
7776 Sergeant Donald Smith Thomson 
 

Donald Thomson was born at Overbow, Flotta on 10th June 
1891, the fourth son of James Thomson, a farmer and 
fisherman, and Elizabeth Thomson (née Sutherland).  Donald 
was only five years old, when his father died of tuberculosis.  
 
Donald enlisted in the Scots Guards in Edinburgh in 1910, 
initially in the 2nd Battalion.  He later joined the 1st Battalion 
and served with it in Egypt, then landed in France at Le Havre 
on 13th August 1914. 
 
Donald was the first Flottarian to die in the Great War, from 
wounds received during the Battle of Loos.  In the afternoon 
of 27th September 1915, 1st Scots Guards made a 1,500 yard 
advance, initially under fairly heavy shellfire, in the last 500 
yards under heavy machine-gun fire, to reach a mineshaft, 
known as Puits 14 bis, situated on the Lens-La Bassée road.  

The Battle of Loos cost 1st Scots Guards a total of 483 casualties, most in the difficult advance to 
reach Puits 14 bis, which could not be held (the author Rudyard Kipling’s son, Jack, died there). 
 
The Orkney Herald’s Flotta correspondent reported: SERGT. DONALD THOMSON, SCOTS GUARDS 
(A FLOTTA MAN) KILLED IN ACTION.  We learn, with sincere regret, that Mr James Thomson, Overbow, 
Flotta, has been officially notified of the death, on the field of battle, in France, on September 27, of his brother, 
Sergeant Donald S. Thomson, of the 1st Battalion, Scots Guards.  Sergeant Thomson, who was only 24 years of age, 
joined the Army almost exactly five years ago, being for a time in the 2nd Battalion of the Guards.  Afterwards he 
was transferred to the 1st Battalion, and was for some time previous to the war stationed at Cairo.  Not very long 
after he had been drafted home the war broke out, and Donald and his comrades were among the first to proceed to 
the front.  Our young ex-islesman was not long a private.  First he became Lance-Corporal, then full Corporal, later 
“King’s” Corporal, and, after Neuve Chapelle, Sergeant.  His promotion to “King’s” Corporal was in recognition of a 
gallant act he performed in the memorable retreat from Mons, viz., the carrying in, under fire, of a wounded officer – 
even after his immediate commanding officer had forbidden him to make the attempt.  In doing this brave deed, he 
himself was severely wounded, and was ultimately taken to hospital in England, after which he was allowed home 
for a brief space to complete his recovery.  He was then enabled to spend last Christmas and New Year with his 
relatives on Flotta.  His breezy, genial manner made him liked by all; and, though any additional proof of his 
fearlessness is unneeded, we may mention that, while in hospital, he wrote that all his anxiety was to get back to the 
fighting line – to get to grips with the Germans once more.  And it was not very long until he had his wish.  After 
returning to the front he was almost constantly in the midst of the fiercest fighting, including the terrific “business” at 
Neuve Chapelle; and indeed it is marvellous that he escaped death so long as he did.  With so many other British 
soldiers – and, alas! their name is now “legion” – who have fallen on the field of honour, fighting for their King and 
country – Sergeant Donald Smith Thomson, of Flotta, has died the hero’s death – 
“And how can man die braver, 
Than facing fearful odds, 
For the sakes of his fathers, 
And the cause that must be God’s?”  
 
Donald Thomson died of his wounds on 2nd October 1915, aged 
24.  He is buried in Grave XII.C.1 in Cabaret-Rouge British 
Cemetery, near Souchez, Pas de Calais, France.  He is not the 
only Orcadian among the 7,655 burials in that impressive 
cemetery, as buried only a few yards away in Plot XIII is Private 
James Bews of Rousay, who died of wounds as a prisoner of the 
Germans in the Battle of Arras, 1917.  On 25th May 2000 the 
remains of an unknown Canadian soldier were removed from 
Cabaret-Rouge Cemetery and transported to be laid to rest within 
the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, in Ottawa, Canada   
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