
420737 Private James William Harvey 
 

James was born at Pow, Sandwick on 18th December 1890, the third 
son of farm servant David Harvey and Jemima Harvey (née Kirkness).  
After completing his schooling James worked as a farm labourer.  In 
1911 James left his servant work for John Douglas at Howe Farm, 
Harray to travel out to Canada.  He sailed from Glasgow on 21st April 
on board the steamship Ionian of the Allan Line, bound for Montreal. 
 
James was still single and working as a grain inspector, when he 
volunteered to join the Canadian Expeditionary Force on 31st 
December 1914.  James was enrolled into the new 43rd Battalion, 
being raised in Winnipeg by Lieutenant-Colonel R.M. Thomson.  
43rd Battalion was allowed to take the title of the Manitoba militia 
regiment, the 79th Cameron Highlanders of Canada.  43rd Battalion 
spent the winter training in Winnipeg, before embarked on board the 
steamship Grampian at Montreal on 1st June 1915.  

 
When James and the 43rd Battalion, at strength of 40 officers and 998 other ranks, disembarked in 
England on 9th June, the 1st Canadian Division had already been in action, in the first use of gas on 
the Western Front by the Germans near Ypres.  2nd Canadian Division had arrived in England from 
Canada in May and moved into the billets and training area that 1st Division had used at Shorncliffe 
in Kent.  43rd Battalion was one of the first units to move into a new camp set up in Hampshire, at 
Bramshott in the Aldershot Command area.  The Canadian Camerons spent another eight months 
training in England, so James may have had an opportunity to make a short visit home to Orkney.  
43rd Battalion provided two reinforcement drafts to the 16th Battalion on the Western Front, but 
received drafts from Winnipeg to come back up to strength. 
 
43rd Battalion left Bramshott Camp on 20th February 1916 and marched to Southampton.   It took 
ship there and crossed to Le Havre, landing in France on the 22nd.  43rd Battalion was one of four that 
made up 9th Brigade to complete the infantry of the new 3rd Canadian Division being formed in 
France.  It had at first British artillery brigades, left behind by 3rd (Lahore) Indian Division when it 
left France for Mesopotamia at the end of 1915. 
 
3rd Canadian Division relieved British 24th Division in the line south of Hooge in late March.  The 
Canadian Corps took over command of the 5½ mile line in the Ypres Salient then held by the three 
Canadian divisions in Flanders at noon on 4th April.  43rd Battalion had only one slight casualty 
when it carried out its first relief to take over trench lines in the early hours of 29th March.  The 
Battalion’s first fatal casualty in action was a Glaswegian, Private Gibson Muir, killed that evening 
in a covering party for a wiring detail which drew German fire after being out for only five minutes. 
 
3rd Canadian Division extended its right to take over 700 yards of front line at Mount Sorrel from 1st 
Canadian Division on the night of 29th/30th May.  A terrific German shell bombardment started at 
9am on 2nd June on the Canadian positions from Sanctuary Wood to Mount Sorrel.  It wounded 3rd 
Division’s commander, General Mercer and Brigadier-General Williams of 8th Brigade, who were 
out on reconnaissance, and fell hardest on the positions of 4th Canadian Mounted Rifles in front of 
Armagh Wood.  General Mercer was killed when hit again and General Williams taken prisoner 
when the Germans advanced, while only 76 of the 702 men of the Rifles came through unscathed. 
 
43rd Battalion was in reserve in “D” Camp when the German attack on Mount Sorrel started, but 
returned to Zillebeke Trenches at Sanctuary Wood on 4th June.  43rd Battalion repulsed a German 
attack on Maple Copse and Border Lane that day, at the cost of 62 casualties to the Camerons.  They 
lost 129 more casualties, before a major counter-attack by two composite Canadian brigades on the 
12th drove the Germans back to their old positions and re-established the Canadian front in Flanders.     



While the Canadian Corps had been forming and gaining experience in Flanders, the focus of the 
Allies had moved south to France.  From February 1916 the French became locked in a titanic 
struggle with the Germans at the key frontier fortress of Verdun.  Heavy French losses there reduced 
their contribution to the main Allied 1916 offensive on the Somme, forcing the British to take the 
main share and attack earlier to relieve pressure on Verdun.  After a week-long artillery bombardment, 
the opening assault by thirteen British divisions on 1st July broke against still strong German defences, 
except on the right wing.  Fighting then continued as a bitter “slogging match” for many months. 
 
The Canadian Corps moved down from Flanders in late August to join the Battle of the Somme, 
relieving the Australians who had taken the village of Pozières after a month of bitter fighting.  43rd 
Battalion left billets in Steenvoorde on 7th September and travelled via marches, motor trucks and rail 
journeys into France, to reach bivouacs in Albert on the 15th.  Three days later 43rd Battalion relieved 
9th Lancashire Fusiliers of British 11th Division near Mouquet Farm, delayed because Fusilier guides 
misguided two platoons, to hold the left flank of the Canadian Corps line.  The heavily fortified 
Mouquet Farm and German trench lines around it had taken a heavy toll on the Australians in August.  
3rd Canadian Division and British 11th Division were drawn into a bitter struggle to take, and hold, 
the position in the second half of September. 
 
While Canadian 58th Battalion started to bomb westward, at 5am on 20th September D Company of 
43rd Battalion launched a surprise assault from the south on Zollern Graben Trench.  The Camerons 
captured a considerable length of the trench and repulsed a German counter-attack two hours later.  
However, more attacks followed and eventually, aided by a smoke screen and the lavish use of rifle 
grenades, the Germans drove the surviving Canadians out of the trench at the fifth attempt.  The day’s 
desperate fighting had cost 43rd Battalion 60 killed and 88 wounded.  Heavy German shelling of 43rd 
Battalion’s line on the 21st killed 11 men, wounded 19 and left two missing.  The two missing may 
both have been Orcadians, because James Harvey of Sandwick and James Barron of Kirkwall, who 
may have been friends, were officially reported as killed that day and their bodies were not later found 
and identified. 
 
43rd Battalion attacked Regina Trench on 8th October.  The objective was on a reverse slope, where 
supporting artillery fire had not cut the wire and alert defenders shot down the advancing Canadians.  
Heavy German shell-fire brought down on the Camerons killed and wounded many more, including 
the CO, Colonel Thomson, who was hit in the leg at his Battle HQ and then killed next day when a 
shell hit the horse ambulance carrying him from a First Aid Post.  43rd Battalion had lost over 350 
casualties in the two days, leaving its rifle strength in the line as only 6 officers and 67 other ranks.  
Robert Sutherland of Sanday (but not commemorated on its war memorial) was among the 43rd 
Battalion’s killed on 8th October and he is buried in Regina Trench Cemetery. 
 
James Harvey and John Barron are two of 
the six Orcadian Canadians killed in the 
1916 Battles of the Somme whose bodies 
were not found and identified, so are 
commemorated on the impressive Vimy 
Memorial near Arras.  The 11,000 Canadian 
servicemen who died in France and whose 
names are inscribed on it include eighteen 
also commemorated on memorials in 
Orkney.  The Vimy Memorial was unveiled 
by King Edward VIII on 26th July 1936, in 
probably the most important official duty 
that he carried out in his short rule as King.  
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