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James Bertie – 1884 – 1920 

 

And his son  

 

James John William Bertie – 1915 – 1941 

 

 

Remembering 

 

‘You are only forgotten when your name is no longer spoken’, may be a sentiment spoken in 

hushed tones. Perhaps at a graveside or a remembrance service or simply in passing when 

departed loved ones, friends or relatives are remembered. 
 

Isabella Lawson Taylor had more cause to use the phrase than many, when two people close to 

her were its subject. 

 

Isabella was born in the Spring of 1884, 

on Tuesday 11th of April, to be precise. 

She was the first child born to William 

Taylor, a cabinetmaker from Fife, and 

Catherine Isabella Glen, from 

Edinburgh. The young couple, William 

at twenty-three and Catherine at just 

nineteen, had married just four months 

before, perhaps at the insistence of 

Catherine’s widowed mother Isabella.  

William may have read the Edinburgh 

Daily Review whilst waiting for 

Catherine to give birth. The news 

reported on the Siege of Khartoum in 

the Sudan, which had been underway, at 

that point, for a month. The Sudan was 

a dependency of Egypt, which in 1882 

was invaded and occupied by the 

British to safeguard their strategic 

interests. Though the British oversaw the majority of Egypt’s affairs, they allowed 

its khedive (lord or ruler) and his ministers to continue governing the Sudan. Khartoum, now 

under a military blockade by al-Mahdī (the ‘Right-Guided One’, original name Muḥammad 

Aḥmad ibn al-Sayyid ʿAbd Allāh) and his followers was defended by an Egyptian garrison 

under the British general Charles George (“Chinese”) Gordon. Eventually the city defenders, 

including Gordon, were captured then slaughtered, which caused a storm of public protest 

against the alleged inaction of the British government under Prime Minister William 

Gladstone. 
 

Catherine gave birth to Isabella, as was typical at the time, at home; 13 West Nicolson Street, 

where cobbles lined the streets [and still do in 2023] and trams could be heard, passing less 

than fifty yards away. 

 

 

Excerpt from the Edinburgh Daily Review – 10th 

April 1884 – British Newspaper Archive 
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By the time Isabella was five and attending one of the many local schools, mum Catherine had 

produced a baby brother, John, on 17th November 1887 and was due, and did, give birth to a 

second son, William, on 5th September 1889. 
 

During the next few years, William and Catherine increased the family by two more boys; 

George Walton on 18th October 1894 and Robert Glen 16th June 1900, and a girl, Margaret 

Smith Clinkscales on 23rd July 1897. The family of eight was complete. 
 

As the eldest, Isabella, helped her mother around the house and with the younger children but 

she is also noted in the 1901 census, aged sixteen, as an upholstress. Her father worked as a 

cabinetmaker at Isabella’s grandfather’s business of John Taylor & Sons, Cabinetmaker’s, so 

Isabella may have learned her trade through family ties but so, far only limited evidence of this 

has been uncovered. 

 

As an upholstress, Isabella learned a useful trade. Her grandfather had been cabinet making 

during the Victorian era when furniture designs became heavier, and more carving was 

adopted. By then, deep buttoning of arm chairs and settees had become the norm for the up-

holsterer’s days’ work, as had the insertion of coiled springs and padded seats, which were all 

the rage. When Isabella started the trade, the fashion was ‘Art Noveau’, which used hard-

woods, particularly walnut, oak, and teak, in place of plywood which had become common. 

The cost of the new furnishings and the promotion of mechanisation may have caused a 

downturn at the business and Isabella’s future. 

 

In March 1906, at the age of forty-one, Isabella’s mother Catherine died of chronic Bright’s 

disease, an inflammatory disease of the kidneys.  

 

The treatment at the turn of the century was archaic and included; warm baths, blood-letting, 

squill (plant of the lily family), digitalis, mercuric compounds, opium, diuretics, laxatives and 

dietary therapy, including abstinence from alcoholic drinks, cheese and red meat. Nowadays 

the disease is known as ‘acute glomerular nephritis’. Isabella was twenty-one. 

 

Records have yet to reveal exactly what happened during the next four years but at some 

point, Isabella fell in love. 

 
 



V2 

3 | P a g e   F r a n k  T  C o n n e l l y  
 

 
Blue is Bertie lineage - James John William Bertie on the left then father James on the right. Yellow is Isabella 

Lawson Bertie lineage where her name occurs. Note the Isabella on the bottom left who was named after her 

mother’s sister. (See large version at Appendix 1) 

 

James Bertie was born on 22nd December 1884 at Number 6 Old Assembly Close, High-Street 

Edinburgh. His father John was a fireman with the Edinburgh Fire Brigade which, after 

becoming the first large authority to establish a fire brigade and purchasing large amounts of 

equipment, continued to organise by the introduction of intensive training and improved 

[methods of] communications. 
 

