7951413 Trooper David Sinclair
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7951413 Trooper David Sinclair served with C Squadron, 50th Royal Tank Regiment, 23rd Armoured Brigade, 8th Army. His parents were David and Isabella Sinclair (née Matches) of Heads, South Ronaldsay.  He was born on the 20th January 1918.

On leaving school David went to work for John Sclater, Draper, in Kirkwall and then for Messrs Harcus, Linklater & Co of Shetland.  In the autumn of 1939 he became manager of the Lyness branch of D. H. Gorn, Draper, Kirkwall.

David joined the Royal Tank Regiment in March 1942, doing his training in England. In October 1942 he was sent to Cairo via South Africa where he received training in desert warfare, ultimately joining the 8th Army in Tunisia for the final stages of the North Africa Campaign.  50th Royal Tank Regiment took part in heavy fighting in support of the 51st Highland Division and 5th Indian Infantry Brigade at the battle of Tel-el-Aqqaqir, again at Wadi Akarit in support of the 50th and 51st Divisions.

After the defeat of Rommel’s Afrika Korps, the 23rd Armoured Brigade began training for the invasion of Sicily.  50th Royal Tank Regiment said goodbye to their Valentine tanks and converted to Shermans.  The landings on Sicily took place on 10th July 1943, with the 23rd Armoured Brigade again in support of the 51st Highland Division. The campaign in Sicily was hard fought but short lived, ending on 17th August when the United States 3rd Division entered Messina. 

The rocky and scrubby terrain of Sicily was very different from the open desert of Africa, where tanks were able to range freely around the country.  In Sicily they were mainly confined to the roads, but it was good training for the invasion of Italy which was to come soon.  In the short Sicilian Campaign the 23rd Armoured Brigade lost 25 out of its force of 95 tanks.

50th Royal Tank Regiment had been in action continuously since July 1942.  They had been with the 8th Army from El Alamein and had a long and bitter fight of almost 4000 miles to reach their present position on the Adriatic coast of Italy.  They had fought in Egypt, Libya, Cyrenaica, Tripolitania, Tunisia, Sicily and now Italy.  For much of that time they had been in support of the famous 51st Highland Division.

The Italians had signed an armistice on 3rd September 1943 and were no longer a threat to the Allied armies.  The enemies were now the Germans, of course, and the atrocious winter weather.  On the 9th September the 23rd Armoured Brigade landed at Taranto on the Italian mainland and soon faced stiff opposition. They encountered really close country and village fighting in support of the 8th Indian Division.

The Battle of the River Sangro was fought as a battle against nature as well as the Germans. During early November there were days of torrential rain making it almost impossible for the heavy vehicles to go across country.  They quickly became bogged down and the roads became almost impassable with craters blown in them.  The bridges over the rivers had also been demolished and the approaches to possible crossing points had been heavily mined.  A captured German soldier said that they had used every mine they had. 

The first attempt at crossing the River Sangro was on the night of the 19th November when most of the tanks were stuck on the river bed.  At one period 20 tanks were bogged down with others stuck in the river.  It was not until the afternoon of the 26th November that the River Sangro was crossed.  During the Battle of the River Sangro the regiment lost 15 of its tanks including 9 from mines, 2 knocked out by shellfire and 1 lost in the river.

At the end of the Sangro River operations, the following message was received:
“I write to congratulate you and the whole of your Brigade for the wonderful way they have fought during the last battle. I think it is true to say that the success of the Sangro battle was mainly due to the dash and fighting qualities of your Brigade. The difficulties of the country and the going made the task extremely difficult but they were determined to overcome both. Thank you very much and I envy you your command, of which you must be really proud.”

On the 14th December the 50th Royal Tank Regiment had crossed the River Moro and was engaged in an attempt to capture a section of the Ortona–Orsogna road, with the intention of denying its use to the enemy.  By the 18th December the Regiment had advanced and had captured Consalvi.  During the night of 19th/20th, Regimental Headquarters, A and B Squadrons had withdrawn to separate leaguers where all were shelled heavily, killing two troopers and temporarily disabling six tanks. 

Plans were made on the 20th December for C Squadron to support 1/5th Battalion Essex Regiment in the 19th Indian Infantry Brigade sector in their attack on Villa Grande.  At this time the Regiment had 28 serviceable tanks.  In the advance on 21st December, Trooper Sinclair’s tank became bogged down and at this time a number of wounded Indian soldiers could be seen. 

The crew of the tank went on foot to try to bring the injured men to safety, but in doing so one of the men stepped on an S mine.  When the medical officer reached them he found that Troopers Haft and Sinclair and another soldier were dead and the tank commander, Corporal Smale, was very seriously wounded.

Trooper David Sinclair is interred in Plot 14, Row B, Grave 23, Sangro River War Cemetery, Chieti, Italy.  Trooper Harry Haft of Liverpool is buried beside him in Grave 22.
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The above biography of David Sinclair and his photo are extracted from the book on the war dead of South Ronaldsay, “For Freedom & Honour” by G.L. Esson, with George’s permission.  The photos of Sangro River War Cemetery and David Sinclair’s grave there were taken by Brian Budge, who visited in July 2009.  Brian has also added extra detail on David Sinclair’s death, from Steve Hamilton’s history of 50th RTR.
