
NOTES ON THE FLOTTA WAR DEAD 
 
The first Great War fatality among Flottarians serving abroad occurred during the Battle of Loos 
in autumn 1915.  Sergeant Donald Smith Thomson enlisted in Edinburgh, but was born on Flotta 
in 1891.  Donald was a Regular soldier, serving in 1st Battalion, Scots Guards, who was wounded 
on 27th September.  1st Scots Guards lost heavily to machine-gun fire that afternoon, advancing 
to reach a mineshaft, known as Puits 14 bis, on the Lens-La Bassée road.  1st Scots Guards lost a 
total of 483 casualties in the Battle of Loos.  Donald Thomson died of his wounds on 2nd October.  
He is buried in Cabaret-Rouge British Cemetery, near Souchez in the Pas de Calais. 
 

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?”  

 
Flotta also suffered another casualty in the Battle of Loos: The Orcadian 
of Saturday, 22nd December 1917 reported that “Pte. Charles Simpson 
(Cameronians) Scottish Rifles, third son of Mr. James Simpson, Hillhead, Flotta, was 
taken prisoner on September 27th, 1915, and has been for over two years interned at 
Münster, Westphalia”.  Charles Simpson was an early volunteer, who landed 
in France with 10th Scottish Rifles (in 15th Division) on 11th July 1915.  
He was taken prisoner, probably wounded, during the desperate fighting 
to try and capture Hill 70, on the outskirts of Loos village.  Charles 
returned to Flotta after the war ended, having spent more than three long 
years in a German P.O.W. camp.  He died at Hillhead in 1923 of cancer, 
aged 48.  Charles was survived by his crofter father, James, but his 
mother, Mary, had died in November 1919. 
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More than a year passed before another Flotta soldier died, its only fatality in the 4½ months of 
grim fighting during the 1916 Battles of the Somme.  Private William Sutherland of Windbrake, 
Flotta was reported “missing” when 7th Seaforth Highlanders (in 9th Division) attacked the Butte 
de Warlencourt, in the northern part of the Somme battlefield, on 12th October 1916.  It was one 
of Orkney’s saddest days of the war, because fourteen Orcadians died as a result of 7th Seaforth’s 
failed attempt to capture the Butte that day – making it the mostly costly (in Orcadian lives) 
battalion action of the war. 

 
The Butte de Warlencourt, an old burial mound about 
fifty feet (15 metres) high and not unlike Maeshowe in 
Orkney, was swept bare to a white dome of chalk by 
artillery fire that removed all the earth and vegetation.  
British troops several times gained a foothold on the 
Butte, but the Germans always drove them off and still 
held it when the 1916 Battle of the Somme ended in 
November.  The attack on 12th October was launched 
by 9th Division at 2.5 pm in a steady drizzle of rain. 
 

9th (Scottish) Division from May 1916 included a South African 
Infantry Brigade, which provided its left hand attacking battalion on 
12th October, while 7th Seaforths lead the attack on its right.  Heavy 
German rifle and machine gun fire shot down many of the Seaforths 
as they advanced up a gentle slope, but others were killed and 
wounded by “friendly fire”, because the British heavy artillery fired 
“short”.  General Furse, commander of 9th Division, had protested 
strongly to his higher commanders that the attack should be 
postponed for a couple of days, to give his infantry and gunners the 
opportunity to accurately locate the enemy positions and their own i
the many scratches of trenches in the confused battlefield, which 
would probably have avoided the heavy shells landing on his men.  
William Sutherland was only 19 years old when he was killed and 
was the youngest Flottarian to die in the Great War. 

n 

 
Four Flotta servicemen died during 1917.  The 
first of these to become a casualty, but the last to 
die, was Private William Stewart Norquay of 
Commons, Flotta.  William served in a Regular 
Army Battalion, 2nd Seaforth Highlanders (in 4th 
Division).  2nd Seaforths and an Irish battalion, 
1st Royal Irish Fusiliers, attacked the Chemical 

Works north of the village of Roeux on 11th April 1917, the third day of 
the Battle of Arras.  Both battalions pressed forward gallantly across an 
open slope, but were mown down by the withering fire of about thirty 
German machine guns.  2nd Seaforths lost 150 men killed that day, but 
William was one of the many more who were severely wounded in the 
poorly planned and supported attack.  He survived the painful journey through a Casualty 
Clearing Station and base hospital in France to reach Killingbeck Hospital, Leeds. 
 
