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ABOUT THE DIARIS T 
 

William Alfred Spurling, known as 'Will', was born 27 February 1893 at 

Warracknabeal, Victoria, the eldest child of William Alfred Spurling (snr), known as 

óBillô, and Charlotte Augusta Emma Spurling (nee Dohse), known as óLottieô.  His 

parents, both South Australian born, had recently arrived in that town where his 

father had found work.  The family lived in Warracknabeal for only a few years and 

then resettled at Redhill, near Port Wakefield, in South Australia, when Will was only 

two years of age.  Shortly after that they moved to Beaufort, where both of Will's 

grandparents had farms.   

 

Willôs grandparents were early pioneers of South Australia, arriving there in the early 

1850ôs.  His maternal grandparents had migrated from Germany, while his paternal 

grandfather had migrated from England and paternal grandmother from Ireland. 
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Will spent most of his youth in the Beaufort and Port Wakefield districts, going to 

school and then working on the family farms.  He had four sisters (Elsie, Irene, Amy, 

Ivy) and three brothers (Sid, Frank, and Gus).   
 

 
 

Scrupulous in his finances, he carefully saved his earnings.  He bought a bicycle in 

Balaklava in 1907 and paid it off at One Pound per month.  Fascinated with 

engineering, in January 1910, aged 17, he went to Adelaide and bought a secondhand 

3.5 horsepower N.S.U. motor cycle for 50 Pounds.  That same year he moved with his 

parentôs family and the family of his uncle Gustav Dohse to take up virgin farming 

land in mallee scrub about 20km from the River Murray at Purnong. The Spurling 

and Dohse family farms were on adjoining land.     

 

Because Will was the eldest of the children he became actively involved in assisting 

his father with the farming at an early age.  Most of his spare time, when not 

cropping, was taken up in building their homestead and clearing their land of scrub 

and stumps so that ever larger crops could be sown.  As well, he worked at times on 

neighbouring farms and during 1913 and 1914 did some farming on his own account.   
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L-R: Will Spurling, Fred Liersch (rear), Gus Dohse (front) 

and Cecil Bartlett, at Balaklava, SA, ca.1910. 
 

However, Will's ambitions always went beyond farming and by 1915, aged 23, he was 

at a crossroad in his life.  Earlier that year he went to Victoria for a few months.  

Then, in April 1915, he sought employment as a Provisional Teacher with the 

Education Department of South Australia.  He sat the entrance examination for 

admission to the six months course of training on June 29th and was sorely 

disappointed when the following month when he was rejected.     

 

Due to their ethnic origins, considerable sadness and anguish was experienced by the 

family when war was declared in 1914 between Britain and Germany, and Australia 

joined in among the British allies.  This became more so when young Will declared 

his wish to volunteer and become one of the combatants.  His first attempt, in June 

1915, was thwarted when the army rejected him because of defective teeth.  However, 

Australia was soon recruiting in earnest and such restrictions were altered.  So, on 

13th August 1915, at the age of 23, Will entered the Australian army at Adelaide as an 

infantryman.   

 

Eight of his cousins were eventually to be on active service in France, namely, 

Gunner Roy Dohse, Private Fred Zerk, Private Bert Mason, Private Walter Butler, 

Lieutenant Leslie Butler DCM, Sergeant Joe Butler, Privates Jack and Ted Spurling, 
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all of whom, with the exception of the latter two, were grandsons of German-born Mr 

& Mrs Julius Heinrich Dohse, of Whitwarta. 
 

 
Will Spurling, ca 1909, at Clare, SA 

 

Like many soldiers, against orders Will kept a diary.  This was made in small pocket 

notebooks using pale blue indelible pencil.  The diary, along with other relics of his, 

has been handed down through his family as cherished heirlooms.  In his own words, 

compiled from his diary, letters, and postcards, this is his story......... 

 

ENLISTMENT AND DEPARTURE  
 

This is a few notes on my life from the time I enlisted in the Army on the 13th August 

1915.  I went through the general preliminary of military training commencing at the 

Exhibition Camp, then Morphettville, and finally at Mitcham Camp.  At Mitcham I 

was annexed to the unit of the 13th Reinforcements, 10th Battalion.   