Around 1860, firefighting arrangements in Britain were complicated. There were brigades 

manned by the Police, Insurance Brigades and Volunteer Brigades. "Country House" brigades 

were also set up due to the length of time it would take other brigades to arrive at the property.  

 

After the ‘Master of the Fire Engines’, James Braidwood’s death in 1861, a Police Fire Brigade 

was formed under the control of Edinburgh’s Metropolitan Board of Works- Captain Eyre 

Massey Shaw was chosen to take charge of this brigade, and was appointed Chief Officer when 

the brigade went public in 1866. Shaw operated a very efficient service and significantly 

increased the number of stations and manpower. 
 

Thefirebrigadesociety.co.uk 

 

James’s mother, Helen Cockburn, had married his father John in the June of 1876 in North 

Leith, Edinburgh. As their homes were less than half a mile away from each other, and James 

and Isabella were born less than a year apart, the pair may have attended the same local school. 

 

Whatever happened during those formative years is unknown but before the age of twenty-six, 

James had joined the 2nd Battalion, Cameron Highlanders. During the period 1900 - 1910, the 

2nd Battalion served in Asia and the Far East and for some or all of those deployments, James 

was with them.  
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The 1st Battalion Cameron Highlanders was 

formed in August 1793 by Sir Allen Cameron of 

Erracht. It fought during the Napoleonic war and 

was one of only four infantry regiments to be 

named by the Duke of Wellington’s Waterloo 

despatch. They fought at Balaklava and 

Sevastapol and in 1857 was posted to India, 

taking part in the capture of Lucknow. 

In 1873, Queen Victoria presented the regiment 

with new colours and added the ‘Queens Own’, to 

its title. 

In 1882 it fought in the Sudan before sailing to 

take part in the Boer War between 1899 and 1902. 

Arriving back in Scotland in 1902, it stayed there 

until it was deployed to the Western Front in 

1914, where it remained for the duration of the 

First World War. 

The 2nd Battalion arrived on the Western Front 

four months after the outbreak of war, remaining 

there until 1919. 

National Army Museum 

The Military Station at Bangalore was an 

Assigned Tract under British administration. In 

1881, the British officially stopped recognizing 

Bangalore as a cantonment and instead 

considered it to be an "assigned tract", and 

administered under the auspices of the 

Mahārājah of Mysore, Krishnaraja Wodeyar IV. 

However, the British retained their garrison in 

the city until 1947. Bangalore was the location 

of a major cantonment, a permanent military 

station in British India, which was in existence 

in 1829, and perhaps established earlier. The 

main barracks was Baird Barracks, in Cubbon 

Road; today this is contained within the barracks 

on the other side of the high wall that runs down 

the length of Cubbon Road and is an Army recruitment centre. Hebbal Camp and Gaza Camp 

were also in existence during the First World War period. Perhaps James and the 2nd Battalion 

were billeted in one of these. 
 

He did well as a soldier, and within a few years he was promoted to Lance Sergeant. We know 

this because of documentary proof but what is not known, or understood, is how he and Isabella 

found time to be married at St Marks Church, Bangalore, India on 28th December 1910.  
 

Many questions remain unanswered including; How and when did Isabella travel to India to 

marry James? Whose, if any, permissions were sought? And, why didn’t they marry at home 

before travelling to Bangalore? 

 

 

Baird Barracks at Cubbon Road, Bangalore - c.1946 
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The map above shows Bangalore in the bottom red circle and Darjeeling, which appears later 

in the story, some 2000 Kilometres to the North East and almost on the border with Tibet. 

 

At the end of the 19th century, it was usual for young women to travel to India as what became 

known colloquially as ‘the fishing fleet’ where travelling out by sea might have been as follows; 

 
Sail by steamer from Southampton on Wednesday, about 2 p.m., and take the Suez Canal for 

Bombay, touching at Gibraltar and Malta. Port Said is reached about four days from Malta, the 

Canal entered, and Suez gained. Bombay passengers are required to change steamers here every 

alternate week. Then comes the most trying portion of the voyage — through the Bed Sea to 

Aden, where the steamers usually coal. After seven days more Bombay is reached. The voyage 

by this route occupies about twenty- eight days. The weight of baggage allowed on board free 

of charge is 3361b. first class1. 

 

And the advice on clothing 

 
With regard to linen, two kinds should be taken; one very thin for hot weather wear, and the 

other of thicker texture for the colder season. I may point out, en passant, that your linen should 

Map of the British Indian Empire from Imperial Gazetteer of India 1909 J. G. Bartholomew and Sons –  

Courtesy Wikipedia 

Red = British India. Pink = territories administered by the Government of India. Yellow = Native States and 

Territories 
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not be trimmed with work; the washerman (dhobie) is not like Phil Robinson's punkah coolie 

— "a thing of dark imaginings"; but he is a creature with rough hands, and on dainty laces and 

trimmings works his sweet will; he has apparently a malicious pleasure in tearing off buttons 

and strings, and at the very first wash reducing handsome linen into untidy dilapidated 

garments. 

