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This book is dedicated to the memory of the men of Bridge of Weir who died in the Great War, and to the memory of the families who bore their loss.




This book owes much to research carried out by members of the Bridge of Weir Memorial Society, which was formed to renew and preserve the memories of the men whose names are engraved on the village war memorials.
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Army structure
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The Men of Bridge of Weir in the order in which they died






















	Name


	Rank


	Regiment or
Service


	Date of
Death


	Age


	Death







	James Smellie


	Artificer 4th Class


	HMS Cressy, Royal Navy


	22 Sep. 1914


	22


	Torpedoed







	Thomas Spink


	Private


	South Wales Borderers


	26 Sep. 1914


	26


	Chivy, after Battle of the Aisne







	Frederic Barr


	Private


	Highland Light Infantry


	25 Feb. 1915


	26


	Near Béthune







	Thomas Lawrie


	Private


	Cameronians


	28 Feb. 1915


	29


	Wounded near Béthune, died Boulogne







	Neil McDonald


	Piper


	Canadian Royal Highlanders


	23 Apr. 1915


	34


	Second Ypres







	Peter Houston


	Third Engineer


	ss Strathnairn Merchant Navy


	15 Jun. 1915


	30


	Torpedoed







	James Reston


	Lance Sergeant


	Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders


	20 Jun. 1915


	24


	Festubert, Pasde-Calais







	Alister Duff


	Second Lieutenant


	Cameronians


	28 Jun. 1915


	27


	Gallipoli







	Andrew Gardiner


	Private


	NZ Canterbury Rifles


	7 Aug. 1915


	22


	Gallipoli







	
Robert Milroy



	Private


	NZ Wellington Regiment


	8 Aug. 1915


	26


	Gallipoli







	John Macdougall


	Private


	Highland Light Infantry


	16 Aug. 1915


	33


	Gallipoli







	Walter Brown


	Private


	Canadian Infantry


	9 Sept. 1915


	22


	Ploegsteert sector







	John Clark


	Private


	King’s Own Scottish Borderers


	25 Sept.1915


	20


	Loos







	James Hood


	Private


	Royal Scots Fusiliers


	30 Oct. 1915


	26


	Wounded Loos, died Aberdeen







	Malcolm Brodie


	Private


	Gordon Highlanders


	21 Feb. 1916


	33


	Ypres







	John MacInnes


	Private


	Cameronians


	12 May 1916


	36


	Loos sector







	Peter Higgins


	Private


	Royal Scots Fusiliers


	5 Jun. 1916


	30


	Béthune







	William McKenzie


	Private


	The Black Watch


	27 Jun. 1916


	27


	Béthune







	Lyle Barr


	Second Lieutenant


	Royal Field Artillery


	26 Jul. 1916


	26


	The Somme







	Peter Calligan


	Sergeant


	Royal Garrison Artillery


	16 Aug. 1916


	30


	The Somme







	
Hudson Hardman



	Lieutenant


	Cameron Highlanders


	17 Aug. 1916


	21


	The Somme







	George Balfour


	Second Lieutenant


	Highland Light Infantry


	15 Sept.


	29


	The Somme







	David Cummings


	Private


	Canadian Mounted Rifles


	1 Oct. 1916


	28


	The Somme







	James Brooks


	Lance Corporal


	Royal Scots


	29 Oct. 1916


	20


	The Somme







	William McClure


	Private


	Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers


	11 Nov. 1916


	34


	Messines







	Ian Bannatyne


	Second Lieutenant


	Highland Light Infantry


	18 Nov. 1916


	19


	The Somme







	Robert Barr


	Private


	Highland Light Infantry


	18 Nov. 1916


	21


	The Somme







	Robert McDougall


	Private


	Highland Light Infantry


	18 Nov. 1916


	21


	The Somme







	Archibald Fulton


	Sergeant


	Highland Light Infantry


	19 Nov. 1916


	21


	The Somme







	Henry Andrew


	Private


	Army Service Corps


	4 Jan. 1917


	39


	Salonika, died Paisley







	Andrew Jackson


	Gunner


	Motor Machine Gun Service


	27 Jan. 1917


	23


	Tuberculosis at Banchory







	
James McGibbon



	Gunner


	Royal Field Artillery


	6 Apr. 1917


	30


	Arras







	David Tod


	Sapper


	Royal Engineers


	6 Apr. 1917


	26


	Arras







	John Holmes


	Lance Corporal


	Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders


	11 Apr. 1917


	20


	Arras







	Hepner Giffen


	Private


	Royal Scots


	28 Apr. 1917


	23


	Arras







	Robert Burns


	Private


	Lancashire Fusiliers


	12 May 1917


	20


	Arras







	Speirs Barr


	Captain


	Highland Light Infantry


	23 May 1917


	22


	Hindenburg Line







	Henry Strang


	Private


	Highland Light Infantry


	6 Jul. 1917


	19


	Nieuwpoort







	Walter McWilliam


	Sapper


	Royal Engineers


	11 Jul 1917


	34


	Mesopotamia







	James Pollock


	Private


	Highland Light


	15 Jul. 1917


	21


	Nieuwpoort







	David McGregor


	Private


	King’s (Liverpool) Regiment


	31 Jul. 1917


	19


	Third Ypres







	William Millar


	Gunner


	Royal Field Artillery


	18 Aug. 1917


	23


	Third Ypres







	
Adam McLeod (otherwise Walton)



