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Introduction    
    
This book is, as near as can be determined, the story of our Grandfather, William John Grummett's 

experience in World War I.  It is told using his remarkable photographs taken during the war, family 

and other photos, and a smattering of historical research.  The chapters included here were originally 

written as a series of essays for a website built to tell the story, allow people to browse the photographs 

and, more broadly, to commemorate the centenary of the end of the First World War. Visit the website 

at wjgrummettphotosandhistoryww1.blog    

We believe it was our Grandfather's wish to, "write the whole thing down", and he had amassed some 

of the material to do just that.  However, his family, and his enduring commitment to his community 

took precedence until the end, and must have continually bumped the writing of his wartime memoir to 

a lower priority.    

Of course, we can't speak for the man, but his photos can. In researching and writing the story we have 

tried to reconstruct his experience, based as much as possible upon his wartime photos.  The point has 

been to get some sense of what he was feeling, thinking and doing: first as war was declared; then as 

he trained and traveled to the front; as he fought in the conflict; and then, what it was like to come 

home.    

It is the story of a modern odyssey.  He was away for 3 years and 9 months and in that time, he was a 

soldier in two armies; beginning as a simple private and eventually becoming an officer.  He crossed 

the Atlantic and the Indian Oceans twice. He traveled no less than five seas including the Celtic Sea, 

Mediterranean, Alboran, the Red to the Arabian.  He stood on 4 continents and fought bitterly in a land 

so old that it had forgotten that it was once home to the Garden of Eden and the cradle of the first 

civilizations.  He saw natural wonders on the Indian sub-continent, and the realities of Imperial Britain.  

He met a family that cared for him like an adoptive son.  He made friends and mourned their loss on 

the battlefield.  He traveled nearly 24,000 nautical miles and incalculable miles by train, river steamer, 

armoured car, on horse back and on foot.  And, after all of that, like the famed Greek before him, he 

came home, bearing both the scars and the triumphs of the journey, to resume his life in the place he 

loved.    

And, this we offer to you, simply as the story of one young man and his contribution to a world 

changing event.    

Lest we forget...    

1914-1918 - 100 Years since the end of the Great War    

    
 

 

        



 

 

About the Photographs    
  

William J. Grummett’s collection of wartime photographs provides a captivating look into the life of a 

soldier of the first World War.  In these photos we see from the front line what desert warfare was like 

100 years ago when Iraq was called Mesopotamia.   At the same time, it is a record of his remarkable 

journey.  Fortunately, Will wasn’t satisfied documenting things military only, and trained his camera 

on the people, the architecture, wildlife and the natural beauty of the landscape as well.    

   

The collection contains photos that are unusual and sometimes haunting in their contemplative quality.  

For example, in the photo below, Will has captured the inside of his tent, at some unidentified camp 

along the Persian Front in Mesopotamia, and the absence of people yet the presence of personal 

articles, suggests something of the loss or separation that must continually confront the soldier 

engaged in warfare.    

 

Similarly, the photo below, a crossroads within the city of Baghdad, captures the feel of the place in a 

way that looks more like photo journalism than a memorable snap shot.    

  
    

        
        

        
        



 

 

 

As far as can be determined, the wartime photos are Will’s first foray into photography. Despite that, 

he seems to have taken it quite seriously – so seriously that it appears he developed some or all of the 

negatives.  Notations in his expense book (he carefully tracked his personal expenses and noted them 

throughout the war) include the purchase of developing chemicals and film tanks.  His commitment 

must have been tested by fatigue and the illness he suffered (he contracted malaria in April of 1917 

while at the School for Young Officers at Ambala, India) and yet there are very few gaps in the picture 

record.  In all he took about 400 pictures.      

    

Judging by the absence of photographs of training in Canada (e.g. the camp at the Toronto Exhibition 

Grounds, Niagara on the Lake etc) and throughout his time in England, I believe he bought the first 

camera on his arrival in India that November.  Again, when we look to his expense tracking notebook, 

we find that the camera was a Vest Pocket Kodak (VPK), a small folding model that could be slipped 

into a shirt pocket.   The VPK used the relatively new and convenient roll film and originally cost $6 

when they were introduced in 1912.   It is a marvel that he was able to keep the camera functioning in 

the trying, desert conditions in Mesopotamia.    

  
    

        

        

        



 

 

 

In the early days of the War, the Eastman Kodak Company was advertising the VPK as, “The Soldiers 

Camera” with the, quite possibly dangerous, encouragement for soldiers to “make your own picture 

record of the war” as though the war may have been some holiday outing. The naivete is startling (but 

not inconsistent with the general expectation that what became the First World War, would be a rapid 

war finished by Christmas of 1914) when you consider what we know of the violence and destruction 

of the War. Fortunately, Will seems to have avoided the dangerous and the horrific, opting for sensible 

safety and, it would seem, kept his duty as a soldier and an officer as his first priority.    

   

The photographic record he did manage to capture, in appropriate moments, is extensive and 

intriguing.  It’s single largest drawback, however, is that only a small number of the pictures were 

annotated and these tend to be frustratingly cryptic as to people and place.  For the most part no names, 

places or dates or other notes were affixed to the negatives.  As a result, some of the pictures say less 

than they might.    

    

We weren’t entirely without points of departure in our attempts to draw information from the 

photographs.  We had notable geography, historic architecture, uniforms and an organized set of glass 

slides to work from.  After the war, Will organized a selection of the photos into a presentation and 

had the negatives made into glass slides for use in a lantern projector.    

  
            

        



 

 

    

 

 

The slides were stored in a box along with a list by subject heading and the number of individual 

slides/images associated with that grouping (See list above).  From this list we were able to, in many 

cases, group the remaining slides roughly into geographical place categories including India at 

Ambala, India at Pachmari, Mesopotamia on the Persian Front.  In some cases, historic architecture 

was prominent and we were able to determine exactly where the photo was taken.  For example, the 

photo below of the “Ancient Bridge” at Khanakin, Iraq quite near the border with Iran.    



 

 

 

Similarly, notable geography was at times the key that led us to the precise location.  Knowing that the 

photo below was in the group of photos taken on Will’s second or return trip to India, we know that it 

was taken around Pachmari, Madhya Pradesh province, Central India.  The area is notable for its 

waterfalls.  With that bit of sleuthing we were able to conclude that the picture below is of Bee 

Waterfall at Pachmari and it is now within the 

Pachmari Biosphere Reserve.     

    

Other photos remain largely unidentified or the 

people in them are identified only to a certain 

level, e.g British Officer or Indian man.  Photos 

such as the particularly interesting “two men, the 

woman and the dog” (below) present only 

questions – who are they, why take their picture, 

where was the picture taken and so on.  The men 

wear British Officers’ field uniforms, yet the man 

on the left is wearing what appears to be a Russian 

or French medal.  Not entirely incongruous, but 

who are they and what did they mean to Will that 

he would want a picture?    

  
            

        

        



 

 

    

 

As a result of the lack of notations, you will find that the interpretation of the collection is incomplete.     

