In Commemoration of the Ultimate Sacrifice of David Blyth Blair
World War | Centennial
By His Distant Cousin, Michael T. Tracy

“His Duty Done” are the immortal words inscribed on the gravestone of Private David Blyth Blair of the
14™ Battalion, Black Watch Royal Highlanders. He was just 20 years of age when he fell at Moislains in
the Somme region of France. The young Private of the dreaded Scottish Black Watch followed the
sound of the pipes on that summer’s day in September of 1918 into immortality of those who lost their
lives during the Great War. This then is the story of Private David Blyth Blair on the Centennial of World
War .

Early years

David Blyth Blair was born on Wednesday, 4 May 1898 at Carnbee Parish, Fife, Scotland.!
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Fig.l. Birth Record of David Blyth Blair, 4 May 1898, Carnbee Parish Records, CroWn Copyright

He was the fourth child of Alexander Blair, a ploughman, and Margaret Blyth. David was listed in the
1901 Scotland Census for St. Andrews and St. Leonards Parish, Fife as being 3 years of age.’

Fig.2. Carnbee Parish, Fife, Photograph Courtesy of Geograph.org.uk

! Birth Record of David Blyth Blair, 4 May 1898, Carnbee Parish Records, Statutory Births 413/00 0012
2 1901 Scotland Census for St. Andrews and St. Leonards Parish, Fife, Scotland; Enumeration District Number 9, Page 5, Line 28



In 1911 Blyth was still residing at St. Andrews and St. Leonards Parish, Fife, aged 12 and attending
school.?

02/04/1911 BLAIR, ALEXANDER (Census 1911453/00 010/00 004)
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Fig.3. 1911 Scotland Census for St. Andrews and St. Leonards Parish, Fife, Scotland listing the Blair
Family, Crown Copyright

Enlistment

It is unclear as to exactly when Blair enlisted in the British Expeditionary Force during World War I. It
was however sometime during the year of 1917. According to the East Fife Observer Newspaper of
Thursday, 19 September 1918: “It was just over a year ago [1917] since Pte. Blair enlisted, previous to
which he was a ploughman at Thirdpart Farm.”* He enlisted with the 14™ Battalion of the Black Watch
Royal Highlanders and his service number was $/22250.°

3 1911 Scotland Census for St. Andrews and St. Leonards Parish, Fife, Scotland; Enumeration District Number 10, Page 4, Line 31
4 East Fife Observer Newspaper, 19 September 1918 p. 2
5
British Army World War | Medal Rolls Index Cards, 1914-1920. Ancestry.com. Provo, UT, USA: Ancestry.com Operations, Inc., 2008
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Fig.4. British Army World War | Medal Roll of Private David B. Blair, Photograph Courtesy of
Ancestry.com.

Accordingly it is also not known if Private Blair served with the Black Watch in Egypt and Palestine in
1917.

France 1918

The Black Watch Royal Highlanders arrived by troop carrier at Marseilles, France on Tuesday, 7 May
1918.° The Battalion would arrive by troop train at Noyelles two days later.” They were assigned to the
Hebuterne sector north of Albert.® On Saturday, 11 May 1918 the 14™ Battalion arrived at St. Firmin
where they trained which included physical training, specialist training and gas [attack] training.’ By
Sunday, 26 May 1918 the 14™ Battalion moved to Grand Rullecourt which is a farming village situated 15
miles southwest of Arras where they continued training until Thursday, 27 June 1918.%

On Thursday, 27 June 1918 Private Blair and the rest of the 14" Battalion were moved to Fontes
for additional training until Thursday, 11 July 1918 when they moved to Ham-En-Artois for final training
before moving to the front lines at La Pierrierre.™* According to Major Ogilvie: “On the night of 31
July/1% August, we took over the right sub-sector of the line from the Somersets, and were lucky in
having to keep only one company in the line. This front line consisted of a series of posts, each held by a
section and built up as a breastwork, trenches being impossible. The Nor and Clarence Rivers sluggishly

Ogilvie, D.D. The Fife and Forfar Yeomanry and 14™ (F. & F. Yeo.) Battalion Royal Highlanders, 1914-1919. London: John Murray, 1921 p. 119
Ogilvie, D.D. The Fife and Forfar Yeomanry and 14™ (F. & F. Yeo.) Battalion Royal Highlanders, 1914-1919. London: John Murray, 1921 p. 119
Ogilvie, D.D. The Fife and Forfar Yeomanry and 14™ (F. & F. Yeo.) Battalion Royal Highlanders, 1914-1919. London: John Murray, 1921 p. 120
War Diary of the 14™ Black Watch Royal Highlanders (Fife & Forfar Yeoman) May 1918, National Archives, Kew, W095/3152/4

10 War Diary of the 14" Black Watch Royal Highlanders (Fife & Forfar Yeoman) May-June 1918, National Archives, Kew, W095/3152/4

1 War Diary of the 14" Black Watch Royal Highlanders (Fife & Forfar Yeoman) June-July 1918, National Archives, Kew, W095/3152/4
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meandered through our line, and even in the summer the water level was only about nine inches below
the surface. Behind these posts was a semi-continuous support line, and half a mile father back a
continuous main line, fairly well complete as to wire and parapet...”*?