	Private


	Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders


	22 Aug. 1917


	19


	Third Ypres







	James Woodrow


	Private


	Seaforth Highlanders


	22 Aug. 1917


	26


	Third Ypres







	Richard Arroll


	Private


	Seaforth Highlanders


	24 Aug. 1917


	38


	Wounded at Arras, died London







	William Candlish


	Private


	Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders


	24 Aug. 1917


	24


	Third Ypres







	George Jackson


	Captain


	Highland Light Infantry


	25 Aug. 1917


	25


	Somme sector







	John Begley


	Gunner


	Royal Field Artillery


	26 Sept. 1917


	30


	Third Ypres







	James Burns


	Private


	Army Service Corps


	8 Oct. 1917


	23


	East Africa







	George Fisher


	Second Lieutenant


	Suffolk Regiment


	17 Nov. 1917


	26


	Third Ypres







	Alexander Cameron


	Captain


	Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders


	21 Mar. 1918


	42


	German Spring Offensive







	Charles Morgan


	Corporal


	Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders


	21 Mar. 1918


	24


	German Spring Offensive







	
Robert Niven



	Lance Corporal


	King’s (Liverpool) Regiment


	9 Apr. 1918


	19


	German Spring Offensive







	John Brown


	Private


	Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders


	17 Apr. 1918


	20


	German Spring Offensive







	Ernest Murray


	Private


	Cameronians


	7 May 1918


	25


	German Spring Offensive







	Edward Shedden


	Private


	Highland Light Infantry


	8 May 1918


	28


	German Spring Offensive







	William Houston


	Private


	Royal Engineers


	14 May 1918


	36


	German Spring Offensive







	Andrew Houston


	Gunner


	Royal Field Artillery


	5 Jun. 1918


	36


	German Spring Offensive







	Robert Sproul


	Corporal


	Cameron Highlanders


	18 Jul. 1918


	25


	Prelude to the Hundred Days







	John Andrew


	Lance Corporal


	King’s Own Scottish Borderers


	23 Jul. 1918


	28


	Prelude to the Hundred Days







	William Keith


	Private


	Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders


	23 Jul. 1918


	20


	Prelude to the Hundred Days







	Robert Millar


	Private


	Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders


	1 Aug. 1918


	24


	Prelude to the Hundred Days







	
Ritchie Johnstone



	Lieutenant


	Royal Air Force


	14 Aug. 1918


	20


	Anti-U-boat patrol off Bangor







	William Kerr


	Private


	The Black Watch


	29 Aug. 1918


	23


	The Hundred Days







	Robert Browning


	Signaller


	Royal Garrison Artillery


	13 Sept. 1918


	32


	The Hundred Days







	John Gray


	Captain


	Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders


	21 Sept. 1918


	27


	The Hundred Days







	William Blackley


	Signaller


	Highland Light Infantry


	4 Oct. 1918


	33


	The Hundred Days







	Hugh Fulton


	Second Lieutenant


	Highland Light Infantry


	9 Oct. 1918


	20


	The Hundred Days







	John Higgins


	Lance Corporal


	King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry


	28 Oct. 1918


	27


	Italian Front







	William Neil


	Lance Sergeant


	The Black Watch


	8 Nov. 1918


	25


	The Hundred Days







	Robert Jackson


	Sapper


	Royal Engineers


	16 Nov. 1918


	40


	Spanish influenza, Rouen







	William Cairns


	Private


	King’s Own Scottish Borderers


	11 Aug. 1919


	28


	Septicaemia, Wimereux










Puppets and Puppet-masters


