
 
K8483 Leading Stoker John Coutts 

 
John Coutts was born at Crowtaing, Walls on 2nd June 1892.  He 
was the illegitimate son of domestic servant Betsy Thomson, but 
took the name of his father, a shepherd called John Coutts.  When 
John left school, he worked as a farm servant.   
 
John obviously had an adventurous streak, as he enlisted in the 
Royal Marine Light Infantry in Glasgow on 13th July 1908.  John 
added a year to his age then, stating that he was a month over 17 
years-old.  John spent a year training at the Royal Marine Depot at 
Deal in Kent, passing a swimming test just before he left there.  
John was posted to join the Plymouth Division of the Royal 
Marines on 12th August 1909.  Although John’s general character 
was consistently graded as Very Good, he failed a gunnery drill 
test in May 1910.  John had not served on a ship and his ability as 
a marine was graded Fair, when he successfully applied to transfer 
into the Royal Navy as a Class II Stoker in August 1910. 

 
John spent another five months training as a stoker in Plymouth, then joined HMS Medea, a second 
class cruiser, on 14th January 1911 in his first sea duty.  John was promoted to Stoker Class I in 
August, but left the cruiser and returned to shore duty in Plymouth in October 1913, shortly before 
HMS Medea was sold.  In January 1914 John joined the crew of the 5,650 ton protected cruiser HMS 
Highflyer, which had returned from duty as flagship of the East Indies Station to Plymouth and since 
August 1913 been used as a training ship for Special Entry Cadets. 
 
When war broke out HMS Highflyer was allocated to 9th Cruiser Squadron, under Rear Admiral 
John de Robeck, on the Finisterre station.  HMS Highflyer left Plymouth on 4th August and a few 
days later intercepted and boarded the Dutch ocean liner Tubantia, returning from South America.  
The liner was found to have on board 150 German reservists, £500,000 in gold destined for the 
German Bank of London and grain intended for Germany, so was escorted into port at Plymouth. 
 
HMS Highflyer was then transferred to Rear Admiral Archibald Stoddart’s 5th Cruiser Squadron, on 
the Cape Verde station, to join the hunt for the German armed merchant cruiser Kaiser Wilhelm der 
Grosse.  The 14,349 gross ton German ocean liner had been painted grey and black for war service 
and fitted with six 105 mm (4.1 inch) and two 37 mm (1.5 inch) guns.  Her commander, Captain 
Reymann, not only operated under the rules of war, but went beyond that to show mercy. 
 
Captain Reymann’s ship quickly sank three British ships, starting near Iceland on 7th August with the 
227 ton fishing boat Tubal Cain, with the crew taken prisoner.  On 16th August Kaiser Wilhelm der 
Grosse intercepted and sank two British cargo steamers about 200 miles south of Tenerife.  The 
crews and few passengers of the 7,392 gross ton New Zealand Shipping Company Kaipara and the 
3,066 gross ton Elder Dempster Lines Nyanga were all taken prisoner, before the steamers were sunk 
by gunfire and explosives placed on board.  Further south in the Atlantic Kaiser Wilhelm der Grosse 
encountered two passenger liners, the Galician and the Arlanza.  Captain Reymann intended to sink 
both ships, but on finding they had many women and children on board, he let them go. 
 
Kaiser Wilhelm der Grosse met up with three German and Austrian colliers at Rio de Oro, a Spanish 
anchorage on the Saharan coast.  The armed merchant cruiser’s engines required huge amounts of 
coal and she was still taking more on board when HMS Highflyer reached there on 26th August.  
Captain Reymann tried to claim the protection of neutral waters, but admitted that he had overstayed 
the time allowed.  The prisoners of war were disembarked, before Kaiser Wilhelm der Grosse sailed 
out for battle against the more heavily armed British cruiser, which had for her main armament 
eleven 6-inch guns and many others of smaller calibre. 



 
The uneven fight between the British cruiser HMS 
Highflyer and the German armed merchant cruiser Kaiser 
Wilhelm der Grosse in the afternoon of 26th August 1914 
lasted just over an hour and a half.  The Royal Navy ship 
lost one man killed and five injured in the engagement.  
The Germans ship was sunk, but the two sides dispute 
the details.  The German version states that their ship was 
scuttled using dynamite after their ammunition was used 
up.  The British stated that the Kaiser Wilhelm der 
Grosse had been badly damaged by gunfire and was 
sinking when Captain Reymann ordered his crew to 
abandon ship. 

                            HMS Highflyer 

Most of the crew of Kaiser Wilhelm der Grosse were taken prisoner and were held in the Amherst 
Internment Camp in Nova Scotia for the remainder of the war.  Captain Reymann managed to swim 
to the shore and eventually made his way back to Germany by working as a stoker on a neutral ship.  
The prisoners from the three British ships sunk by Kaiser Wilhelm der Grosse were recovered, 
although it is most likely that some later lost their lives in what became a much harsher war at sea. 
 
HMS Highflyer remained on the West Africa station until she was transferred to the North America 
and West Indies Squadron in 1917, while John Coutts left the cruiser and arrived back in Plymouth 
on 14th April 1917.  John was therefore not on board HMS Highflyer in Halifax harbour when the 
French ammunition ship Mont-Blanc exploded on 6th December 1917, devastating the city and 
killing many of its citizens.  The sailors killed included nine of the ten crew men from HMS 
Highflyer on a whaleboat sent to investigate the fire aboard the French ship. 
 
John Coutts was promoted to Leading Stoker on arrival back at Plymouth in April 1917, then was 
posted to join the crew of the super-dreadnought battleship HMS Orion on 21st December.  John was 
sent ashore from the ship at Invergordon in May 1918 and admitted into the RN Sick Quarters in the 
hospital there.  He became one of the early Orcadian service victims, from total of 36 known, to die 
of influenza and pneumonia in the great pandemic at the end of the Great War.  John, who died aged 
25 on 20th May 1918 after eight days of illness, is buried in Rosskeen Parish Churchyard Extension. 
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