
60806 Private James Alexander Burnett 
 

James Alexander Burnett was born at Boloquoy, Warsetter, in Cross Parish, 
Sanday on 19th March 1896, the first son of farm servant James Gunn Barnett and 
Margaret Burnett (née Kirkness).  Two more sons were born in Sanday, before the 
parents moved back to the West Mainland where they were both born, James at 
Maraquoy in Stromness and Margaret at Newhouse in Harray.   James Snr. 
obtained the tenancy of, and later managed to buy, Grievehouse Farm in Stenness, 
where a fourth son was born.  James Jnr., who was known as Jim, went to school 
in Stenness and remembered there as his home. 
 
Like most Orkney farm sons, Jim helped his father with farm work as he grew 
into his teens.  When Jim left school aged 14 he took up work as a ploughman, 
doing so at first “under the wing” of his mother’s brother James Kirkness on his 
farm, Nistaben in Harray. 
 
When the Great War started Jim was aged 18 and a ploughman at Barnhouse.  In 
the summer of 1916 he was called up and joined the Seaforth Highlanders at Fort 
George, with service number S/14933.  Jim must have demonstrated good 
mechanical aptitude during his three months of infantry training, probably with 
3rd Seaforths at Cromarty or 10th Seaforths at Dunfermline, so he was selected to 
join the Machine Gun Corps.  Jim travelled to the regiment’s base at Grantham in 
Lincolnshire, for a couple more months of specialist training. 

 
Jim probably crossed in the hard winter months of early 1917 to France, where he spent several weeks 
training at the Machine Gun Corps Base Reinforcement Depot at Camiers, near Boulogne.  When he was 
allocated to a Machine Gun Company (Infantry), Jim would have been pleased to join one of the three 
companies then serving in 51st (Highland) Division.  It had emerged from the Battle of the Somme with a 
good reputation, having stormed the German fortress of Beaumont Hamel in November 1916.  Jim most 
likely met up with some Orcadians among the infantry when he began tours in the trench lines to provide 
machine gun support. 
 
The tactical use of machine guns in the British Armies in France was championed by the Canadians, who 
made effective use of barrage fire by machine guns when they stormed Vimy Ridge in April 1917.  James 
did not live to see that change in tactics, although he would have seen Vimy Ridge from close by because 
51st Division deployed on the immediate right of the Canadians on Vimy Ridge for the Battle of Arras. 
 
The British Army had applied hard-earned lessons from the Battle of the Somme to improve the artillery 
support for the Battle of Arras.  The preliminary artillery barrage, with 963 heavy guns among the total of 
2817 guns and howitzers, started on 4th April and made use of the very effective new instantaneous fuse 
106.  The hard weather, with frequent snow showers and biting cold wind, was a factor in delaying the 
planned opening attack at Arras and Vimy Ridge until 9th April, Easter Monday. 
 
Back in Orkney, James and Margaret had gone to bed in the late evening of Easter 
Sunday, when they were awakened by a noise at their door.  They thought they 
could hear Jim shouting, but there was no one outside when they opened the door.  
About a week later a letter arrived at Grievehouse from France, but not from Jim.  
An officer in the machine gun company sadly informed his parents that James was 
killed by a shell on sentry duty in the trenches at Roclincourt, slightly north-east of 
Arras, on Easter Sunday night.  He stated James died doing his duty splendidly in 
an attack which was successful, while in a later letter the same officer reported that 
Jim had died instantaneously. 
 
James Burnett died after serving only a few months in France on 8th April 1917, 
aged 21.  He is buried in Grave I.B.19 in Roclincourt Military Cemetery, near 
Arras.  The 886 identified casualties in the well-kept cemetery include another 
Orcadian, James Miller of Stromness who died aged 35 on 19th May 1918 while 
serving in 400th Field Company, RE of the 51st Division.  The cemetery is in a 
small village, surrounded by good farmland which would have been familiar to 
Jim.  He is commemorated in Orkney on the Stenness and Sanday War Memorials. 


