
S/6441 Private George Martin Swanson 
 
George was born at Burnhouse, Walls on 13th July 1894, the third son of 
mason John Swanson and Jane Swanson (née Norquay).  George’s elder 
brother, Thomson, had died of enteritis when only a year old in April 1892.  
The family moved to the farm at West Rinnigill in Lyness, which John took 
over from his uncle George on his retirement.  
 
While young George was attending school, his oldest brother John followed 
their sister Mary to live in 21 Victoria Street in Stromness.  She worked 
there as a domestic servant, John as an apprentice to the tailor Andrew 
Towers, who lived next door.  John did not complete the apprenticeship, but 
left to take up one as a mechanical engineer with Duncan & Co in Glasgow.  
After completing it he left for Australia, where was known as Jock 
Swanson, but his family in Orkney called him by his middle name, William.  
George had two younger brothers, James and Fred, when he left school and 
started full-time work on the family farm at West Rinnigill.   
 

William enlisted soon after the Great War started in August 1914.  He did so on 18th September at 
Morphetville, near Adelaide in South Australia, and joined the Australian Army Service Corps 
(ASC) as a Driver and Mechanic.  George was also an early volunteer, enlisting in Stromness into 
the Seaforth Highlanders when a recruiting party of the regiment lead by Sergeant Smith visited 
Orkney in November.  George travelled by boat and train to the Seaforths Depot at Fort George in 
Inverness-shire, where he was issued with basic kit.  A longer train journey took George to 
Aldershot, where he joined the regiment’s first (or K1) new Service Battalion, 7th Seaforths in 26th 
Brigade of 9th Division. 
 
George completed six months training and had a week’s embarkation leave, before 9th Division 
was the first of the New Armies to cross to France on 9th May 1915.  After a train journey and four 
days billeted in Arques, 7th Seaforths marched to the town of Bailleul, near the French-Belgian 
border.  From billets in Armentières the Seaforth companies in turn were attached to battalions of 
17th Brigade of 6th Division in the line near Armentières, for instruction in trench warfare.  At the 
end of June 7th Seaforths had their first spell holding a section of the line, a few miles further south.  
 
Although the front there was in a “quiet” time, 7th Seaforths had a steady trickle of casualties lost to 
the occasional German artillery and mortar fire on the trenches, also to machine gun and sniper fire 
on night-time work parties and patrols out of the trenches.  George wrote home regular letters, 
which were invariably “cheery” with sentiments like “Don’t worry, I’m alright and in great heart”.  
In fact, George was among the slightly wounded in the early period, but he did not tell his parents.  
It must have worried them, when word reached Orkney that Edwin Barnett of Kirkwall and 7th 
Seaforths had died of wounds on 8th August.  By then 9th Division had served three months in the 
line and was considered ready to take part in its first offensive battle. 
 
William had sailed from Melbourne on HMAT 40 Ceramic on 22nd December 1914 with the 9th 
Motor Transport Company ASC in the Second Australian Contingent.  The First Contingent had not 
reached the UK, as it was diverted to Egypt after Turkey entered the war.  The Anzac troops who 
had left Egypt and landed on Gallipoli during April 1915 were contained in an overlooked, cramped 
cove where motor transport had no role.  William was one of the very few Australian soldiers to 
reach the UK, to spend a couple of months there, during the first half of 1915.  He sailed from 
Southampton on the steamship Golden Eagle on 9th July and landed next day in Rouen.  That city 
was already a major supply hub for the British Expeditionary Force (BEF), with several military 
hospitals in its outskirts, so there was plenty of work for William’s motorised company to do. 



The Allied spring offensive on the Western Front had failed, with the British attack at Festubert in 
May suffering from a lack of artillery shells.  The Allies intended to retake the offensive in 
September, with the main French effort in the Champagne region, but also a combined British and 
French offensive in the Artois region.  9th Division moved south into Artois and relieved 1st 
Division in the trenches east of Vermelles, to play a significant part in the September offensive. 
 
The BEF attacked at Loos on 25th September with six divisions: 1st, 2nd and 7th Regular Army, 
47th (London) Territorial, 9th and 15th (Scottish) New Army.  There were three infantry divisions, 
21st and 24th New Army and the Guards, in reserve, along with 1st and 2nd Cavalry Divisions.  To 
compensate for the continued shell shortage and give cover to the advance, chlorine gas from 5028 
cylinders and smoke from mortars and 7870 candles were released across the eight mile front. 
 
9th Division was the second most northern in the attack, with a 1500 yard frontage and objectives 
on the 25th that included the strongest defence work on the whole front of attack, the Hohenzollern 
Redoubt, also a nearby slag heap called the Dump and Fosse 8 mine buildings.  7th Seaforth and 5th 
Cameron Highlanders led the attack of 26th Brigade on the right, starting at 6.30am. 
 
The smoke and gas cloud gave cover to the Seaforths, who entered the Redoubt and, after a brisk 
fight, captured its southern part.  By 7.30am the Seaforths had bombed and bayoneted their way to 
clear Fosse 8.  The Camerons took great loss, but joined by 8th Black Watch came up soon after on 
the left and lined up with the Seaforths.  A company of the Black Watch passed through with 8th 
Gordons and captured Pekin Trench, in the German second position near Haines.  The Seaforths 
held a trench at the Dump, but took more casualties there from German shell fire.  9th Division’s 
attack was a success, but delay in getting forward the reserve 24th Division meant momentum was 
lost and German counter-attacks over the next few days retook most of the ground they had lost. 
 
News of the heavy losses of the many Scottish units involved in the Battle of Loos soon reached 
soldier families back home.  When no further letters from George reached his parents, they quickly 
feared the worst and passed that on to William.  A month after the battle had started, William 
extended one of his supply trips to make a visit to 7th Seaforths, then rebuilding their strength in 
Flanders.  An officer told him that George was “missing and believed killed on 25th September”.   
 
Shortly after William passed on the sad news to his parents, they received confirmation in writing.  
A couple of weeks later a letter arrived from a friend of George, stating that George Swanson and 
two other Seaforths had been overcome by gas and crawled into an empty trench.  A German shell 
had burst above the trench, burying the three men.  It was many months later before the War Office 
sent official confirmation that George Swanson was “missing, presumed dead”.  George’s body was 
never found and identified, so he is one of the dozen Orcadians commemorated on the Loos 
Memorial.  William was allowed leave from 2nd to 11th November.  He made the long trip home to 
visit his family in Orkney, although he was able to spend only one full day at Lyness. 
 
William was probably relieved when the Australian Divisions began to 
arrive in France in April 1916 and his unit re-joined the 1st Australian 
Division.  William was promoted to Lance Corporal in October that year, 
then to Corporal in February 1917.  He most likely visited his family again 
in Orkney during three weeks of extended leave in early 1918.  He had 
sailed to Australia on 12th October in the special leave awarded to 1914 
veterans, when Corporal J. W. Swanson was mentioned in Sir Douglas 
Haig’s Dispatch of 8th November 1918.  William was discharged from his 
military service on 23rd February 1919 in Australia. 
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