 

After five months of training life we left Australia by the transport ship Borda from 

the Outer Harbour on the morning of January 11th, 1916.  The Borda is a nice clean 

ship of 11,000 tons and a speed of 17 knots.  It was a pretty but sad sight to see when 

we began to move away from the wharf.  Mothers, sisters, and sweethearts were 

saying perhaps their last farewell to the ones they love so well, and many sad faces 

were left behind after the hundreds of pretty streamers and ribbons had broken. 
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Will Spurling (right) at Morphettville training camp, SA, Oct 1915  

 

My second day on water was far from pleasant, in fact we were all cussing 'Bill' 

(Kaiser Wilhelm II, Ed.) and after this all was well.  That was the 12th, the same day 

that we lost sight of land, and then we saw nothing until the 16th when in the morning 

we arrived in Fremantle, Western Australia.  They say we kept 40 miles out of the 

regular mail track to foil any spies there might be on the mail boats.   

 

We anchored in Fremantle at breakfast time on Sunday morning, and here the vessel 

was coaling all day Sunday and Sunday night.  Sixty of us were put on sentry duty on 

board all day Sunday, while the others had leave until 6pm in the evening.  The next 

day, 17th January, we were granted leave from 7pm until 10.30pm.  Four of us 

intimate friends went up to Perth, which is twelve miles and three quarters of an hour 

in the train.  

 

We had a good look over the city and especially the River Swan.  After buying a few 

luxuries for the trip we went back to the port and got there at twelve, despite being left 

behind.  Then the fun began.  We couldn't get through the guards and the boat was 

already moving.  One chap dropped his parcel of biscuits and anchovy paste and 

forced the guards aside.  After a little struggle the four of us got through just in time.   

 

We were making to our quarters when a Sergeant told us to go to the Guard Room and 

get a rifle and bayonet.  We were dumbfounded but had to obey.  Thirty of us were 

armed and lowered to the water and pulled ashore.  Curious, we didn't know what for, 

until we were in the port again and then it was made known to us.  
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Will Spurling (far left) with other recruits for 10

th
 Battn 

reinforcements, at Mitcham Training Camp, SA, 1915 

About thirty soldiers from the Borda were drunk and had run amok in Fremantle.  

Some had no intentions of coming with us and some were too drunk to know what 

they were doing.  Well, to arrest these fellows and get them back to the boat was a 

very exciting piece of work.  Rifle and bayonet were of no use.  We had to put them 

down and get in with our fists.  After handcuffing two or three, and knocking half a 

dozen over, we got the upper hand and the crowd by this time was enormous.  When 

we had these fellows at our mercy we couldn't get them to move, so a Lieutenant 

stopped a horse and trolley and we loaded them up like hay and ordered the driver to 

go to the wharf.  The Borda was then three miles out in the anchorage so they got a 

steam launch and we took them all out.  Some of their uniforms were red with blood.  

They were all tried and got duties for the rest of the voyage.  

 

AT SEA 
 

We left the anchorage at 3 o'clock on the 17th and up until the 23rd the sea has been 

very quiet.  On the 24th the sea was very rough and a lot of soldiers were repeating 

their experience of the 12th.  Perhaps this was the reason for us seeing so many sharks 

this day, and there were thousands of flying fish also.   

 

On the 26th January we were all paid with a One Pound note and I noticed all the 

gambling had started again.  There were six crown and anchor schools going, and one 

two-up school, besides dozens of nap players.  To see the boys you would never think 

they were going to war.  It was very much a pleasure trip.  And so it was - we had 

concerts and parties of all kinds, besides boxing and wrestling.  

 

On the 28th January we had a picnic and general sports day.  It was interesting.  Up 

until dinnertime we had boxing, wrestling, tug-of-war, and numerous other items, our 

unit featuring well among the prize list. 
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At 2 o'clock that day we crossed the equator and it is a general thing for those who 

have not crossed The Line before to be dipped.  This practice is carried out on all 

ships.  They had a canvas dip which held about five hundred gallons and every man, 

with a uniform on or not, was dipped twice by special 'military police'.  There was no 

getting out of it.  You were arrested and put in and the boat was searched from stem to 

stern.  It was all done in proper style.  There was Father Neptune, his wife, and a judge 

and jury and, of course, a lot were tried and found guilty for different actions. 