Nevertheless, we have included photographs for which we have little information in the online archive 

(wjgrummettphotosandhistoryww1.blog) placing them in a general location based upon available 

evidence.     
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Chapter 1   

 

 

William John Grummett     
   

William John Grummett (1891-1967) MPP, QC, known to his colleagues and friends in later life as “Bill” 

Grummett was a civic leader and politician. He was elected to the Ontario Legislature in 1943 as a 

member of the Cooperative Commonwealth Federation (CCF) Party, the forerunner of today’s New 

Democratic Party.  Among other duties, he served as House Leader for the CCF following the disastrous 

provincial election of 1951 in which the party leader Ted Jolliffe and 32 other CCF MPP’s lost their 

seats.      
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Before taking up politics, Bill Grummett had, in the early 1920’s, made a bold move from Toronto to 

the remote northern Ontario town of Ansonville. He had only recently passed the Ontario Bar 

examinations, having graduated from Osgoode Hall, School of Law in 1920.  The move to a cooler 

climate and a slower pace of life was the recommendation of his Doctor as a means of finding relief 

from recurring bouts of malarial fever.      

On arrival in Ansonville, he set himself up as a Barrister/Solicitor, immersed himself in building his legal 

practice, and in service to his new community.  He became the Town Solicitor and the Coroner.  Much 

of the work as Town Solicitor was undertaken without payment.   He, and other like-minded 

colleagues, were instrumental in forming and directing the community corporation that brought 

telephone service to town.  When hard times came in 1929, he simply stopped collecting rent for an 

apartment building he owned and operated.  He was outspoken on issues of provision of adequate 

housing, medical care and appropriate town infrastructure.      

By 1922 his fledgling business was healthy enough that he required an assistant.  He hired a bright, 

capable young lady, one Marie Gaouette.  Ms. Gaouette assumed her duties at the office and it 

wasn’t long before her intelligence, wit and beauty resulted in a marriage proposal from the boss.  

William Grummett and Marie Gaouette were married in 1923 and then, after a brief honeymoon, 

they went right back to work.  Marie Grummett continued her legal career, now as a partner in the 

firm, and did so for the remainder of her life.  They worked side by side at their legal practice, and 

later in politics and raised five children – as partners.       
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Bill Grummett’s life long commitment to his town made the move into provincial politics in 1943, at 

54 years old, seem natural. And, given the issues that he was working on for so long in Ansonville, it 

was not entirely surprising that he should elect to join the CCF with their progressive notions of social 

responsibility.  However, considering the ideas and proposed programs contained in the CCF 

platform, his first political move could, very well, have been his last.  The radical nature of the CCF 

agenda, including proposals such as the social control of transportation, utilities and the industries of 

the natural resource sectors (mines, forestry) as perhaps some of the more contentious elements, 

could have been career ending, but Bill Grummett’s standing in his community was such that the 

riding of Cochrane South (which includes Ansonville – now Iroqouis Falls) put him in office in four 

consecutive elections.  The most notable was the election of 1951, in which the CCF was nearly 

obliterated as a result of the effects of anti-communist Cold War hysteria.     

He was, by accounts, the least “politician” of politicians. During the campaign for the 1951 election,     

The North Star (Parry Sound, Ontario) newspaper ran an article entitled, “Nobody Knows How He Does 

It but He Does It Like Nobody”, in which the author considers how this man, “…who does not act, talk, 

smile, walk, breathe or look like a politician” could have won successive elections.  The article refers to 

Bill Grummett as a “political paradox…” who “can defy all the principles of modern politics and still be 

swept into office.” “He talks; he doesn’t roar…He’s not a hand shaker; the only babies he’s kissed are 

his own; he’s about as fond of publicity as a 19th century doctor.  He says hello to everyone he passes 

on the street, if they say hello to him; he’s about as dapper as a wet tweed suit.  He’s a small town 

lawyer; he’s never pretended to be anything else.”      

While in office Bill Grummett attended to the issues that put him there, working on legislative 

committees for the establishment of public utilities, transportation systems, the rights and living 

conditions of First Nations people and fairness in the extraction of publicly owned natural resources. 

He was active in the protection of the rights of all individuals.  In 1947, thirteen years before the 

Canadian Bill of Rights and thirty years prior to the Charter of Rights and Freedoms he introduced a bill 

into the house for the establishment of a provincial civil rights act and addressed his fellow legislators 

with the following words,     

“Mr Speaker it does not matter what a person’s race,  colour or religion is, surely in this country of ours 

they should have an equal right to all the privileges and advantages of our country, and if our people 

and our institutions are not prepared to give those rights freely and justly then let us put an act on our 

statute books which will compel them to do so.”      

Of course, before the public man, before there was “Bill” Grummett, there was Will Grummett – that is 

how he signed his letters and notes -the boy and then, young man who eventually went off to war in 

defence of his country.     
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Will Grummett was born into the last decade of the Victorian era in 1891, and grew up on the family 

farm near Osprey, Grey County, Ontario. He was the eldest of John (1858-1950) and Elizabeth Ann 

(nee Nixon 1867-1926) Grummett’s nine children.      

It seems likely that both John and Ann considered themselves and their family British first and 

Canadian, to the extent that “Canadian” as an identity existed in the early part of the last century, only 

as a consequence of geography. John was a first generation immigrant from the town of Little Dunham 

in Norfolk, England having arrived in Canada in 1885. Ann was born in Toronto just as the unification of 

the British North American colonies resulted in the new Dominion of Canada in 1867. Her father was a 

colonist of unknown British extraction and her mother was born in Yorkshire.     

The family portrait below, taken in 1913 or perhaps as late as 1914, appears to be a sombre affair but 

it should be pointed out that a high quality photograph such as a portrait at this time required a long 

exposure. Portrait photographers instructed their clients to assume a relaxed countenance and to 

avoid smiles since these could result in either blurring as the smile shifted and decayed or bizarrely 

frozen grins as a smile is held beyond the extent of the emotion which created it – neither of which 

was the desired outcome. So, while the family appears to be listening to someone explain how to 

prepare income tax returns, with the mix of responses running from boredom to defiance to 

something like shock, they are in fact trying to make their faces impassive.     
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Will or William John, stands in the back row, second from the right end next to his brother Raymond    

(b. 1897) and sister Margaret (b.1892). At the left end of the row is Walter (b. 1896) and next to him    

Ernest (b. 1894). From left to right in the front row are Eva (b. 1902), then the Father, John, Herbert (b. 

1906) the youngest of the boys, sits in child size chair between his parents, his mother Ann on his left 

and next to her the youngest, Amy (b. 1909) and finally, Mary (b. 1900).     

  

The photo betrays an effort to cultivate a modicum of gentility in both the boys and the girls despite 

their lives as a hard working rural farm family. The men are dressed in their “Sunday best” dark suit 

with celluloid collar and tie. Will being the exception since, as a university man at the time, he sports 

what would appear to be a newer, more up to date look. Margaret, the young lady of the family, is 

dressed in a fashionably current, high neckline dress: it would be surprising if she had more than a 

second like it in her wardrobe. Herbert, the youngest boy, is notably dressed in a sailor suit, a practice 

copied by well to do families of British extraction, from the British and Russian Royals who had a 

penchant for dressing their little princes up in nursery versions of military uniforms. The three younger 

girls are also turned out in Sunday best right down to their button up patent leather boots.    

  

 

The family home was a handsome, two story brick clad, frame house complete with a front verandah, 

Victorian gingerbread fretwork on the gables and decorative knee bracing for the roof overhang. A 

summer kitchen is just visible in the photo at the back of the house. I expect the house had a master 

bedroom and 3 smaller bedrooms and would have been very comfortable for a family of say six 
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people. For the family of eleven as they were, there would have been only one bedroom that didn’t 

sleep three. While crowded by today’s, admittedly excessive, standards, I am sure no one in the 

family considered it much of a hardship.     

