S/16134 Private William Stewart Norquay
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William Norquay was born in Commons, Flotta on 9th May 1883, the son of Alexander Norquay, a crofter and fisherman, and Helen Norquay (née Mowat).
Four Flotta servicemen died during 1917.  The first of these to become a casualty, but the last to die, was Private William Stewart Norquay.
William Norquay served in a Regular Army Battalion, 2nd Seaforth Highlanders (in 4th Division).  2nd Seaforths and 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.
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Although good progress had been made by the British at Arras, and especially the Canadians on Vimy ridge, during the first couple of days, very few heavy guns had been brought forward across the morass of captured ground.  The Germans had fortified the Chemical Works, which were then completely intact and undamaged by artillery fire.  The two battalions marched up a sunken road to make their attack, but it was completely open for fifty yards past the last house in Fampoux village and they came under long range artillery and machine gun fire.

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.  William’s elderly father had died at the beginning of 1915, but his mother and sisters had to endure thoughts of his suffering in the many months before he eventually succumbed to his serious wounds.

Seven other Orcadians also died as a result of the attack on the Chemical Works on 11th April 1917.  Privates James Harrold of Kirkwall and John Miller of Stronsay were killed that day and are buried in Brown’s Copse Cemetery, Roeux, while Private David Flaws of Rousay was also killed and buried in Athies Communal Cemetery Extension, five kilometres east of Arras.
Privates Harry Ritch of Hoy and William Work of Kirkwall were reported missing, have no known grave and are commemorated on the Arras Memorial in Faubourg D’Amiens Cemetery in Arras.  Private James Bews died as a prisoner of the Germans, now buried in Cabaret-Rouge Cemetery, near Souchez.  Private William MacDonald of South Ronaldsay died of wounds received on 11th April six weeks later in hospital at Etaples and is buried in the cemetery there.