 
HMAT Borda, 11136 tons, 14 knots, P&O SN Co. London 

After all this was over, and while we were at tea, the fire bell started ringing.  This is 

practice for the troops in case of fire.  We all fall out with life belts on and in dead 

silence.  It's just the same with the alarm whistle and boat drill.  Once we were called 

out in the night just to see how quick we could do it.  We all had our parade decks and 

knew where to go.  One afternoon we were feasting on canned fruit which we had 

bought when the bell started.  Everything was left just as it was and when we were 

dismissed we returned and found someone had 'rescued' our fruit so we had to finish 

tea on rotten cheese  

 

The food on the boat was anything but good.  We have three parades a day, principally 

physical exercise, for three hours a day.  Quite enough for the food and the hammocks 

we have to sleep in, too. 
 

At sea somewhere?  February 2nd 1916  

My dear Mother,  

Orders are given that if we have letters to post to put them in the 

Orderly Room by seven tonight and they will reach Australia a 

fortnight before those we post when we  land, so I thought I would 

let you know how I am.  

 

Well dear ones, I can't say much, only we had a splendid trip so far 

and the sea is like a billiard table today.  God knows where we are -  

we don't -  we have seen nothing but water for seventeen days, but  

we must be getting close to land somewhere, surely.   We are all 

anxious to get off again.   
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I will send Elsie and Irene a note when I finish this.  When you 

write, dear Mother, always tell me how many letters you have got 

from me, and I will know if any  goes astray.  I am anxious to get a 

letter from home.  You don't know how I will appreciate a few lines 

from home.  I will expect a letter about the first week in March, or 

before.  I think I have told you before that you could use those 

envelopes I took home, but be sure to cross out the words not 

wanted.  I suppose you got my two letters I sent from Perth.  We 

had great excitement there.  I will tell you later on.  
 

We crossed the Equator on the 28th and had a sports day on board 

with great success, and it is customary for those that have not 

crossed the line before to be dipped and it was carried out in proper 

style.  A lot were put in clothes and all.  They had a canvas tank to 

hold about 500 gallons.  Of course, we had Father Neptune, his 

wife, judge, jury and all.  It caused great excitement all the 

afternoon.  Then we have concerts, too, and get some good 

programs.   

 

Well, Mother, I will write again as soon as we land, and promise you 

I will write every possible chance, however little it is.  Always let 

Father read my letters, as I will address them all to you.  You are 

sure to get them and send them to him, if he is not home.  Tell me 

if you are getting my pay all right.  If you like you can send the 

price of a dress to Elsie, for yourself, and she c an get it, or anything 

you really want.  I think I will conclude for the time, and hoping all 

is well and happy as I am.   

I am, your affectionate Son and Brother, Will.   XXXXXXXXX  

 

Ps: Remember me to all, and give the little ones a kiss for me.  I 

have w ritten to no one but you yet.  If anyone wants my address, 

give it to them.  I am writing a diary, and find plenty to write.  It 

will be interesting when I come home.   
 

On the 2nd February we were surprised at waking up and seeing land on our port side.  

This was the first land we had seen since leaving Australia.  After a lot of questions 

and surmising we were told it was the coast of Africa.  It was very mountainous, with 

high rocks and very high cliffs.  A lighthouse here caused great excitement.  It was on 

an island all by itself.  The island contained about half an acre of surface and went 

nearly perpendicular to the water.  The lighthouse was perched on top at a tremendous 

height from the water.   

 

While at breakfast we passed the troopship Afric, 12,000 tons, with troops from all 

states of Australia.  All that day, off and on, we saw land.  In the evening orders were 

that all portholes to be closed, no matches to be struck on the upper decks, and all 

naked lights had to be put out.  This was while we were passing Aden in the Red Sea.   

