217637  Gunner George  Johnston Duncan Sinclair
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George was born in St Margaret’s Hope on 1st March 1892, the son of Fisherman James Sinclair and Margaret Sinclair (née Cromarty).  The Sinclair family lived at Breck, Sandwick, in South Ronaldsay during the Great War.
George joined the Army as 111494 Gunner George Sinclair in the Machine Gun Corps, probably at the beginning of 1917.  He did not remain a machine gunner long, as by the middle of March he was 217637 Gunner George Sinclair in 53 Battery, Royal Field Artillery and was stationed at Redford Barracks in Edinburgh.  George was among thirty ploughmen who were withdrawn from training then, to prepare for the spring planting on local farms.
53 Battery had moved to Waterloo Barracks, Wellington Lines, South Camp, Aldershot, when George wrote home from there on 19th May.  They were busy training hard, before going out to France to join RFA units there.

Having been home in Orkney on embarkation leave (usually a week long), George got back to Aldershot on 21st June.  He probably left there a few days later with a draft for France, where he joined A Battery, 255 Brigade RFA, an Aberdeen Territorial unit in 51st (Highland) Division.
George’s battery fired in support of the Highland Division’s successful advance to the banks of the Steenbeek on 31st July, first day of the Third Battle of Ypres, now better known as Passchendaele.  The Highland Division’s infantry was withdrawn for rest on 8th August, before returned to join in the bitter fighting to capture the Poelcappelle spur in September.  It was normal practice for the divisional artillery brigades to remain in action in support of the relieving division during major offensives, so George probably endured a gruelling “baptism of fire” at Passchendaele.
51st Division had earned a formidable reputation as an assault division, so was soon in action again in that role during the Battle of Cambrai in November.  Its artillery joined in a short unregistered barrage before the Highlanders advanced on the 20th with 72 tanks, which met determined German artillery fire crossing Flesquières ridge.  The advantage of initial surprise of massed tanks was soon lost and the fighting reverted to conventional artillery supported infantry attacks.
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The Highland Division took heavy casualties, and was driven back from the Cambrai area into the old Somme battlefield, during the German Michael Offensive in March 1918.  Further north in April, it was involved in stopping the German Lys Offensive.  The Highlanders played a key role in turning the tide at the Second Battle of the Marne in July.  In August 51st Division joined in the “hundred days” advance that broke German resistance and forced them to seek an Armistice.                       George Sinclair sixth from right, in the back row.
George Sinclair was certainly fortunate to survive nearly a year and a half of intense fighting, without suffering a significant physical wound.  However, like most veterans, George was affected and troubled in later years by some of the events he witnessed then, particularly the terror inflicted on many French civilians and their domestic animals during the open warfare in 1918.  He must have relived that in his mind many times, before he died in 1965, aged 72.

