8/231 Private Peter Linskill Johnston
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Peter was born at Westfield, near Skaill, Sandwick on 29th April 1891, the son of farm servant Thomas Johnston and Jamima Johnston (née Copland).  On 19th January 1911 Peter left London for Wellington, New Zealand on board the steamship Ruahine, which collided with the Tyrone en route.

Peter’s uncle, John Copland, lived at Craigielea Farm, Stoney Creek in the Clutha district on South Island.  On arrival Peter worked on Clifton Station, Waiwera South, but was working as a carrier for James Craig at Balclutha when war broke out.  Peter was a keen sportsman and a good shot, also made several contributions of verse to the Balclutha Free Press.  Peter was one of the first volunteers from Balclutha to enlist, joining the 14th Otago Rifles at Milton on 14th August 1914.

The Otago Battalion embarked on 15th October and the New Zealand Expeditionary Force sailed from Wellington in convoy, escorted by the Royal Navy cruisers Minotaur, Psyche and Philomel and Japanese cruiser Ibuki.  Peter landed with the Otago Battalion at Alexandria in Egypt on 3rd December, then moved by troop train to the NZEF Camp about 4 miles outside Cairo.

Peter spent most of his time in Egypt training hard, but on 26th January 1915 the Wellington and Otago Battalions entrained to deploy at El Kubri on the Suez Canal and joined Indian troops in posts there.  When the Turks tried to cross the canal using pontoons on 3rd February two New Zealanders were wounded (one died of his wounds), but the Otago Battalion remained in reserve.
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The Otago Battalion left Alexandria on the transport Annaberg on 10th April and sailed to Lemnos to berth in Mudros Harbour.  The ship left in the closing hours of the 24th, to land the Otago Battalion in Anzac Cove on the Gallipoli peninsula in the afternoon of 25th April.  The Otago Battalion dug in on Plugge’s Plateau and lost a total of 78 casualties in the first four days of desperate fighting to hold on to a precarious beach-head.

The Otago Battalion left Walker’s Ridge at 5.15pm on 2nd May to march via the Beach into Shrapnel Gulley and up Monash Valley to attack with 4th Australian Brigade the hill called Baby 700, after a bombardment of it at dusk by naval, field and mountain guns.                                                  View up Monash Valley towards Baby 700.

The difficult march took an hour and a half longer then allowed, so when the Otago Battalion attacked at 8.45pm the Australian advance on its right had already been stopped.  The New Zealanders met tremendous Turkish fire and the survivors were forced to dig in at the foot of the Chessboard.  One of the 262 casualties that the Otago Battalion lost in the failed attack on Baby 700 was Peter Johnston, who was wounded in the groin and right thigh.  His case was considered to be hopeless, but he was evacuated by hospital ship to Alexandria.

Peter was operated on there and recovered so far that there was hope he would pull through.  On 6th May Peter embarked on the hospital ship Letitia to sail for England.  On arrival there Peter travelled by train to Edgbaston, Birmingham.  He was admitted on 20th May to 1st Southern General Hospital, which had 3,500 beds in the university and other buildings, with a section at Stourbridge.  Peter suffered for four months, until he gradually sank and died of wounds on 4th September 1915, aged 24.

Peter was buried in a funeral with full military honours in Lodge Hill Cemetery, Birmingham on 7th September.  Peter’s service records state that his body was exhumed from common grave No. 340, Section B10 and reburied in a new grave No. 667, Section B10 in the Cemetery on 23rd June 1919.