 

Up until the 5th February we saw steamers of all descriptions and, occasionally, land.  

We were paid again on this day and it took great effect on the gambling schools again.  

A few days before pay day you will hardly see any of it. 
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On the 6th our unit was detailed for guard and fatigue duties.  The sergeant told two of 

the fatigues to go and shift some cheese out of the canteen.  They asked him where 

they should put it and he thought they knew, so he said, "Oh, chuck it over", and so 

they innocently went and threw it overboard.  Big 75lb cheeses, never been opened.  

After a while, the sergeant asked them where they had put it, and when they told him 

he nearly went mad.  I don't know how he got on.  The two chaps said it was nearly as 

much as they could lift and when it struck the water everyone on that side of the ship 

looked to see what it was.  They thought it was a man. 

 

EGYPT - CAIRO AND HELIOPOLIS  
 

We reached Port Suez and anchored at the anchorage at seven o'clock on the morning 

of 7th February.  This was the first time we had stopped since we left Fremantle and 

we had to stay on board until the 10th.  This day we disembarked and left by train for 

Heliopolis, which is eighty miles distant.  We got there in the early hours of the 11th 

February, one month to the day from when we left Adelaide.   

 

Well, during this day we did nothing.  In the evening we went up to Cairo, which is 

seven miles distant from the Aerodrome Camp where we were.  The train and car does 

this in fifteen minutes and are entirely worked by natives.  Cairo opened my eyes.  I 

saw things here I would never have believed before.  It is all natives - thousands of 

them.  One wonders what they live on.  They are very poorly clad - you can't tell the 

males from the females, and by what I have seen, I am not anxious to know the 

difference.  However, there are some very fascinating French girls here and there are 

some natives dressed as well as any European.   

 

We had to leave the city before 9 o'clock as no man in uniform is allowed out after 

ten.  We returned to camp to our little 'mye-myes' (or wurleys, Ed) made out of 

bamboo, which, I suppose, is cheaper than canvas.  There are hundreds of them, built 

by the natives.  They are very cool during the summer months, but are very unpleasant 

when it is wet - and this is the wettest winter known in Egypt for fourteen years.  

 

On Sunday 13th February we went for a tour under a French guide, which cost us 20 

piastres (equal to 4/2 English money).  We were taken through all the historic 

buildings of old and new Cairo, some as old as 2,400 years.  We were taken and 

shown the mosque of Ibrahim Pasha, an enormous building where the Arabs used to 

pray.  In this building were the two pillars they would kiss when felling ill, and they 

were supposed to get well again the next day.  One could see where it was worn away 

with kissing.  They are preserved now with a steel railing.  

 

We also saw the two large pillars of marble, nine inches apart, that every Arab was 

forced through every year.  If he failed to get through they said he was a bad man, and 

would imprison him.  The marble here is as shiny as glass.  I suppose thousands and 

thousands have passed through them.   

 

There are hundreds of other mosques, of little or more importance, and the kings, or 

men, that built these places were all buried inside.  The buildings were all done by 

slave labour.  Then there is the old Citadel, a fort which was built to defend Cairo, 



 

 10 

now Old Cairo, hundreds of years ago, with all its guns, of course now out of date.  

Half a dozen spots on the walls were called to our attention and it was explained that 

this was done by the Arab cannon balls in an attempted invasion of Egypt, two 

thousand years ago (?).  It explained the difference between the 'Jack Johnson' shells 

we have today.  

 

In one old church we were shown a solid block of gold, about nine inches square, 

which was built into the wall when gold was of little value, and is still preserved there.  

Yes, we all tried it but it was quite tight.  In the same building were tombs of the great 

people of Egypt, with age clinging to them.  One was of solid copper, valued at 

hundreds of thousands.  Also here was a sacred carpet, and a kingdom would not buy 

it.  We were made to remove our boots before entering.  All these buildings are 

guarded by sentries and will be for years.   

 

We can imagine the damage done in Belgium to these old places by the Huns.  