 

 Which it goes on to list as; 

 
One dozen cotton chemises, thin; one dozen cotton chemises, thicker. 

 

One dozen cotton nightdresses, thin; one dozen cotton nightdresses, usual thickness. 

 

One dozen pairs of cotton drawers, thin; one dozan pairs of cotton drawers, thicker. 

 

Six vests of flannel, or of silk if preferred; the kind known as Indian ganze. 

 

Six white petticoats, long, for evening wear, flounced, with bodices; six shorter, and tucked, 

with bodices also. 

 

Four muslin petticoats, with trains to. fasten on; these may have lace edgings for beat evening 

wear, and laced trimmed bodices. 

 

Six white flannel petticoats; two red flannel petticoats; two crochet, either red or red and white. 

 

One flannel wrapper (coloured). 

 

Two short dressing jackets of some white washing material, cam brie or longcloth, frilled. 

 

Two pairs of corsets, with extra cases to wash; one pair of evening corsets, with case. 

 

And 

 
A dozen dresses are quite as many as you will require, it being a great mistake to take out too 

many. 

 

Etc. etc. Isabella may not have had that much but the postal service was good and if she needed 

more, hopefully someone could send it out to her.  

 

These young women were in search of husbands (or had been sent out for bad behaviour) and 

arrived to be introduced to potential partners through dances and dinners and so on. Often 

compared to the London debutante season, the majority were in search of British men but some 

fell for Indian suitors. At that time the British population in India was almost 300 thousand, 

compared to 250 million Indian Nationals. 

 

It was necessary, up until well into the twentieth century, for serving British soldiers to obtain 

permission from their Commanding Officers before they were allowed to marry. Perhaps James 

asked before the Regiment left for India so that Isabella could accompany him, although it 

would have been highly unusual for him not to marry at that point. 

 

In the first decades of the twentieth century, military life2 revolved around the cantonment, a 

building or area where soldiers lived, where fellow officers and their families were regarded 

as one big family. Life for NCO’s and men (British Other ranks or ‘BORS’ as they were 
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known) was restricted. They tended to be confined to barracks, which had their own bazaars. 

Often, they were not allowed to visit Indian villages, shops or bazaars. The bungalows where 

they were housed were vast, sleeping up to fifty men, with only a small area around their 

beds to call their own. They did have wallahs [helpers] to tend to their needs however, 

shaving, serving tea, laundering uniforms etc. Letters from home and fortnights leave every 

year made life more bearable. Officers, by contrast, were granted six months every two years. 

Single women were rare on cantonments, and men could only marry if space allowed on the 

married quarters roll. Only 10% of privates were on this roll, compared with 50% of 

sergeants which meant that James, as a Lance Sergeant, stood a reasonable chance of having 

a married quarter with Isabella. 

Duties in India for James were conceivably 

monotonous with the intense heat meaning that a 

soldiers day started early, usually 8am, and keep fit 

was always on the training plan. The humdrum of 

weapons and equipment cleaning, although only 

when the metal of rifles was cool enough to touch, 

drill and manoeuvres, has not changed for 

hundreds of years and little allowance was made 

for the heat. Occasionally sport would be played 

but the all-pervasive dust that covered the ground 

instead of grass got everywhere. The officers from 

James’s battalion enjoyed cricket and often a shoot 

or tiger hunting from atop or alongside enormous 

Indian elephants.  

 

 

Wassa', the battalion dog, Queen's Own 

Cameron Highlanders, 1898 - National 

Army Museum 

Dagshai (Cantonment) married quarters postcard – The Army Childrens Archive (TACA) 
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On Sunday’s, church was mandatory for all servicemen [and would continue to be until 1946 

when the practice was abolished3] so James and Isabella might attend with others in the English 

style gothic churches or maybe, with the large numbers involved, the ser4vice was held out 

doors. Following the service, picnics could be laid out in the grounds but staying in the sun too 

long was dangerous with sunburn and the debilitating prickly heat, which sometimes turned to 

boils, to contend with. 

 

 
Herded like silly sheep 

In our allotted pews,  

We listen half asleep,  

While Parson airs his views.  

In high official flight  

We take off from our knees  

And bleat about the right 

To worship as we please. 

 

Checked on the Big Parade 

(Some item out of place),  

No point the Parson made  

Can lessen our disgrace.  

And heaven has, I fear,  

No dispensating cup;  

For we are only here  

To make the numbers up. 

    

  William Clarke 
 

What did Isabella do when James was working on a daily basis or when he was absent on duty? 