The Orkney Herald of Wednesday, 3rd October 1917 reported that “Pte. William Norquay (Seaforths), 
who for a number of months past has been in hospital in England, and whose condition has been very critical all the 
time, is again reported to be a little improved”.  William lost his battle against wounds soon after, died on 
28th October.  His body was sent home and buried in Flotta Churchyard.  Seven other Orcadians 
also died as a result of the attack on the Chemical Works on 11th April 1917. 
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Flotta lost two fatalities during the British Empire’s most dreadful battle in a terrible war, 
officially known as the Third Battle of Ypres, but now passed into history as the Battle of 
Passchendaele.  Private John Sutherland, of Windbrake, Flotta, was reported “missing” after the 
attack of 8th Seaforth Highlanders (of 15th Division) on Frezenberg Ridge on 22nd August 1917. 
15th Division had already attacked up Frezenberg Ridge on 31st July, the first day of the Third 
Battle of Ypres.  Its advance then was initially successful and reached the third German line, but 
a major German counter-attack at 2 pm forced the Scots back to the second line.  15th Division 
lost a total of 3,580 casualties between 29th July-4th August, 8th Seaforths lost 203. 
 
John was one of three soldier sons of Donald and Christina Sutherland, who 
had already endured an agonising wait for confirmation of his brother 
William’s death.  When photos of the three brothers were published in The 
Orcadian of Saturday, 3rd March 1917, William’s caption reported him 
“missing since 12th October last”, James was serving as a “Pioneer in the R.E”. [Royal 
Engineers], while John was “A.S.C. [Army Service Corps], attached to the Seaforths”.  
A photo of James had appeared during 1916, when he was still serving in an 
R.E. Reserve Battalion.  
 
15th Division returned to the line on Frezenberg Ridge on 17th August to renew the attack there, 
but heavy rain delayed its launch until the 22nd.  Most of the ten tanks intended to support 15th 
Division’s attack that morning ditched before crossing the front line, but two did support the 
advance of 8th Seaforths and 7th Camerons up the slope of Hill 35. 
 
Some of the leading 8th Seaforths’ company reached Beck House, but were all killed or seriously 
wounded there.  The left company attacked Iberian Farm, but was stopped 30 or 40 yards short.  
The support and reserve companies advanced through heavy machine gun fire to join it there, but 
the Farm held out and poured heavy fire onto 7th Camerons’ flank.  After another unsuccessful 
attack next day on Iberian Farm, 10th Scottish Rifles relieved 8th Seaforths.  44th Brigade lost a 
total of 1,052 casualties on 22nd and 23rd August, when Private John Sutherland was among its 
209 other ranks reported as “Missing”.  8th Seaforths lost another 393 casualties between 5th-31st 
August, 15th Division a total of 2,888. 

 
The Orcadian of Saturday, 2nd March 1918 showed another photo of John 
Sutherland, reported that he was still “MISSING” and included the following 
information: “Private John Sutherland, Seaforth Highlanders, reported missing in 
September last – eleven months after the same intimation had been received with regard to 
his brother William – was the oldest of the three soldier sons, all serving in France, of Mr. 
and Mrs. Donald Sutherland, Windbrake, Flotta.  Pte. John Sutherland’s letters from the 
front, which were many, were such as from the literary point of view alone, were 
remarkable letters to have been written under such conditions.  And he was only 23 years 
of age”.  The Orkney Herald’s Flotta correspondent reported that ‘John 
Sutherland was the “life” of our social gatherings, and a favourite with everybody….. In
one of the latest [letters] he sent us, he gave a graphic and touching account of Harry 
Lauder’s visit to his part of the line; and told of how whilst Harry was singing “There’s a 
Wee House ‘Mang the Heather”, he saw his own dear home in the fa

 

r-away Orkneys’. 
 
William Sutherland’s body was not positively identified, so he is 
commemorated on the Thiepval Memorial to the Missing on the 
Somme.  That impressive structure, designed by Sir Edwin 
Lutyens and 141 feet (45 metres) high, contains the names of 
72,203 British and South African men (the other Commonwealth 
Somme missing are commemorated elsewhere), who have no 
known grave and fell on the Somme between July 1915 and 20th 
March 1918.  The Duke of Kent officially opened a new visitor 
centre close to the Memorial on 27th September 2004. 
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John Sutherland’s body was 
eventually identified and 
buried in the largest 
Commonwealth War 
Cemetery in the world, 
Tyne Cot Cemetery, close 
to Passchendaele village.  
8,366 (70% of the total) of 
Tyne Cot’s 11,512 graves 

are unnamed, although most gravestones do identify the soldier’s regiment.  
 
