
8584 Private Gilbert O Thomson 
 

Private Gilbert O. Thomson served with the 2nd (Eastern Ontario) Battalion, 1st Canadian 
Brigade, 1st Canadian Infantry Division 
 
His parents were Gilbert and Margaret Thomson (née Gilmour) of Academy, South Parish, 
South Ronaldsay. His father was a lighthouse keeper who had served on the Pentland Skerries, 
but at the time of Gilbert's birth was at Port Charlotte, Kilchoman, Islay. 
 
Before emigrating to Canada Gilbert had served as a Territorial soldier, with the 5th Battalion, 
Royal Scots Fusiliers. When in Canada he worked as a teamster. 
 
Gilbert volunteered for service with the Canadian Army on 22nd September 1914 and on 3rd 
October 1914 he embarked on the SS Cassandra bound for Plymouth. They landed there on 
the 14th October and proceeded to Salisbury Plain for training. The First Canadian Contingent 
consisted of 17,873 officers and men with 4,943 horses. After a period of training, they 
embarked at Avonmouth for St Nazaire in February 1915. 
 
On 3rd March they took over the Armentières section of the line. In every soldier’s pay book 
was a message from Field-Marshal Lord Kitchener which stated "You have to perform a task 
which will need your courage, your energy and your patience". 
 
From the 7th to 20th April 1915, the Battalion was in reserve at Winnezeele and on the 21st 
marched to Vlamertinghe, about three miles west of Ypres in Second Army reserve. 
 
Private Gilbert Thomson lost his life on the first day of the Second Battle of Ypres. Thursday 
22nd April 1915 was a fine spring day with the Canadians holding the front line between the 
Ypres - Poelcappelle road and the Gavenstafel - Passchendaele road. They could not have 
known that 2000 of their comrades would be dead, by the weekend. 
 
At 5pm on the 22nd April a large cloud of poison gas could be seen approaching the positions 
of the French troops in the line on the Canadians’ left flank. Most of the French soldiers were 
killed, disabled or fled, leaving the Canadians to deal with the threat as well as they could. The 
gas was quickly followed by German Infantry which poured into the gap. The 2nd Eastern 
Ontario and the 3rd Toronto Battalions went into the front line that evening to reinforce the 
10th and 16th Battalions south of Kitchener's Wood. 
 
The Canadians paid a heavy price in the fighting during their time in Flanders in 1915. 
 
Gilbert Thomson has no known grave. He is commemorated on Panel 10 of the Ypres (Menin 
Gate) Memorial. 
 

 
The above biography of Gilbert Thomson is extracted (only slightly modified) from pages 80 
and 81 of the 2001 book on the war dead of South Ronaldsay, “For Freedom & Honour” by 
G.L. Esson, with George’s permission. 
 


