
S/17337 Private Robert Johnston Linklater 
 

Robert was the second son of cattle dealer Thomas Linklater and Mary 
Linklater (née Johnston), born at Russland, Harray on 4th June 1898.  The 
family moved at the end of 1900 to Quoynamoan in Stenness, where 
Robert went to school and remembered as his home.  Robert’s father 
worked as a miller, as well as on the farm. 
 
When Robert left school he started an apprenticeship with the National 
Bank of Scotland, at the Stromness Branch.  When Robert reached age 18 
he became eligible for call up under the Military Service Act 1916.  Robert 
enlisted in Kirkwall on 9th January 1917 and travelled to Fort George, near 
Inverness.  He passed a medical there on the 12th.  After being issued the 
uniform of the Seaforth Highlanders, Robert travelled the relatively short 
distance to join the 3rd Battalion at Cromarty.  Robert spent nine months 
there training and carrying out garrison duties, before he was sent to 
France.  He had spent just over three weeks during May in Cromarty 
Military Hospital with measles. 
 
Robert travelled with a draft of reinforcements to Folkestone on 29th 
October and crossed the Channel to land at Boulogne.  He reported to 18th 
Infantry Base Depot at Etaples, for nearly three weeks of intensive combat 

training.  On 26th November Robert joined 7th Seaforths, then resting and training at Coupelle-Vieille (16 
miles east of Etaples).  7th Seaforths already had a proud record of service as part of 9th (Scottish) Division, 
but the Battalion had lost 248 casualties in a futile attack through heavy mud and in torrents of rain on 
Passchendaele Ridge in Flanders on 12th October. 
 
Robert was awarded five days of Field Punishment No 2 (had to wear shackles for a couple of hours a day) 
on 12th December, for being absent from a bathing parade.  9th Division was involved in the heavy fighting 
to hold the series of offensives by the Germans during the Spring of 1918 to try and win the war.  7th 
Seaforths lost 302 casualties when 9th Division was driven back across the old Somme battlefield in March, 
then 448 casualties on Messines Ridge in Flanders in April.  Robert survived the heavy fighting unscathed, 
but while 9th Division was out of the line he was admitted to 1st South African Field Ambulance on 7th June, 
suffering from the effects of mustard gas poisoning inflicted by an artillery shell. 
 
Robert was one of four Seaforths wounded by gas while working on the roads near Caestre (about 2 miles 
NE of Hazebrouck in France, near the Belgian border), as labourers for 63rd Field Company, RE.  Robert 
travelled (as a stretcher case) by train to No 35 General Hospital in Calais, then onward by ferry to Brighton 
and by train to reach 4th London General Hospital at Denmark Hill on 19th June.  The mustard gas had 
injured Robert’s eyes and lungs.  After 48 days treatment, including convalescence at Princess Christian’s 
Auxiliary Hospital in Whitehall, Robert was discharged with “Condition much improved” and awarded ten 
days leave.  He most likely returned to visit his family in Orkney then, although not fully recovered. 
 
Robert returned to re-join 3rd Seaforths at Cromarty on 16th August.  He was posted to join 2/1st Highland 
Cyclist Battalion in Edinburgh on 25th October.  A month later, the Armistice with Germany having taken 
effect in France and Flanders on 11th November, Robert was posted to serve most of a year with 1/8th 
Battalion of the Essex Regiment in the seaport of Sligo in Ireland.  The large British Army garrison there 
was involved in subduing the local harassing and sabotage actions by the IRA. 
 
Robert’s demobilization from the Army was delayed by his service in Ireland, where he probably suffered 
several health lapses resulting from the continued effects of his gas poisoning in France.  He applied for a 
disability pension during his demobilization medical in Essex in December 1919, but an award was rejected. 
 
Robert returned to his banking career.  As a bank clerk in St. Nicholas, Aberdeen he married cashier Elsie 
Aiken on 6th March 1930.  They had two children: a son Theo(dore) and daughter Nancy.  Robert’s health 
was adversely affected by his wartime gas poisoning through the remainder of his life, but he worked as the 
Stromness manager of the National Bank of Scotland in the 1950s.  He and Elsie returned to Aberdeen, 
where Robert died from broncho-pneumonia and cardiac failure in Woodend Hospital on 15th June 1963, 
aged 65 years. 


