241997 Private John Osborne and S/40930 Private John Kennedy Allan
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Two Burray soldiers died during the “Michael” Offensive in March 1918, when the German Army used new tactics.  Specially trained storm troopers broke through the front line to encircle the main British defence positions, which ordinary German infantry who followed mopped up, while the storm troopers pressed on.  These tactics proved successful and the Germans made huge gains, but their advance eventually ran out of momentum because of losses among the forward troops and the increasing difficulty in supplying and supporting them.

John Osborne served in 7th Battalion, Seaforth Highlanders, in 26th Brigade of 9th (Scottish) Division.  He was killed on Saturday 23rd March 1918, when 23 years old.  His parents were John Osborne and Agnes Sutherland Taylor, of 
Private John Osborne                           Commons, Burray.

Private John Kennedy Allan served in 8th Battalion, The Black Watch, also in 26th Brigade of 9th Division.  He died on Sunday 24th March, when 30 years old.  His parents were John Allan and Mary Allan (née Norquay) of Viewforth, Burray.

When the German "Michael" Offensive struck on 21st March, 9th Division was holding the line on the extreme left flank of FIFTH ARMY, just south of the Flesquières salient.  Heavy German shellfire began landing at 4.45 am on the fronts of its left 26th Brigade and right South African Brigade, but the one infantry attack against the South Africans’ right made only a minor gain and the heaviest shelling had landed in rear artillery battery and H.Q. areas.  However, as a first stage in withdrawal from the Flesquières salient, 9th Division withdrew from its forward zone into its battle zone during the night.

German attacks on the 22nd were again supported by heavy artillery fire and shrouded by fog.  Only 9th Division’s right flank was heavily attacked, but the Germans broke through to the south and forced another retirement that evening to the Green (Army) Line.  The Germans followed up the withdrawal aggressively, reaching Fins before 7th Seaforths and 5th Camerons, who detoured around it to join 8th Black Watch in the line at Etricourt.

Two companies each of Seaforths and Camerons held up the Germans advancing from Nurlu, when the retreat continued next day across the Canal du Nord into the 1916 Somme battlefield.  26th Brigade retired to Sailly Saillisel Ridge, then through Guillemont and Maricourt to make a stand on the Morval-Combles Ridge on the 24th, while the South Africans stood and were overwhelmed at nightfall near Marrières Wood.  Remnants of 9th Division fought on as isolated parties, until 4th Australian Division relieved the survivors in the evening of the 28th.

John Osborne and John Allan were among over 300 and 449 casualties suffered respectively by 7th Seaforths and 8th Black Watch between 21st-28th March, when 9th Division lost 5,106.  The Burray War Memorial states John Osborne “DIED P.O.W. IN GERMANY 22-3-18”.  However, his Battalion records list John as “killed in action” on 23rd March, the date also given for his death by the Commonwealth War Graves Commission.  He is now buried in its Grave A12, Plot VIII in Fins New British Cemetery, but he was probably originally buried by the Germans in that area.  John Kennedy Allan’s body was not identified, so he is commemorated on Panel 49 of the Pozières Memorial, Somme, France.