The infantry attacks at Passchendaele were usually 
supported by heavy artillery fire.  Gunners of field guns 
deployed close to the front line were often subjected to 
strong German counter-battery fire.  One victim of that 
fire was Flottarian Lieutenant Robert William Taylor, 
who was 24 years old.  Robert was seriously wounde
September 1916.  He was awarded the Military Cross in 
August 1917, for directing the fire of his battery’s guns to 
break up two German counter-attacks, when his signallers 
had become casualties.  Robert died on 24

d in 

ver 
 as 

th October 1917 
at 47th Casualty Clearing Station, from wounds inflicted 
while his unit, 83rd Brigade, Royal Field Artillery, was 

supporting an attack by 18th Division at Poelcappelle on the 22nd.  Robert Taylor is buried in 
Dozinghem Military Cemetery, Poperinge, Belgium.  
 
The Scotsman of Monday, 19th November 1917 reported that:  
‘Lieut. R.W. Taylor, M.C., R.F.A. (died of wounds) was a highly popular 
and efficient young officer, who had been through nearly two years of the 
hardest fighting, and won the Military Cross last August by a rare 
exhibition of tenacity and skill in sending back information of the highest 
value while acting as forward observation officer.  He had been all the 
time with one battery, and his major, an officer of the old Regular Army, 
had formed a high opinion of his capacity and character.  “He was”, he 
wrote, “my best subaltern officer, and I have seldom met one so good.  
He was besides one of the most unselfish and cheerful fellows I have e
been lucky enough to soldier with, and we all feel his loss as a friend
much as a soldier”.  Lt. Taylor who was only 24 years of age, was a 
native of Flotta, Orkney, and was in civil life, in the service of the National Bank of Scotland’. 
 
The Orcadian of Saturday, 17th November 1917 reported in its “OUR ROLL OF HONOUR” 
CASUALTIES section: “ROYAL FIELD ARTILLERY, Wounded – No. 143456, Driver J.F. Simpson, Flotta”.   
Driver Simpson was wounded during the Passchendaele fighting, but survived his wounds. 

 
When the Battle of Passchendaele ended, another Flotta serviceman 
had died a long way from the poppy-strewn fields of Flanders.  Able 
Seaman Adam Isbister Norquay, aged 21, of Quoyness House, Flotta 
died on 27th October 1917.  He enrolled from the Royal Naval 
Reserve on 16th January 1915 at Portsmouth.  After training there, 
Adam left for Malta, which was a major British naval base in both 
world wars, but also had many hospitals in the Great War.  He was 
injured on 6th October when aboard a torpedoed merchant ship, S.S. 
Civilian, which sank while a boat crew from the sloop HMS 

Pentstemon was trying to attach a towrope.  Adam survived the sinking, but died in Bighi 
Hospital of double pneumonia on the 27th and is buried in Malta (Capuccini) Naval Cemetery.  
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The Orkney Herald of Wednesday, December 19, 1917 reported 
in its FLOTTA section:  ‘THE LATE SEAMAN ADAM NORQUAY – 
The following letter in reference to the death in hospital in Malta on 27th 
October, of Leading Seaman Adam Norquay, fifth son of Mr. and Mrs. 
Norquay, Quoyness, is among those received by his mother, from the 
commander of his ship: “HMS Penstemon, 8/11/17. – My Dear Mrs. 
Norquay, - I am writing to tell you how much we all regret the loss of your 
son.  He was one of the best men we had in the ship, being an excellent 
seaman, and of a cheerful and willing disposition.  I especially miss him, as 
he was in charge of my boat, and often sailed with my wife and I when the 
ship was in harbour.  He was one of the boat’s crew who volunteered to go o
board a torpedoed merchant vessel, to try to get a tow-rope to her.  While 
aboard of her, she suddenly went down, and he was taken down with her.  His 
life-belt was torn off him, so that he must have gone down pretty far.  He 
became ill the same evening, and a doctor was at once sent for from another 
ship – we being at sea at the time.  He was afterwards sent to hospital, whe
he had all possible attention.  He was a brave boy, a model seaman in every 

respect, and he died for his country. – I am, Yours very truly, R.M. Kempe, Li

n 

re 

eut.-Comr., R.N.”’ 
  
