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Introduction 
  
In the East Neuk of Fife, where fertile farmland meets the North Sea, stands a 
monument that speaks to profound loss and enduring remembrance. The Kilconquhar 
Parish War Memorial, a granite Celtic cross rising against the eastern wall of the parish 
churchyard, commemorates thirty-two men from the parish who fell during the Great 
War of 1914-1918. More than a century after its unveiling on 25 September 1921, this 
memorial continues to serve as a focal point for community remembrance, embodying 
the sacrifice of a rural Scottish parish that sent its sons to distant battlefields from 
which many never returned.  

The Context of Sacrifice 
Kilconquhar Parish encompassed more than the eponymous village in 1914. The 
parish included Colinsburgh, Barnyards, Largoward, and the scattered farms and 
cottages of one of Fife's most productive agricultural districts. According to the 1911 
Census, the parish population stood at nearly 1,500 souls, with 749 males among 
them. These men worked as estate workers, farmhands, foresters, clerks, miners, and 
tradesmen, their lives intimately connected to the land and to the landowning estates 
of Balcarres, Charleton, and Kilconquhar, where employment and military tradition ran 
deep.  
When Britain declared war on 4 August 1914, enthusiasm ran high, particularly among 
the youth. Many of the first to enlist did so within days, joining the ballrooms and drill 
halls of nearby towns that swelled with volunteers eager to serve. They enlisted in the 
Black Watch, the Fife and Forfar Yeomanry, the Gordon Highlanders, cavalry units 
such as the 6th Dragoon Guards, and even colonial forces in Canada and Australia. 
Men with maritime skills joined the Royal Navy and the newly formed Royal Naval 
Volunteer Reserve.  
This early surge of enlistment was publicly recognised before the casualty lists began 
to lengthen. In December 1914, the East of Fife Record printed a Roll of Honour listing 
the first sons of the parish to "answer King and Country's call." Their names 
represented pride—a moment when Kilconquhar could still imagine that duty and 
honour might triumph without devastating sacrifice. By the Armistice of 11 November 
1918, the magnitude of the parish's loss had become painfully clear. Thirty-two men of 
Kilconquhar parish had died as a direct result of the war, though many more carried 
wounds of body and mind that would mark them for life.  
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1 East of Fife Record, 10 December 1914, p.3.  
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Construction and Design of the Memorial 

Around 1920, preparations began for a permanent memorial. Ground adjacent to the 
eastern churchyard wall was cleared. The land once occupied by a modest cottage 
and its garden was made available through the generosity of Reginald 
LindesayBethune, 12th Earl of Lindsay, who held extensive lands in the parish. Born 
on 18 May 1867, the Earl had succeeded to his titles in 1917 following the death of his 
father, David Clarke Bethune, 11th Earl of Lindsay. A Justice of the Peace and Deputy 
Lieutenant for Fife, Reginald Lindesay-Bethune served as a Major in the 8th Hussars 
and fought in the Boer War. During the First World War, he attained the rank of Major 
in the East Riding Yeomanry Reserve Regiment. He would serve as a Representative 
Peer for Scotland from 1917 until his death in 1939, making him a figure of 
considerable local influence and authority.i  

The memorial itself was designed in a style common to post-war Scotland yet deeply 
symbolic. Hewn from Aberdeen granite, its rugged base rises into a Celtic cross, 
etched with a downward-facing sword—the universal emblem of peace restored 
following conflict. Measuring approximately 3.6 metres in height, the structure bears 
the names of the thirty-two fallen, inscribed in rank order beneath a simple but powerful 
dedication:   
"ERECTED TO THE MEMORY OF THOSE FROM THIS PARISH WHO SACRIFICED 
THEIR LIVES IN THE GREAT WAR 1914–1918."  
The choice of Aberdeen granite was significant. This durable stone, quarried in 
Scotland's northeast, was widely used for war memorials throughout Britain due to its 
resistance to weathering and its dignified grey appearance. The Celtic cross design, 
with its distinctive ringed intersection, connected the memorial to Scotland's ancient 
Christian heritage while the downward-facing sword symbolised the laying down of 
arms after victory. This iconography was deliberately chosen to convey both martial 
honour and peaceful resolution—a delicate balance that characterised many British 
war memorials of the period.  