In the course of the First World War, both sides applied a great deal of ingenuity in the attempt to mislead the other side and deduce its intentions. The British fabricated models, ‘full size flat images of soldiers, painted in England by women who had once painted bone china, with realistic faces, with moustaches and glasses under their tin hats. These were puppets. They had flat strings snaking over the mud, operated by puppeteer soldiers hidden in foxholes and craters, who made them stretch and turn, stand up and fall. [They were] deployed in hundreds, under a smokescreen, inviting the Germans to fire on them and reveal their own positions. A man in a shell-hole could operate four or five of these “soldiers”.’ (A.S. Byatt, The Children’s Book)


These puppets were dummies, painted boards. But they had their equivalents, flesh and blood figures who danced and fell at the commands of puppet-masters who were far away and fighting a different sort of war.




Prologue


1. THE COUNTRY’S WAR


The sombre flame of tragedy that illuminates the memory of the First World War is contained within a many-faceted lantern, but one prism contains a flaw that distorts and misleads, and that flaw is the notion that the war was futile: an unnecessary war, not a ‘good war’ like the Second, not a war that need have been fought.


In truth the First World War, no less than the Second, was a war Britain had to fight. If she had stood aside, as she looked quite likely to do, an aggressive and undemocratic militaristic power would have dominated the continent with consequences no less dire for Britain than the rest of Europe. It is to the nation’s credit that without compelling treaty obligations or threat to her territories she went to war in 1914 and fought on till victory was achieved without any thought of compromise or surrender, despite a haemorrhage of blood and a cost that turned the greatest creditor nation in the world into a debtor.


And victory, victory for Britain and France, victory for the institutions of freedom and liberal values, would not have been achieved without Britain’s contribution. Her losses were less than those of her allies, France and until 1917 Russia, but her contribution on land and at sea was critical. In 1917 and 1918, with Russia no longer in the war, and America not yet contributing man-power, the war would have been lost without Britain. In 1918 the war would not have been won without her. France, drained white by the blood-letting at Verdun, was exhausted and demoralised. It was an unbroken series of British-led victories in the last hundred days of the war that brought Germany to request an armistice.


What Britain’s commitment required was a transformation which was not asked of the other belligerents. Germany and Russia were military autocracies. Even France, democratic and civilised, had a tradition of militarism and conscription, of a nation in arms. Britain had no such history. There had never been conscription in Britain. The very notion of a standing army in time of peace was anathema. There was not even a national police force. The army was tiny. Wars had been fought cheaply, mostly at sea or, if on land, chiefly by subsidising allies or employing mercenaries.


In Britain in the years immediately ahead of the war there had been some vision of a new type of warfare, and plans had been drawn up for it, but they were no more than plans. A massive adaptation had to be made when a sudden decision to fight was made – and to fight not at sea but on land and in huge numbers. The army which fought in France grew from six to sixty battalions. The war which was fought was not one of cavalry-based colonial skirmishes. The army had to adapt to a massive, mechanised confrontation. It did so.


The war saw the fastest learning-curve the British Army has ever undergone, as senior commanders strove to adapt to problems that no army, on either side, could truly have apprehended in their entirety. Every Commander-in-Chief in 1914 was already a grown man when Rudolf Diesel invented the internal combustion engine, and was middle-aged when the Wright brothers flew a heavier-than-air flying machine a few hundred feet.