Enormous would be the loss of relics if that were to happen here.  It is funny to see the 

Jews praying and repenting; they go through all sorts of antics.  They come to their 

sacred God with a very sad face and go away smiling and look quite happy. 

 

We were taken into the place where the Holy Family hid whilst fleeing from the Arabs 

in the invasion. It was a little underground cave under a church and their table and 

chairs are still there.   

 

Then, on an island in the middle of the River Nile, we were shown the place where 

Moses was found, and the box he was in, and the old door he was taken through.  We 

were disappointed we couldn't see the actual bull rushes - they were all dead.  This is 

old Cairo, and every wall left standing has graves in them.  There are thousands of 

natives living here; it's wonderful what they find to eat.  Sugar cane is their principal 

diet.   

 

While I am writing this, it is understood that there are four of us friends, very intimate, 

and we always knock about together.  We went through camp together and we have 

been together ever since. 

 

Cairo, Egypt.  February 16th 1916  

My dear Mo ther and all,  

A few lines to let you know that I am well and happy and promise 

you are the same.  Well, dear Mother, I suppose I ought to have 

written to you before but I have been too jolly busy.  Well, I have 

had a splendid trip over and hope it will be as good going home.  

We arrived at Port Suez on the 8th and left there by train two days 

after and got to this camp at 2 o'clock on the morning of the 11th, 

a month to the day from when we left Adelaide.  

 

This is a fine big camp and we live in huts made of  bamboo, and it 

is very nice when it rains I can tell you, when you wake up in the 

morning and find you are lying in water.  This is the wettest winter 

known in Egypt for fourteen years but I suppose we will soon have 

the summer here and then, they say, it s awful -  you can only go 

out in the night and mornings.  As for the food, we get looked after 
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well, in fact better than we were at Mitcham.  We get a change 

every other day and cocoa and biscuits when we get up in the 

morning.  We have got to have it, as the training here is very 

strenuous, and all hours.  You never know where you are going to 

be.   

 

It would open your eyes to see this place Mother.  You never see a 

white man (except those in khaki) and they are the dirtiest race of 

people existing.  I hav e seen things here I could never tell you.  It 

opened my eyes.  Heliopolis, that's where we are, is only seven 

miles from Cairo and the train goes in in fifteen minutes.  They are 

very fast and are worked entirely by the natives.  One hardly feels 

safe rid ing behind them.  Last Sunday about 150 of us went on a 

tour under a French guide through old Cairo and there are some 

wonderful sights to be seen here.  The old historic buildings 

hundreds of years old, all have history clinging to them.  Many of 

these th ings are mentioned in the Bible, things I have heard 

preached in S.A. I have seen in reality and perhaps will be the only 

one in our family who will ever see them.  I could sit and write for 

hours on what I have seen here, but you will understand I can't 

explain in a letter.  But, I am writing a diary and you will be able to 

read it when I come home.   

 

Well, my dear ones, what do you think!  You will be surprised to 

know I have met Bert Mason.  He landed here two days after I did, 

and yesterday morning he came to my hut and enquired for me.  I 

heard someone mention my name and he came up to me and said 

he was my cousin.  I said no, not mine, he must be making a 

mistake.  After a while he told me his name and I was 

dumbfounded.  Fancy meeting over here.  He didn't know I was 

here and I didn't know he was here.  He thought by chance to make 

enquiries and I was the fourth man he spoke to in our 

reinforcements.  Now we knock about together.  I think he was glad 

to meet me, as he is very quiet.  Bert is in the sa me Brigade as I 

am and only four chains from where I camp, so we are always 

together.   

 

We are trying to get leave to go and see Leslie, and I will see Rolf 

too.  It is impossible for me to tell you where they are.  We are 

warned against this, so I won't take any risks, but its only two days 

from here.  Of course, they are in the trenches -  they themselves 

can't say where they are, you will understand.  You will know more 

from the papers than I can tell you.  We never know what is 

happening about the war a s nothing is printed here or allowed in.  

You know more in Australia than we do.  We hear there is 

conscription in England, but can't say if it is true.  Let me know.  