The house is set in an equally impressive farm yard, well laid out and sheltered from the wind with a 

good size barn functioning as livestock shelter and equipment storage.     

 

 

Both the portrait and the farmstead suggest a family that has met with some success as a result of 

hard work on good land. Their efforts have placed them squarely in the middle class of the time with 

enough of a financial surplus that at least one and perhaps more than one of the children could attend 

university.     

And that is exactly what John and Ann’s eldest boy did.   Will enrolled at the University of    Toronto, 

probably in 1910 immediately after finishing high school, and received his Bachelor of Arts degree 

during the spring convocation in 1914.  He appears to have done well enough in his first degree, 

that he was accepted into the law program at Osgoode Hall (Toronto) beginning in the fall of 1914.  

He was 23 years old.     
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Chapter 2  

 

The Why and The When of War   
 

When war was declared in August of 1914, Will Grummett, had just recently graduated from the 

University of Toronto with a Bachelor of Arts degree. That summer, he was probably at home on the 

family farm near Osprey in Grey County, Ontario. He had applied for and had been accepted to attend 

the program of law at Osgoode Hall, commencing in the fall term, 1914.   

Of course, events touched off by the assassination in June of that summer of the Austrian Archduke, 

Ferdinand and his wife Sophie, Duchess of Hohenberg, led to a war that mobilized much of the world 

behind Europe’s rival alliances.  It was a war like nothing that preceded it. Driven by the relatively 

recent developments of trinitrotoluene (TNT), the internal combustion engine, the mass production 
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of steel, and a new and powerful spirit of nationalism, its sheer power to take lives was nearly 

unfathomable and largely unappreciated by the public and world leaders as they drifted toward war.   

The term “industrial warfare” is often used to describe the First World War, emphasizing as it does 

the war’s scale in several dimensions: large armies built on massive civilian conscription with a 

seemingly endless supply of guns, bullets, shells and bombs at its command resulting in an 

unprecedented slaughter. Gone was the limited warfare of the Crimean conflict or the Franco-

Prussian War of 1870.  The war that began in the autumn of 1914 marks the beginning of the era of 

total war.   

   

  

Through his studies and by keeping up with current events, something he did religiously throughout his 

life, Will would have been familiar with the background, the nature of the alliances and something of 

the motivation of European nation states. I am sure he would have thought about the War that was 

coming and may well have realized or at least glimpsed its potential as a long and deadly conflict.  The 

“over by Christmas” naivete that is often trotted out to describe the common perception of the coming 

war would not have been his view if he was keeping a close watch on what leaders and more in-depth 
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reports were saying.  The British Prime Minister, Herbert Asquith referred to the war that was coming 

as “real Armageddon” and, his Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey characterized it in this way, “instead 

of a few hundreds of thousands of men meeting each other in war, millions would now meet – and 

modern weapons would multiply manifold the power of destruction.”  I believe Will made his decision 

to go to war knowing full well that this war would be no mere skirmish.     

Since he left no diary, it is not possible to conclusively determine what reasons Will may have given 

for willingly going off to war as he, eventually, did. I think it is safe to assume, despite what his 

rational analytical mind may have been telling him about the deadly nature of this war, that the sheer 

adventure of the thing, the chance to travel to the old world and to be involved in a world event were 

significant motivations. And, there was his simple loyalty and love for his country – when Britain 

declared war, Canada as a dominion of the British Empire was also at war.     

That said, I can’t imagine Will would be satisfied with, “my country, right or wrong” and would have 

thought about what he was fighting for and against.  While it is a popular conclusion to cast the First 

World War as a tragic mistake, the product of a flawed system of international affairs that dragged 

states into the war unwillingly and therefore without purpose, it is unlikely that this is how Will saw it.  

What he would have seen at the time was the precarious effort by the Great Powers, Britain, France 

and Russia, to maintain their hold on power while contending with the rise of a relatively new and 

certainly powerful Germany.   

Aggressive attempts to join the Great Power game resulted in a not undeserved but somewhat ironic   

(in the sense that Germany was behaving in these efforts in much the same fashion as the so-called 

Great Powers) characterization of Germany between 1890 up to 1914 as “a bellicose and ambitious 

state whose world power ambitions were ill-concealed.” (Hughes Wilson, 2014). The German state was 

formed in 1871 through the unification of smaller states and quickly became an economic 

powerhouse.  As its economic power grew so did its desire to join Britain, France and Russia as a world 

power.  Germany’s efforts to vie for colonial possessions in Africa and its development of a battleship 

navy were seen as a direct provocation of the Great Powers -particularly Britain, and evidence of 

preparation and a willingness to wage war.   

To get the full impression of Germany in the years leading up to the First World War it is also important 

to recognize that despite the existence of a democratic and very progressive German Parliament, 

German foreign policy was completely controlled by the monarch, Kaiser Wilhelm the II, and his 

selfappointed generals and ministers (Hart, 2013).  All decisions regarding the merits and necessity for 

war were taken by what was, effectively, a military autocracy; the Kaiser and a Prussian aristocratic 

elite at the centre of executive power that had become synonymous with the ideas of militarism. The 

essential character of this militarism is perhaps best summarized in the following quote by the Prussian 

General Helmuth Von Moltke,   
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“War is an element in the order of the world ordained by God. In it the noblest virtues of mankind are 

developed… Without war the world would stagnate, and lose itself in materialism. “ (Helmuth Von 

Moltke The Elder)   

That Wilhelm the II was the face and the public voice of this autocracy did little to inspire 

international confidence with regard to German intentions as, “most of his (the Kaiser’s) 

contemporaries, including the statesmen of Europe, thought him mildly unhinged and this was 

probably clinically the case. ” (Hastings, 2013) This is the Germany that Will would have been familiar 

with from the bulk of the information available to him in the media: a nation that turned on the whim 

of a monarch as yet unfettered by his parliament and holding his country’s ability to wage war as its 

most exalted value.   

When the Kaiser and his Generals declared war and attacked France, violating Belgian neutrality along 

the way, I am sure that Will felt that German intentions were made plain.  The counter argument is 

that the Germans were simply acting in a pre-emptive and defensive effort to defeat France so that 

they might then turn their attention to Russia, France’s ally, and not be forced to defend themselves 

on two fronts at once. Could Will have seen this as a valid reason for Germany’s attack? Given the 

posturing and the seemingly clear desire on the part of German Kaiser and his Army to assume a 

place for Germany at the world power table I think the conclusion would have seemed absurd.   

Britain’s overt reason for going to war was the defence of Belgian neutrality (which they had agreed to 

protect in a treaty concluded some years previous) and the larger principle that resort to war in the 

fashion demonstrated by Germany should no longer be considered acceptable behaviour for modern 

nation states. The British Prime Minister, Herbert Asquith made the British position clear in his speech 

to the house of August 6th, 1914, “…we are fighting to vindicate the principle that nationalities are not 

to be crushed in defiance of international good faith by the arbitrary will of a strong and overmastering 

Power.” (War Speeches, 1917).   