In 1914 the British Army was prepared for a war not unlike that of the Crimea, with some modifications derived from the American Civil War and the South African War. By 1918 Haig’s armies were fighting essentially as the army would fight in 1939–45. In terms of tactics there would be no further substantive changes until the mechanisation of the 1970s.


There was no British tradition of militarism. Further than that, Britain took great pride in individualism, liberty, the lack of state control. There were no identity cards in 1914, and British citizens could travel without a passport. Governments could not pry into the affairs of the citizen. Parliaments were not supposed to do too much legislating, and the notion that powers were balanced to limit the reach of government was prized.


And yet, to win the war, society surrendered much of these sacrosanct liberties. Encountering no resistance, the Government assumed control of almost every detail of national life. State direction of industry, labour, agriculture, feeding and movement was accepted. The changed nature of Government was so marked that, as prime minister, Lloyd George was frequently said – but without any implication of criticism – to have ‘dictatorial’ powers. But despite all this, despite the fact that in 1917, under the U-boat attacks, Britain risked starving, there was no challenge to social and political cohesion. And nowhere was this heroic cohesion more marked than amongst the men who fought for their country – and the women who stayed at home and suffered there.


This book is intended to do three things. It tells the story of the war – of why it was fought, how it was fought, and why it was fought in that way. That larger picture provides the framework for the second purpose: to tell the stories of seventy-two men who fought and died in it. They fought in a remarkable variety of different roles, and are only linked by one arbitrary fact: they all came from the same village.


Credit for victory must go not to the generals or the politicians, but to men such as those – and to the society that produced these men. The war was not won by the professional soldiers of the original British Expeditionary Force, superlatively professional as it was. By the end of 1915 it no longer existed, its place taken first by volunteers and then by conscripts. These men were, as Shakespeare had put it, ‘but warriors for the working day’. Much can be learned from them: not least we learn the awfulness of war. They never questioned the rightness of what they were doing. Some of them were unfortunate in their backgrounds. They might have resented what they were being asked to do. All of them, certainly, were asked to do more than any man should be. But British soldiers, unlike the armies of their allies, never broke collectively: there were no mutinies.


These men were impelled by a sense of duty which brought them to offer their lives for a cause which they could only understand partially: even today, long after the records have been opened, we only have a limited understanding of why the war was fought. Moreover, these warriors for the working day knew nothing of the jealousies, the feuds, the struggles between and amongst politicians and senior commanders. Some of these struggles were between men who were fighting for good reasons, but others were the result of naked ambition. While the men of the village, the puppets, fought battles that cost them their lives, the puppet-masters fought no less intently for their careers. That is the third theme of this book.


How would we, from today’s society, emerge from such a test? How would we compare with these seventy-two men? We cannot know. All we can be sure of is that their steadfastness, their conviction that their cause was just, that the values they fought for were worth dying for, commands our gratitude, respect and remembrance.


2. THE MEN’S WAR


Although we deal with the deaths and part of the lives of seventy-two young men from a single village, unusually, the seventy-two did not serve in just a limited number of locally-based regiments or pals’ battalions.1 What makes the village’s experience unusual is that its men fought in so many theatres of war, joining up and dying at different stages of the conflict. Thus the story of their war, the village’s war, is that of the war itself and that of communities throughout Britain.


The story of that war has frequently been told in terms of myth, the myth of lions led by donkeys, unquestioned traditions of men marching in extended line across no man’s land. Research in recent years has largely re-evaluated what happened. Generals, fighting a war of which no one had any experience, were far from perfect, but they were not fools. The war, particularly in its later stages, was fought in a very different way from that caricatured in Oh! What a Lovely War, or Blackadder. The idea of troops crossing no man’s land in extended line, for example, was largely the invention of John Buchan, who used it as a poignant example of disciplined courage. In fact troops rarely advanced in this way – they were expected to use fire and movement techniques to take advantage of the geographical features of the battlefield. But in another example of how research confounds expectations, where commanders did use extended line tactics – normally when troops were too inexperienced to deploy in a more sophisticated way – losses were usually lower.