The laws are very strict here Mother.  Two English Tommies were 

shot here a few days ago  for disobeying orders.  What do you think 

of that!  That will never be my fate.   
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Well, I am looking for a letter from you any day now.  I have a 

letter from Adelaide tonight, so guess I won't have to wait long for 

yours.  I will send you this letter.  Y ou can read it and see what I 

have left behind.  I must be a funny kid because I never give 

anything like this a thought, poor girl.  I wish I had not wasted her 

time.  I don't know what to tell her.  I think I will wait awhile now 

before I tell her.  She' s a pretty girl and very affectionate.   

 

This is the first letter I have written since we landed and I suppose 

you are anxiously waiting for it.  The one I wrote on water was a 

few days before we landed.  They had to go in and be censored.  I 

will post th is in Heliopolis as I think it will be safer.  I suppose you 

know our money here is different.  It is very hard to get used to 

and very easy to get rid of.  Well, Bert is here writing to Irene, and 

I am nearly cut out too.  Let Father read this if you can.   I will write 

again in a few weeks time so you can look for a letter pretty nearly 

every fortnight.  Don't worry about me, dear Mother.  We are a long 

way off Active Service yet, in a sense, so I will close with love to all 

at home.  

I am, your affectiona te Son and Brother,  

Will Sp. XXXXX  

 

On Sunday 20th February we visited the zoo, which is the finest in the world.  It's laid 

out fine with plenty of room and with a specimen of almost every living creature in 

the world.  It would take four good days to go through this zoo. 

 

I've seen the prettiest parks and paths here that I have ever seen.  Getting about to 

these places is very awkward.  You don't know the cars and then it's a hard thing to 

read them, and it's only about two in ten of the natives that you can make understand.  

I've been arguing with them for fifteen minutes, and then went away none the wiser, 

so you are in an awkward position if you happen to get lost here. 

 

On the 27th February 1916, we went to the Cheops Pyramid, which is the largest 

pyramid in Egypt and is about seventeen miles from our camp.  We get out there at a 

cost of threepence by car.  It's a very interesting ride and we pass over the largest 

bridge on the Nile and this is a wonderful construction. 

 

The first thing that meets your eye when getting out of the car are the donkeys and 

camels and their owners, waiting to take people to the pyramids.  You can get a 

donkey all the afternoon for five piastres.  Anyhow, we walked this afternoon; it was 

too far from payday.  On getting to the pyramids you are pestered with guides, who we 

refused, and undertook it ourselves. 

 

The largest pyramid covers a surface of eight chain square and runs to an enormous 

height.  One little opening in this takes you to the interior, which is as dark as 

dungeon.  Here we saw where a king and queen had been buried in a little room.  The 

coffin of cement was still there.  One is very glad to get out of there, as it is very 

stuffy. 
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Some of Willôs Cairo souvenirs 

Next we visited the Sphinx, which is wonderful, and close by is a large building that 

has been dug out and was supposed to have been buried for hundreds of years.  In this 

were found some mummies and inside the boxes were found thousands of pounds 

worth of jewels.  Even now they honour their dead by burying valuables with them.  In 

one wall of this building there was a solid piece of granite measuring sixteen feet by 

four feet by four feet.  Now, how did this get here, as there is no granite for miles.  It's 
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the same with the pyramid; this is where the '?' comes in and no living man can 

answer. 

 

On our way home from the pyramids we again visited the zoo and saw a few more 

things of note, including two pontoons that were captured from the Turks on 'The 

Canal' in 1901.  We also saw a turtle with a circumference of seven feet and aged over 

two hundred years old. 

 

TEL -EL-KABIR  
 

On the 1st March 1916, we were roused out of bed at four o'clock in the morning, and 

were on the train ready for Tel-el-Kabir at 9 o'clock.  We were all jammed in ordinary 

wagons but we had to make the best of it.  After four hours ride we arrived at Tel-el-

Kabir.  

 

This is an enormous camp. There are forty miles of tents here and the camp is close to 

the Suez Canal.  As soon as we got here we found things were more 'war like' and 

everything is far stricter than we were used to.  Here we get a fair share of 'dog food'.  