Here was the principle behind the term made popular in a pamphlet written by H.G. Wells (The War 

That Will End Wars, 1914) and is rarely heard today, for obvious reasons, that this would be the “war 

to end wars”. The notion of fighting for the principle that resort to war as a tool of statecraft was 

wrong would, I think, have had traction with Will. In a letter he wrote to Marie Gaouette while they 

were courting in 1923, Will writes,   

“Many a time when I was in Mesopotamia during the War, during the long hours of the night when we 

were on guard duty, I turned towards the west and wondered just what stars were blinking over my old 

home and the Canada I loved and was willing to bear my share of hardships for.”   
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The threats inherent in the war against Germany were not, to him, remote threats that could be 

ignored.  I think he saw Germany’s violation of Belgian neutrality as a moral wrong, a direct result of its 

autocratic rule based on its militaristic values, and that to allow that kind of behaviour to go unchecked 

would be a threat to peace and security everywhere.   

The scene in Canada following the declaration of war is often described as a sort of frenzied 

celebration, “nearly all of English Canada went mad trying to enlist after the declaration of war in the 

fall of 1914.” (Cook, 2007) Contrary to this popular response, Will took up his seat at Osgoode Hall in 

September and stayed into the beginning of the second academic term. I think the explanation for 

this reasoned, cautious approach was that he made a promise to his parents that he would take his 

hardearned place at Osgoode, establish his academic record there and then, if the fighting continued, 

he could join with the knowledge that he could resume his studies on his return from war.   

Will’s enlistment or “attestation form” notes that he enlisted on the 11 th of February of 1915, part way 

through the second term of his first year in law school (see page one of the Attestation Form below). 

He signed up in Toronto and listed his “Trade or Calling”, on the form as, “Student”. These two facts 

are, I think, significant. First, that he states his status as a student, confirms that he was enrolled and 

active at Osgoode Hall. Secondly, that he signed up in Toronto (Osgoode Hall is in Toronto) far from his 

parents suggests that he might have been doing so without their full consent. I think it is likely that his 

agreement with his parents included finishing the entire first year; their logic and their hope being that 

the war would be over before the end of the year.   
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 That the war did not end before Christmas and that it was growing in scale and intensity early in 1915 

must have made completing the academic year difficult. Then, in early February two things happened 

that seem to have made it impossible for Will to stick it out for the remainder of the term. First,  Osgoode 

Hall offered to credit enlisted students with the full academic year in which they were enrolled.     

Secondly, there was a strong indication 

that a University of Toronto student 

battalion would be included in the next 

contingent of Canadian soldiers to be 

sent overseas (The Variety, U of T 

student newspaper, Feb. 5, 1915).  I 

believe Will saw his opportunity and 

was reluctant to miss the chance to, 

possibly, serve with his friends.   I am 

sure he convinced himself that the spirit 

of any promise he had made to his 

parents was met and he was free   

to enlist – or that, at the very least, he 

had a reasonable argument when it 

came time to explain.   

   

The second page of the attestation form provides a “Description on enlistment” and the results of the 

medical examination. Will was described by the intake clerk as having a dark complexion, with dark 

brown hair and brown eyes. He was 5 ft 10 1/4 inches tall (about three inches shorter than most family 

estimates) his chest at maximum expansion was 36 3/4 inches and he possessed a vaccination scar on 

his left arm and a “slight scar” on the left wrist. He lists the Church of England as his religious affiliation. 

The doctor conducting the physical examination pronounced him “fit, for the Canadian   

Overseas Expeditionary Force” and that was that. He was now a soldier in Canada’s fledgling army.   



 

8/8   

     
    



 

9/8   

       
    



 

 

  

   
Chapter 3   
   

   

Training and deployment to England with the Eaton Motor 

Machine Gun Brigade   
   

By February of 1915, the Canadian Overseas Expeditionary Force (COEF) had become a fact. The 

1st  Canadian Division had arrived in France in February and would soon be thrust into the fight on 

the Western Front (Iarocci, p 56).  In 1914, when the first waves of recruits clamoured to sign up 

the, COEF was still more of an “idea” than a fact. Up to that point, Canada didn’t have what might 

be thought of as a standing army – certainly not in the way we think of it today. There was a small 

permanent force of some 3000 professional soldiers under British command (Nicholson, 2015). In 



 

 

addition to this professional force were the non-permanent active militia’s – part time civilian 

forces – across the country numbering about 74,000 soldiers (Iarocci, 1976). The Canadian forces, 

their make up, their capabilities and their place in the Imperial hierarchy had to be invented, and 

the effort to build Canadian competence as a separate force was going to take some time and 

considerable effort.   

   

For Will Grummett, his part in the effort to build Canadian military competence began at 

Exhibition Camp in Toronto and basic training from sometime after his February enlistment until 

June of 1915.  The first contingent of the COEF, made up of recruits from every corner of the 

country, were all trained at a new base at Valcartier in Quebec.  By the time Will signed on, 

additional training locations had been added to meet the demands for soldiers. Among them was 

The City of Toronto, which had offered the Canadian National Exhibition grounds.  The Army 

would make use of the site as a training camp throughout the War often participating in the CNE 

events and demonstrating Army training and tactics to an eager public.   

 

  

Basic training was intended to prepare soldiers to function within the army hierarchy and to learn 

basic soldiering, including how to move as part of a unit of soldiers which begins with marching 



 

 

and extends to simulated combat drill.  Other areas of focus would likely include communications, 

use of firearms and basic fitness.  None of this would have been new to Will.  While at the 

University of Toronto, in addition to his regular studies, he was a member of the University’s 

Officer Training Corps. While in high school, he had risen to the rank of Captain in the cadet 

training program of the 31st Regiment, Grey County.   

 

At some time, likely immediately following basic training, Will was assigned to the Eaton Motor 

Machine Gun Brigade. The Brigade was one unit of a number of Motorized Machine Gun Brigades 

in the new Canadian Army that were the brainchild of Raymond Marc Pierre Brutinel (Brigadier 

General Brutinel by war’s end).   

      

    
    



 

 

  

Brutinel was a self-made man with deep pockets and a deeper interest in the potential effect of 

machine guns on modern warfare. He made an offer to the Canadian Minister of Militia, Sam 

Hughes, to raise and equip the Brigades. They were a first, and not just for Canada but for the 

world – no other country introduced a mobile armoured unit so early in the War. (Pulsifer, 2001)   

Essentially, the machine gun brigades were units of lightly armoured vehicles, purpose-built and 

adapted armoured cars, used in civilian law enforcement, with the addition of mounted machine 

guns. The Eaton Brigade, was so named simply because John Eaton (of the T. Eaton Co.) donated 

$100,000 to its establishment. (Cook, 2007) While the Brigades foreshadow the mobile nature of 

wars to come, their effectiveness in the static trench warfare of the Western Front was minimal. 

“Brutinel’s armoured cars would cross over to Europe by the end of the year (1915), but his 

machine gunners would fight on their feet for much of the war.” (Cook, 2007)” 

 

By early June of 1915, a postcard he received and retained, reveals that Will was with the Eaton 

Brigade at camp Niagara on the Lake, on the opposite shore of Lake Ontario directly across the 

water from Toronto, at the mouth of the Niagara River.   



 

 

 
   

Subsequent correspondence, again in the form of post cards, confirms that by August of 1915 he 

had made the trip to England.  In fact, the Eaton Brigade had departed from Montreal aboard the 

troop ship, Metagama, a Canadian Pacific North Atlantic Passenger Liner, on June 4, 1915.  The 

Metagama was a new ship andhad been afloat for less than a year when it assumed troop 

transport duties on the North Atlantic. The convoy system, in which several troop and supply ships 

are assigned to a Naval escort group for protection during the crossing, was not implemented until 

1917. In fact, the Canadian Navy had only been formed 4 years prior to the outbreak of war and 

by 1915 had just 7 ships on active duty. It would seem the Metagama, at least in the early years of 

the war, faced the threat of German U-boats and surface vessels, solo.   