The men from Bridge of Weir fought on the Western Front, Gallipoli, Mesopotamia, Palestine, Salonika, the Italian Front and East Africa, in the British Army, the Royal Navy, the mercantile marine, the Royal Air Force and Canadian and ANZAC forces. The conflicts in which they perished cover the principal military actions from 1914 to 1918. Some were killed in action, some succumbed to tropical disease, and one was a victim of the 1918 influenza epidemic.


In 1914 the tectonic plates of society shifted, creating a chasm that definitively separated the pre-war years from those that followed. It has been said that in some ways those who did not know the earlier years can never wholly understand how different they were. This book is not only the story of those who went; it is also a story of those left behind. The families, the wives, the sweethearts and the children were the most immediately affected. But the deaths left a larger void than that. The book describes how a community was affected.


The germ of this book was born when some members of one of the village churches looked at the memorial to those of that church who had died in the Great War of 1914–18 and reflected on the fact that nothing was now known of these men, beyond surnames and initials. The idea of learning more about just these men grew, to take in those whose names are recorded on the other church memorials and on the memorial erected at the centre of the village. There are seventy-two names in total, and this book records something of each man – there were no women – behind the names.


What was the object behind the research? Essentially commemoration of a sacrifice – made in many cases consciously – for those who would follow. This book and its associated website2 are intended to create a faithful remembrance of those who died, in a spirit of respect for their sacrifice. That is a worthwhile objective. If it helps to remind people of what war means, and what the implications of the failure of politics mean, that too will be worthwhile.


When the war ended, the village’s first act of communal remembrance was to conceive and construct its memorial. It is that memorial that has inspired this book, not least through the words inscribed in the granite: Let those who come after see to it that their name be not forgotten.





1  In the early days of the war enthusiastic enlisting often created ‘Pals’ battalions’, which were composed of friends and colleagues from the same background (employment, chamber of commerce, schools and so forth), who joined up and served together. When this happened the result was that these groups of men tended to share the same fate. The same thing happened when regiments recruited from specific parts of the country. For various reasons, the men of Bridge of Weir were not greatly concentrated in particular units, though there were some important exceptions, as will be seen.


2  See Here.
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The Village – Bridge of Weir


The village that our story is about, our village, is Bridge of Weir, a community with a population today of somewhere between four and five thousand, situated about fifteen miles west of Glasgow. The village is in what is still, despite local government changes, referred to as Renfrewshire: the body of land bounded on the north by the River Clyde and on the west by that river’s estuary, the Firth of Clyde.


On the east of the historic county (which now consists of smaller administrative divisions) there is fertile agricultural land; to the west elevated moorland. Bridge of Weir lies on the line that separates the two, on a spot where the River Gryffe descends fast from the hills to run more placidly into the Clyde.


Renfrewshire has been peopled from about 5000 BC. There is much evidence of Iron Age forts (c. 600 BC–AD 87); the Romans and much later the Normans came; and the mediaeval Church established communities on the rich farmland in the east of the area. The Cluniac Abbey at Paisley was the mother-church for the area. But Bridge of Weir itself is a recent creation. Although the village is surrounded by three older settlements, Kilbarchan and Kilmacolm (whose ‘Kil’ prefixes refer to a church or the cell of an early saint) and Houston (on the lands of Kilpeter), the pre-First World War census of 1911 failed to recognise Bridge of Weir as an independent village and listed its streets and residents under the neighbouring villages of Kilbarchan and Houston.


That was a little unfair. The emergence of the River Gryffe from the hills of west Renfrewshire attracted the establishment of a community quite early in the eighteenth century. Before a bridge was thrown across the Gryffe around 1770, the hamlet was known as Port (or crossing) o’ Weir. The weir that gives the village its name was a salmon weir.


Change came fast after the establishment of the salmon weir and the bridge, as the industrial revolution altered the face of central Scotland. The Gryffe was a power source for the new industries. By the mid-1790s, Renfrewshire had half the cotton mills in Scotland. The county was a textile Silicon Valley. Water power was initially used to drive cotton mills, but it came to have much wider applications. Mills and factories were built, extended, adapted or converted for grain, lint, spinning, bleaching and tanning. In and around Bridge of Weir were four large mills and four small ones. The cotton mill which opened in 1793 had a huge water wheel powering 18,000 spindles. Linwood Mill, only a few miles from Bridge of Weir, was the largest mill in Scotland. The neighbouring town of Paisley, famous for its pattern, was a major centre for weaving and cotton thread production.


