
S/11249 Private Magnus Brown 
 

Magnus was born at Leirburn, Firth on 19th March 1895, the second son of 
farm servant Samuel Brown and Barbara Brown (née Linklater).  When the 
1901 Census was taken, the family had moved to Cleat in Lady Parish on 
Sanday and Samuel was working as a cattleman on a farm.  When the 1911 
Census was taken the family had moved to Stronsay, where Samuel was 
working as a shepherd and living at Slap with Barbara and their younger 
daughter Jane.  Magnus and his elder brother James were both living at Airy, 
while working there as ploughmen for the farmer James Shearer. 
 
Magnus, probably also James, had served as an Orkney Territorial Gunner, 
before both the Brown brothers left Orkney for farm work in Aberdeenshire.  
When they enlisted under the Derby Scheme at the end of 1915, Magnus did so 
in Alford on 20th November.  He gave the address of his parents then as Stove 
Farm, Sanday.  Magnus was called up from the reserve on 20th February 1916 
and joined the Gordon Highlanders with serial number S/11249. 
 
Magnus probably completed his three months of basic training with 3rd 
Battalion of the Gordons in Aberdeen, but possibly with the 11th Battalion 
which had moved to Catterick from Dornoch in October 1915. 
 

Magnus crossed from Southampton on 10th May 1916 to France and after another three weeks training there 
joined 1st Battalion of the Gordons on 31st May.  1st Gordons landed in France in 8th Brigade of 3rd Division in 
August 1914, but in October 1915 transferred to 76th Brigade on it joining 3rd Division during a reorganisation 
of the BEF divisions after the Battle of Loos.  When Magnus joined 1st Gordons, 3rd Division was resting and 
training on the French side of the border with Flanders, after spending a hard six months in the Ypres Salient.  It 
moved in mid-June to north of Saint Omer in GHQ reserve and 1st Gordons billeted in the village of Houlle. 
 
1st Gordons entrained and travelled to Doullens on 1st July, when 3rd Division joined Fourth Army on the day it 
lost nearly 60,000 casualties in the Battle of the Somme.  When 3rd Division took part in the successful attack 
on Bazentin Ridge on 14th July, 76th Brigade was in reserve and 1st Gordons lost 7 casualties to shell-fire.  9th 
Division on the right captured only the southern part of Longueval and the South Africans moved into Delville 
Wood next day.  The Germans launched a series of counter-attacks on Longueval and into Delville Wood. 
 
After an hour’s artillery bombardment, at dawn on 18th July 76th Brigade, with 1st Gordons leading and 8th 
King’s Own in support, attacked the northern part of Longueval and north-west corner of Delville Wood.  The 
village was occupied, but not the orchards north of it, and contact was made with the South Africans on the 
north-western edge of the wood.  Heavy German shelling which started at 9am became intense at midday and 
continued until the Germans launched a counter-attack in four waves at 4.30pm.  There was confused fighting in 
the village and wood into the evening, when a critical situation was saved by a counter-attack by the Highland 
Brigade of 9th Division that regained the centre of the village.  Fighting continued in its ruins for another week.      
 
The desperate fighting in Longueval village on 18th July cost 1st Gordons casualties totalling 11 officers and 
321 other ranks.  The many killed included Magnus Brown, whose body was not found and identified after the 
village was eventually secured, so he has no known grave.  Altogether 26 Orcadians who died in the 1916 Battle 
of the Somme are commemorated on the impressive Thiepval Memorial to the Missing, 
with Magnus one of the many Orcadians who died fighting in Highland Regiments and 
are commemorated on its Pier and Face 15C. 
 
James Brown enlisted in Turiff and also joined the Gordon Highlanders when called up.  
He was wounded during the Battle of the Somme serving with 1/5th Gordons in 51st 
(Highland) Division.  After six months in hospital and convalescence, James was one of 
the 64% of the British Army’s over 2 million wounded soldiers who returned to front line 
duty.  He was wounded again serving at Passchendaele with 1/4th Gordons in 51st 
Division, but died of his wounds on 22nd September 1917 in a casualty clearing station.  
James Brown is buried in Grave VII.D.23 in Dozinghem Military Cemetery, near 
Poperinge in Flanders.  Barbara Brown and Mary Dick together unveiled the Sanday War 
Memorial at Lady on 17th June 1921, as the mothers who had lost two sons in the war. 
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