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A Boho Anzac: Thomas Reid

A talk given at the Boho
Heritage Organisation,
Boho on 4 October 2014

by Prof Jeff Kildea,

Keith Cameron Chair

of Australian History at
University College Dublin.)

It is great to be back here in Boho some
ten years after I visited here with Joe
O’Loughlin when researching my book
Anzacs and Ireland, which tells the story of
the relationship between Australian soldiers
and Ireland during the First World War.

The term “Anzac”, for those unfamiliar with
it, started out in early 1915 as an acronym
for the Australian and New Zealand Army
Corps, the formation comprising the men

Thomas Reid

of the 1st Australian
Division and the
New Zealand and
Australian Division,
who had been sent
to Egypt at the end
of 1914 to complete

their training before

going on to the

Western Front. As

you may know, their transfer

to the Western Front was postponed due to
their being sent to Gallipoli in Turkey as
part of the Dardanelles Campaign.

Prof. Jeff Kildea

For Australians, Gallipoli has significance
because it was the first major military
campaign in which Australians had fought
together as Australians. Many Australians
therefore regard Gallipoli as the crucible of
the nation when the inhabitants of the six
former British colonies that had federated in
1901 were forged into citizens of Australia.

So “Anzac” is full of meaning for Australians.
Nowadays the acronym has become a word
and is used to refer to Australian and New
Zealand soldiers who fought in the war,
among whom were about 6000 Irish-born,
including the subject of my talk tonight,
Sergeant Thomas Robert Reid. Reid is one of
25 Australian soldiers of the First World War
buried in Ireland, five of them in Northern
Ireland and twenty in the Republic.

At the outset I would like to acknowledge
the assistance with my research that I have
received over the years from Joe O’Loughlin,
particularly when I was looking into the 39
Australian servicemen of the Second World
War who are buried here in Northern
Ireland. Most of them were airmen, flying
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out of Loch Erne and
Loch Foyle who were
killed when their
aircraft crashed in
flying accidents. Joe,
of course, is the guru
in that area and he
was able to take me to
some of the crash sites
and to the grave yards
where many of them
are buried.

In the case of Thomas
Reid, I would like to
acknowledge the
assistance of Ivan
Masterson who looked
me up in Sydney in
2003 when he was visiting Australia and
gave me the benefit of his knowledge on the
subject of tonight’s talk. How that came about
is interesting. In the early 2000s I visited
Ireland on a number of occasions looking
for the graves of the total of 64 Australians
buried here and as I found each one I would
place an Australian flag on it with a note
giving my contact details. Well, in the case
of Thomas Reid, it paid off because that is
how Ivan knew how to contact me.

And I should also acknowledge Yvonne Bell,
Thomas Reid’s granddaughter who provided
further information on her grandfather.
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Now I am conscious of the fact that Tam an
outsider and that, for all  know you, may well
be familiar with Reid’s story and can tell me
a thing or two about him which I don’t know.
Well, I hope so, because I have grown fond
of my Irish Anzacs and am always interested
to learn more about them. As some of you
may know I am building a database of all
the Irish-born who served in the Australian
forces during the First World War, some 6000
of them, which I have called the Irish Anzacs
Project. I spoke about it today at Enniskillen
and as some of you may have been there I
won’t repeat what I said. Rather, I will spend
the time on Thomas Reid, who was certainly
an interesting character.

Thomas Robert Reid was born on 18
May 1880 at Boho, Co. Fermanagh, the
son of William Reid of the townland of
Farnaconnell, Boho and Elizabeth Elliott,
the daughter of William Elliott, farmer of
Rusculton.

On 21 March 1901, shortly before his 21st
birthday, while working as a shop assistant at
Omagh, Co. Tyrone, Thomas applied to join
the South African Constabulary. The SAC
had been formed the previous October by
Colonel Robert Baden-Powell, famous as the
founder of the scouting movement. Baden-
Powell set up the SAC at the request of the
commander of the British forces in South
Africa Lord Roberts, who wanted a force of
ten thousand mounted men prepared by the
middle of 1901 to take over the police duties
of the country, which at the time was in the
middle of the Boer War. Their task was to
assist in the pacification of the Boer rebels.

Reid had had no prior military experience
but Captain Williams, a recruiting officer
acting on behalf of the governments of
the Transvaal and Orange River Colony,
adjudged Reid to be a good rider and a fair
shot. In accordance with the law at the time,
which prohibited the enlistment of men




outside of the country where they were to
serve, Reid signed Articles of Agreement
on 26 March which provided him with free
passage to South Africa on condition that on
arrival he report to the headquarters of the
South African Constabulary and be attested
as a trooper third class. This he duly did and
on 6 June 1901 he was sworn in at Heidelberg
in the Cape Colony for a three year term,
with his service to count from 21 May 1901.