The Unveiling Ceremony: 25 September 1921 
The dedication ceremony was held on Sunday, 25 September 1921. A large 
congregation gathered at the parish church, and clergy, dignitaries, families of the 
fallen, and local residents formed a solemn procession to the memorial.1  

  
The principal dignitary was David Alexander Edward Lindsay, 27th Earl of Crawford 
and 10th Earl of Balcarres, who formally unveiled the cross. Born at Dunecht, 
Aberdeenshire on 10 October 1871, the Earl of Crawford was one of Scotland's most 
distinguished public figures. Educated at Eton and Magdalen College, Oxford, he had 
pursued a remarkable career in politics, the arts, and public service. As Lord Balcarres 
(his courtesy title before inheriting the earldom in 1913), he served as a Conservative 
Member of Parliament representing Chorley from 1895 to 1913. During this period, he 
demonstrated particular interest in the arts and heritage preservation, serving as 

 
1 St. Andrews Citizen, 1 October 1921  
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chairman of the National Art Collections Fund from 1903 to 1921 and becoming a 
trustee of the National Portrait Gallery in 1901. His committees in the House of 
Commons led to the reorganisation of what became the Victoria and Albert Museum 
in 1899, and he introduced legislation that became the Ancient Monuments Protection 
Act of 1900.  

The Earl's connection to the First World War was intensely personal. Despite being in 
his forties when war broke out, he joined the Royal Army Medical Corps, treating up to 
a thousand patients daily in field hospitals. This experience of the war's devastation at 
ground level gave him a profound understanding of the sacrifice being commemorated. 
In January 1919, Prime Minister Lloyd George appointed him Chancellor of the Duchy 
of Lancaster, though initially excluding him from the Cabinet. He was restored to the 
Cabinet in April 1921 as First Commissioner of Works, a position he held when he 
unveiled the Kilconquhar memorial. That same year, he was made a Knight of the 
Thistle, Scotland's highest order of chivalry.  
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Earl of Crawford Unveils Kilconquhar Cross2  
“In Kilconquhar Parish Church a large congregation 
assembled yesterday afternoon for the unveiling of the 
war memorial for Kilconquhar Parish. The memorial 
stands in an open space adjoining the churchyard and is 
in the form of a cross in Aberdeen granite. On it are 
inscribed the names of thirty-one men, and the 
following words: - “Erected to the memory of those 
from this parish who sacrificed their lives in the Great 
War, 1914 – 1918.” Inserted near the base is a white 
marble tablet bearing the words – “This tablet is erected 
in memory of our fallen comrades; from the ex-service 
men in Kilconquhar.”  

  
Lord Lindsay of Kilconquhar House read the 

roll of victims.   
  

The Earl of Crawford and Balcarres unveiled the 
memorial. “This day,” he said, “commemorates a great 
event in the history of the British Empire, and also a 
great sadness in the history of many families in the 
parish. Memory is a proud mirror in which future 
generations will see reflected the lives of those who 
went before. To-day we are too near the war to realise 
its full magnitude, and we are too greatly occupied with 
problems arising from it, to do justice to the unparalled 
effort which was required to bring it to a close. The 
same patience is wanted now as was needed then. 
Meanwhile we do honour to the fallen, pay homage to 
their names and cherish the high traditions that we can 
hand on to future generations.”  
 

 
2 The Scotsman, ‘Earl of Crawford unveils Kilconquhar 
cross,’ The Scotsman, 26 September 1921  
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Analysis of the Fallen: Ranks, Regiments, and Social Tapestry 
The thirty-two men commemorated on the Kilconquhar War Memorial represent the 
full tapestry of the parish—not a single generation, class, or regiment, but a unity 
forged in loss. An analysis of their ranks and regiments reveals both the social 
structure of rural Scotland and the varied paths these men followed into military 
service.  
 

Officers and Leadership 
 
The memorial lists seven officers, reflecting both the class structure of early 
20thcentury Britain and the military tradition of the landowning families. These 
included:  
  

• 2nd Lieutenant John Arnold St. Clair Anstruther of the 6th Dragoon 
Guards (The Carabiniers), educated at Sandhurst and serving as Aide-de-
Camp to the Governor-General of Australia before the war. He was killed at 
Ypres on 30 October 1914, aged twenty-five. He was the only son and heir to 
Colonel Charles St. Clair Anstruther of Charleton estate.3 

   

  
  
  

 
3 The Fife Free Press, 16 August 1916  
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4 The Fife Free Press, 16 August 1916  

• Lieutenant Ord Adams of the Royal Field Artillery, who enlisted at just 
seventeen years of age and was killed at Ypres on 20 March 1916. Educated 
at Fettes College in Edinburgh, he exemplified the enthusiasm of young officers 
rushing to serve. His family lived at Muircambus House. 4  
  

  
  

  
 
  

• 2nd Lieutenant Ralph Frederick Baxter of the Royal Sussex Regiment, killed 
at Hulluch aged only 18 in 1915 after passing out of Sandhurst in December 
1914. His family own Gilston Estate, near Largoward.   
  