The biscuits are as hard as iron and we get them in bagfuls.  You could make a good 

tile floor out of them.  We also got a taste of piggy - we call it Lance Corporal bacon' 

because there is only one stripe of lean on it.   

 

The longest trains I have ever seen in my life I have seen since being in Egypt.  They 

are a tremendous length.  I have seen eighty vehicles and one engine.  This is all level 

country here; otherwise they couldn't do it. 

 

When we first arrived in Egypt we found the money very difficult, but after a while, 

when we are taken down a few times, we soon Jerry.  There are eight different coins in 

the Egyptian money, from the quarter millieme to the twenty-piastre piece.  Then 

starts the note money.  They are similar to our Ten Shilling note.  The money 

commonly used are the half, one, five, ten, and twenty piastre pieces.  One piastre is 

about two and a half pence.   

 

It's wonderful how one can beat the native down in prices.  In one case I tried to buy a 

walking stick from one of them in the streets and he wanted a hundred piastres for it.  

I beat him down to six, and then I never bought it.  One delights in arguing with them.  

There are hundreds of them in the streets selling oranges, peanuts, matches, and 

cigarettes.  There are also hundreds of bootblacks and you can get a good shine for 

half a piastre.   

 

The town of Heliopolis is built principally of bricks made of sand and there are some 

buildings here which are very fine.  It's quite common for one building to have a 

hundred apartments and the finest building is the Palace Hotel, built by a syndicate of 

natives, and now called the Palace Hospital, because it is at present filled with 

wounded Australians.  Heliopolis is a second Monte Carlo, built by a millionaire for 

the purpose of gambling, and by what I have seen, it was no failure.  Thousands of 

Pounds change hands here every night. 
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On the 1st March 1916, we were reorganised, and helped to form a new battalion - the 

50th Battalion.  This seemed a long way from home after being used to the 10th 

Battalion. 

 

March 2nd 1916  

Dear Ivy  

I have sent one of these postcards to Gussie and thought you would 

like one.  Well, dear Sister, I can't tell you much, only I  am well and 

having a real good time.  I will have a lot to tell you when I come 

home again.  We have been shifted about a lot since we have been 

in Egypt.  It's all experience for us, I suppose.  We are not far off 

the trenches now, and have been made int o a new battalion.  I will 

give you the address.  I am waiting for a letter from dear Mother.  I 

hope she is not worrying about me, as I am alright.  I am not far 

from Rolf, but can't get to see him.  I have written, but have no 

answer yet.  Well, dear sis ter, I must conclude.   

With best love from your affectionate Brother,   

Will   XXXXX  

Ps:  I have written this in a tent in the desert on a tin dish.  

 

On Sunday 12th March, some of us went out into the desert and had a look at the 

trenches that were made thirty-two years ago by the Arabs in defence of their country 

from the British.  I can remember the battle of Tel-el-Kabir from history lessons.  

There are miles and miles of trenches here, and one wonders how they have stood for 

so long.   

 

Battles in those days were decided in a few hours.  The British came across the desert 

by night and took the Arabs by surprise and that is how Egypt is now a British 

Protectorate.  There must have been an awful slaughter here, for you can dig up skulls 

and skeletons by the hundreds of both sides and also old rifles and bullets and all sorts 

of war materials that have been drifted over by sand in the years gone by.  The deserts 

of Egypt are not all sand, as one might think, but a mass of pretty little stones, and 

there is no sign of vegetation for miles, not even a bush. 

 

On the 16th of March we were inoculated again and had to go through the agonies of 

that again.  On the 19th of March we got our first big mail, and no-one but the boys 

know how we accept it.  They nearly go mad when they get a letter from their dear 

ones at home.  This is my first mail and I got eight letters.  I couldn't sleep that night 

for joy.  A lot of letters go astray, and one can't wonder why as they are unloaded like 

hay in bagfuls. 

 

On March 22nd the Prince of Wales and General Birdwood paid a visit to our camp.  

This is the first time I have seen our future King and I was surprised to see such a boy.  