But the Industrial Revolution exemplifies the paradox that capitalism consists in creative destruction, as investment constantly flows to support evolution. The day of the water-based textile industries ended as suddenly as it had arrived. By 1876 all eight mills had closed and empty buildings were left. Evidence of the river’s industrial past is visible in the network of weirs and mill-lades along the riverside between Bridge of Weir and Crosslee, the hamlet to the north. The archaeology of these defunct industrial sites follows a ribbon development – not along the line of the roads, but along the rivers and the complex of mill-lades.
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The Village on the Eve of War


What chiefly reanimated the village after the decline of its early industries was the arrival of the railway. The line which linked it with Paisley and Glasgow to the east and Greenock and the other Clyde ports to the west opened in 1864. The nature of the village changed, as it became not simply a self-sufficient economic unit, but home for many who worked elsewhere. These prosperous incomers, escaping the soot and noise of Glasgow and the Clyde shipyards, built houses, chiefly on Ranfurly Hill, to the south of the old village.


The building of their substantial villas was stimulated by the Greenock and Ayrshire Railway Company, which offered half-price season tickets to anyone building a house in the village. The process reached its peak in the last decade of the old queen’s century and the first of the next, until Lloyd George’s Budget of 1910 brought an abrupt end to this residential building spree throughout the country. Substantial residential building did not resume until after the Second World War.


But by 1911 the village had largely assumed the character and physical appearance it would have for the next half-century. Its population was about 2,500.1 It had a leather industry which had to an extent filled the void left by the decline of the textile mills; it had golf courses; big houses had been built for its residents to live in and shops to supply their needs. All this created employment for families from the Highlands, Islands, Ireland and other parts of Scotland and beyond.


The main roads of the village have changed little over the years. Shops appeared along Main Street, the old road running from west to east through the village (and over the Bridge itself), but there were dwellings there as well. As in almost all Scottish towns and villages there was an element of substandard housing with overcrowding and inadequate sanitation. Bridge of Weir residents lived on two sides of the Main Street in densely packed, stone-built terraces or tenement buildings, between the tannery and the Pow Burn. There were newer, more spacious tenements on the north side of the street between the Pow Burn and the railway station. Some of those buildings are recognisable today. Towards the east of the Main Street, Ranfurly Hotel opened in 1882. It started out as a forty-bedroom hotel for golfers; as we shall see it played two important roles during the war.


The old Main Street, together with the new railway line, bisected the village physically and socially. The Ordnance Survey mapped Renfrewshire in 1912 and published a twenty-five inch to the mile map in 1914. It shows in effect two adjacent communities, split by the railway line: old Bridge of Weir to the north and Ranfurly to the south. Up the hill, Ranfurly had its villas, new churches, golf clubs, tennis courts and even a curling pond. Ranfurly Castle Golf Club course had been laid out in 1889 around the remains of a fifteenth-century castle motte. In 1905 some of the members broke away, taking the Ranfurly Castle name to create a new course. A new club, confusingly called Old Ranfurly Golf Club, took over the original course and the castle.


There were three Presbyterian churches in the village. Freeland was the oldest, interesting architecturally and as an epitome of the history of the schisms and fusions of the Scottish church from the seventeenth century onwards. Its congregation can trace its history back to open-air worship in the eighteenth century, in the tradition of the earlier Covenanting conventicles, part of the Original Secession Church known as the Associate Presbytery.


The present church building opened in 1826. In 1839 the congregation rejoined the Church of Scotland. Hardly had it done so when the Church of Scotland was rent by the great Disruption of 1843 over the right of landowners to nominate ministers. Freeland then became part of the Free Kirk, one of a number of dissident bodies, some of which, including Freeland, came together in the United Free Church in 1900.


