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Queen’s professor of medicine and the 
death of German air-ace the Red Baron 
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Thomas Sinclair, Professor of Medicine at Queen’s 
University, Belfast, in April 1918, found himself at the 
centre of one of the major incidents of the First World 
War, namely the cause of the death of the most famous 
and deadliest German fighter pilot, Manfred von 
Richthofen, the Red Baron. 

 

During World War I, no name struck more fear into the 
hearts of Allied airmen than that of Manfred von Richthofen, 
better known as the “Red Baron.” After scoring his first kill 
on September 17, 1916, the German pilot spent the next 19 
months prowling the skies in his signature red airplane, 
winning one air battle after another. He was later shot down 
and killed in April 1918, but not before he became the war’s 
highest- scoring fighter ace. 

Professor Thomas Sinclair had an outstanding record in 
his profession. 
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He was educated privately and intended to go into 
business. 

However, in 1877 he entered Queen's College, then a 
constituent college of the Royal University of Ireland, in 
which he graduated with first-class honours in 1881, 
winning the Malcolm exhibition in 1880 and a gold medal in 
1881. 

He then worked at the London Hospital, in Vienna, and in 
Berlin, acted for a time as demonstrator of anatomy at 
Queen's College, 

Baron von Richthofen with one of his triplanes. 

Belfast, and took the Membership of the RCS in 1882 and 
the Fellowship in 1886. 

His first hospital appointment in Belfast was on the surgical 
staff of the Ulster Hospital for Children and Women, where 
he was ultimately consulting surgeon; in 1885 he was 
elected assistant surgeon to the Royal (afterwards Royal 
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Victoria) Hospital, becoming surgeon in 1898 and 
consulting surgeon in 1923. He was also consulting 
surgeon to the Forster Green Hospital, the Co Antrim 
Infirmary, and the Lisburn and Coleraine Cottage Hospitals. 

In 1886, at the age of 29; he succeeded Alexander Gordon 
as professor of surgery at Queen's College. He held the 
chair for thirty-seven years, retiring at the age limit in 1923, 
and is said to have taught more than 2,000 students. 

WAR SERVICE AND THE RED BARON 

During the war Professor Sinclair was consulting surgeon to 
the 4th Army, under Rawlinson in France and later under 
Allenby in Egypt, with the rank of colonel, in the Army 
Medical Service, having been commissioned on 15/11/ 
1915. He received the CB in 1917. 

Manfred von Richthofen (centre) poses with young German 
officers. 

Page 4



APRIL 21

The Red Baron was the name applied to Manfred von 
Richthofen, a German fighter pilot who was the deadliest 
flying ace of World War 

I. During a 19-month period between 1916 and 1918, the 
Prussian aristocrat shot down 80 Allied aircraft and won 
widespread fame for his scarlet-coloured airplanes and 
ruthlessly effective flying style. Richthofen’s legend only 
grew after he took command of a German fighter wing 
known as the Flying Circus, but his career in the cockpit 
was cut short in April 1918, when he was killed in a dogfight 
over France. 

Baron Manfred von Richthofen “The Red Baron” was born 
on May 2, 1892, into an affluent family of Prussian nobles in 
what is now Poland. 

He enjoyed a privileged upbringing and spent his youth 
hunting and playing sports before being enrolled in military 
school at age 11. In 1911, after eight years as a cadet, 
Richthofen was commissioned an officer in the 1st Uhlan 
cavalry regiment of the Prussian army.


At the beginning of World War 1, Richthofen’s cavalry 
regiment saw action on both the Eastern and Western 
Fronts. He received the 

Iron Cross for his courage under fire, but he later grew 
restless after his unit was consigned to supply duty in the 
trenches. 


Desperate to make his mark on the war, Richthofen 
requested a transfer to the Imperial German Air Service, 
supposedly writing to his commanding officer that he had 
not joined the military “to collect cheese and eggs.”
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Canadian Captain Arthur Roy Brown, whom the Royal Air 
Force officially credited with shooting down Manfred von 
Richthofen in 1918. 

The request was granted, and by June 1915 the headstrong 
young officer was serving as a backseat observer in a 
reconnaissance plane. 

RED BARON TAKES TO THE SKIES 

Richthofen spent the summer of 1915 as an aerial observer 
in Russia before being transferred back to the Western 
Front, where he earned his pilot’s license. After honing his 
skills flying combat missions over France and Russia, he 
met the famed German flying ace Oswald Boelcke, who 
enlisted him in a new fighter squadron called Jasta 2. 

