TS/6133  Trimmer James Copland
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James Copland was born at Common, Burray on 1st February 1898, the first son of James Copland and Agnes Sutherland Copland (née Taylor).  James enrolled into the Royal Naval Reserve Trawler Section or RNR(T) in Kirkwall on 11th October 1916 and reported to HMS Zaria, the Auxiliary Patrol depot ship based at Longhope in Scapa Flow.
On 25th November James joined the crew of HM Drifter Southesk, on which he served as a trimmer.  HM Drifter Southesk was a small fishing vessel of 93 gross tons.  Like many others, it was taken over during World War I by the Royal Navy, which found these small ships invaluable for patrol work, minesweeping and many other duties around naval bases.

On 7th July 1917 Southesk was on passage through Auskerry Sound, when she struck a mine and was sunk.  James Copland’s body was not recovered, so he is commemorated on Panel 28 of the Portsmouth Naval Memorial, situated on Southsea Common in Hampshire, as well as on the Burray War Memorial.  

During the course of the Great War, the Germans laid 25,000 mines in the North Sea and around the British Isles, a total of 43,000 mines at sea.  These mines caused the loss of 46 British warships of all types, 225 naval auxiliaries, 259 merchant ships, 214 minesweepers and 63 fishing craft.  At the outbreak of war 82 boats, mostly trawlers crewed by the men of the RNR(T), were available for minesweeping duties.  At the Armistice a total of 726 craft were employed in minesweeping duties, the vast majority converted fishing trawlers and drifters, and losses had been high (a minesweeper every day during April 1917).
James was only 19 years old when his young life was cut short.  He was not the youngest member of the crew, as Deck Hand Angus Maclean, who came from Stornoway and is buried in Lyness Cemetery, was only 18 years old.  Two of James’s uncles, John and George Taylor, also served in the Royal Navy during World War I, George on the new battleship HMS Queen Elizabeth.