Shopping was always an option. Care had to be taken if attending the local market as sanitation 

was rudimentary; most British camps were constructed up stream and up wind from Indian 

settlements to avoid disease, fevers etc. When you arrived at the market it was almost 

impossible to avoid the cows that freely roamed the streets but you also needed to steer clear 

of stray dogs and the many bullock’s pulling carts, laden with unusual fruit and vegetables, 

whose drivers plied their trade back and forth. Senses were almost overwhelmed with the 

fantastic array of colours, including the brightly coloured sari’s worn by many women, and the 

smells of the fruit, vegetables and spices including cardamon, Asafoetida, or hing as it's 

commonly known, red chilli, garam 

masala, ginger and cloves, all on display 

in bowls and baskets.  

 

Despite the flurry of activity, Isabella 

may have found herself drawn to a 

modest vendor selling perhaps an 

assortment of exotic fruits and 

vegetables. She may have caught sight of 

a peculiar, prickly fruit she had never 

encountered before, its rough, green 

exterior contrasting with the vibrant 

yellows and reds of the other fruits. 

Might she have indulged in an exchange 

with the vendor, whose animated 

descriptions were lost on her due to the 

language barrier? Nonetheless, laughter 

is a universal language, and she may well have felt a connection amidst the chaos of the market. 

In amongst the swirling humanity, children begged for coins alongside adult beggars. Any 

foodstuffs bought in the market had to be carefully washed and cooked before eating. 

 

Indian snake charmer with cobra, 1910, Photograph 

collected by Lieutenant-Colonel William Arthur Henry Bird, 

23rd Sikh Pioneers, 1905-1915 
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In the evening, Isabella likely prepared dinner in a cozy kitchen infused with the essence of 

local spices and the warmth of a flickering oil lamp. The kitchen, would be adorned with simple 

clay pots and a worn wooden table and speak of humble living in colonial India. 

 

Perhaps Isabella read by the intense moonlight or embroidered by the light of a candle but as 

darkness fell, it summoned a procession of creatures, emerging from every nook and cranny, 

infiltrating through windows and ventilators. Mosquitoes buzzed in annoyance, moths fluttered 

clumsily, flies darted erratically, while spiders, cockroaches, and crickets ventured forth in 

search of sustenance, leaving their mark on anything left exposed. 

 

Amidst the cacophony of insect symphonies, the incessant sawing of cicadas and the croaking 

chorus of frogs resonated through the night air. The not-so-distant screeches of monkeys added 

to the nocturnal orchestra. It became a rare venture for the British to step foot outside after 

dark, wary of the serpentine inhabitants and other creatures that lurked in the shadows, 

creatures with teeth larger and sharper than deemed safe in the enveloping darkness. 

 

As Isabella emerged from beneath her protective mosquito net at dawn, her first task was to 

cautiously scan for any lurking scorpions before slipping into her house shoes. The caution 

ingrained by the Indian environment demanded such measures. Next, she adhered to the 

dictates of the British medical norms, donning her flannel underwear to combat the climate's 

perceived effects. 

 

Choosing her attire for the day, Isabella would carefully select a long dress, possibly pausing 

to savour the faint fragrances of wisteria, phlox, or sweet peas that adorned her surroundings—

a small respite amidst the less pleasant odours prevalent in the air. She may, if she was heading 

outdoors, have put on a hat with a protective dust veil and carried a parasol, especially crucial 

if her journey involved a camel cart trek into the nearby town. 

 

Breakfast was a simple affair with tea and toast being a safe bet although the condensed milk 

used in the tea was not the same as having some fresh from the cow. 

 

Spring was fresh and fragrant, Summer was humid and hot – except when The North Indian 

Ocean cyclone season occurred and rain pounded against the closed wooden shutters, Autumn 

was cooler and wet, and Winter was a positively balmy 16° Centigrade. 
 

Their love was affirmed on the 11th November 1911 when Isabella gave birth to a daughter, 

Isabella Lawson Bertie. 
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British women in India had access to medical care provided by British doctors or nurses in 

certain areas however, the quality and availability of medical facilities varied widely across 

different regions. In remote areas, access to skilled medical assistance might have been limited 

but skilled midwives, often local Indian women or expatriates, assisted with childbirth for those 

who opted for home births. It is difficult to say or indeed understand the challenges, such as 

the hot climate, prevalent diseases, and limited medical resources, that posed risks to both the 

mother and the child. Maternal mortality rates were relatively high due to complications from 

childbirth and limited access to modern medical care but Isabella was fortunate and both 

mother and daughter endured. 