Under Boelcke’s tutelage, Richthofen grew into a seasoned 
fighter pilot. He recorded his first confirmed aerial victory on 
September 17, 1916, by shooting down a British aircraft 
over France, and soon racked up four more kills to earn the 
title of “flying ace.” 
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By early 1917, Richthofen had downed 16 enemy planes 
and was Germany’s highest-scoring living pilot. In 
recognition of his deadly precision on the battlefield, he was 
presented with the Pour le Mérite, or “Blue Max,” 
Germany’s most illustrious military medal. 

In January 1917, Richthofen was placed in command of his 
own fighter squadron known as Jasta 11, which featured 
several talented pilots including his younger brother, Lothar 
von Richthofen. 

Around that same time, he had his Albatros D.III fighter 
plane painted blood red. The distinctive paint scheme gave

Buried by the British with full military honours he was 
mourned throughout Germany
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rise to the immortal nickname “the Red Baron,” but he was 
also known by a number of other monikers, including “le 
Petit Rouge,” “the Red Battle Flier” and “the Red Knight.” 

THE FLYING CIRCUS 

The spring of 1917 proved to be Richthofen’s deadliest 
period in the cockpit. He shot down nearly two dozen Allied 
planes during the month of April alone, increasing his tally 
to 52 overall and cementing his reputation as the most 
fearsome flier in the skies over Europe. 

He also became a beloved propaganda symbol in Germany, 
where he was lavished with military decorations and 
featured in numerous news articles and postcards. 

Unlike many of World War I’s top pilots, who prided 
themselves on their white-knuckle acrobatics, Richthofen 
was a conservative and calculating tactician. Preferring to 
avoid unnecessary risks, he typically fought in formation 
and relied on the aid of his wingmen to ambush his enemies 
by diving at them from above. 

To mark his growing kill count, he commissioned a German 
jeweler to make a collection of small silver cups bearing the 
date of each of his aerial victories. 

In June 1917, Richthofen was promoted to leader of his 
own four- squadron fighter wing. Officially called 
Jagdgeschwader I, the unit became known in the press as 
“the Flying Circus” due to its brightly painted aircraft and 
swift movement to hotspots along the battlefront. 

Later that summer, it was outfitted with the Fokker Dr.1 
triplane, the distinctive, three-winged machine that would 
become Richthofen’s most famous aircraft. 
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DEATH OF THE RED BARON 

Richthofen endured numerous close calls during his flight 
career, but he suffered his first serious war wound on July 
6, 1917, when he sustained a fractured skull after being 
grazed by a bullet during a dogfight with British aircraft. 

Despite returning to duty with his Flying Circus just a few 
weeks later, he never fully recovered from the injury and 
complained of frequent headaches. Some historians have 
since speculated that he may have also been suffering from 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). 

The Red Baron’s final flight took place on April 21, 1918, 
when pilots from his Flying Circus engaged a group of 
British planes over Vaux-sur-Somme, France. As Richthofen 
swooped low in pursuit of an enemy fighter, he came under 
attack from Australian machine gunners on the ground and 
a plane piloted by Canadian ace Arthur Roy Brown. 

During the exchange of fire, Richthofen was struck in the 
torso by a bullet and died after crash-landing in a field. 
Brown got official credit for the victory, but debate 
continued over whether he or the Australian infantrymen 
fired the fatal shot. 

Thomas Sinclair examined the body of Richtofen. Sinclair 
established that Richtofenhad been shot in combat in the 
air by Captain A R Brown, an Australian pilot. 

SERVICE TO THE UNIVERSITY 

After the war Professor Sinclair returned to Belfast and 
occupied himself particularly with the affairs of the Queen's 
University, as Queen's College had become in 1908. He 
was registrar from 1919 to 1931, an ex officio member of 
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the University Senate from 1919 as registrar and from 1931 
as one of the pro-chancellors, his colleague in this office 
being the Rt Hon James Andrews, Lord Chief Justice of 
Northern Ireland. 

He was a generous contributor to the University, as well as 
to the hospitals with which he was connected, and in 1926 
founded the Sinclair medal, to be competed for each year 
by the members of the surgical class in the University. 

He represented the University on the General Medical 
Council from 1919 till 1927, when he became a Crown 
nominee upon it, and was also a member of the Dental 
Board. He was for many years a senator of the Parliament 
of Northern Ireland, and in 1923 he was elected unopposed 
as MP for the University in the Imperial Parliament, in 
succession to Sir William Whitla, MD. He held the seat for 
seventeen years, retiring only two months before his death, 
and was returned unopposed at four general elections. 