• 2nd Lieutenant John Clark of the Royal Flying Corps, killed in an aeroplane 
accident on 6 August 1917. As the son of Major Thomas Clark, the Kilconquhar 
Headmaster, he represents the educated middle class that filled junior officer 
ranks.  

 
4 https://livesofthefirstworldwar.iwm.org.uk/lifestory/192732  
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• Lieutenant John Flockhart of the Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve, a 

stockbroker from Edinburgh who served in the Hydrophone Service aboard 
HMS Columbine and other vessels, dying of pneumonia while on leave on 29 
September 1918.  
  

  
  

• Regimental Sergeant Major John Cameron of the South African Infantry, 4th 
Regiment, killed at Delville Wood on 15 July 1916 aged thirty-nine. Cameron 
had first enlisted in the Seaforth Highlanders in 1894 as an 18-year-old 
shepherd.  

  
  

These officers came from diverse backgrounds—aristocratic cavalry officers educated 
at Sandhurst, middle-class sons of schoolmasters, and experienced non-
commissioned officers who had risen through the ranks. Their ages ranged from 
teenagers fresh from cadet school to men in their late thirties with years of military 
experience.  

Non-Commissioned Officers and Enlisted Men  

The remaining twenty-five names represent the backbone of the British Army: privates, 
corporals, and gunners who worked the land, served the estates, or practiced trades 
before answering the call to arms. Their service records reveal men of remarkable 
diversity:  
 

• Private David Bowe, son of a gamekeeper, who was killed at the Battle of Loos 
on 25 September 1915 serving with the Gordon Highlanders.  
  

• Private William Cathcart, a gardener employed at Craigie House in Ayr, who 
died of wounds in Gallipoli on 7 June 1915 while serving with the Royal Scots 
Fusiliers.  
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• Gunner Andrew Bayne Christie of the Royal Field Artillery, a horse keeper 

who left a widow and infant son when he was killed on 8 May 1918  
  

  
• Private Michael Collins, a general labourer from Barnyards who survived until 

24 November 1918, dying in a war hospital in Huddersfield just days after the 
Armistice.  

  
• Acting Corporal Thomas Gorrie, a cattleman from Balcarres Mill, who joined 

the Black Watch 8th Battalion and died of wounds aged twenty-two on 18 July 
1918.  

  

  
  

  
  

Many left families behind—widows, children, parents—who received their modest 
effects: a few pounds, some shillings, occasionally augmented by war gratuities. 
These sums, carefully recorded in military records, represent both the meagre material 
legacy of working men's lives and the state's recognition of their sacrifice.  
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Regimental Distribution and Service Theatres 
The range of regiments represented by these thirty-two men demonstrates the varied 
paths men followed into service:  
  

• Black Watch (Royal Highlanders): Nine men, the largest single contingent, 
reflecting the regiment's strong Fife recruiting base.  
  

• Royal Field Artillery: Three gunners, including two officers, serving the artillery 
arm that dominated the Western Front.  
  

• Gordon Highlanders: Multiple privates who fought at Loos and other major 
engagements.  

  
  

• Highland Light Infantry: Several men who transferred from cyclist battalions.  
  

  
• Royal Scots Fusiliers, Seaforth Highlanders, Royal Warwickshire 

Regiment, Cameron Highlanders: One or two men each.  
  
  

• Canadian Expeditionary Force and Australian Imperial Force: Men who had 
emigrated before the war but maintained ties to Kilconquhar.  

  
  

• Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve and Royal Navy: Men with maritime 
connections serving at sea.  
  
  

• Royal Flying Corps: The emerging aerial arm, represented by 2nd Lieutenant 
John Clark.  
  

