1695190 Private William R. Cromarty
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1695190 Private William R. Cromarty served with the Headquarters Troop of the 77th (Statue of Liberty) Division, American Expeditionary Force.  His parents were Samuel and Elizabeth Cromarty (née Ridland) of South Cara, Grimness, South Ronaldsay.  William served an apprenticeship as a tailor before emigrating to the United States and made his home at Liberty, New York where he worked in his uncle’s business.

When America declared war against Germany, William volunteered for service with the American Army.  After only three weeks training with the 306th Infantry Regiment at Camp Upton, he was transferred to the Headquarters Troop of the 77th Division which sailed for Liverpool on 27th March 1918.  The Division, a National Army unit newly raised for war service, landed on 12th May and was in Calais on the 13th.  A period of training followed with British officers and NCOs’.

The inexperienced soldiers of the 77th Division entrained on 6th June for the Baccarat section of the front line, where the 77th was the first American National Army Division to see action.  At 4am on 24th June, they were on the receiving end of 3000 rounds of phosgene and mustard gas shells when the enemy bombarded the sector held by them.  Casualties were reported to be light, mostly due to removing gas masks too soon.  The division was relieved by the 37th American Division on the 4th August.

By mid August the 77th were back in the front line in the Valley of Vesle, where both sides were engaged in attacks and raids with artillery of both sides constantly shelling forward and rear areas.  On the 4th September the 77th Division crossed the river Vesle and captured Bazoches.  By the 6th they had advanced 9 kilometres to reach the south bank of the river Aisne, where the front line was established.  On the 16th September the 77th Division was relieved by an Italian division.  During the operations at the river Vesle and the subsequent advance, the 77th Division lost nearly 4800 men.
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On the 11th September, Private Cromarty was driving officers of the 370th Infantry to 77th Division Headquarters when the vehicle received a direct hit by a high explosive shell.  All the occupants of the vehicle were killed instantly.  Private William Cromarty now lies in Plot D, Row 7, Grave 3, Oise-Aisne American Cemetery, Fere-en-Tardenous, Aisne, France.

The above biography of William Cromarty 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 the Oise-Aisne American Cemetery and William Cromarty’s grave there were taken by Brian Budge, who visited with his father in July 2008.