A second United Free Church, Ranfurly Church, was built on Ranfurly Hill in 1890. Bridge of Weir was not an ecclesiastical parish (a parish quoad sacra) until 1886 and until then the parish church, the mainstream Church of Scotland church for the village, was in Kilbarchan. A congregation of the Church of Scotland worshipped under its own minister in the village from the 1870s, and built Bridge of Weir Parish Church (later St Machar’s and now St Machar’s Ranfurly), before the establishment of the ecclesiastical parish.


Most, but not all, of the Scottish Presbyterian churches came together in the unification of 1929 which followed the Church of Scotland Act of 1921. The three Bridge of Weir churches did, and subsequently the congregations of St Machar’s and Ranfurly united.


In 1913, St Mary’s Episcopalian Church had opened on the south-eastern edge of the village. The nearest Roman Catholic Church was St Fillan’s, in Houston.


The village industries and enterprises provided employment for several hundred people in 1914; that prevented the community from being purely a dormitory. The largest employment other perhaps than agriculture was in tanning and leather production.


The Muirhead family, known to have been working in leather in 1758, dominated the tanning scene. In 1905, James Muirhead sold his share in the Gryffe Tanning Company to his brother Roland for £8,292 18s 2d. Roland was an unusual capitalist. He had left school at fifteen. After a four-year apprenticeship in his father’s tannery he emigrated to South America, where he worked as a cattlehand. Then he moved north to Washington State and lived in a community based on the teaching of Robert Owen, best remembered today for his progressive experiment at New Lanark. He claimed that his Washington State experience formed his mind for socialism, and although he was later remembered for his commitment to the Scottish National Party – he was one of its founders in 1934 and its president from 1936 until 1950 – he was much involved in the Labour movement. He joined the Independent Labour Party in 1918. He had returned to Britain in 1891 and ran the family business, which he reorganised to give the workers a share in ownership. He introduced a number of changes for the benefit of his workforce, including better working hours and an emphasis on healthy living, with opportunities to swim and play golf. We shall meet Bridge of Weir golfers later.


Although he credited Washington State for altering his views, it has to be said that the rest of his family, untouched by his American experience, also embraced radical opinions. His sister, Alice, was a suffragette and his elder brother, Robert, was a member of the Socialist Land and Labour League, an organisation with direct links to Marx and Engels. It is a disappointment that Roland, this maverick tannery owner, with his colourful gaucho and Red Clydeside background, is described by the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography as being dour, austere and serious.


Another member of the family, Arthur, built the Clydesdale Works for his new company, Bridge of Weir Leather, on the site of Laigh Mill. Here tanned hides were dressed, finished and coloured by curriers. The curriers were skilled men and some were recruited from outside Bridge of Weir. The Bridge of Weir Leather Company made leather upholstery for furniture, car seats, ships and railway carriages. It secured orders from the builders of the Lusitania, launched in 1906, from the Ford Motor Company with its Model T Fords and from the Scottish car manufacturers Argyll, Albion and Arrol Johnstone.


The Muirhead companies built homes for their workers. Oils used in tanning and leather production were made from the bark of trees, originally oak; later larch, spruce and hemlock were also used, as was mimosa. Thus just off Mill O’Gryffe Road is a workers’ tenement dating from 1896 exotically called The Mimosas.


When war came, the Bridge of Weir tannery and leather companies switched production and dedicated their total output to the military campaign. They made leather for army boots and there was an increased demand from the army for equestrian leathers.


This then was the community from which, between 1914 and 1918, seventy-two men went to war and never returned. The village, like the village’s war, was a microcosm of the country. In 1914 Britain was the wealthiest country in the world. Many of the residents of Bridge of Weir shared in that prosperity. The cotton mills had gone, but the leather works and tannery were thriving, and the Ranfurly villas had brought new money to the old village. In Bridge of Weir, as throughout Britain, there was confidence in the future. Only a minority of intellectuals worried about a relative decline in prosperity or Darwinian notions of decay. Most people were confident about the future. The village’s belief in the inevitability of progress would die in the conflict that killed her sons.


A poem written at Christmas 1914 captures rather well the spirit of the village at that point in the war – the smug confidence of a privileged, close community which had yet to feel the full force of the tempest that would blow away, perhaps for ever, the self-assurance of nineteenth-century Britain:




The Boys of Bridge-of-Weir Christmas, 1914


Old Bridge-of-Weir! of wind and wet!