 They served across multiple theatres of war: the Western Front in France and 
Flanders (the majority), Gallipoli, Mesopotamia, and even India. Some died in 
training accidents or from disease in Britain. The geographic dispersal of their 
deaths—from Ypres to Bombay, from the Somme to Huddersfield—illustrates the 
truly global nature of the conflict.  
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Patterns of Sacrifice 
Several patterns emerge from close study of the memorial's names. The peak casualty 
years were 1915-1918, with particularly heavy losses during major offensives: the 
Battle of Loos (September 1915), the Somme campaign (1916), and the final German 
spring offensive (1918). Ages ranged from 18-year-old 2nd Lieutenant Baxter to 
41year-old Private David Ferguson. Most were in their twenties, cut down in the 
prime of life.  
The social composition reflects rural Scotland's hierarchy but also its essential 
interconnection. Officers and privates from the same parish served in different 
regiments but shared the same memorial. The sons of schoolmasters and 
gamekeepers, joiners and labourers, stood equal in death if not in life. Several family 
connections are evident: the Christie family contributed multiple members, as did 
families with long estate associations.  
Not all are buried in foreign soil. Private Michael Collins, who survived until two 
weeks after the Armistice, lies in Kilconquhar Parish Churchyard, as does 2nd 
Lieutenant John Clark, Private Alex Bissett (who died of phthisis—tuberculosis— 
in September 1919, likely contracted during service), Private David Ferguson (who 
took his own life in Aldershot in 1916), and Private Charles Robertson Niven (who 
died of disease in January 1917). These local graves serve as tangible reminders that 
the war's impact extended beyond the battlefield, claiming lives long after the guns fell 
silent.  

The Memorial's Continuing Role 
When another global war erupted in 1939, the sons of the fallen once more stepped 
forward. After 1945, Kilconquhar's memorial was altered to include names from the 
Second World War, recognising that sacrifice had been required of a second 
generation. Today, wreaths of poppies are laid every Remembrance Sunday by local 
representatives of the Community including Jamie Lindsay, the current Earl of Lindsay, 
as deputy Lord Lieutenant of Fife, on behalf of the King. Descendants still travel from 
across Britain and the wider world to pay homage at this windswept corner of Fife.  
Inside Kilconquhar Parish Church, a further document survives: the Roll of Honour 
listing 171 local men who served, whether they returned or not. This broader memorial 
acknowledges that sacrifice takes many forms. Some died later of wounds or illness 
attributable to wartime service. Others lived out quiet lives with injuries hidden beneath 
uniforms long put away. Their names, preserved in the church, remind us that memory 
must encompass not only those who fell but those who bore lasting scars.  
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The Kilconquhar War Memorial stands as more than stone and inscriptions. It 
represents a community's promise: that the men who left these fields, these houses, 
this sacred kirkyard would not be forgotten. Each November, as autumn winds sweep 
across the Fife coast, new generations gather at this granite cross to honour that 
promise. They speak the names carved in stone—names of officers and privates, 
teenagers and veterans, men who served in elite cavalry units and humble infantry 
battalions, all united by their connection to Kilconquhar and their ultimate sacrifice.  
The memorial's location—adjacent to the churchyard wall where the parish has buried 
its dead for centuries—creates a powerful continuum between past and present, 
between military service and civilian life, between those who returned and those who 



16  

did not. It stands as a physical embodiment of collective memory, ensuring that the 
history carved into that quiet corner of Fife continues to speak clearly, solemnly, and 
eternally to all who pause before it.  

Conclusion 
The Kilconquhar Parish War Memorial, unveiled by the Earl of Crawford on 25 
September 1921 on land donated by the Earl of Lindsay, represents far more than 
architectural commemoration. It embodies the transformation of a rural Scottish 
community through total war, the shattering of families and social networks, and the 
determination of survivors to ensure that sacrifice would be permanently honoured. 
The thirty-two names inscribed in granite—spanning ranks from second lieutenant to 
private, ages from eighteen to forty-one, regiments from the Black Watch to the Royal 
Flying Corps—tell individual stories of courage and loss while collectively narrating the 
experience of a parish that gave its best sons to a cause that demanded everything.  
Through detailed analysis of the men's military records, we see not abstractions but 
individuals: the seventeen-year-old Fettes College boy who rushed to enlist, the 
gamekeeper's son killed at Loos, the cattleman from Balcarres Mill who died of wounds 
in France, the gardener who fell in Gallipoli. Each name represents not merely a 
casualty statistic but a life interrupted, a family forever altered, a future unrealised. The 
involvement of both the Earl of Crawford and the Earl of Lindsay in the memorial's 
creation and unveiling underscores the binding together of classes and ranks in shared 
mourning—a rare moment when social hierarchy bowed before common grief.  
Today, more than a century after the Armistice, the Kilconquhar War Memorial remains 
a living memorial, not a forgotten relic. Each Remembrance Sunday, the community 
gathers to honour both World Wars' fallen, reading aloud names that echo with 
personal and communal significance. The memorial serves as a summons: to 
remember, to honour, to understand, and to ensure that the history carved into that 
quiet corner of Fife continues to speak to generations yet unborn. In an age of fading 
direct memory, such monuments become ever more vital as tangible links to sacrifice 
that shaped the modern world. The Kilconquhar War Memorial stands as testament 
that some debts can never be repaid, only honoured in perpetuity through 
remembrance that refuses to forget.  
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