The Armies of the British Empire took part in more heavy fighting in 1918 than in any other year 
of the Great War and inevitably lost heavy casualties.  830,000 casualties were suffered by the 
British Empire on the Western Front between March and November 1918 (compared to 818,000 
in 1917), while the American Army lost about 300,000.  Flotta was not spared its share of these 
casualties, another four Flotta soldiers lost their lives during 1918. 
 
The Germans launched a series of offensives in the Spring of 1918, intended to win the war 
before large numbers of American troops arrived to reinforce the Allies on the Western Front.  
There were no fatalities among the Flottarians serving there in the first two, codenamed 
“Michael” and “Mars”, but two Flotta soldiers died in the third.  That offensive, codenamed 
“Georgette” but better known as the Lys Offensive, was launched on 9th April against the British 
(and initially attached Portuguese) troops holding the line on the Belgian-French border, south of 
Ypres.  During desperate fighting to stop the Germans there, Field-Marshal Haig issued his 
famous “Backs to the wall” Order of the Day. 

 
Private James Flett, of Bow House, Flotta, had 
survived heavy fighting east of Arras on 28th 
March, when his Battalion, 2nd Seaforth 
Highlanders (in 4th Division), was nearly cut 
off by the Germans.  He was, however, badly 
wounded a couple of days after 4th Division 
entered the line at Hinges, near the French town 
of Bethune, on 13th April.  James Flett died of 
his wounds on 17th April and was buried in the 
cemetery of the small village of Chocques, 
where No. 1 Casualty Clearing Station was 
posted at that time. 
 
The Orcadian reported in its “OUR ROLL OF HONOUR” section: We regret to 
learn that Mr and Mrs John Flett, The Bu’, Flotta have been notified of the death of their 
second son, Signaller James Flett, Seaforth Highlanders.  Their other son, Corporal John 

Flett, M.M., Royal Engineers, who was very severely wounded some time ago, and had his leg amputated below the 
knee, is still in hospital.  Signaller James Flett, who was only 20, was a fine young fellow in every sense of the 
expression, was of a disposition that made everyone who knew him his friend.  When he enlisted he had almost 
completed serving his time to take a joiner trade in Stromness.  The chaplain who might otherwise have been 
expected to write had been killed; but Mrs Flett received a letter from another chaplain informing her that her son 
had died on an ambulance, so that he must have survived his wounds for only a very little time.  His bereaved parents 
and the family have the sincere sympathy of every member of the community. 
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Another Flotta soldier was killed in action just over a mile further north on 25th April.  Gunner 
James Taylor Sutherland, of Goldhall, Flotta, was a Royal Field Artillery driver.  His Battery, the 
84th (part of independent 11th Army Brigade), was supporting 154th French Division, which had 
just taken over part of the front between Bailleul and Wytschaete before it was heavily attacked 
there on the 25th.  James Sutherland is buried in Bailleul Communal Cemetery Extension. 
 

The Orcadian of Saturday, 1st 
June 1918 reported in its “OUR 
ROLL OF HONOUR” section: “Mr. 
and Mrs. John Sutherland, Goldhall, 
Flotta, have been notified of the death 
on the 25th ult. of their son Private 
James T. Sutherland, R.F.A.  
Presumably killed in action, Private 
Sutherland, who was about 26, and one 
of three soldier brothers, was previous 
to his enlistment in the local postal service, and was held in such esteem that on the 
eve of his joining up, he was presented with a watch and other gifts subscribed for by

all the inhabitants.  In addition to a fine appearance he had the kindliest of dispositions, and was never happier than
when obliging somebody.  With the bereaved parents and the family, to whom he can return no more, we deeply 
sympathise – as indeed, most all who knew him”. 

 
 

 
Photographs of James Sutherland’s two brothers were 
shown in The Orcadian’s “OUR ROLL OF HONOUR” section.  
It reported that Daniel was a sapper (in the Royal 
Engineers) and that he was serving in the Eastern 
Mediterranean (actually in Salonika, Greece).  Another 
brother, John, was serving in France with the Australians.   
John was also an engineer, in the Australian 5th Field 
Company which served in 2nd Australian Division. 
 