On Friday, 9 August 1918 German artillery opened fire on the front lines followed by gas shells.
The Battalion War Diary noted that there were 5 casualties and other ranks wounded.™

The National Archives' reference WO-95-3152-4_11.jpg

Fig.5. War Diary of the 14" Battalion, Black Watch Royal Highlanders, 9 August 1918, Photograph
Courtesy of the National Archives, Kew (W095/3152/4)

These gas attacks had a profound psychological impact on the soldiers because it literally terrified them
and this was the first gas attack on the 14™ Battalion. By the next day the Germans unleashed trench
mortars on the front lines which killed 1 soldier and wounded 6 others.* The 14" Battalion was then
relieved on Sunday, 11 August 1918.%

12 Ogilvie, D.D. The Fife and Forfar Yeomanry and 14" (F. & F. Yeo.) Battalion Royal Highlanders, 1914-1919. London: John Murray, 1921 p.p.
123-24

13 War Diary of the 14" Black Watch Royal Highlanders (Fife & Forfar Yeoman) August 1918, National Archives, Kew, W095/3152/4
14 War Diary of the 14" Black Watch Royal Highlanders (Fife & Forfar Yeoman) August 1918, National Archives, Kew, W095/3152/4
1 War Diary of the 14" Black Watch Royal Highlanders (Fife & Forfar Yeoman) August 1918, National Archives, Kew, W095/3152/4



The soldiers of the 14™ Battalion went back into support at Robecq manning the Amusoires trenches.
Robecq is situated about 7 miles northwest of Bethune.
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Fig.6. Robecq, Nord-Pas-De-Calais, France, Photograph Courtesy of Google Maps

Major Ogilvie noted: “Only very short parade hours and daily bathes in the Lys or La Bassee
Canals made this a delightful week. We were asked for no digging parties, and the only fatigue which
the men thoroughly enjoyed was harvesting under Mr. H. Adamson’s supervision.”*®

On Friday, 16 August 1918 the Battalion was moved to the billets at La Miquellerie.”” A billet was
a place to lodge troops. Here the 14" Battalion settled into a rather normal routine of platoon and
specialist training. Major Ogilvie noted: “Up to now we had received a few kilts of large size only, so we
had only a few of the biggest men fitted out, and drill order was always trousers.”**
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Ogilvie, D.D. The Fife and Forfar Yeomanry and 14" (F. & F. Yeo.) Battalion Royal Highlanders, 1914-1919. London: John Murray, 1921 p. 126
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War Diary of the 14" Black Watch Royal Highlanders (Fife & Forfar Yeoman) August 1918, National Archives, Kew, W095/3152/4
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Ogilvie, D.D. The Fife and Forfar Yeomanry and 14" (F. & F. Yeo.) Battalion Royal Highlanders, 1914-1919. London: John Murray, 1921 p. 126



By Saturday, 24 August 1918 the Battalion was moved up into support relieving the 25" R.W.F.
for the next three days and encountered a very quiet period along the front.' They were relieved from
duty and marched back to Molinghem where they were transported for the Somme.

A Place Called Moislains

Moislains is in the Picardie region of Northern France and is a small farming community. The 14"
Battalion of the Black Watch Royal Highlanders arrived at La Houssoye on Friday, 30 August 1918.%° The
Battalion remained ready to move and was awaiting orders. The War Diary of the Battalion stated:
“Battalion march to road junction at Franvillers proceeding thence to Bronfay Farm then marched to
Maricourt where packs were dumped. Battalion then proceeded to a site near the cross roads and
bivouacked for the night.*

The National Archives' reference WO0-95-3152-4_13.jpg

Fig.7. War Diary of the 14" Battalion, Black Watch Royal Highlanders, 31 August 1918, Photograph
Courtesy of the National Archives, Kew (W095/3152/4)
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For Private Blair and the rest of the 14™ Black Watch Royal Highlanders, Sunday, 1 September
1918 was spent in reconnaissance. The Battalion received orders to attack the next day. Major Ogilvie
wrote: “At 7:30 P.M. [1 September 1918] we set out for the position of deployment east of
Bouchavesnes, and were met by guides who conducted us by the longest possible route over the worst
country they could find, and it was at 3 A.M. before the relief of the 2/4 London Regiment was complete
and our men in the assembly trenches.”?? The War Diary of the Battalion recorded the events of the day
as follows: “Battalion moved from B.16.d.80.as (Sheet 62B N.W.0 at 4:30 P.M.) and proceeded to trench
at C 15. d.2.2.6 where Battalion N. Qrs. where established. Relieved the London Regiment during the
night. Coys [Companies] occupying assembly trenches preparatory to the attack the following
morning.23

The last night of Private Blair’s life was spent in an assembly trench preparing for an offensive
assault on the German lines the next morning. Aside from the usual rigors of combat the thoughts of
going into battle must have been nightmarish.

