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WINDBRAKE, FLOTTA SUTHERLAND BROTHERS 
 
Photos of the three Sutherland brothers of Flotta 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, R.E”. [Royal 
Engineers], John was “A.S.C. [Army Service Corps], attached to the Seaforths”.  
 
William Sutherland was born at Windbrake on 
Flotta on 11th November 1896, the fourth son of 
Donald Sutherland, a boatman (later a grocer and 
postman), and Christina Sutherland (née Simpson).   
 
William was the only soldier from Flotta who died 
in the 4½ months of grim fighting during the 1916 
Battles of the Somme.  William was reported 
“missing” (much later confirmed killed) while 
serving with 7th Battalion, Seaforth Highlanders 
(in British 9th Division) at 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 at least 
fourteen Orcadians died as a result of the failed attempt by 7th Seaforths to 
capture the Butte that day.   
 
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 drizzle of rain. 
 

From May 1916, 9th Division 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”.  Two supporting companies of 10th Argylls pushed forward and a 
mixed party of Seaforths and Argylls dug in on a line about 150 yards beyond their original 
front line. 
 

General Furse, 9th Division’s commander, 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, which would have avoided the heavy shells 
landing on his men.  The Western Front Association 
purchased the Butte in 1990 and erected a memorial 
on the crest.  William Sutherland was only 19 years 
old when he was killed, making him the youngest 
Flottarian to die in action in either World War. 
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Flotta lost two fatalities during the British Empire’s most dreadful battle in a terrible war, 
officially the Third Battle of Ypres, but 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 British 15th Division) on Frezenberg Ridge on 22nd August 1917. 
 
John was born at Windbrake on Flotta on 8th October 1893, the second son 
of Donald and Christina Sutherland.  Three of their sons served as soldiers 
on the Western Front and Donald and Christina had already endured an 
agonising wait for confirmation of his younger brother William’s death.  
Photo right shows their third son, James, who was born at Windbrake on 
10th June 1895, wearing a goatskin jacket that gave some protection from 
the cold and wet. 
 
15th Division had attacked up Frezenberg Ridge on 31st July, the first day 
of the Third Battle of Ypres.  Its advance was initially successful and 
reached the third German line, but a major German counter-attack at 2 p.m. 
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. 
 
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”.  Between 5th-31st 
August, 8th Seaforths lost another 393 casualties, 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 far-away Orkneys. 
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William Sutherland’s body was never positively 
identified and 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.  A 
new visitor centre close to the Memorial was 
officially opened by the Duke of Kent on 27th 
September 2004.  William Sutherland’s story, with that of his brothers, is available on the 
computers there (along with those of a dozen other Orcadians, including a Royal Marine). 

 
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 of Tyne Cot’s 11,512 graves are unnamed 
(70% of the total), although most gravestones do identify 
the soldier’s regiment.   
 
James was the only one of the Sutherland brothers of 
Windbrake to survive service in the Great War.  His 

mother, Mrs Christina Sutherland, and Mrs Catherine Norquay of Quoyness House unveiled 
the Flotta Memorial in the island’s churchyard together on 18th September 1921: each having 
lost two sons in the Great War. 


