
PLY/330(S) Private William Garrioch Sinclair 
 

William was the eldest son of blacksmith Peter Sinclair and Margaret 
Sinclair (née McKay) and was born on 16th July 1887 in Leith, where his 
parents had married.  After the family moved to settle in his mother’s 
birth-place of Stromness, William had most of his schooling there.  On 
leaving school William worked for two years in Stromness Post Office, 
as a telegram boy and then rural postman.  William left Stromness for a 
seafaring life and, about ten years later, he was the quartermaster on an 
Elder Dempster line steamer when the Great War broke out. 
 
William enlisted into the Plymouth Division of the Royal Marines in 
Bristol on 22nd September 1914.   After a few months training, William 
joined the Plymouth Battalion of the Royal Marine Light Infantry, which 
with the Deal Battalion left England for the Dardanelles on 6th February 
1915, as the advance party of the Royal Naval Division (RND). 
 

William was lightly wounded, but continued on duty, in an early action at Gallipoli.  He was possibly 
in one of two covering parties to the failed demolition parties landed at Kum Kale and Sed el Bahr on 
4th March, but his wound was more likely sustained on 25th April in the failed landing at the most 
northern Y Beach at Cape Helles.  James Moodie of Sanday was killed there serving in 1st KOSB, 
which landed with the Plymouth RMLI, but the force abandoned the beach-head on the next morning. 
 
The Plymouth RMLI then served on the main Cape Helles front and William survived severe fighting 
there in hot summer weather.  He enjoyed a few weeks rest on Malta, but depletion of the four Royal 
Marine battalions resulted in their amalgamation in August into two, with William joining the 2nd 
Battalion.  The Gallipoli campaign’s fate was sealed by the failure of the August landings at Suvla 
and in January 1916 the RND joined the amazingly successful evacuation from the peninsula. 
 
The two Royal Marine battalions were brought up to strength when holding the right of the Allied 
line in nearby Salonika, but after the RND travelled to the Western Front via Marseilles it was joined 
by one infantry and four artillery brigades, with other support troops, from the British Army.  While 
reorganising, 63rd (Royal Naval) Division moved into the line on Vimy Ridge on 17th July. 
 
The fighting of the Battle of the Somme had decimated many British, French and German divisions, 
before 63rd Division joined it in early October.  It moved into the then relatively quiet northern front 
between Serre and Beaumont Hamel, which had totally repulsed the British attack on 1st July.  Other 
divisions arrived and on 13th November 63rd Division took part in the last major Somme offensive 
there, with the Highland Division assaulting Beaumont Hamel and the RND the village of Beaucourt.    
 
1st Royal Marines attacked at 5.45am on the 13th on the left of the RND front, through mist into 
heavy machine gun and artillery fire.  Despite clinging mud and taking 50% casualties, they pushed 
on to reach the German first trench line, taking it and the second.  2nd Royal Marines then passed 
through, but became involved in bitter hand-to-hand fighting in the third German trench line, so their 
advance fell behind the creeping artillery barrage and only small parties pushed through beyond.  
Beaucourt was captured next day, but William Sinclair was one of the many Royal Marines reported 
missing on 13th November and only many months later confirmed as having been killed on that day.   
 
William Sinclair is commemorated on Panel 1A of the Thiepval Memorial in France.  William’s two 
brothers, James and John, also left Stromness to serve as merchant marine sailors.  James enlisted in 
the Australian Army on 26th February 1916 in Sydney and was assigned to 15th Reinforcements of 
the 17th Battalion, AIF.  However, before sailing from Australia he fell ill with meningitis and was 
discharged unfit on a pension in January 1917.  John remained at sea throughout the war, serving on 
board the Government transport War Hamilton.  John disappeared from the ship in Constantinople 
harbour on 10th August 1919 and was presumed drowned.  William Sinclair is commemorated on the 
south face of the Stromness War Memorial, with his brother John commemorated on its north face. 


	PLY/330(S) Private William Garrioch Sinclair