   

   

    
    



 

 

  

That the Atlantic Ocean was an active theatre of this new and total war was made evident by the 

sinking of the passenger liner Lusitania by German U-boats off the coast of Ireland on May 7, 

1915, just one month before Will set sail on the Metagama. Two thirds of the allied shipping 

losses during the war, amounting to eight and one half million tons, were sunk, primarily by 

Uboats, in the Atlantic theatre of war.   

 

    

 

Crossing this embattled water in an unarmed troop ship, without escort of any kind, nor any hope 

of help in the event of attack must have made for a very long and nerve wracking journey. The trip 

took nine days.  Nine days of trying not to think about lurking u – boats, trying not to scan the 

horizon for unfriendly surface ships or the nearby water’s surface for the glint of light or telltale 

vee that would betray the periscope of a submarine.  The Brigade arrived at Devonport, Britain on 



 

 

the 13 of June, 1915. It seems that not only was the Metagama a new and capable ship, she was a 

lucky ship.  Throughout the war she transported troops across the North Atlantic without incident.   

From Devonport, the Brigade proceeded to a British military base on the English Channel coast at 

Folkstone, Kent. An August, 1915 post card notes that Will was resident at the Shorncliffe Military 

Base, “Caesers Camp”.   

    

    

  

    

    

    



 

 

 Card fronts from the above postcards depicting the sentiments and thinking typical of the period early in the War (1915)     
    



 

 

   

Shorncliffe, had been chosen as the location for the Second Canadian Contingent in an effort to 

overcome difficulties including excessive rain, mud and exposure experienced by the First 

Contingent troops at the initial Canadian camp located on the Salisbury Plain, (Wiltshire, England) 

. “The open fields beside Shorncliffe and the rolling Kentish countryside beyond proved ideal 

conditions for company and battalion training…” (Nicholson, 2015) As the crow flies, Folkestone is 

a mere 90 miles from the Belgian town of Ypres and the front lines. At this distance the rumble of 

the artillery on both sides that front, could be heard.   

  

  

As Christmas of 1915 came around Will and the Eaton Brigade remained resident at Shorncliffe; 

hostages to the difficulties of building the Canadian Army and fitting it into the British system. I 

think it is reasonable to believe that Will was impatient to be at the front and quite possibly 

becoming frustrated – despite being involved in the development of a new kind of fighting – with 

his role in the war to that point. Nearly a year of soldiering as an enlisted man in an army 

struggling to invent itself couldn’t have been easy.   

  



 

 

By comparison to most who signed on to Canada’s new army, Will’s training as part of his local 

militia and in the University of Toronto Officer Training Corps was advanced.  However, the fact of 

his training seemed to go unnoticed at the time he enlisted. He was signed up as a private soldier. 

This is perhaps as it should be, but by 1915 it would seem he still didn’t see any clear opportunity 

or mechanism to make use of the command training he had worked hard to accumulate.   

It was this combination of impatience to be in the fray, a recognition that he had more to offer 

given his previous military training and his native intelligence that likely spurred him to petition his 

Commanding Officer, Captain E.L. Knight for permission to apply for a commission in the New 

Army, Imperial Forces – that is the British Army. This request was granted and he was readily 

accepted as an officer candidate in the British Army. As seemingly simple as it was to get into the 

Canadian Army, he left it – for the British.   

 

    

    
    



 

 

What he could not have known was that his efforts to get to the front would, in fact serve to keep 

him from the front. The Brigade he left behind would receive orders to join the fight on the 

Somme in January of 1916. Within seven months, his former commanding officer, Captain E.L. 

Knight, by then Major Knight, was killed by a high explosive shell at Pozieres Ridge during the 

Battle of the Somme.  Will would remain in England for another nine months, and in theatre 

specific combat training and then hospital for a further eight months  after that.   
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Chapter 4    

 

A Gentleman Officer    

 

In the late winter of 1916, as the Eaton Motor Machine Gun Brigade headed for France without him,   

Will Grummett began Officer’s Training. I wonder if he tried to reverse the whole process? Knowing 

what he did about the military, I am sure that, while he may have thought about it, he thought better of 

it, and simply got on with the business of trying to become an officer in the British Army.    
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By February of 1916, officer candidates in the British Army were being assigned to Training Battalions as 

part of a new program. The duration of the training was four and one half months. Details regarding the 

curriculum could not be found nor could the exact training location. It would seem Will entered the 

program as one of the first of the Officer Training Battalion classes just as they began in February of 

1916 (The Long, Long Trail: The British Army in the Great War of 1914-1918 website). Upon graduation, 

four and one half months later, Will was given a probationary commission as a 2nd Lieutenant.  This last 

fact was duly recorded in the London Gazette on July 7, 1916.    

During this period, from the time his former commander, Captain E.L. Knight annotated his letter 

providing permission for him to apply for a commission (See Post #3, February) to October of 1916, 

there is a perplexing gap in Will’s personal records.  In subsequent installments of this narrative, I will 

make reference to training notebooks, order sheets and, of course, the photos to piece the story 

together. Of his time in training, there is no documentation of any kind. Add to this that the purchase of 

the camera had not yet taken place and the available information about the military aspects of this 

period in England becomes quite thin.  The only wartime photos are studio portraits Will had taken in 

his uniform as a newly commissioned 2nd Lieutenant (two poses, one with hat on (see above), one with 

hat off (see below)) which he must have sent to his parents.  Fortunately, insight into this period comes 

to us from photos and letters received after the war from a very special family.    
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While he was training, Will formed a friendship with a fellow would be officer named Grantley   Le 

Chavetois.  Le Chavetois had been working as a School Master at St. Olaves Grammar School, London, 

prior to enlisting.  He was three years older (born 1888) than Will and probably seemed older since he 

had his career well underway.  Le Chavetois was keenly interested in tales of pioneering and upon 

finding out that Will was a farmer from Ontario, it is likely that he saw an opportunity for some first 

hand information. I imagine, that through conversations about Will’s home and life, they got to know 

one another and became friends. On at least one occasion Will stayed with the Le Chavetois’ in their 

London home. He met, and spent some time with Grantley’s family, his mother, Mrs. Minnie Le 

Chavetois, his sister Ida, and a group of close family, friends and relatives.    
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Following their training and probationary commissions, Will was assigned to the 10 th division of the   

Norfolk Regiment and posted to a base at Harwich, Essex, to await deployment.  His friend, Le 

Chavetois, was assigned to the 22nd battalion London Regiment and was posted to active duty in 

Palestine.    

Sadly, Le Chavetois was wounded by an enemy sniper’s bullet on November 7 of 1917 and eventually 

succumbed to the wound, dying in January of 1918. At the time he was wounded, Le Chavetois’ Brigade 

was pinned down by enemy fire, and he had volunteered to try to get a message through the lines to 

Battalion command in an effort to prevent remaining units from suffering a similar fate.  Le Chavetois 

had recently been promoted in the field to the rank of Captain: no small achievement in so short a 

period of time on active service. His body was returned to England and is interred at Camberwell Old 

Cemetery, London.  He is remembered to this day at St. Olaves Grammar School (he was both student 

and teacher there) through the student community service programme, The Le Chavetois Society.    
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Despite Grantley Le Chavetois death, or perhaps at least partly because of it, Will kept in touch with his 

family following the War.  Yearly, and sometimes twice in a year, for over a decade, Will and Mrs. Le 

Chavetois corresponded with a card or letter.  It’s fairly clear that the Le Chavetois family made a lasting 

impression on Will and in turn, he made a very similar impression on them; becoming almost part of the 

family in a very short period of time. The terms of endearment used by Mrs. Le Chavetois when 

referring to Will in her letters, are testimony to what must have been a very significant emotional bond. 

