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DEERNESS CRAIGIE BROTHERS 
 

The two sons of William and Maggie Craigie of Breck, 
Deerness were early volunteers to join Kitchener’s New 
Army.  James Henry and William Craigie enrolled into 
the 8th Battalion, Seaforth Highlanders, part of 44th 
Brigade in 15th (Scottish) Division, along with a friend 
from a farm on the island of Copinsay, Thomas 
Foubister.  William was allocated the Seaforth service 
number S/6341, Thomas S/6367 and James S/6370. 
 
8th Seaforths trained in southern England.  Photo shows 
the two brothers with their sister, Alice, taken while 
they were both home in Orkney for embarkation leave, 
in June 1915.  James had previously served four years in 
No 6 Company of the Orkney Royal Garrison Artillery 
(Territorials) and had been promoted to Lance Corporal.   
 
8th Seaforths crossed from Folkestone to Boulogne in 
July and took over a sector of the line at Loos on 6th 
August.  Their War Diary records that William Craigie 
was the first soldier of the Battalion to be wounded in 

the trenches, on 9th August by shrapnel on his scalp and nose, but he quickly returned to duty. 
 
At 6.30am in the morning of 25th September 44th Brigade followed the first British release of 
poisonous gas, with smoke, to clear the German trenches in front of, and advance into, the village 
of Loos.  After hard house-to-house fighting, the Scots cleared the village and advanced onto Hill 
70 to the east beyond.  They took heavy casualties there from German artillery, machine gun and 
rifle fire from the villages to the south and east, but the few survivors clung on close to the crest. 
They lost possession of the redoubt there, but held on until they were relieved that evening.  Hill 
70 proved to be impossible to hold, attempts to do so were abandoned on 30th September and it 
was not eventually captured (by the Canadians, after heavy fighting) until August 1917. 
 
8th Seaforths had suffered terrible casualties.  The Official History states these were reported at 
the time as 719, but that included missing later accounted for and it gives a corrected total of 23 
officers and 479 other ranks.  15th Division history (published in 1926) lists 8th Seaforths’ 
casualties at Loos as 5 officers and 44 other ranks killed, 4 officers and 294 other ranks “missing” 
and 9 officers and 362 other ranks wounded, total of 718.  Many of the “missing” had been killed 
in action, while some wounded men died in hospitals.  A few more died at home in the months and 
years that followed, as a result of wounds they received at Loos, including the effects of gas. 
 
The Soldiers Died CD lists in two databases the Officers and Soldiers (i.e. other ranks) who were 
recorded as killed in action, died of wounds, gas poisoning (not separately listed for the Battle of 
Loos), disease or by accident during the Great War in the records of the many regiments of the 
British Army.  Searches of the databases list individual names for 8th Seaforths' deaths as follows: 
 
25th September 1915 Officers  Other Ranks 
Killed in Action       8         250 
Died of Wounds       -             2 
 
26th – 30th September 
Killed in Action       1             7  (all on the 26th) 
Died of Wounds       1           13  (officer on 29th, 8 other ranks on 26th, 3 on 27th, 2 on 28th) 
 
1st – 31st October        
Died of Wounds       1           13   
 
TOTALS      11          285 
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James Craigie died of wounds on 26th September.  His official death certificate, in the Service 
Returns of the Seaforth Highlanders, shows that he died as a prisoner of war in a German hospital 
in the town of Harnes, six kilometres north east of the centre of Lens.  James was 24 years old 
(was born on 23rd June 1891) and is buried in grave I.F.8 in the Communal Cemetery Extension of 
the town of Lieven, which was in German hands until captured by the Canadians in April 1917.   
Thomas Foubister died of wounds, aged 22, on 27th September in 65th Field Ambulance (unit of 
British 21st Division).  Thomas is buried in the Communal Cemetery of Mazingarbe, a small town 
close to the battlefield in which the Seaforths had been billeted just before the Battle of Loos. 
 

During the summer of 1915 photos of the two Craigie brothers and their friend 
Thomas Foubister appeared together, under a heading “Three Deerness 
Soldiers”, in the “Our Roll of Honour” section of The Orcadian.  James 
Craigie’s photo was published again in that section of the paper a year later, 
under the heading “Killed in Action” and with the following report of his death: 
“The parents of Lance-Corporal J.H. Craigie (a native of Deerness) of the 8th Battalion 
Seaforth Highlanders, have been notified that their son was killed in the action at Loos in 
September.  Lance-Corpl. Craigie was first reported as missing, and it was stated at that time he 
was neither killed or wounded, and the presumption was that he had been taken prisoner.  No 
news came from him, however, and a few days ago the relatives were officially notified that he 
had been killed.  Lance-Corporal Craigie is the third of four young Deerness men who has 
fallen.  The fourth, his brother, has been twice wounded, and is still in France.  The relatives 
have the sincerest sympathy of the whole community in their bereavement.” 
  