He died at Belfast after several months' illness on 
25/11/1940. Born in Belfast on 17/12/1857, the third child 
and second son of Samuel Sinclair, flax-merchant, and 
Isabella McMorran, his wife. He was unmarried. 

A great teacher and a wise administrator, he held a unique 
place in the professional and academic life of Belfast for 
more than a quarter of a century. A portrait, presented in his 
honour in 1931, hangs in the Great Hall of the University. 

THOMAS SINCLAIR - First President of QUB Services 
Club - 1918, 1919, 1920 

Colonel. AMS. CB 1917; MRCS 1882; FRCS 1886; LM 
MCh MD RUI 1881; MP. 
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On this Day - April 21
1918 

After 29 days of the bombardment of Paris by the Germans 
its reported that 118 have been killed and 236 injured.

German fighter ace Baron Manfred von Richthofen “The 
Red Baron” is shot down and killed over Vaux sur Somme in 
France, Canadian pilot Arthur Roy Brown credited with the 
kill 

1940  
 
British and German troops engage in heavy fighting at 
Lillehammer, Norway. 

First US military casualty of WWII—Army Air Force observer 
Capt. Robert Losey killed by German bombing at Dombås, 
Norway. 

1941 

The Greek Army surrenders to the 1st SS Leibstandarte 
Division. Its commander, Sepp Dietrich accepts this, without 
referring to his superiors. All Greek soldiers were allowed to 
return home, while officers were allowed to retain their side 
arms. Mussolini, upon hearing of this is furious and makes 
the Greeks sign another surrender document with much 
harsher terms.
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A German air raid seriously damaged HMNB Devonport. 
Damage included North and South yards, St Nicholas 
church and notably the Petty Officers accommodated in 
Boscawen Block which was destroyed killing nearly 100.  
 

The Greek Army surrenders to the 1st SS Leibstandarte 
Division. Its commander, Sepp Dietrich accepts this, without 
referring to his superiors. All Greek soldiers were allowed to 
return home, while officers were allowed to retain their side 
arms. Mussolini, upon hearing of this is furious and makes 
the Greeks sign another surrender document with much 
harsher terms. 

Page 12



APRIL 21

1942 

Men of the Grenadier Guards pass in review in the 
quadrangle at Windsor castle for Princess Elisabeth’s 
birthday 
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The first U-boat tanker or ‘ Milch cow’, U-459, sets sail for 
the Atlantic. Her role was to prolong the time that U-boats 
could spend in US waters by refueling and re-arming them 
at sea. , 

                      

Major (Lord) Lovat briefing some of his officers at the Drop 
Redoubt, Dover, England prior to Operation Abercrombie
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Operation Abercrombie - 50 men of the Carleton and York 
Regiment (Canada) and 100 men of the British No 4 
Commando take part in reconnaissance raid, launched from 
Dover, on the area around the French coastal village of 
Hardelot, located south of Boulogne-sur-Mer, in the Pas-de- 
Calais. It had been scheduled for the night of 19/20 April 
1942, but delayed until 21/22 April 

1943

Submarine HMS Splendid was scuttled by her crew off 
Capri to prevent her falling into enemy hands after a depth-
charge attack by German destroyer Hermes forced her to 
the surface. 18 of her crew were lost and 27 were taken 
prisoner. 
 
Admiral Mineichi Kaga replaces Yamamoto as commander 
of Japanese Combined Fleet. 

1944  
 
German General Hans-Valentin Hube killed in plane crash 
at Berchtesgaden; General Erhard Raus replaces him in 
commend of the First Panzer Army. 

1945

The Battle of Bautzen begins. German units attack troops of 
the Communist Polish Second Army at Bautzen, and 
successfully recapture the town. The battle ended in one of 
the last successful German counterattacks, just days before 
the end of the war.
 
The last major action in Europe was the battle for Berlin. 
The Allies were advancing from the west, but German fears 
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were focussed on the Red Army to the east which came to 
avenge the years of havoc wrecked by Nazi forces in the 
Soviet Union. After bitter fighting Soviet troops entered the 
city on this day. Germany was facing defeat. 

The U.S. Ninth Army captures Blankenburg, 80 miles to the 
East of Kassel. The U.S. First Army take Dessau. The 
French First Army captures Stuttgart along with 28,000 
prisoners and crosses the Danube. 

Field Marshal Model, commits suicide. German troops keep 
up their resistance around Elbingerode in the Harz 
Mountains. 