The last two Flotta soldiers who died in the Great War had left the island and emigrated to start a 
new life in another country, although their parents still lived on the island. 
 

All Australians who served overseas in the Great War were volunteers.  
Lance-Corporal William Isbister Norquay, whose parents James and 
Catherine Norquay lived in Quoyness House, Flotta, volunteered in 
Sydney, New South Wales on 2nd August 1915.  William joined 17th 
Battalion, A.I.F in Egypt in February 1916, reached Marseilles on 23rd 
March.   William was wounded twice: first at Pozières on 26th July 1916 
during the Battle of the Somme, again on 
20th September 1917 during the Battle of 
Passchendaele.  His division, 2nd Australian 
Division, was holding the line in part of the 
old Somme battlefield, when William was 
killed in action there on 9th May, aged 26.  
His battalion had moved into billets in the 
village of Lahoussoye, before moving back 
into the front line next day.  German heavy 
guns shelled the village for twenty minutes 
in the early evening of the 9th, killing four 
Australians, one of these William Norquay. 
 

William Norquay is buried in Franvillers Communal Cemetery Extension, Department of the 
Somme, France.  His sailor brother, Adam, had died during 1917 and was buried on Malta. 
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The last Flotta soldier to die in the Great War, Sergeant James Sutherland, was born at Whanclett, 
Flotta on 31st January 1890, but had emigrated to America.  He was probably drafted into 305th 
Infantry Regiment, which was part of the United States 77th Infantry Division.  It was New 
York’s National Army division (the American equivalent to a British New Army division) and 
was the first National Army division to arrive in France, between 13th April and 13th May 1918. 

 
James Sutherland died during the American Army’s greatest battle 
of the Great War, the Meuse-Argonne Offensive.  That offensive 
started on 26th September and continued until the end of the war, 
by when 77th Division had lost casualties totalling 1,992 dead and 
8,505 wounded.  On 3rd October James Sutherland led his platoon 
in an attack on German machine gun posts to win the award of a 
Distinguished Service Cross, but was fatally wounded.  He is 
buried in the American Meuse-Argonne Cemetery, the largest 
American military cemetery in Europe, with 14,246 graves. 
 
His death was reported in The Orkney 
Herald: We deeply regret to announce that 

information has just been received of the death in action on the 3rd October of 
Sergeant (Acting Lieutenant) James Sutherland, of the American Army, eldest son of 
Mrs Sutherland, Saraquoy, Flotta, and nephew of the distinguished Flottaman, 
Professor Sutherland Simpson, of Cornell University, New York.  Sergeant 
Sutherland, who would be about 29, was, previous to his emigrating to the United 
States some eight or nine years ago, a leader of the local Good Templars and in the 
island’s social life.  His departure from Flotta occasioned widespread regret, as now 
the news of his death (coming, so sadly, after the war is over) has caused widespread 
sorrow.  The sincere sympathy of the island is extended to the relatives – especially 
the widowed mother, and sisters and the brother also on service. 
 
James Sutherland’s name is the last listed on the Flotta War Memorial that commemorates those 
born on the island who died serving in the Great War.  However, he was not the last Flottarian to 
die as a result of service in that long conflict, nor even the last Sutherland.   
 
During the Great War the natural hazards faced by the men of the Mercantile Marine who crewed 
Britain’s merchant ships to all parts of the world were greatly increased by enemy action, 
especially submarine attack, but also mines, warships and even aircraft.  By the end of the war 
3,305 British merchant ships had been lost, with a total of over 17,000 lives – 6,330 of these were 
civilians, most of the remainder were merchant seamen, with some Royal Navy or Royal Marine 
crew that included gunners. 
 
The Mercantile Marine’s heavy losses meant it became increasingly difficult to find experienced 
crewmen, so many retired sailors returned to sea.  These included Captain William Sutherland, 
Senior, of Flotta, retired and living in John Street, Stromness.  He agreed to act as mate of the 
Thurso schooner Isabella, for a round trip, Stromness to Sunderland and back.  Isabella left 
Sunderland on the return leg at the end of October 1918, was seen leaving Sinclair Bay, near 
Wick, on 1st November and making for the Pentland Firth.  She never arrived at Stromness and 
was presumed to have foundered near Duncansby Head.  It is unlikely that she was a victim of a 
German submarine, but possibly struck a mine, either laid by the Germans or broken away and 
drifted in from a nearby British minefield.   There were no survivors from Isabella’s crew, 
although it was reported that the body of one crewman was washed ashore at John o’Groats.  
   
