lys front and also made an attack intended to threaten 
Lille.  It was considered a success, but the main Ypres offensive to the north less so.  The opening 
attack was blunted by effective German counter-attacks, while prospects of recovery were spoiled 
by unseasonal heavy rain which started that night and continued for four days.  Thomas would not 
have known that New Zealand soldier William Turfus of Firth was killed on the Lys front on 2nd 
August and his brother Peter wounded, while both were serving in 2nd Otago Regiment. 
 
When the New Zealand Division went into reserve in early September, it detached 3rd Rifle Brigade 
to work on burying cables close to Ypres.  The Rifles thus played no part in the first attack made by 
the New Zealand Division soon after it joined the Passchendaele fighting at the end of September.     
There were ominous large pools of mud after more heavy rain, when the New Zealand Division 
captured Gravenstafel Spur (and 1,159 German prisoners) on 4th October, with three Australian 
divisions advancing on its right.  The rain continued on every day except one during the next week.    
 
3rd Rifle Brigade re-joined the New Zealand Division soon after British 49th Division relieved it on 
5th–6th October.  When the New Zealanders returned to the line on the 10th it had advanced about 
500 yards, but they retrieved 127 stretcher cases left out in front of it by 49th Division.  Exhausting 
attempts to bring up more guns to support the next attack on the 12th had only limited success. 
 
A ragged barrage was fired in front of 2nd and 3rd Brigades’ advance at 
5-30am on the 12th.   Many shells fell short, causing friendly casualties, 
while forward the barrage could not at times be distinguished from the 
defensive German artillery fire.  Some objectives were taken, including 
two pillboxes close to the swampy Ravebeek after they had fired off all 
their ammunition.   By 8am both Brigades had been halted in front of 
uncut wire; the Rifles had advanced 500 yards, but lost 1,200 casualties. 
 
Thomas Sclater was one of the many 1st Rifle Battalion soldiers killed in 
action on 12th October 1917.  His body was recovered and identified, 
before he was buried in Grave XXXVI.C.7 in Tyne Cot Cemetery, near 
Zonnebeke in West-Vlaandern province, Belgium.  The impressive Tyne 
Cot there is the largest Commonwealth War Graves Commission 
Cemetery in the world, with 11,956 graves that include 8,369 (70%) 
which are unidentified. 
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