
S/2972 Sergeant David Henry Steven 
 

David Steven was born on 26th February 1893, the fourth son of coach driver 
William Steven and Mary Steven (née Taylor).  The family lived in Johnston’s 
Close, off Dundas Street, in Stromness and the children attended school in the 
town.  The Steven family moved into a larger house, Bayview in Dundas Street, 
and the oldest son, William, followed his father into work as a coach driver.  
David left Orkney to find work in central Scotland and, when the Great War 
started, he was working as a waiter in North Berwick. 
 
David was given, probably at work, a notice to encourage him to enlist by a 
Captain Gray of 8th Royal Scots.  David enlisted into the Army and successfully 
passed his medical examination in North Berwick on 29th August 1914.  When 
David completed his attestation at Glencorse Barracks two days later, he was 
appointed (probably at his own request) to enrol in the Argyll & Sutherland 
Highlanders and he made the short journey to the Argylls’ Depot at Stirling 

Castle.  After receiving his basic equipment there David travelled to Woolwich, the war station to where the 
Argylls’ 3rd Battalion had moved a few days after war started.    
 
David proved to be an efficient soldier and in the final stages of basic training he was promoted to Lance 
Corporal on 12th April 1915.  David left Southampton to cross to France with a reinforcement draft on 20th 
May, passing through 27th Infantry Base there to join the Argylls’ 1st Battalion, serving in 27th Division.  
1st Argylls had sailed from Bombay in India for home on 15th October 1914 and crossed to France a few 
days before Christmas.  Heavy fighting during the Second Battle of Ypres in April and May 1915 cost 1st 
Argylls 488 casualties, just under half its strength, so the Battalion needed significant drafts from home.   
 
David served only a couple of months in 1st Battalion while in northern France.  When 27th Division moved 
to the right flank of the British line south of the River Somme in September, David transferred to join the 
nearby 2nd Argylls after that Battalion lost 330 casualties in the Battle of the Loos fighting in 2nd Division.  
While the BEF reorganised and also re-equipped during the following winter, David was attached to another 
unit and learned new weapon skills.  On 8th November David joined 62nd Trench Mortar Battery, where he 
was promoted to Corporal on 14th December.  Less than a week later David moved again to join 98th Trench 
Mortar Battery, which was attached to 33rd Division into which 2nd Argylls had transferred a month earlier. 
 
33rd Division crossed to France in November 1915 and spent seven months in northern France, mostly near 
the town of Bethune when both in and out of the line.  On 20th February 1916 David re-joined 2nd Argylls, 
where he was granted a furlough (leave) from 20th to 28th March.  Although the long journey both ways by 
ship and trains meant he enjoyed only a few days in Stromness, David took the opportunity to return home 
to visit his family there.  David returned to serve from 13th April to 27th July in 98th Trench Mortar Battery, 
which was then equipped with the very effective 3-inch Stokes Mortar. 
 
David used the Stokes Mortar in his and 33rd Division’s first tour in the line during the 1916 Battle of the 
Somme.  33rd Division arrived at Montauban on 14th July, the first day of the second major offensive on 
Bazentin Ridge, which opened with a successful dawn attack that morning on the German Second Position.  
Heavy fighting had cleared most of Longueval (although not the adjacent Delville Wood) and 33rd Division 
rushed 1/9th HLI and 1st Queen’s forward to fill the gap between the village and nearby Bazentin-le-Petit, 
facing then untouched High Wood up the slope. 
 
The Germans deployed reserve troops that night into High Wood, which became the focus of two months of 
bitter fighting with terrible losses on both sides.  33rd Division took 5,195 casualties in that fighting between 
15th-22nd July, then another 3,846 casualties (after re-building its battalions) there on 20th-31st August.  David 
survived that fighting, having re-joined 2nd Argylls on 27th July and been promoted to temporary sergeant 
on 26th August.  David’s promotion to sergeant was confirmed on 18th October. 
 
33rd Division returned for the final phase of the Somme fighting, taking over the part of the Flers Line in 
front of Lesboeufs on 24th October.  David was killed in action on 29th October, one of twelve soldiers of 
2nd Argylls killed by German shell-fire on the trenches that day, while 23 more were wounded.  David’s 
body was not recovered and identified, so he is one of the 25 Orcadians commemorated on the impressive 
Thiepval Memorial.  David Steven is also remembered on the south face of the Stromness War Memorial. 
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