Each of the above Flotta Great War deaths was a personal tragedy to his family and friends in the 
close-knit island community.  However, the island of Flotta was itself the scene of a great 
wartime tragedy that blighted the lives of many other families in other parts of Great Britain, also 
a few in far distant countries. 
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In the fine summer evening of 9th 
July 1917, the St. Vincent Class 
battleship HMS Vanguard was 
moored less than two miles off 
Flotta’s northern shore.  The quiet 
was shattered at 11.20 pm by a quick 
series of explosions.  Men on watch 
on nearby ships, and a Flotta residen
standing outside his house, saw HMS 
Vanguard disintegrate into a cloud
blazing debris, most of which rain
slowly down on the surrounding sea 

and ships, but some landed on Flotta, where

t 

 of 
ed 

 it set heather afire. 

 

were 

 not 

 
Most likely a fire in an adjacent compartment 
had overheated cordite in one of Vanguard’s 
magazines; the resulting explosion spread 
rapidly to others and the ship was blown apart.  
A total of 845 naval personnel were then on 
board HMS Vanguard, including two Australian 
stokers from HMAS Sydney in her cells and an 
observer from the Japanese Navy, Commander 
Ito.  Photo shows Commander Ito being 
presented by Admiral Sturdee to King George V 
during his visit to Scapa Flow in June 1917, also 
Captain Dick of HMS Vanguard (second from 
the left). 

Two ratings, Stoker Cox and Royal Marine 
Private Williams, survived the explosion, but the 
only officer to do so, Lieutenant-Commander 
A.C.H. Duke, died of his wounds two days later 
and took the death toll to 843.  Luckily fifteen of 
Vanguard’s officers had not yet returned to the 
ship from a concert on board the theatre ship 
Gourka, anchored beside HMS Royal Oak (later 
a tragic loss of World War II); the only other 
survivors from the ship’s company were those 
who were on leave or were seconded to duty on 
other ships. 

 
Lieutenant-Commander Duke was buried in 
Lyness Royal Naval Cemetery on Hoy.  He 
lies in the HMS Vanguard section with 17 
other members of the crew whose bodies 
identified and named on their gravestones, 
also 23 whose bodies were recovered but
identified.  At the south end of the three rows 
of graves is a fine Celtic Cross memorial to 
HMS Vanguard, which was erected by 
relatives and squadronmates of the crew.  
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There were inevitably deaths, many in accidents and of illness, among the thousands of 
servicemen based in Scapa Flow during the Great War.  Eight lie in graves in Flotta Churchyard: 
 

AINSLIE,  A.B.  S.J., 235220.  R.N.  H.M.S. Defence.  
23rd Feb., 1915. 
CAVANAGH,  Smn.  W., 1112/D.  R.N.R.  H.M.S. 
Falmouth.  14th Jan., 1915. 
FERGUSSON,  Gnr.  J.S.,  R.M.A./1508.  R.M.A.  
H.M.S. Cyclops II.  13th Nov., 1915. 
MEAD,  Ldg. Sto.  T.J.,  K/11678.  R.N.  H.M.S. 
Orion.  8th Nov., 1914. 
O’BRIEN,  Ord. Smn.  George,  J/26306.  R.N.  
H.M.S. St. Vincent.  15th Nov. 1914.  Age 18. 
RAYSON,  Gnr.  W.,  R.M.A./1929.  R.M.A.  H.M.S. 
Cyclops II.  7th April, 1917. 
SMITH,  A.B.  C.L.,  161131.  R.N.  H.M.S. 
Agincourt.  10th Nov., 1914. 

TENNANT,  A.B.  J.B.,  J/11936.  R.N.  H.M.S. Agincourt.  10th Nov., 1914.  Age 19. 
 
Scapa Flow was again the Royal Navy’s main base, with guns and searchlights manned on Flotta, 
when Great Britain reluctantly declared war on Germany on 3rd September 1939.  The young men 
of Flotta who responded to their country’s call to serve in its armed forces did so with a sober 
realisation of the price that duty had cost the previous Flotta generation. 
 