 

Back in Scotland, both the Bertie and Taylor families waited with some impatience for 

Isabella’s letters explaining how the family was enduring the, on average, 90° Fahrenheit heat, 

or coping with the sometimes-torrential rain, particularly in the Autumn months. Or she might 

explain shopping in the markets and the different foodstuffs they bought and ate or how she 

got on with the other soldiers’ wives. Returning letters told of cold, rain, fires and furniture. 

 

As the years rolled on, elsewhere in the world there were stirrings of war.  

 
Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria travelled to Sarajevo in June 1914 to inspect the imperial 

armed forces in Bosnia and Herzegovina, annexed by Austria-Hungary in 1908. The annexation 

had angered Serbian nationalists, who believed the territories should be part of Serbia. A group 

of young nationalists shot the royal couple at point-blank range, killing both almost instantly.  

 

The assassination set off a rapid chain of events, as Austria-Hungary immediately blamed the 

Serbian government for the attack. As large and powerful Russia supported Serbia, Austria 

asked for assurances that Germany would step in on its side against Russia and its allies, 

including France and possibly Great Britain. On July 28, Austria-Hungary declared war on 

Serbia, and the fragile peace between Europe’s great powers collapsed, beginning the 

devastating conflict now known as the First World War. 

History.com 
 

At some point before or after the 2nd Battalion was put on alert, they moved lock, stock and 

barrel to Ghorpuri Barracks, Poona. They were certainly in that barracks by August 1914 but 
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only weeks later embarked on the troop ship “Saturnia”, probably from Bombay, known as 

Mumbai today, some eight hundred Kilometres North West of Bangalore. Landing at 

Devonport on 16th November. From there they moved to Winchester and came under orders of 

81st Brigade in 27th Division then on 20th December 1914 they boarded another troopship and 

headed for the Western Front.  Arriving, initially, at Le Havre in the Winter of 1914, the 

conditions would have been a shock to men who had spent many years in warm climates. As 

James and his comrades settled in, letters from home and parcels were most welcome and at 

some point, James would have had cause for a particular celebration after discovering Isabella 

was pregnant again. 

 

Not all troops lived in the front-line trenches, many were employed amongst the supply lines, 

training establishments, stores, workshops, headquarters and various other elements of the 

machine of war.  

 

‘For the fortnight previous to the advance of September 25, the 6th Camerons had been 

resting at La Beuvriere. On Thursday, the 23rd, orders were received to move up 

towards the firing line. That day we marched as far as Drouvin through a violent 

thunderstorm, and there we billeted over-night. Next day all packs were handed in and 

stored there. Only twenty officers were to go into the firing line, and those left behind 

were here given instructions about sending up ammunition, etc. Friday night was spent 

in a long communicating trench running past Philosophe. Very few got any sleep, 

disturbed as they were by the booming of the guns and by frogs which infested the 

trench. To add to the general discomfort a drizzling rain fell throughout the night. This 

period of inaction was most trying, and it was with a feeling of relief that the Battalion 

moved up to occupy the front British Lines. The attack had begun, and any doubts as to 

its immediate success were soon dispelled by the arrival of two large bands of German 

prisoners who passed through our lines evidently not displeased to be out of the melee. 

In an incredibly short time word was passed down that “the Jocks are at Loos towers.” 
 

Extract from: The Story of the Battalion – The Battle of Loos – 6th Cameron Highlanders 
 

One of the men in the same Battalion as James was 7976, Corporal J. Blyth, aged 28. The 

account of his wounds retained in the National Archives are horrific; 

 

Condition/Injury/Disease: Rifle bullet wound of back; Fracture of spine; Paraplegia. 
 

Details and Outcome: Ailments listed: rifle bullet wound, bedsores, paraplegia of 

both legs, incontinence, anaesthesia. Diagram of man's legs drawn on case sheet. Some 

movement returned to legs; details listed. Operation performed; attempt made to 

removed bullet but unsuccessful.  

 

Transferred to St George's. Outcome not stated 
 

The type and nature of the trench positions varied a lot, depending on the local conditions. For 

example, in the area of the River Somme in France the ground is chalky and is easily dug. The 

trench sides will crumble easily after rain, so would be built up (‘revetted’) with wood, 

sandbags or any other suitable material. At Ypres in Belgium the ground is naturally boggy and 

the water table very high, so trenches were not really dug, but more built-up using sandbags 

and wood (these were called ‘breastworks’). Trenches ran through towns and villages, through 
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industrial works, coalmines, brickyards, across railway tracks, through farms, fields and 

woods, across rivers, canals and streams. (www.thelongtrail.co.uk) 
 

Infantry Battalions, like the 2nd, were ‘rotated’ to the front line and typically would have spent 

25% of their time in the trenches.  
 

Pay, for James, was about two shillings and sixpence a day, about twenty-seven pounds today, 

and of course he had to send money back to Isabella and his growing family. 

