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On May 19, 1915 
a young soldier 
posted a card to 
his mother in 
Musselburgh as 

he prepared to board a train 
in Larbert.

Sent to an address in Lev-
enhall, the postcard showed 
members of the Mussel-
burgh Company of the 7th 
Battalion Royal Scots, part of 
the 52nd Lowland Division 
Expeditionary Force during 
WW1.

“Received you letter last 
night. We are leaving to-
night but don’t know where 
for,” wrote Private Arthur 
Colville, with a promise to 
send the names of those pic-
tured “later on”.

It was the last Mrs 
Colville would hear from her 
son, who was to die in the 
Gretna Rail Disaster three 
days later, aged 24.

Had Arthur and the 
7th Battalion departed on 
the evening of May 19, as 
planned, they may have 
made it to Liverpool and the 
ship that was to take them to 
Gallipoli. 

However, fate intervened 
and instead two trains de-
parted from Larbert in the 
early hours of May 22.  While 
one train arrived safely, the 
train carrying half the Bat-
talion, including Arthur 
Balfour 
Colville, 
did not. 

The 
post-
card and 
others 
sent by 
Arthur 
have 
since 
fallen 
into the hands of Canadian 
researcher Steven Clifford, 
whose family has roots in 
the Honest Toun.

“A year ago I picked up 
three wonderful real photo 
postcards of men from the 
Musselburgh Company 
of the 7th Battalion, Royal 
Scots,” said Steve, who lives 
in Victoria, British Colom-
bia.

“The quality of the imag-
es were superb and the sol-
dier’s hand-written notes on 
the backs of two of the post-
cards intrigued me, partly I 

confess because my great-
great-great grandmother 
was born in Musselburgh.”

Now, 
almost 
a cen-
tury on, 
Steve is 
keen to 
identify 
some of 
those 
pic-
tured, 
in a 
bid to 

fulfil the young man’s final 
promise. 

“I think it would be a fine 
accomplishment if we could 
follow through on Arthur 
Colville’s promise to ‘send 
names later on’, even if it is 
99 years on,” he continued.

With that in mind, he is 
appealing for information 
from anyone in the Mus-
selburgh area who can 
help with his research.

Steve has already 
found details of Pte 
Arthur Balfour Colville 
on the Scottish War Me-

morials Project forum, along 
with a photo of his grave-
stone.

The gravestone  revealed 
that Arthur’s brother, 
Archibald Henderson 
Colville (Service Number 
41), died at the Second Battle 
of Ypres while serving with 
the Canadian 8th Battalion.

It also transpired that a 
third brother, James Colville 
(Service Number 39), who 
also served with the 8th Bat-
talion’s ‘A’ company and  
apparently survived the  
war.

“The most surprising rev-
elation of all was that Arthur 
died in the Gretna Rail 

Disaster 

on May 22, 1915. Although I 
knew of this horrific crash 
I did not make the connec-
tion when I purchased these 
postcards,” said Steve.

“I was therefore a bit 
taken aback when I looked at 
the postmark on two of the 
cards and realised they were 
mailed on May 19 and from 
Larbert where the ill-fated 
train began its journey.”

Another of the cards, 
sent to a sister on the same 
date, was brief and read: 
“This is the Musselburgh 
Coy of the 7th . Ready for Ac-
tive Service.”

Anyone who can shed 
light on the identity of those 
pictured and help Steve with 

his research is 
asked to email him 
directly at steve@
steveclifford.com

Steve is also 
keen to locate a 
photograph of 
Arthur Balfour 
Colville himself, as 
he does not appear 
to feature on any of 
the postcards.
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