Major Ogilvie recalled the events of the early morning hours of Monday, 2 September 1918:
“Zero hour was 5:30 A.M., at which time it was barely light and rather misty. The first objective was the
system of trenches Opera and Monastir trenches on the far side of the Canal Du Nord, the second
objective the strong system of trenches half way up the slope, and the final objective the crest of the
ridge south of Nurlu village, a good four miles away. We were to advance across the Canal and then
swing northeast and push on to high ground. This meant squeezing through a narrow neck between
Moislains and Allaines and then after we were through the neck, changing direction and extending our
front to almost double.”?*

At 5:30 A.M. on Monday, 2 September 1918 Private David Blyth Blair rose from his assault
trench and advanced. The hell of war would now be in front of him. Major Ogilvie wrote: “After the
preliminary bombardment and the creeping barrage the Brigade moved forward, the Somersets leading
on the right with ourselves following. The Devons were to mop up the village of Moislains, and once
clear of the village we were to come up on the left of the Somersets and take the first objective. The
barrage fell a long way ahead of us and left untouched a party of the enemy holding the trench
immediately in front of us. This delayed us but for a moment, but the Somersets were having a good
deal of trouble from the direction of Allaines which had to be dealt with and this took them and us more
to our right than we should have been. The advance was again momentarily held up by heavy machine-
gun fire on the Canal, but pushing on in most gallant style the leading companies got across all right and
up the slope, driving the Bosche [Germans] out of the wooden huts at the point of the bayonet and
accounting for a great many at the same time. So far the advance had gone splendidly. The first
objective had been taken, and the advance begun towards the second when murderous machine gun
fire was opened upon us from the left and left rear. The battalion of Londoners on our left north of
Moislains had withdrawn, the village of Moislains itself was never mopped up, and the eight Bosche
machine guns holding Moislains seeing this moved quickly to the south of the village and opened on our
backs. In addition to this we were being subjected to very heavy fire on our left flank, which was now

2 Ogilvie, D.D. The Fife and Forfar Yeomanry and 14" (F. & F. Yeo.) Battalion Royal Highlanders, 1914-1919. London: John Murray, 1921 p. 127
3 War Diary of the 14" Black Watch Royal Highlanders (Fife & Forfar Yeoman) September 1918, National Archives, Kew, W095/3152/4

# Ogilvie, D.D. The Fife and Forfar Yeomanry and 14" (F. & F. Yeo.) Battalion Royal Highlanders, 1914-1919. London: John Murray, 1921 p.p.
127-28



completely in the air, and we could actually see their gun teams working the 77’s on the crest of the
hill.”*

Death of Private David Blyth Blair

It is apparent at this point in Major Ogilvie’s narrative that Private David Blair had his rendezvous with
death. According to the East Fife Observer Newspaper dated Thursday, 19 September 1918: “Pte. David
Blair, Black Watch... was killed by shrapnel in action in France on 2 September, death being
instantaneous.”*®

g— | a wedding. breakfast was served in the E
tlor | Balcomie Arms lotel j
be- Brack Warey Sorprer KiLLen.—Though :
ved | no official intimation has yet been l'cct-ivai], !
nud b My and Mrs Alexander Blair, Wormiston E
wed | Waprm, have received a letter from a comrade
the | of their second son, Pte. David Blair, Black ]
SUZ- | Waich, notifying them that he was killed by -
I"“-]‘ shrapnel in action in France on 2nd Septent- ]
. of ber, death being instantaneous. Tt is just #
0D taver a year ago since Pue. Blair enlisted, !
previous to which he was a plonghman at y
Thivdpart Farm,  He was only in his 21.t f
ywn | year, anll was held in high esteom by all ]
tion | Who knew him.  Much symp thy is felv for
ing. { s parents in their bercavewent. ;
n of o Towx Coqscmﬁ‘—'?‘}f(ﬁ monthly meeting of i

- P A ] -
Fig.8. Private David Blair Death Notice, 19 September 1918, East Fife Observer Newspaper

Major Ogilvie recalled: “The Bosche had paid us the compliment of rushing up his best troops to meet
our Division, and certainly the Alpini Corps were most gallant fighters. To advance unsupported was out
of the question, and our casualties were by now very heavy, so there was nothing left but to withdraw
to the west side of the Canal again and reorganize the remains of the companies.”?’