 

James received word that Isabella had given birth to their second child, a son, at home on the 

30th July 1915 in the far North East of India, at Darjeeling. This was over two thousand 

Kilometres from where their first child had been born. He was named James John William 

Bertie, the combination of which honoured both his father and two grandfathers, but James 

hardly had time to celebrate when the Battalion was moved to Macedonia late in the year. 
 

The Battalion saw action at St Eloi, to the south of Ypres, and then the Second Battle of Ypres 

Between 1915 and 1918, British troops were part of a multi-national Allied force fighting 

against the Bulgarians and their allies in the Balkans. Although disease and the harsh conditions 

took a heavy toll, they eventually brought the campaign to a successful conclusion 
 

“Very bad night – no shelter from the cold and wet. I had a rotten passage round the line, falling 

and stumbling about in snow drifts up to my shoulders in some places. The snow kept on falling 

yesterday evening and part of the 

night, and then changed to a most 

intense frost. This morning everything 

is frozen hard and every track is too 

slippery to walk on… Our overcoats 

are frozen hard, and when some of the 

men tried to beat theirs to make them 

pliable to lie down in, they split like 

matchwood. The men can hardly hold 

their rifles as their hands freeze to the 

cold metal. Everyone is falling and 

tumbling about in the most ludicrous 

way… We had an enormous sick 

parade this morning nearly 150 men 

reporting. There are many bad cases 

of frost bite in hands and feet.” 

 
Diary of Captain Noel Drury, 6th 

Battalion the Royal Dublin 

Fusiliers - 27-28 November 1915 
 

 

 

 

James survived the war as a Quartermaster Sergeant with the Cameron Highlanders but he and 

the Battalion were to remain in ‘theatre’, in Macedonia, until 1919. Before they had packed up 

to return home at last, an announcement was made by the Commanding Officer that the 

Battalion was headed to Queenstown, now Cobh - a seaport town on the south coast of County 

Cork, in Ireland, where it would see action during the Irish War of Independence. When James 

 

A British soldier catches up with the latest war stories 

from 'Balkans News', the official organ of the British 

Salonika Force. It was published from November 1915 

until May 1919. – National Army Museum 
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heard the Battalion was not going back to India, he transferred to the 1st Battalion who were. 

Later, the 2nd Battalion would be engaged in several fire-fights with the Irish Republican Army. 
 

When he returned to India as a Chief Master Sergeant 2nd Class (C.2.M.S.) with 1st Battalion 

Queens Own Cameron Highlanders, it was to a billet in the Sergeants Mess, not the home he 

had shared with Isabella. It’s not clear what happened. What is known is that, at some point 

between 1915, when baby James was born, and the end of the First World War in 1918, Isabella 

had returned to Scotland with her children and was lodging with her younger sister and 

husband, Margaret (Meg) and Duncan Buchanan, at their home at 29 Richmond Place, 

Edinburgh. It was not unusual for this to happen when families serving abroad had their lives 

disrupted by deployments, and it looks like James and Isabella were no exception. 
 

Did James return to Scotland for leave at some point? He may have seen his children; young 

Isabella was almost eight years old and the son he hardly knew, was four. James may have had 

leave during those long war years, but a father returning home, after so long in battle, carries 

many scars, not always obvious to the naked eye. 
 

When James returned to India in 1919 it was in a much-changed world. There is no evidence 

unearthed so far that explains what happened during that and the following year but evidence 

shows that in June 1921, as documented on that year’s census, Isabella and the children were 

still living in Edinburgh, courtesy of her sister, and James was in India. On the 21st November 

1921, the Battalions casualty returns list concluded the following; 
 

‘Return of Warrant Officers, Non-Commissioned Officers and men of the 1st Battalion 

Cameron Highlanders - killed in action or who have died whilst on service abroad in 

the war of 1914 to-‘[dates of death are noted beside individuals]; 

 

Thereafter are listed a number of men 

who died in France in 1914 and whose 

bodies were never recovered, so the 

cause of deaths are listed as ‘Death 

accepted for Official Purposes’. 

Underneath those are deaths in India, 

including death by; appendicitis, 

pneumonia, cerebral malaria and 

abscess but alongside the name of 

James Bertie, who is noted as ‘India 

unattached list’, the cause of death 

simply announces - ‘not stated’.  

 

So, how did James die? Perhaps more 

research will uncover what happened  
 

His death is commemorated on panel 1 

of the Commonwealth War Grave at 

Delhi, showing the dead of the 1914 – 

1918 war. [N.B The Delhi 1914-1918 Memorial is a memorial to the missing and 

commemorates casualties with no known grave. 
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Life for Isabella would never be the same.  

 

 

In 1922 Duncan and Meg moved to the opposite side of Edinburgh but there was evidence, 

through the Electoral Rolls, that Isabella and the family stayed at the same house. 