At Modderfontein, situated between
Johannesburg and Pretoria, recruits were
taught riding, musketry, drill and tactics;
also how to make blockhouses and trenches.
During the war the force came to be used
in two main ways, one as mobile columns
working in co-operation with the regular
troops, and the other in making and holding
lines of blockhouses to prevent the Boers
from moving across certain tracts of country.
When the peace was signed with the Boers
at Vereeniging on 7 June 1902 the SAC were
released from their duties as soldiers, to take
up those of civil police.

For more than six years, during and after
the war, Reid served in the SAC, rising to
the rank of sergeant second class, having
responsibility for a number of outposts. He
had served with “C” Mobile Column in the
north-east of the country and later with “A”
Mobile Column in the north-west. On 3
October 1907, he took his discharge and left
South Africa for Canada and subsequently
Australia, where he married a Victorian girl,
Alice Lillian Robertson, in 1910. They had
three children. In Australia, Reid worked as
a horse breaker and trainer.

When the war broke out in August 1914
he was living in Victoria. Keen to join up
he enlisted before the end of the month,
leaving behind a wife and three children
aged 4, 2 and a few months. He was assigned
to the 2nd Field Artillery Brigade and later
the 1st Divisional Ammunition Column.
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Interestingly, my great uncle Frank Kildea
served in the in the 2nd Field Artillery
Brigade and might well have known Reid
- not even six degrees of separation.
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He sailed with the first contingent of the AIF
in October 1914 and saw action at Gallipoli
and on the Western Front, rising to the rank
of sergeant, but he was only in France a few
months before he fell ill and was admitted to
hospital suffering from malaria. Evacuated
to England in June 1916, Reid remained there
until November 1917, before returning to his
unit. On 30 July 1918, he again fell ill, when he
noticed that his legs felt heavy “like lead” and
that he had become weak. The initial diagnosis
was influenza, which may well have been the
case as this was during the first wave of the
Spanish flu epidemic. However, in reality he
was suffering from an even more deadly illness
than pneumonic influenza. But he was unaware
how seriously ill he was. He wrote to Alice from
France on 12 August 1918 telling her “he was
quite well and expecting to leave for home on
furlough”. When she questioned the military
authorities about this they wrote, “[I]t would
appear that your husband did not mention
his illness, not wishing to cause you anxiety”.

A Boho Anzac: Thomas Reid

But in truth he probably did not know what was
ailing him until 20 August he was diagnosed
with diabetes mellitus, then an incurable and
untreatable disease. (It would be another three
years before Dr Frederick Grant Banting and
Dr Charles Herbert Best at the University of
Toronto discovered insulin.) Doctors could
only watch their diabetic patients waste away
before their eyes and that is what Sergeant
Reid did, losing 15 kilograms in a month.
He was evacuated to England on 25 August
and admitted to Essex County Hospital in
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Colchester, England and then transferred to the
Ist Australian Auxiliary Hospital at Harefield,
where it was reported in September that his
condition was improving with treatment.
However, he died there on 3 October 1918.

Reid’s body was taken to Ireland by his brother
Fred, who paid £21.2.0 to do so. He was buried
next to his father in the Church of Ireland
churchyard at Boho, his funeral being attended
by his Irish relations, including his mother,
his brother and his sisters, as well as friends

of the family. The funeral report in his service
record states:

The deceased soldier was accorded a military
funeral, Firing Party, Bugler, and Pallbearers
being in attendance. The coffin was draped
with the “Union Jack” and surmounted by
many beautiful flowers sent from deceased’s
relatives and friends. A great number were
present at the graveside, and the burial service
was conducted by the Rev. ]. W. Dunlop,
Rector of Bohoe [sic]. The grave will be
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The oak cross has been replaced by a
CWGC headstone.

An obituary appeared in a local paper on
10 October 1918. After reciting his life
story it continued: His remains arrived in
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Enniskillen, on Tuesday evening, and were
met at the railway station by a number
of military and conveyed to his mother’s
residence at Kilnamanadoo, Boho, in
an Army motor. The funeral took place
yesterday (Wednesday) in the family burying
ground Boho and was accorded full military
honours. Mrs Reid had another son, George,
killed on the Western Front some twelve
months ago.




Today, inside the church a marble tablet
flanked by an Australian Red Ensign
and the Union flag hangs on the wall,
commemorating Sergeant Reid and his
brother George, who was killed in action
on 26 October 1917 fighting with the Royal
Irish Fusiliers. Their names also appear on
the Enniskillen war memorial.

And, of course, I know about the plaque
and the flags because my good friend Joe
O’Loughlin showed me them. And what a
delight it was to see the Australian flag there
that bright sunny day in April 2004.

And it’s an even greater delight to be back
here 10 years later to recount to you the story
of Thomas Robert Reid, an Irish Anzac.
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