202652  Private Alexander Thomson
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Sandy was born on the family farm, Quoynethes, at Grimness, South Ronaldsay on 3rd November 1887, youngest of the four sons of John Thomson and Barbara Thomson (née Thomson).  After he left school, Sandy worked as a labourer on the farm and trained as a cooper.  He signed up to join the British Army at Hoxa on 19th February 1916, but was posted to the Army Reserve next day.

Sandy was called up, or mobilized, on 29th May and travelled to Fort George in Inverness-shire, the Depot of the Seaforth Highlanders.  After receiving his kit and service number S/13330, Sandy joined the 3rd Battalion at nearby Cromarty.  It trained recruits and returned wounded soldiers there to send out to the overseas battalions of the Regiment, while also providing guards for the important naval base at Invergordon.   Sandy spent five months at Cromarty, until he was sent with a draft to France.
Sandy left Folkestone on 13th November and landed at Boulogne next day.  After a fortnight at the BEF’s infantry training base at Etaples, Sandy was posted to 1/4th Seaforths.  It was a Territorial Battalion that had been in France for two years, had rejoined 51st (Highland) Division in its 154th Brigade in January 1916.  During the Battle of the Somme, 1/4th Seaforths lost nearly 200 casualties fighting at High Wood in July, but the Battalion played only a minor role when the Highland Division famously captured Beaumont Hamel on the day that Sandy crossed to France.
Sandy’s mother died of gastritis on 26th February 1917.  When all Territorial Army personnel received new six-figure service numbers in early 1917, Sandy’s new number was 202652.  Sandy escaped injury in the BEF’s next major offensive, the Battle of Arras launched on 9th April.  1/4th Seaforths took part in the opening advance, also the bitter fighting at the Chemical Works, near Roeux on 23rd April.  Sandy was promoted to Lance-Corporal on 21st May, but unpaid.

The Battalion’s next major action was during the BEF’s most notorious offensive, now known as Passchendaele, officially the Third Battle of Ypres.  1/4th Seaforths did not take part in the opening advance on 31st July, but moved into the new front line along the Steenbeek next day.  The Battalion endured heavy German shelling there, until moved back to the Ypres canal bank on 4th August, although No. 3 Company moved into Hindenburg Farm in the old German line.  Sandy was wounded on the 5th, probably by long-range German shell-fire, but possibly by an aeroplane that bombed the Battalion’s Advanced Transport Camp at Hospital Farm that day.
Sandy’s wound was a serious “Blighty One”, so he made the long journey back to the UK.  He spent many months recovering in 1st Southern General Hospital, King’s Heath in Birmingham.   When Sandy joined 4th Reserve Seaforths in February 1918, he reverted to the rank of Private.
Sandy had married Christina Doull on 11th August in South Ronaldsay, before he rejoined 3rd Seaforths in September.  On 18th October Sandy crossed from Dover to Calais and then joined 7th Seaforths, the Regiment’s senior New Army Service Battalion, in 9th (Scottish) Division.  It was in Flanders, still taking heavy casualties but advancing steadily as German resistance at last started to crack.  When the Armistice took effect on 11th November, 9th Division was resting in the Harlebeke area, near Courtrai.  It soon moved into Germany, to occupy the city of Cologne.
Sandy was transferred to 725 Company, the Labour Corps on 25th November.  When Sandy was demobilized to the Army Reserve on 9th March 1919, he was awarded a pension of 5/6d a week because was classed 20% disabled due to a fractured tibia.  In March 1922 Sandy Thomson received in the post the British War Medal and Victory Medal, to mark his Great War service. 