For example, in the response of June 16, 1921 Mrs. Le Chavetois opens with,    

“Dear Will, you never need think I, “have given you up”, for that will never happen and I shall not think 

you have forgotten me if you do not write, but only that you are busy.”    

And, from January, 15 of 1923    

…I did not think you had forgotten me or that you will ever stop thinking of the three of us, you are not 

that sort.”    

By 1928 Mrs. Le Chavetois writes that,    

“It is so nice to keep in touch with old friends, and I think I may call you that now. You seem a link 

between dear Grantley and myself.”    

The relationship appears to have been founded on a fortnight’s stay at the Le Chavetois home in 

London, either during or directly following Will and Grantley’s officer training.  By this time, Will had 

been away from home for over a year and entirely in military surroundings. It’s not hard to see why this 

respite would have meant so much to him.  The Le Chavetois family were to a person engaging, 

intelligent and educated. Mrs. Le Chavetois was a school teacher whose first language was French and 

both Grantley and Ida had Masters degrees in the Arts.  I can imagine Will enjoying the change in 

conversation and the family atmosphere.    

In a letter of January 6 of 1928, Mrs. Le Chavetois refers longingly to that period of furlough, when her 

son and his friend were with her at the family home, “49, The Gardens” in the London suburb of East 

Dulwich,    

“It is just ten years since those happy days when Grantley was home, and my imagination relives all of 

that wonderful fortnight.”    

During those two weeks, based on Mrs. Le Chavetois familiar treatment of both people and places 

throughout her letters, the family, with Will very tightly in tow, engaged in a lot of visiting, probably 

dinner parties and get-togethers, and short trips to friends and relatives in the country. In the letters, 

Mrs Le Chavetois frequently updates Will – without a thought for preamble or background – on the 

doings of Grantley’s friends and colleagues from St. Olaves: Mr Kingdom and Mr. Pearse, both fellow 

teaching masters and Mr. Rushbrooke the Head Master.  We are introduced to Mrs. Huxley and Miss 
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Huxley, mother and daughter, both friends of Mrs. Le Chavetois and are updated in the letters at 

intervals on their health and fortunes.    

From Mrs. Le Chavetois letter of June 16, 1921,    

“Mr. Kingdom, who has left St. Olaves and is now headmaster of the Wyggerston Grammar    

School, the most important school in Leicester…”    

“Mr. Pearse has bought a plot of land in the country, and has a hut there.  So, as Miss Huxley could not 

join me, I went alone and spent the week-end there. It was quite a new experience, lighting my fire in the 

open, and boiling the kettle out-of-doors, but I thoroughly enjoyed it.”    

“Next year Miss Huxley will have retired, so she will be able to take her holidays when she wishes.”  

January 15, 1923    

“Mr Rushbrooke has given up the Headmastership of St. Olaves and is now travelling in Spain 

and Algeria.   I have missed him this Christmas as I usually have my Christmas dinner with him…”    

“Mrs. Huxley will be 92 if she lives till next month.”    

“Miss Huxley retired from school and so has been able to nurse her mother, but it has been a great 

strain for her.”    

January 6, 1927    

“Mr. Pearse is still at St. Olaves.  Very few of the Staff now remain and it is altered since Mr. 

Rushbrooke’s time...    

“I wonder if you know that our good and dear friend Mr. Rushbrooke passed away last January. We do 

miss him so much…Such a lot of sunshine passed out of many lives when he went.  I love to think of the 

meeting between him and his boys.  So many were killed in the war, and he grieved for everyone.”    

At times the people and reported events seem to have come straight from the pages of a novel by    

Trollope or E.M. Forster.  This sense is a product of the time, I suppose, but more so of Mrs. Le 

Chavetois wonderful prose with which she creates these fulsome little vignettes.  Rarely are we given 

much more than a passing reference to any one of the persons mentioned and yet those snippets seem 

to be enough to give us a complete picture of the people Will met and got to know.    

Will came to know and to care for Grantley’s sister Ida as well, and with each letter to Mrs. Le  

Chavetois following the war, he asks how she is coping and what she is up to.  Ida appears to have been 

very close to her brother and his death must have had a profound impact upon her. Certainly, Grantley 

was deeply grieved by Mrs. Le Chavetois, as the letters testify, with a sense of loss so significant that 

her view of it seems never to alter from the first letter to the last.    



 

7/10    

From her letter of January, 1923    

“…as time goes on, I miss Grantley more. It doesn’t seem possible that 5 years can have gone since he 

went. I so long to see him and to hear his voice.    

and January, 1927    

“It does not seem possible that our Grantley can have been away nine years…This was just the time he 

was home and I am living it all over again.  I console myself that it is nine years nearer the grand 

meeting.”    
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 It is not unrealistic to suggest that the effect of Grantley’s death on his sister, Ida, could have been as 

profound or perhaps more so, particularly if it was combined with the loss of other young men that she 

may have known, to the War.  This might help to explain why, as Mrs. Le Chavetois informs us in the 

letter of July of 1921, that Ida has taken vows and become a Nun. It would seem that Will already knew 

this since Mrs. Le Chavetois doesn’t see any reason to provide the background with this revelation. 

What she does provide is her feeling of loss and surprise at her daughter’s decision and a description of 

her changing personality as she commits herself to her new life. From her letter of May 1921 Mrs. Le 

Chavetois writes telling Will of Ida’s new life,    

“Their life is such and their sentiments and vows such that they do not display much of themselves, as to 

what they like or not. They seem to have given up free will and thought entirely. It is strange and I 

cannot completely realise it, and am continually coming up against it, and in my letters, putting my foot 

into it. It seems so unnatural, and I often feel, though loving her still as her mother, as if I have now no 

child.”    

From the first to the last letter Mrs. Le Chavetois includes a brief report on Ida’s situation and 

wellbeing.    

“Ida is not over strong, very thin. They work hard, and I do not think, take enough rest.”    

“She (Ida) was not very well when she came home, and her thinness distressed me, but she says she is 

better”    

Mrs. Le Chavetois explains that Ida’s life is completely regimented, allowing just three weeks in any year 

when she could leave the religious community.  In one instance, in the letter of May of 1928, Mrs. Le 

Chavetois tells Will of a recent visit,    

“At the beginning of April, I went to stay near her at Warminster.  As it was Easter holidays the    

Mother set her free to be with me when possible.”      

I think the choice of the phrase “set her free” sums up Mrs. Le Chavetois perspective on the institution 

to which her daughter had committed herself.    

I tried to find out anything I could about Ida (middle name Marie), beyond what the letters relate, but 

found only a few facts. She received her BA in 1907 and her MA in 1910 from Kings College London. 

Her thesis, submitted for the MA is entitled, “A Study of Gawayne Douglas’s translation of Virgil’s 

Aeneid.” To me, these pieces of information suggest a couple of things about her character. First, it is 

no small accomplishment to get an MA but to get it in the early 1900’s she would have had to have had 

the brains, the drive and the ability to put up with turn of the century attitudes and the institutional 

barriers put in the way of women in a largely male dominated world.    



