THE CORRIGALL BROTHERS
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Sandwick farmer Simon Corrigall and his wife Catherine (née Taylor) had four sons, all born on the family farm, North Unigarth in Quoyloo.  The eldest, John, was born on 31st January 1892, next William on 16th April 1894, third Simon on 29th October 1895, and the youngest, Peter, on 23rd July 1897.  After Catherine died of heart disease on 5th November 1901, her husband’s elder sister, Ann Corrigall, who lived in a cottage on the farm and worked as a dressmaker, helped to bring up the young boys.
Simon Corrigall Snr.   
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All four of the Corrigall brothers served in the British Army during the Great War.  Only the service records of Simon Corrigall survived the German bombing of Whitehall during the Blitz, when two thirds of all the Great War soldiers’ records were destroyed by fire.  Simon was a joiner to trade, so enlisted in the Royal Engineers in Kirkwall on 25th February 1916.  He was posted to the Army reserve the next day.  Simon had another medical examination at Fort George on 29th November 1916, then was mobilised on 11th January 1917 and passed a proficiency test as a carpenter at an RE workshop. 
The first Corrigall brother to proceed overseas was the eldest, John, who had left his blacksmith business in Sandwick to join the Army Service Corps.  John passed through 621st ASC Company, a Motor Transport Reception and Discharge Depot based at Southport.  He was on board the steam ship Marthara travelling to Mesopotamia (now Iraq), when he died, aged 25, of an “unknown disease” on 4th May 1917.  His body was “buried at sea” in the Indian Ocean, so his name was recorded in Iraq on Panel 42 of the Basra Memorial.                       John Corrigall        
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Simon Corrigall followed John abroad, when crossed to France on 9th September 1917.  He joined a battalion of the East Yorkshire Regiment the next day, probably in a draft to replace heavy loss in the Battle of Passchendaele.  Simon did not remain long in the infantry, as he returned to the Royal Engineers on 14th November and reached the RE Base Depot in France next day as a Sapper.

On 2nd December Simon joined 512th Field Company RE, a London Territorial unit in 56th Division.  The division was heavily attacked north of Arras during the German “Mars” Offensive on 28th March 1918, but Simon survived the fighting unscathed.  On 8th May Simon transferred to 9th Field Company RE, a Regular Army unit in 4th Division.  On 28th March it had been in the line on the right of 56th Division, but moved north soon after to the French-Belgian border to hold the German Lys Offensive along the La Bassée Canal near Bethune.  The strong German offensive had been stopped there by the end of April, but 4th Division remained in that area. 
            Simon Corrigall   
Normal trench warfare continued on 4th Division’s front, at times the Germans actively shelled both its support and reserve trench lines.  On the morning of 17th June, 1st King’s Own made a successful daylight raid on the German trenches in the Vinage Sector of 4th Division’s front.  That probably triggered heavy German artillery fire later that day, when Sappers Simon Corrigall and Bertie Bloomfield of 9th Field Company RE were killed in action, while Sapper Thomas Clayburn died of his wounds next day.  The three sappers were probably working together in the front or support line, when they fell victim to German artillery fire. 
Simon Corrigall, aged 22, and Bertie Bloomfield were buried in adjacent graves in the small Mont-Bernanchon Cemetery, 8 kilometres NNW of Bethune.  There is another Orcadian among the 168 identified burials in that cemetery, Private William Tulloch of North Ronaldsay.  He was killed by a sniper on 8th May, while serving in 2nd Seaforth Highlanders (in 4th Division).
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Only one of the Corrigall Brothers served in the Seaforth Highlanders, the youngest, Peter.  He joined 1/6th Seaforths in 51st (Highland) Division, probably after it had lost heavily in the German Spring 1918 Offensives.  Peter may have survived most of the heavy fighting to break the German defences and force them to start a strategic withdrawal, but he lost his life, aged 21, in 51st Division’s final attack in the Great War, its opposed crossing of the River Ecaillon, near Valenciennes.
The Germans were withdrawing in October 1918, but resisting stubbornly and still capable of making strong counter-attacks at times.  Peter Corrigall was killed in one of these, in the late afternoon of 25th October.  The advancing 1/6th Seaforths had come under fire from low-flying German planes, then were struck by a heavy infantry attack and had to fall back to the railway near the village of Maing.  Peter Corrigall is one of thirty of 1/6th Seaforths killed on 25th October and buried in the 85 identified graves in the small communal cemetery at Maing, another killed was not identified, probably a few others died later of wounds received repulsing the counter-attack.
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                Peter Corrigall   

The second oldest Corrigall Brother, William, served in the Cameron Highlanders during the Great War, but was not sent overseas.  He was the only brother to survive that conflict, in which his family paid a terrible price.  Statistically one soldier in eleven died while serving in the Great War, but three out of four of Farmer Simon Corrigall’s sons made the ultimate sacrifice.  Simon was given the sad honour of unveiling the Sandwick Memorial, when it was dedicated in April 1921.   His three sons are listed together on the east face of the memorial.
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                                                         William Corrigall   
Sandwick Memorial Dedication, April 1921
