
7/1373 Trooper John Guthrie Brass Kirkness 
 

John was born at Queenamoan, Sandwick on 27th March 1886, the third child and 
second son of farmer William Robert Brass Kirkness and Jane Kirkness (née 
Guthrie).  John’s mother died of spinal disease when he was only 5 years-old.  His 
father married again and had seven more children.  After completing his schooling 
John worked on the family farm, while also serving a year as a Territorial Gunner 
in the Orkney Royal Garrison Artillery.  John’s elder brother, William, and his 
wife Jean Mowat had emigrated to New Zealand, leaving London on the 
steamship Athenic in August 1903.  John, usually known then as Jack, followed 
them there, also leaving London on the Athenic in June 1905 bound for Wellington. 
 
John moved to South Island and worked in Canterbury province as a farm labourer.  
John was working for farmer William Crawford in the Ashburton district when he 
enlisted in the Canterbury Mounted Rifles at Trentham on 14th May 1915.  After a 
month’s training, John was posted for overseas service to the 6th Reinforcements.  
At strength of 2,363 men, they sailed from Wellington on 14th August on board the 
steamships Willochra and Tofua, with John sailing on the latter. 
 
While the troop convoy was on its way to Egypt, the last attempt to break out of 
the confined Anzac beachhead on Gallipoli in August was decisively defeated, 

with heavy loss to all the New Zealand units involved.  The Canterbury Mounted Rifles (CMR) had landed on 
Gallipoli to join the Anzac Division on 12th May, at strength 26 officers and 459 other ranks, while it had received 
6 officers and 186 other ranks as reinforcements.  Four months of heavy fighting, culminating in the attempted 
break out of Anzac in August, reduced the CMR to an active strength of 1 officer and 39 other ranks, with 23 
officers and 443 other ranks sick and wounded in hospital.  6th Reinforcements landed at Suez on 19th September, 
but did not remain long in Egypt.  They sailed on to the island of Lemnos, where they joined the Anzac troops 
withdrawn in mid-September from Gallipoli to rest and recover around the harbour at Mudros.  On 3rd October 
John Kirkness was taken on strength of 8th Squadron, CMR, which had sailed from New Zealand a year earlier on 
HMNZ Transport 11, the steamship Athenic. 
 
Over the next month the reinforced CMR recovered its strength with sick and wounded returned from hospital.  
The veterans encouraged the new recruits as they trained together in the hills around Mudros, with occasional 
welcome visits to the hot springs six or seven miles away at Thermos.  On 10th November the New Zealand 
Mounted Brigade returned to the Gallipoli peninsula.  The CMR took over familiar (to the veterans) defensive 
positions north of Walker’s Ridge, where a new field hospital had been sited with a light railway connecting it to 
the beach.  The hot weather had eased, replaced by mostly cold and windy weather, with frequent rain storms. 
 
When not manning the trench lines, the CMR troops were kept busy digging winter shelters and roofing them over 
with iron.  On 27th November the Regiment relieved the Suffolk Yeomanry and part of 162nd Brigade of 54th 
Division in trenches on the northern side of the Aghyl Dere.  The trenches were in a poor state and a day of cold 
rain was followed by a miserable night of snow, which was three or four inches deep by morning.  During the next 
two cold and windy days the Regiment worked hard to improve the trenches, while the troops were kept well 
supplied with hot drinks and rum – these measures combined to make the cases of frostbite relatively few.  
 
The difficult winter conditions did contrive to raise the sickness rate, notably with numerous cases of jaundice.  
Most sick cases were promptly sent to hospital ships, while the Anzac troops were ordered to initiate “silent 
periods”.  Rumours started that these were early measures towards evacuating 
the Anzac/Suvla garrison, which turned out to be the case.  John Kirkness had 
not reported sick until he was admitted to 13th Casualty Clearing Station, in 
Mile Gulley on Walker’s Ridge, on 10th December.  He was then seriously ill 
and John died there that day.  His cause of death was reported as cholemia – 
accumulation of bile acids in the blood, usually resulting from obstruction of 
the bile ducts in the liver, when symptoms include anaemia and jaundice.  
John was buried on Gallipoli, only a week before the successful evacuation of 
Anzac without a casualty.  His grave was identified after the war and John 
Kirkness was reburied in Canterbury Cemetery with 21 other identified 
Anzac soldiers, including 19 men of the New Zealand Mounted Rifles. 
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