 

As a seven-year-old boy in Edinburgh, James likely attended a neighbourhood school close to 

the family home at 29 Richmond Place. Though this building was later torn down as part of a 

slum clearance program, its historical significance remains, now represented by number 10 

Richmond Place in 2023. Details about his specific education at that age will require further 

research. 

 

For young boys like James and 

his friends, the local area would 

have offered a treasure trove of 

adventures. The Meadows, 

situated a mere half-mile away, 

likely served as a haven for his 

playful escapades. Here, he 

would have revelled in the open 

spaces, engaging in the various 

sports that could be found there, 

cherishing the freedom and 

excitement of outdoor play. 

 

Even closer to home, the allure of 

Arthur's Seat, the hill that 

dominates Edinburgh, would 

have been irresistible to an 

adventurous spirit like James. 

The closeness of this prominent 

landmark, offering breathtaking 

vistas of the Firth of Forth and 

the City of Edinburgh, would captivate many youngsters’ imagination. The lure of the Crags, 

both inviting and perilous, might have served as a magnet for a young boy's curiosity, 

presenting an ideal playground for exploration and daring adventures. 

 

As James transitioned into his teenage years in Edinburgh, his experiences likely evolved, 

offering new avenues for exploration and growth. His education perhaps, taking on a more 

structured form, progressing through the local educational system where academic pursuits 

became more rigorous, laying the groundwork for his future military endeavours. The subjects 

he studied and the interests he cultivated during this period shaped his aspirations and 

influenced his future path. 

 

As his teenage years provided him with the physical prowess and adventurous spirit to explore 

the crags and trails more extensively, perhaps he hiked or climbed, or simply enjoyed the scenic 

views might have become a regular part of his recreational activities. 

 

23-29 Richmond Place, Edinburgh - Shops on the ground floor are 

General Dealer J.A.Masterson and Charles Greiner Wine and 

Spirit Merchant – Photograph taken by Alfred Henry Rushbrook 

in 1929 on behalf of the City of Edinburgh Improvement Trust 

before buildings were pulled down for slum clearance 
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The city itself, with its rich history and cultural offerings, likely sparked his curiosity. 

Edinburgh's museums, galleries, and vibrant city life providing him with opportunities to 

expand his horizons and develop varied interests in cultural pursuits. 

 

Socially, James probably formed deeper friendships and connections, discovering shared 

interests and hobbies with peers. Engaging in sports, clubs, or community activities could have 

enriched his teenage years, fostering camaraderie and a sense of belonging within his local 

community. And of course, there were girls. 

 

After a few years, in 1934, Isabella’s father William, died of appendicitis, in Edinburgh’s Royal 

Infirmary and was buried in the Grange Cemetery. Isabella was fifty, daughter Isabella twenty-

two and James twenty.  

 

In February 1938, as another war loomed, there was a happy occasion for the family. Isabella’s 

son James John William married Elizabeth Cairns. At the time James was a Motor Bus 

Conductor, as inscribed on the wedding certificate, and Elizabeth was a Shoe Machinist.  

 

By the outbreak of war in September 1939, James, at twenty-three, had signed up to the Argyll 

and Sutherland Highlanders (Princess Louise's), and like many young men at that time, entered 

the horrors of World War Two but not before his wife gave birth to their first son, John William 

in 1939, followed in 1940 by a second, James Cairns. 

 

The Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders was expanded to nine Battalions during the Second 

World War.  The 1st Battalion fought in the Western Desert Campaign, Crete, Abyssinia, 

Sicily and in the Italian Campaign. The first action for the 1st Battalion was at Sidi 

Barani where they joined the battle on 10 December 1940 as part of the 16th Infantry Brigade. 

 

The Battle of Sidi Barrani (10–11 December 1940) was the opening battle of Operation 

Compass, the first big British attack of the Western Desert Campaign of the Second World 

War. Sidi Barrani, on the Mediterranean coast in Egypt, had been occupied by the Italian 10th 

Army, during the Italian invasion of Egypt (9–16 September 1940) and was attacked by British, 

Commonwealth and imperial troops, who re-captured the port. (Wikipedia) 
 

On 17 May 1941 the battalion moved to Crete where they formed part of the defence based on 

the east side of the island at Tymbaki. They were 

successfully evacuated on 29 May from Heraklion 

but their convoy suffered air attacks and many 

casualties on the route away from Crete. The 

Argylls left at Tymbaki were captured when the 

island surrendered.  

 

The 1st Battalion, including James, were shipped 

to Alexandria to rejoin 16th Infantry Brigade, 

which included seventeen other regiments. The 

Western Desert Campaign was well underway and 

many troops were involved in the Siege of Tobruk 

(between 10th April and 27th November 1941) but 

the 1st Battalion were undertaking garrison duties.  