William Craigie survived the Battle of Loos, although was wounded in that 
action.  8th Seaforths were slowly rebuilt with drafts from home during the 
winter of 1915-16, when they took turns in manning the trench lines on the 
Loos battlefield.  The survivors of Loos and new arrivals trained hard together 
and the Battalion’s morale, which had suffered from its heavy losses, slowly 
improved, but it never recovered the high spirits that it had on arrival in France. 
 
15th Division was finally relieved in the Loos battlefield on 21st July 1916 and 
then marched 64 miles south to join the Battle of the Somme.  During the night 
of 7th/8th August, 15th Division relieved 23rd Division in the line east of 
Pozières, in III Corps front on the left of Fourth Army and in touch with 
Australian troops on its left. 
 
15th Division attacked the German-held trench known as the Switch Line, 
between Pozières and High Wood, on 12th August, when the Germans also 
attacked its line.  The German attack was easily repulsed, but the Scots took 
heavy casualties gaining footholds in the Switch Line.  These were gradually 
consolidated and enlarged in difficult fighting, despite heavy German shellfire 

and numerous counter-attacks. 
 
8th Seaforths took heavy casualties holding the Switch Line against heavy German attacks on 
17th–19th August (Soldiers Died CD lists 35 other ranks killed in action, one died of wounds on 
these dates).  Heavy German shellfire continued and took the life of William Craigie on 26th 
August (Soldiers Died CD lists William and David Miller, of Wick, Caithness as killed in action 
that day).  44th Brigade was initially in reserve when 15th Division attacked Martinpuich on 15th 
September, but joined the fighting that afternoon and had lost 1,854 casualties by the end of the 
next day.  15th Division casualty returns totalled 6,732 between 8th August and 18th September 
(Soldiers Died lists 65 deaths in 8th Seaforths for that period). 
 
Only a few weeks after it had finally recorded the death of his brother, James, the “Our Roll of 
Honour” section of The Orcadian also again showed the photo of William Craigie and gave the 
following account of his death:   
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“The sad news was received by his parents on Thursday last of the death of William Craigie, jr., Breck, which took 
place on the 26th August, owing to the bursting of a shell near him.  It will be remembered that he, along with his 
brother, and Tom Foubister, enlisted nearly two years ago.  The other two were killed at the battle of Loos on 26th 
September of last year, exactly 11 months before the date of William’s death.  Deceased was a very promising young 
man, 22 years of age.  Of a cheerful and obliging nature, he was liked by everyone, and the deepest sympathy is felt 
for his parents and sister in this, their second bereavement.  At the close of his sermon in the Established Church, on 
Sunday, the Rev. Mr Craig paid a very feeling tribute to the memory of the deceased, and also expressed the deepest 
sympathy for the bereaved parents and sister in their sorrow.  Mr and Mrs Craigie have received letters of sympathy 
from Private Craigie’s platoon and section commanders, expressing the high esteem in which he was held by his 
comrades.” 
 

William’s body may have been given a hasty 
burial, but it was not later identified, so his 
name is inscribed on Pier and Face 15C on the 
Thiepval Memorial.  The impressive 
monument, designed by Sir Edwin Lutyens, is 
45 metres high and contains the names of 
72,203 British and South African men (the 
Somme missing from the other Commonwealth 
countries are commemorated elsewhere), with 
no known grave who fell on the Somme 
between July 1915 and 20th March 1918.  
William was only 22 years old when he died, 
having been born on 6th August 1894.   

 
The Duke of Kent opened a new visitor centre at the Thiepval 
Memorial on 27th September 2004.  The Craigie Brothers of 
Deerness’ story is among those recorded on the computers there.  
William’s photo is one of many portraits in a montage board just 
inside the museum entrance of missing British soldiers who are 
commemorated on the memorial.  William’s photo is in position 
H25 on the board, while his story is told on page 89 in a Missing 
of The Somme book published by Peronne Museum in 2012. 
 

William’s name later followed that of his brother James and 
friend Thomas in the list on his local war memorial, erected in 
Deerness churchyard.  The three young men who left home 
together early in the war, probably with high hopes of shared 
adventures, became the first three Deerness men to die abroad on 
active service (first listed on the memorial, Orkney Royal 
Garrison Artillery Gunner Thomas Irvine, died in Kirkwall on 
23rd March 1915 of flu and pneumonia, when aged only 17). 

 
The Deerness War Memorial lists thirteen local men, out of a 
population then recorded as 642, who are known to have died during the 
Great War.  The small parish was fortunate to suffer no fatal casualties, 
either among its servicemen or civilians, during World War 2. 
 
Alice Craigie married James Lennie Brass of Ducrow, Holm in 1927 
and their son Billy moved to Thurso.  His son, Norman, visited James’s 
grave in France and the Thiepval Memorial in 1991, then again in 2012, 
weeks after his sister, Johanna Geddes and family, also did so and made 
a visit to the Peronne Museum.  The family still has their medals (have 
replaced the original ribbons), also the bronze memorial plaques 
(known as “the dead man’s penny”), sent to the parents of James and 
William – they have not been forgotten. 


