
13888 Private Harold Thomas Leask 
 

Harold was the second son of Master Mariner William S. Leask and 
Barbara Leask (née Mowat).  His parents had married in London 
and Harold’s older brother William was born there.  The family had 
moved to the home at Coldomo, Ireland, Stenness of William Snr’s 
widowed father, before Harold was born on 15th October 1891.  The 
brothers’ mother died when they were very young, then their father 
of a brain tumour in February 1902.  When their grandfather died 
six years later, William and Harold moved to Glasgow, the home of 
their uncle John Leask. 
 
When the 1911 Census was taken, the Leask brothers were living 
together as boarders in Govan – William as a marine engineer and 
Harold as a student at the Veterinary College.  When the Great War 
broke out, Harold gave up his studies and joined the Royal Scots.  

Harold had learned to shoot “whaups” (curlews) in Stenness.  He proved to be one of the best 
shots at the shooting range of the 3rd Battalion, Royal Scots, based at Weymouth.  
 
Harold’s aptitude as a soldier ensured that he crossed early to France and he landed there on 26th 
January 1915.  Harold was in the first wartime draft, of 3 officers and 135 other ranks, to reinforce 
1st Royal Scots, the senior infantry battalion of the British Regular Army.  1st Royal Scots had 
returned from service in India to join 27th Division forming at Winchester in November 1914.  1st 
Royal Scots landed at Le Havre in France on 20th December and travelled to Flanders to enter the 
line at St Eloi, about 3 miles south of Ypres, on 10th January.   
 
When Harold and the first draft reached 1st Royal Scots at St Eloi on 2nd February, the battalion 
was starting its fifth spell in the trenches.  These were relatively short because of the steady toll of 
casualties to enemy action and to sickness caused by the difficult winter conditions in the early 
trench lines.  Harold fell victim to these conditions after a few weeks and was sent to a base 
hospital, suffering from tonsillitis, rheumatism and frost bitten feet. 
 
On his recovery Harold returned to the front, to find the trenches had been improved by laying 
wooden gratings in the bottom and building more weather-proof shelters.  The weather also 
improved and started to dry out the ground.  1st Royal Scots spent the last ten days of March out 
of the line.  They spent most days employed digging a new GHQ line of reserve trenches, but also 
found time for a route march and even attended a concert. 
 
In early April, while 1st Royal Scots enjoyed several days billeted in Poperinge, 27th Division 
moved north and took over the Hooge sector astride the Ypres-Menin road from the French.  More 
hard work was required to improve the trenches there, which varied in distance from 40 to 250 
yards from those of the Germans.  When the Germans launched gas attacks against the French on 
22nd April and the Canadians on the 24th, 1st Royal Scots received heavy artillery and especially 
trench mortar fire, but were not directly attacked by German infantry or gas.  3 officers and 29 
other ranks of the Royal Scots were killed, another 3 officers and 190 other ranks wounded. 
 
The strong German attacks against the French and Canadians forced a reduction of the Ypres 
Salient to a shorter defence line.  When 1st Royal Scots fell back towards a partly completed new 
trench line nearer Hooge on the night of 3rd/4th May 1915, eight men were killed.  They included 
Harold Leask and are all commemorated on Panel 11 of the Menin Gate, Ieper, Belgium. 
 
Harold’s brother, William, was working overseas at the outbreak of war, but returned home and 
joined 8th Seaforths.  William was taken prisoner, after lying two days wounded, at Hill 70 near 
Loos in September 1915.  He made five escapes from German P.O.W. Camps, the stories of 
which were told in The Orcadian after the war (and in a booklet published by the newspaper). 