Flotta was relatively fortunate in World War 2 and only one serviceman is recorded on the Flotta 
War Memorial as having died in that long conflict.  He was Petty Officer James Sutherland 
MacKay Flett, whose parents lived at Roadside, Flotta.  James had joined the Royal Navy, but 
was serving as a Canteen Manager on a merchant ship, S.S. Baltonia.     
 
Between 1939 and 1945 the Royal Navy lost 51,578 men listed as killed or missing as a result of 
enemy action, the Army lost 177,850 and the Royal Air Force lost 76,342.  The number of British 
merchant seamen killed serving on Merchant Navy ships is difficult to quantify, because crews 
on British registered ships included foreign crew (mostly from Commonwealth countries), also 
Royal Navy and Royal Artillery gunners, other Royal Navy personnel, including James Flett, and 
civilian passengers.  The 1939-1945 Tower Hill Memorial in London is dedicated to “The 
Twenty-Four Thousand of the Merchant Navy and Fishing Fleets” and bears the names of seamen 
who “have no grave but the sea”.  

 
James Flett died on 7th February 1943 
when convoy MKS 7, bound for 
Liverpool from Algiers, sailed into a 
minefield off Bougie, North Africa.  
S.S. Baltonia was one of three ships of 
the convoy sunk by mines.  James Flett 
is commemorated on the Chatham 
Naval Memorial, Kent.  When it sank 
S.S. Baltonia was carrying 1,215 tons 
of oranges, which was not a “luxury 
cargo”, as the oranges were intended 
for the production of marmalade, a 
basic wartime food product. 
 
James Flett’s death was the only one during World War 2 that was 

inscribed on the Flotta War Memorial after it ended.  He is also commemorated on the Kirkwall 
War Memorial.  However, the Commonwealth War Graves Commission records the death during 
World War 2 of another Flottarian, Captain James Norquay. 
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James Gunn Norquay was an older brother of Adam and William Norquay of Quoyness, Flotta, 
who died during the Great War.  James was born at Quoyness on 17th January 1885.  He was a 
fisherman, also a member of the Royal Naval Reserve.  James was commissioned as a Temporary 
Skipper on 17th February 1915.  He was in command of the Hull trawler Mino on patrol duty in the 
North Sea, when photos of James, William and Adam appeared together in The Orcadian’s “OUR 

ROLL OF HONOUR” section as “Flotta Family’s Record” in early 1916.  James survived the Great War 
and remained at sea in the Merchant Navy, where he was to lose his life in early World War 2. 
 

James served then as a Captain with the North of Scotland, Orkney & 
Shetland Steam Navigation Company.  One of the North Company’s 
ships, Highlander, was attacked near Aberdeen on 2nd August 1940 by 
German Heinkel 115 bombers, two of which the crew managed to shoot 
down.  This was widely reported in the press and on the radio, so the 
Luftwaffe was determined to take revenge on the ship. 
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Highlander was attacked 
again on 13th and 18th-19th 
September, so had changed 
her name to St. Catherine II 
when she was attacked by 
German aircraft after leaving 
Aberdeen on 14th November.  
Her luck had then run out an

Captain James Norquay, thirteen of his crew and one 
passenger went down with the ship, while fourteen of the 
crew and three passengers were rescued.  James Norquay
is commemorated on the Tower H

d 

 
ill Memorial, London.   

 

 
During World War 2, Flotta again played host to several thousand of its 
servicemen, but only one is buried in Flotta churchyard: 
 

COOK, Second Engineer Henry George.  Fishing Fleet.  Steam Trawler Castleton 
(Grimsby).  28th June 1940.  Age 56.  Son of Richard and Martha Cook; husband of 
Jessie Maud Cook, of Grimsby, Lincolnshire. 
 

Flotta churchyard contains 
the island’s war memorial, 
with names of ten Great 
War casualties and one 
from World War 2.  Like 
many other islands and 
parishes, the Flotta Kirk 
also has a wall panel inside 
listing the casualties of the 
Great War.  However, 
beside that panel there is a 

large framed photograph, which is a montage with individual photos and brief service details of 
all ten Flottarians listed on the memorial that died in the Great War.  

 
Flotta Kirk has contained an individual framed photo and 
plaque of James Flett since just after World War 2.  In 2012 
a framed photo and plaque of James Norquay were added, to
remember James alongside his two younger brothers, Adam 
and William, who both died in the Great War.   