He was riding a splendid black horse and he had all his guards with him, as well as 

staff and two or three other big 'heads'.  The Prince was carrying three 'stars' and as he 

rode along the lines we all 'hip-hoo-rayed' him.  In the afternoon he ordered a half 

holiday for us.  We were wishing he would come every day for the training we have 

here is very hard.  I have worked hard but never before in my life have I felt so broken 

down. It was awful, and on such little food. 
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On the 23rd March we were all issued with helmets to protect the back of our necks, 

and also shorts, and once again we looked like little boys, or rather the bottom half of 

us did and the top half looked like an old Indian game hunter, so you can picture the 

sights we were.  Nevertheless, we were glad to get them.   

 

On the 24th we were inoculated again and went through the same agonies again.  In a 

few days we are going to move, and today, the 27th March, they have got us out in the 

desert marching everywhere with a full pack, breaking us in (or, at least, down) for the 

journey.  The sun and the heat are intense and almost unbearable and we are only 

allowed one bottle of water per day.  Only the strongest of us can do this.   

 

On the last day of March we left Tel-el-Kabir early in the morning and marched 

eighteen miles along a fresh water canal to a place called Mahsama, which is a railway 

siding, and we stopped there for the day at two o'clock.  This was a terrible task and I 

shall never forget it.  When on the march we always go for forty minutes and then 

have ten minutes spell.  This is marching rules for the whole of the journey until the 

destination is reached. 

 

On April Fools Day (1st April) we again left our camp at 3 o'clock in the morning and 

went on another twenty miles to a place called '.éé......', well, I forget the name. 

(Moascar, Ed).  Anyhow, this was another terrible day's march and on very little 

water.  Water carts were following us but we only get enough to make us thirsty again.  

Natives were following us with oranges and they were a terrible price. 

 

SERAPEUM, SUEZ CANAL 
 

Following the withdrawal of the Anzac 1st and 2nd Divisions from Gallipoli in 

December 1914, these exhausted troops were transported back to Egypt.  There they 

were rested and reinforced by fresh troops from Australia.  All were regrouped into 

new battalions with the express purpose of blending experienced troops with fresh 

recruits.  Over the next few months these new battalions were drilled into cohesive 

units in preparation for their transport to the Western Front in France. (Ed.) 

 

On the 2nd April, after another heavy day's marching, we got to Serapeum.  This is a 

camp in Asia Minor, just over the Suez Canal.  The distance we have come in these 

three days was just on fifty miles and they were the hardest fifty I have ever done.  A 

brigade that went over the same route about seven days prior to our trip lost three men 

from want of water, and one private shot an officer and then shot himself.  Water is a 

hard thing to get in these places and some were paying five piastres to the natives for a 

bottle of dirty water.  The next morning found a lot of us in the Suez Canal, which is 

only half a mile from the camp.  A dip in the briny was all we could wish for and it 

was here that I learned to swim. 

 

On the 11th April I weighed myself and was surprised when I turned the scales at 11 

stone, 4 pound.  We get a fair share of gift stuff in the sweets line from Australia, 

which is very acceptable, and a bigger share in dust storms and gnats, which are most 

unwelcomed.  It's nothing to see a couple of chaps sitting down in the sun 'gnatting' 
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themselves.  Every time I looked, and that was every day, I found about ten or fifteen 

of them on me on the average. 

 

 
 

On the 16th April I was working all day and night digging out a train that was drifted 

over in a dust storm.  Sixteen Turkish prisoners went through today that were captured 

in a little 'box-on' not far from here.  This area is where the Turks made a raid on the 

Suez Canal a while ago, and we saw the grave of Major Von Hagen, a German who 

was leading the Turks.  One of our boys dug him up and took his buttons and a few 

piastres from his body and he got three years for it.  

 

On the 20th April we had a march past the Prince of Wales and General Murray, in 

review.  The next day was Good Friday and it hurt us when we had to work all day.  

 

On Easter Monday we were taken out into the desert, with very little water, and when 

we came back to camp we rushed the tanks.  Officers and bayonets wouldn't have 

stopped us.  The lousy devils, they have plenty of beer and refreshments and the poor 