The Soviet 1st Ukrainian Front captures Bautzen and 
Cottbus 70 miles southeast of Berlin. German troops still 
hold out in the port of Pillau. 

The 2nd Polish Corps which is fighting with the British 
Eighth Army captures Bologna in co-ordination with the U.S. 
34th Division, of the U.S. Fifth Army. 

In Italy, future senator Lt. Daniel Inouye, serving with the 
Japanese-American 442nd RCT, is injured in battle, loses 
arm, earns Distinguished Service Cross and Bronze Star. 

U.S. troops take ‘Bloody Ridge’ on Okinawa. The French 
take Stuttgart, Germany. 
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Roll of Honour - April 21 

Representing their comrades who died on this day

1916

+HAMILL, Alexander

Royal Irish Rifles, 20th Btn. Rifleman. 11/3736. Died 
21/04/1916 in the Royal Victoria Hospital in Belfast. Aged 
19. Born on 11/05/1896 in Grange, a few miles north east of 
Toome. Alexander was one of eight sons, with seven 
surviving. They were a farming family. Son of John and 
Nancy Hamill, of Taylorstown, Toomebridge, Co. Antrim. His 
brother Shepherd Hamill also died in service 03/09/1915 
aged 16. Alexander and Shepherd’s graves are in Grange 
Corner Presbyterian Churchyard

1918

+McILROY, Thomas

Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers, 2nd Btn. Lance Corporal. M M. 
19878. Died 21/03/1918 as a result of being gassed. Aged 
22. Thomas McIlroy was born in Maghera. Prior to enlisting 
Thomas lived in Upperlands and worked at William Clark & 
Sons Ltd. In 1917 he was awarded the Military Medal (M.M.) 
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as a result of his bravery during the Battle of Cambrai. St 
Souplet British Cemetery, Le Catesu, Nord, France

1942

+GIBSON, Joseph

Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers. Fusilier. 6978597. Died 
21/04/1942. Rangoon Memorial in  Myanmar (Burma). 
Tobermore WM, Tobermore Presbyterian Church RH. 

+McCANDLESS, James

Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers, 1st Btn. Fusilier. 6979141. Died 
21/04/1942. Aged 22. Son of William and Jane McCandless, 
of Coleraine. His brother George also fell 27/03/1944 
serving with the Royal Artillery in Myanmar. Rangoon 
Memorial, Myanmar (Burma).

+MULHOLLAND, William James 

Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers, 1st Btn. Serjeant. 5250596. Died 
21 April 1942. Age 24. Son of Joseph and Rosanna 
Mulholland, of Lisburn. Rangoon Memorial, Myanmar

1943

+SMITH, Peter Tristan 

RAFVR. Sergeant.1290933. Died 21/04/1943. Age 21. 61 
Sqdn. Son of Leonard Francis and Lilian Elizabeth Smith, of 
Bangor. Berlin 1939 - 1945 War Cemetery, Germany

1945

+MONAGHAN, Robert
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Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers, 2nd Btn. Lance Corporal.7014323. 
Died 21/04/1945.Aged 24. He was born in 1920 at 12 Baker 
Street, Belfast. Husband to Margaret Monaghan of 39 East 
Street, Belfast. Argenta Gap War Cemetery, Italy.

Every day is a Remembrance 
Day 

We will remember them

To return to Home Page - click on Remembrance NI 
masthead.

Are you on Facebook? Like the Remembrance Ni 
Facebook site to receive notice of new posts - and 
please share with your friends

Information about individuals who served - please 
forward to remembrance ni at 

houstonmckelvey@mac.com
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remembrance ni 

The remembrance ni programme is overseen by Very Rev Dr Houston 
McKelvey OBE, QVRM, TD who served as Chaplain to 102 and 105 
Regiments Royal Artillery (TA), as Hon. Chaplain to RNR and as Chaplain to 
the RBL NI area and the Burma Star Association NI. Dr McKelvey is a Past 
President of Queen’s University Services Club. He may be contacted at 

houston.mckelvey@btinternet.com


Copyright - all material in this remembrance ni publication is copyright, and 
must not be reproduced in print or electronically.

To receive a copy of remembrance ni  or notice  of new postings on web 
site please contact - 

houston.mckelvey@btinternet.com


Contact - Simply input Remembrance ni in the title bar and give your first 
and second names with e-mail address in body of text. There is also a 
contact  facility on the web site. See Menu at 

https://remembranceni.org/
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