Your charms, how can I e’er forget?


The Golf Course, clad in snowy white!


The sledging on a starry night!


The cross-roads, frozen after rain!


The ‘Trotters’ for the morning train!


The Station, where the gossips chat,


With paper, pipe and Homburg hat!


The Sabbath bells, the Sunday dress,


The Monday shrieking Coast express,


And Gilbert’s sweets, and ginger pop!


And Mary Morgan’s cookie shop!


Bright stars in Scotland’s cloudy sky!


All near and dear to memory’s eye!


Of all the gallant lads and brave,


Gone forth their fellow-men to save,


None better than the boys so dear,


The Bonnie Boys of Bridge-of-Weir!


. . .


And whether you’re in drouth or drench,


In hut, or hole, or tent, or trench,


In firing line, or sodden camp,


At sea, or on the weary tramp,


We know each lad will do his part,


With love and honour in his heart,


And on the Holy Christmas night,


We’ll wish this wish with all our might,


‘Or far, or near, you there, we here,


God bless the boys of Bridge-of-Weir.’








1  A conventional breakdown of Bridge of Weir’s population would suggest that in 1914 there were roughly 1,000 men, 1,250 women and 500 children.
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The War


Before we look at the fate of the men of the village, let us look briefly at the war in which they fought.


Right up to the declaration of war on 4 August 1914 it was far from clear that Britain would go to war. Arguably, if the Central Powers, Austria-Hungary and particularly Germany, had known for sure that Britain would fight, war might have been averted. Some cabinet members were against fighting. Even the position of Lloyd George, later prime minister and often called the man who won the war, was uncertain. Finally he supported the decision to fight, but two of his colleagues resigned.


Equally, the nature of the war that Britain would fight was far from certain. Afterwards, experts like J.F.C. Fuller and Basil Liddell Hart1 described the Great War as an aberration from ‘the British way of warfare’. That way, the traditional British way of war, had consisted of using the navy partly for large engagements but particularly for raids on the periphery of her enemies’ territories, leaving the land war to mercenaries or allies.


The fact that the First World War was an aberration from that way was to an enormous extent due to one man, Henry Wilson, sometimes called the ugliest man in the British Army as the result of a wound he had received from Burmese bandits. Wilson was intelligent, witty, tall and quizzical. He was fascinated by politics, and many in the army distrusted him as a result: Haig, for instance, thought he was more of a politician than a soldier, and regarded him as foxy and unreliable. Others admired him. His lectures at Staff College were spell-binding.










OEBPS/images/f00xii-01.jpg
ey

Amy
(General) 120000
Corps
(Licutnant General) 40000
Division
(Msjor Genersl) 15000
4500

Bt

Baralion
(Licutenant Colond]) 1,000
Company
(Msjor or Caprsin 20
Platoon
(Licutenantor
s0

2nd Licutenane )

Section
(Carporal)






OEBPS/images/f00xi-01.jpg
Dol

.
D S
s

-

[R—r—" [TSP—

e s

oo 1 B






OEBPS/images/f000x-01.jpg
QQ Catder

N Kiparick

wm.m@

Qoo s,
e =N

Tidge c[\Velr “‘”“ &
e ,ﬂhi?mﬁ

GLASGOW,

L
Lochwinnoch! i

Salaars

1§
\\v{ Kimsrcck

1
£
S

Machline

Othec binhplaces
rbroath 1; Dundeo 1; Edinburgh 1 ik 1;
Kinsbarns ife 1 Chorkon, Lincahir 1
Geavsend, K 1; Loods,Yorshie1; Valal,
Safordsire 1; Benos Ales 1; Such Afrc 1
incis, USA 2.






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Supreme Sacrifice

A SMALL VILLAGE AND THE GREAT WAR

Walter Reid
Gordon Masterton and Paul Birch

BIRLINN









OEBPS/images/Frontcover.jpg
SUPREME
 SACRIFICE

SMALL VILLAGE
AND THE
GREAT WAR

WALTER REID

PAUL BIRCHAND
GORDON MASTERTON