 

9/10    

Ida’s choice of the Aeneid as the focus of her Master’s work may serve to support these speculations.    

The Aeneid is a Roman epic poem in the manner of the Iliad and the Odyssey, written by Publius  

Virgilius Maro, or simply, Virgil.  In that poem, among other things, are important female characters 

portrayed as the equals of men, possessing heroic qualities similar to the central hero, Aeneas.  Dido, 

Queen of Carthage, is a strong, intelligent and independent leader of her city.  She begins to fall in love 

with Aeneas but it is a love on equal terms not a submission.  And there is, Camilla, a warrior woman, 

quite similar in character to Perseus or Achilles, who squares off in battle with the Trojans (Aeneas is a 

Trojan). In the face of Camilla’s armed prowess, the Trojans area at a loss and must make use of 

subterfuge to finally defeat her.  I am guessing that Ida admired these portrayals and they were an 

important counterpoint to her likely circumstances: an antidote to the prevailing attitude of English 

society which recognized few rights for women to fashion their own lives and even less should they 

marry.    

Finally, the Aeneid, whatever else it is, is a romance. You only need to read a brief passage from the 

poem to get what I mean, (In this passage Dido, Queen of Carthage speaks to her sister about her 

growing feelings for Aeneas), 

“Much did she muse on the hero’s nobility, and much on his family’s fame. His look, his words had gone 

to her heart and lodged there: she could get no peace from love’s disquiet. The morrow’s morn had 

chased from heaven the dewy darkness, was carrying the sun’s torch far and wide over the earth. 

When almost beside herself, she spoke to her sister, her confidante: Anna, sister, why do these nerve-

wracking dreams haunt me? This man, this stranger I’ve welcomed into my house – what of him? How 

gallantly he looks, how powerful in chest and shoulders! I really do think, and have reason to think that 

he is heaven born.”    

You don’t willingly spend a year or two with that heady stuff and remain unaffected. When you take all 

of this into consideration, and with what the letters say about her mother’s character, you can easily 

imagine Ida as an intelligent, highly independent, and even slightly romantic person.    

Mrs. Le Chavetois is not forthcoming with reasons for Ida’s decision to take holy vows, but her personal 

reaction and description of her daughter at the time suggests that Ida’s reasons were not simply 

because she wanted to “serve God”.  I say this because the change was so startling to Mrs. Le 

Chavetois, so seemingly unlike the daughter she knew.  Why then, this radical departure from the lively, 

intelligent, independent woman who spent years studying an epic romantic poem?  I can only surmise 

that it was a way to try to live with the anguish, and quite possibly the guilt (I imagine Ida as the kind of 

person who would question why she was still alive when so many had died) at the loss of her brother, 

and, I am guessing here, many friends and acquaintances in the war. By turning off those things that 

made her Ida, and focusing much of her being on others, perhaps she found some distance from the 

things that caused her torment.    

The casualties of this total war were many and varied.    
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Mrs. Le Chavetois mourned the loss of her son for twenty-seven years and struggled with her 

separation from her daughter. In her own words, from the next to final letter from 1928,    

“…I am keeping fairly well, considering that I am in my 70th year.  I visit a good deal, my friends are very 

kind, but I do not like living alone, and miss my family every day.  I try to be content, and am generally 

so, but there are times when I repine a bit.  I know it is wrong, and try not to do it and the phase soon 

passes.  I think I miss my children more and more as time goes on…I will close now, dear Will.  Thank 

you for your letter and the photos. I like to imagine the children. My kind regards to the good little 

mother, and love to the three Graces and yourself.”    

Mrs. Le Chavetois died in 1945. Although the letters to Will seem to cease at the end of the 1920’s my 

guess is that this was because Mrs. Le Chavetois responses were lost or, perhaps, because she was 

unable to respond. I am willing to bet that she received a note from Will at regular intervals up until the 

day she died.    

Ida Le Chavetois died in 1972. She remained a Nun to her death.    

It i estimated that 25 million people died in the War including both civilians and soldiers. By 1925 most 

countries that fought had restored their economies to levels of production beyond those achieved 

prewar, and the material destruction from the war had been all but cleared away.  Battlegrounds were 

fading away under the work of builders and farmers. The historian, A.J.P. Taylor, has suggested that on 

the whole the war left no significant, lasting scar, despite the loss of so many.  

 This conclusion is, of course, only possible when one looks at a tragedy from a very great distance.    
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  Chapter 5   

  

 A Passage to India    
A week prior to Will Grummett’s receipt of his commission, in July of 1916, the Allied armies began an 

assault on the Western Front referred to as the Somme Offensive or the Battle of the Somme. What was 

planned as an all-out assault in an effort to end the war became a protracted battle lasting from July to 

November of 1916. This battle would mark perhaps the lowest point of the war for British soldiers and 

citizens. To this day the Battle of the Somme ranks as one of the bloodiest of battles in the history of 
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mankind, consuming 1.2 million lives. The final outcome amounted to a few hundred yards advance and 

was, little more than continued stalemate on the Western Front.    

This was the nature of the theatre of war to which I am certain Will Grummett thought he was going: a 

killing field in which British soldiers and their officers, “had enthusiasm and little else” (Taylor, 1985). 

Officers in particular were trained to, “expose themselves recklessly – hence officer casualties were 

often six times greater than those of other ranks.” (Taylor, 1985) By assuming the role of a junior officer 

and therefore a platoon commander, Will had put himself in the, “most dangerous position in the British 

Army.” (Hughes-Wilson, 2014).    

He, was narrowly saved from the Western Front by a military disaster that had recently unfolded far 

away in Mesopotamia (present day Iraq). In December of 1915, the British Army was in full retreat 

from an attempt to take Baghdad and had fortified their position at Kut-AlAmara on the Tigris River, 

south and east of Baghdad, as means of defense against the pursuing Turks.    
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What was a moving battle became a siege that ended on April 29 th, 1916 with a British surrender.    

Thirteen thousand British soldiers were taken prisoner. The siege and eventual surrender at Kut  

Al Amara became a national embarrassment, particularly so when considered with the disaster that was 

Gallipoli. The British Army had been soundly beaten at great cost in lives and material – not once but 

twice. To restore Britain’s honour and shore up its credibility in the near east, Britain committed troops 

and supplies to a renewed and re-designed campaign against the Turkish forces in Mesopotamia.    

Despite the rapacious need for men on the Western Front, and because of the disaster at Kut, 

Mesopotamia had become a British priority.  Consequently, it was to this theatre of the war that Will’s 

superiors saw fit to send him: although not directly.  He was given notice in early September, while at 

the Harwich Garrison in Essex, of his impending transfer to Indian Expeditionary Force “D” bound for 

Mesopotamia or India.      

 

  The transfer was necessary because the war effort in Mesopotamia was the responsibility of the British 

Indian Army based in India. What would be his first port of call for this new duty was settled with the 

rrival in early October of 1916, of an order marked “Secret” informing him that, “Passage to India having 

been provided” he was thereby ordered to proceed to Devonport and embark in the above named 

vessel (the name has been obscured or omitted on the order sheet probably for security reasons – a 

section of the order sheet is reproduced below) on the 11th of October, 1916.    
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He was on his way to join the British Indian Army in India and was moving as far away from the fight in 

Europe, the fight he had committed himself to, as could be imagined.  He must have felt trapped in 

some Homeric current of fate, his desire, being part of the fight against the German war machine, 

seemingly thwarted with each effort to purposefully move toward it.    