 

 

British regimental badge- Argyll 

and Sutherland regiment 
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1000 miles to the south, the Italian Army was fighting a losing battle in Abyssinia. [This was a 

name used by ‘outsiders’ to describe Ethiopia, though generally Abyssinia is still used to 

describe the Empire of Ethiopia].  

 
Italian Admiral Bonnetti, the officer in charge of the forces there, prepared his 10,000 men and 

100 vehicles for a stand, but the front lines fell quickly and the remaining troops were 

demoralized. Massawa was taken on Apr 8th and Admiral Bonnetti's seven destroyers were all 

sunk by British surface and air units. With the port of Massawa secured and the Italian navy 

driven out of the Red Sea, the British secured a reliable supply route to their war efforts in 

Africa. The next major target, the Abyssinian capital of Addis Ababa, was captured by 

Cunningham's troops on Apr 6th. After the arrival of the Sudan force from the north, the 

remaining Italian troops were surrounded. On May 5th, Emperor of Abyssinia Haile Selassie, 

previously exiled by Italian troops in 1936, returned to Addis Ababa under the escort of 

Wingate's troops. On May 16th, Duke Aosta formally surrendered although Italian resistance 

lasted until Nov 27th under General Nasi based in Gondar in Begemder Province. 
 

The Battalion took part in a raid into 

the Gondar region of Abyssinia to try and 

crush the last Italian resistance and were 

involved in an action at Mogi Pass on 9th 

June. 

 

According to official records, James died 

‘somewhere’ in the Middle East, probably 

at Mogi Pass, on 9th June 1941 and this is 

recorded on the Scottish National War 

Memorial. His body is interred in Beirut 

War Cemetery in the Lebanese Republic in 

grave 4.g.1.  

 

Endnote 

 

There could be several reasons why James 

John William Bertie might be buried in 

Beirut: 

 

The Battalion was based in Alexandria but was in the process of moving to fight in the battle 

of Damascus - 18–21 June 1941, and Beirut may have been a holding area or stop off point. 

 

If James sustained severe injuries and required medical attention beyond local capacities, they 

might have transported him to a military hospital or medical facility in Beirut for treatment. 

 

Sometimes, logistical reasons such as the availability of cemetery space, the proximity of burial 

grounds, or administrative decisions could lead to soldiers being buried in locations other than 

where they initially fell. Beirut might have been a designated military cemetery or a more 

accessible location for proper burials during that time. 

 

 

Isabella Lawson Taylor Bertie never re-married. She died, aged 69, in 1953. James and 

Isabella’s daughter, Isabella Lawson Bertie, lived in Edinburgh until she was 83 and died in 

1994 and was survived by her daughters, Dorothy Falconer and June Bertie. 

 

Elizabeth Bertie 

informed the Edinburgh 

Evening News that she 

had received ‘official 

information’ that her 

husband, Corporal 

James John William 

Bertie was reported as 

‘missing’ and the 

Evening News reported 

that on August 9th 1941, 

some two months after 

he was actually killed. 
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Lest we forget… 

 

Endnote 

Continuing research has shown that the two sons of James John William Bertie and Elizabeth 

Brown Cairns married. Further investigation is needed but in 2023, online research revealed a 

John William Bertie married Eleanor McKenzie c1962 and a James Cairns Bertie married Eliz-

abeth Wind in 1975. Further, I believe that this John William and his wife Eleanor had a son, 

John William, born (Registration District - Canongate and Portobello) c1964 and the noted 

James and his wife Elizabeth also had a son, James Cairns Bertie born c1967 (Registration 

District – Penecuik and Glencorse). 

 

References 

 
1 Indian Outfits & Establishments: Practical Guide for Persons About to Reside in India (1882) 

by an Anglo-Indian (a compilation of articles published in the magazine called Bazaar) 

 
2 The Army Childrens Archive (TACA) 

 
3 Crang, JA 2005, 'The abolition of compulsory church parades in the British Army', The 

Journal of Ecclesiastical History, vol. 56, no. 1, pp. 92-106.  

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022046904001459 

 

Brittanica 

 

https://signatureupholstery.co.uk/   the blog 

 

History.com 

 

www.longlongtrail.co.uk 

 

https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/soldier_newspapers 

 

 

Maud Diver’s The Englishwoman in India, 1909 

 

Chota Mem’s The English Bride in India 

 

Topical Trials: A Handbook for Women in the Tropics by Major Leigh Hunt and Alexander 

Kenny 

 

 
 

http://www.longlongtrail.co.uk/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/soldier_newspapers
https://archive.org/details/in.ernet.dli.2015.44606
https://archive.org/details/englishbrideinin035142mbp
https://archive.org/details/tropicaltrialsa00kenngoog


V2 

Frank T Connelly 2023 
 

Appendix 1 

 

Isabella Lawson Bertie Lineage and use of name 


