RH MAKES A SPECIAL DELIVERY TO FRANCE


A load of Scottish sandstone, cut from a quarry near Elgin in Scotland, was carried by RH to the village of Contalmaison in France this month. It will be used to build a cairn dedicated to the memory of the forgotten heroes of the 16th Royal Scots who died in or near the village in 1916. Popularly known as McCrae’s Battalion, the 16th Royal Scots was formed in Edinburgh during the 1914 - 18 War and its first volunteers were 11 players from the Heart of Midlothian Football Club, leaders at the time in the Scottish League. Their example was followed by many other professional players and by hundreds of supporters. On July 1st, 1916, the battalion took its place in the line for the Big Push on the Somme. By the end of the day more than three quarters of them were dead or wounded. Three of the original Hearts volunteers died alongside 20,000 other British soldiers. 

McCrae’s Battalion was, however, credited with making the most advanced penetration of the enemy line to Contalmaison on that morning and later held out for three days and nights against overwhelming odds at a captured enemy strongpoint known as Scots Redoubt. 

Immediately after the war, plans were laid for a memorial cairn to be erected to commemorate the actions of the 15th and 16th Royal Scots  the two Edinburgh Battalions involved on the Somme. However, because of a lack of money, the plans never materialised and the heroic actions of the Hearts volunteers and their comrades were all but forgotten. 

Then in 2003, after over a decade of research, historian Jack Alexander published his book McCrae’s Battalion and revived memories of the 16th and the enlistment of the Hearts footballers. At about the same time Tom Purdie, Security Manager at Tynecastle Stadium, home of Hearts, had been told that there was no memorial to the club’s players on the old Western Front and had set up a committee to address the omission. 

Eventually Alexander and Purdie got together and the decision was made to implement the original 1920 plan for a 14-foot-high commemorative cairn at Contalmaison. The stone transported to France this month by RH will now be erected by Scottish craftsmen employed by Watson Stonecraft to form the cairn the most ambitious memorial to be built on the Western Front since the period immediately after the war. 

Norman McKelvey, RH’s Manager in Scotland said that they were delighted to have been able to play a part in the project. Although our involvement was minimal we are pleased we have been involved in helping to resurrect an important piece of Scottish history.



