
S/12853 Private Caleb Walter 
 

Caleb Walter was born at Dowscarth, Stenness on 11th June 1893, the fourth 
son of farmer Caleb Walter and Christina Walter (née Lyall).  Caleb worked 
with his father on the farm, after completed his schooling.  He was called up in 
April 1916 and travelled to Fort George, where he joined the Seaforth 
Highlanders.  After completing a medical and receiving his kit, Caleb travelled 
to nearby Cromarty to complete his basic training with 3rd Battalion, Seaforth 
Highlanders.  He returned home to Stenness for a week’s embarkation leave, 
proudly wearing his kilt, before being posted to France.   
 
Caleb probably crossed the Channel by steamer to France in late August 1916 
in a reinforcement draft that included about thirty Orcadians.  The Battle of the 
Somme was about to enter its third month.  The heavy losses sustained by most 
of the infantry units which had passed through its fighting meant the time new 
recruits spent in a Base Depot in France was minimised, as most battalions 
were destined to fight again in the later stages of the Battle of the Somme. 
 
Caleb was posted to join 2nd Seaforth Highlanders in 4th Division, a Regular 
Army division which had already gone through two years’ hard Western Front 
service.  On 1st July 2nd Seaforths lost nearly 400 casualties, for no significant 

ground gained at Beaumont Hamel in the northern Somme battlefield.  After a couple of weeks holding the 
line there, 4th Division travelled north to Flanders, to rest and re-build its strength in the Ypres Salient.   
 
Caleb was probably among the 63 reinforcements who joined during the three days after 2nd Seaforths 
completed the journey from Flanders to take over billets on 18th September in the village of Rainneville, 8 
miles NNE of Amiens.  Moves for the Seaforths followed on the 24th to billets in Corbie, 10 miles east of 
Amiens, and then on the 25th to Méaulte, 2 miles south of Albert. 
 
The third major British attack in the Battle of the Somme, when tanks were used for the first time, had again 
failed to break through the stubborn German defences while 4th Division arrived to re-join the fighting.  
Caleb probably saw German prisoners working on the roads around Méaulte, as 2nd Seaforths provided 400 
men in work parties there for the Royal Engineers on 26th and 27th September.  A Brigade exercise was held 
east of Corbie on the 29th.  After another 200 men were supplied for work parties on 1st October, less than half 
of 2nd Seaforths started final exercises and preparations to march towards the front, as 4th Division had 
orders to relieve 56th Division on the right of the British line, next to the French.   
 
It was not until 9th October that 2nd Seaforths began a march by compass bearing towards the front line, 
across a desolate battlefield to the eastern outskirts of Guillemont.  The site of the village had been reduced to 
a sea of shell-holes, with not a single stone standing on another.  2nd Seaforths were in Brigade reserve and 
spent most of the night collecting material to make dug-outs, getting no sleep next day as there were guns 
firing all around the position.  The weather was mostly cold and dry, with dull periods and some rain. 
 
When an attack by the front line battalions in the afternoon of 12th October was a failure, 2nd Seaforths 
moved up behind them as the wounded came through in large numbers.  2nd Seaforths moved up next day to 
carry out a night attack on the 14th from the line north-east of Lesbouefs.  The Commanding Officer’s limited 
attack plan was turned down and 2nd Seaforths made hasty preparations for a more ambitious night attack on 
parts of Rainy and Dewdrop Trenches.  When it was launched at 6.30pm the Seaforths entered Rainy Trench 
and gun-pits in front of Dewdrop Trench, but a German counter-attack recovered both positions and no gain 
remained.  The failed attack cost 2nd Seaforths 99 casualties. 
 
2nd Seaforths were relieved in the line on the night of 17th and were back in camp just east of Montauban 
next day.  41 reinforcements joined the Seaforths before re-entering the line on the 23rd, but they then lost 39 
casualties in 36 hours.  After spending 24th–27th in Méaulte Camp, 2nd Seaforths left the Somme fighting for 
a second time and by 31st October reached a rest camp at Limeux, 7 miles south of Abbeville on the coast.    
 
The difficult conditions in the line near Lesbouefs continued to take a toll after leaving there.  Caleb Walter 
was amongst the 129 personnel 2nd Seaforths sent to hospital sick in January 1917, from billets in reserve 
near Albert.  Caleb was treated for typhoid infection in 25th Stationary Hospital, Rouen, but he died from the 
fever on 28th January and was buried in Grave O.IV.F.8 in the town’s St. Sever Cemetery Extension. 

 