25
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The War Diary of the Battalion stated: “The first objective was gained and Battalion was
pressing onto 2" objective when heavy M.G. [machine gun] fire was opened on left flank from
Moislains. Battalion of London Regt. On left withdrew, leaving flank exposed to M.G. [machine gun] fire
and Battalion was compelled to withdraw. Village of Moislains was inadequately mopped up and
machine gun fire was opened from south of village. Casualties: Killed 3 officers and 36 men, Wounded
11 officers and 154 men.”?®

The National Archives' reference W0O-95-3152-4_15.jpg

Fig.9. War Diary of the 14" Battalion, Black Watch Royal Highlanders, 2 September 1918, Photograph
Courtesy of the National Archives, Kew (W095/3152/4)

28 War Diary of the 14" Black Watch Royal Highlanders (Fife & Forfar Yeoman) September 1918, National Archives, Kew, W095/3152/4



Private Blair was just 20 years old when he died near Moislains.

) Fig.10. View of Moislai, Pograp outsy of Mapcarta an Jojleb

Burial of Private Blair

Private David Blair was buried on or about Wednesday, 4 September 1918 in a temporary grave in the
Somme. He was later re-buried in the Peronne Communal Cemetery Extension at Peronne, Somme,
France.
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Fig.? 1. Burial Return of Private David Blair, Courtesy of the Commonwealth War Graves Commission

Blairs’ Burial Register reads: “Blair, Pte. D., $/22250. 14" (Fife and Forfar Yeomanry) Bn. Black Watch.
2 Sept., 1918. Age 21. Son of Mrs. A. Blair, of Kilrenny, Anstruther, Crail, Fife.”*

29
Commonwealth War Grave Commission Records of Private David B. Blair




BLAIR, Pte. D., S/22250. 14th (Fife and Forfar
Yeomanry) Bn. ‘Black Watch. 2nd Sept., 1918.
Age 21. Son of Mrs. A. Blair, of Kilrenny,
Anstruther, Crail, Fife. V. B. 18
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Fig.12. Burial Register of Prlvate Dawd Blair, Courtesy of the Commonwealth War Graves Commission

Private Blair was buried in Plot 5, Row B, Grave 18 in the Peronne Communal Cemetery Extension. His
headstone simply reads: “His Duty Done.”

As mentioned previously David Blyth Blair’s death notice appeared in the East Fife Observer
Newspaper: “Black Watch Soldier Killed. Though no official intimation has yet been received, Mr. and
Mrs. Alexander Blair, Wormiston Farm, have received a letter from a comrade of their second son, Pte.
David Blair, Black Watch, notifying them that he was killed by shrapnel in action in France on 2™
September, death being instantaneous. It is just over a year ago since Pte. Blair enlisted, previous to
which he was a ploughman at Thirdpart Farm. He was only in his 21* year, and was held in high esteem
by all who knew him. Much sympathy is felt for his parents in their bereavement.”*

Fig.13. Peronne Communal Cemetery Extension, Peronne, Somme, France, Photograph Courtesy of the
Commonwealth War Grave Commission

30 East Fife Observer Newspaper, 19 September 1918 p. 2



“His Duty Done”

The epitaph of Private Blair reads: “His Duty Done.” David Blyth Blair enlisted in the Black Watch Royal
Highlanders when he turned of age to fight. Blair a ploughman of Crail, Fife undertook his obligation to
serve his King and country most likely with great affection and commitment for both. Like all soldiers
who served in the Great War he had a job to do and just did it. Blair and others of the 14™ Battalion of
the Black Watch Royal Highlanders heard the call of duty and ultimately paid the sacrifice of death.

This is just one biography of a soldier from the east of Fife who fought and perished in the War
to end all Wars. He was with one of the finest Scottish Divisions the world up to that time has ever
known. The motto of the Black Watch is: “No One Provokes Me With Impunity,” and David Blair most
certainly lived up to that motto with this life.

There is a plaque at Crail Parish Church where Blair resided before he left for overseas. Itis
dedicated to the men of the parish who laid down their lives in the Great War of 1914-1918. At the end
of the long list of men who died during those years of war and suffering are these words: “Greater Love
Hath No Man Than This.”



Fig.14. World War | Memorial Plaque at Crail Parish Church, Fife, Scotlad, Photograph Courtesy of
Michael T. Tracy © 2010 Michael T. Tracy



“His Duty Done.” David Blyth Blair is warmly commemorated in this Centennial year of World War | in
grateful esteem and recognition by his distant fifth cousin, Michael T. Tracy. This work is dedicated to

the Memory of David Blyth Blair.

Memoratus in aeternum (Forever Remembered)

Copyright © 2016 Michael T. Tracy