Although I am sure Will was frustrated, I am also sure he came quickly to the realization that this 

journey, this “adventure of a lifetime” had suddenly expanded, giving him the opportunity to travel yet 

further and to see places he thought he would only read about in Kipling’s stories and poems and the 

exotic tales of The Arabian Nights. He simply had to accept the fact that he would never make it to the 

Western Front, that his fight would be with Germany’s ally, The Turkish Empire. There was consolation, 

however, in the fact that he would do so by first witnessing the awesome and terrible beauty of India 

and then the grandeur of the land where civilization began.    

Two other young officers, whose names appear in the left margin of the order sheet (see above), were 

given the same order; I suppose the intention being that the three should travel together in a sort of 

“buddy system”. Lieutenants G.F. Boddy and L.G.B. Sacre received that same piece of paper, and despite 

any preference or desire that they may have harboured to join the fight in France or Belgium, they did 

what soldiers must: they assembled the necessary equipment, packed their kit and reported for 

embarkation as ordered.   Somewhere along the way the three paused and posed for a photo in newly 

acquired “warm weather” uniforms including shorts and pith helmet.    

(Boddy and Sacre, are not common names.  They are the kind of surnames that make you stop and think 

about origin and meaning if you’ve a temperament like mine.  The way they pop up in this story already 

had me thinking of them as characters not unlike Rosencrantz and Guildenstern.   As it turns out, their 

surnames, and the meanings attached, look like they were invented for the purpose by a romantic 

dramatist.   Sacre is of French origin and means “consecrated”, and Boddy comes from the Norse meaning 

“messenger”.    Was Will travelling in the company of a “consecrated messenger”?  That he was saved 

from so much that was horrific in this World War makes even a skeptic like me pause to wonder.)    
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They boarded their troopship at Devonport understanding that the trip would be dangerous: plying 

waters patrolled by German U-boats at least up until Gibraltar; it would be long: three weeks at a 

minimum, and; that they would find the increasingly hot weather difficult even into late November.  To 

ease the potential effect of the hot weather, the ship departed within what was known as the “India 

trooping Season”.  Long experience in the middle east and India had ingrained a respect on the part of 

the British Army for the killing power of the weather to such a degree that troops were transported to 

India only between late September and March. During the war, on at least one occasion, this rule was 
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broken with disastrous effect.  The result was the death of 19 British soldiers from heat stroke on a train 

from Karachi to Lahore, and a national scandal known as the Karachi Troop Train Incident.  The incident 

occurred just 5 months before Will departed on a similar journey through some of the same country.    

From Devonport the ship would have departed in convoy, protected by British warships. The threat of 

German warships and U-boats was too significant in these waters to allow troopships to sail without 

protection.  It seems that the escort brought Will’s ship at least as far as Malta, due south of the Island 

of Sicily, where a change of escort may have taken place.  They may have had to wait for that escort 

for some days in the Port at Malta.  Of course, there could be no shore leave given the uncertainty of 

the schedule and the difficulty of rounding men up to leave on short notice, so they very likely waited 

on board.  A similar escort change probably happened at Port Said in Egypt. By this time, and with Port 

Said’s notorious reputation as the most dangerous city in the world, releasing several thousand young, 

bored and restless men for shore leave was probably out of the question, and so again they remained 

on board.    

While en route, there seems to have been some effort to make the men’s forced idleness a bit more 

bearable.  Among Will’s memorabilia is a concert programme dated October 21st, 1916. They may 

have been at Malta or perhaps between Malta and Port Said by this time.  On the bill that evening was:   

a piccolo solo, a pianoforte solo, several songs (for male voice of course) and, much I am sure to 

everyone’s relief, two comic songs by one Corporal Sharpe.    
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From Port Said there would be the need to queue for passage through the Suez Canal at the Port of 

Suez.  Once on the other side of the canal there may have been yet another escort change that would 

take them through the Red Sea to the Gulf of Aden.  At Aden (Yemen) there could have been yet more 

waiting, confined to the now extremely hot and uncomfortable ship, while a new escort and perhaps 

other ships gathered for the run to India across the Arabian Sea.    

Lacking a journal or letters, I have no way of knowing how the trip really went for Will and his fellow 

travellers, Lieutenants Boddy and Sacre.  Fortunately, a similar trip in November of 1914 was briefly 

described, in a letter written by Quarter Master Sergeant, H. Beaumont of the East Surrey Regiment to 

his civilian employer (H. Beaumont, 1914. “Five Weeks on Board”, UK National Archives).  In the letter, 

Beaumont confirms that at each port the soldiers waited onboard while new escorts and other ships 

arrived to form an escort group. The letter contains a significant amount of the British “stiff upper lip”, 

probably because it was written to an employer to whom Beaumont would be unlikely to complain and 

yet it manages to convey some of the magnitude of the difficulties aboard.  Describing the effect of the 

heat Beaumont says,    

“It has been a most delightful and interesting voyage and the weather is now so hot that   

hundreds of troops are compelled to sleep on deck nightly as the heat is much too great below.”      

H. Beaumont    

Later he manages to go so far as to refer to the 5 weeks on board in the heat as “irksome”,    

“Shall be very glad to get there as five weeks on board a crowded troop ship with little 

opportunity for exercise is getting rather irksome.”   H. Beaumont    

I would think that “irksome” was a significant understatement given the tight quarters, the heat, 

limitations on fresh water, and the pent-up energy of so many young soldiers.    

Will, Boddy and Sacre disembarked at the Port at Karachi (see map below), now in Pakistan but then still 

part of India, on November 30, 1916 after six weeks on board.  I think, between them, having spent a 

week longer than Quarter Master Sergeant Beaumont had, they would have come up with several and 

more colorful adjectives besides “irksome” to describe the journey.    

From Karachi they were bound for the British Garrison at Quetta, 500 miles due north at the foot of 

the Sulaiman Mountains near the border with Afghanistan (see map above).  To get there, they took 

the train through Sindh province and on, steadily rising, from the hot moist air of the coast to 

comparatively cooler, drier weather as they made their way north.   At Sindh, Will took what may be 

his very first wartime photo, a blurry shot of a train station. He must have purchased the camera (a 

Vest Pocket Kodak) while in Karachi, overcome by the wonder of the place in which he found himself 

and determined to bring home images to share with friends and family.    
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Once at Quetta, Will and his travelling companions were absorbed into the routine of military life, their 

names coming up regularly on Battalion order sheets (a sort of summary of the days events and orders 

which Will retained during this period) as the Duty Officer of the day. The circle of friends expanded to 

include Lieutenants Snow, Browne and Landon.  Training continued, and included proficiency in the 

use of firearms and judging by Will’s photos a bit of messing around, now captured on film.    
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Wanting to make the best of the situation the friends took advantage of days off, getting out into the 

country on foot and by bicycle.   They went to nearby Hanna Valley, to the entrance of the Dharwaza 

Gorge, the Rock of Murdaar and Will got some great shots of the Quetta Valley.    
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The question that must have been at the forefront of Will’s mind was, how long would he remain in 

India?  When would he go to Mesopotamia and the front lines?  As it turns out, it took much longer than 

he probably expected. The reasons are found in the effort, already well underway, to ensure British 

success in Mesopotamia through rethinking, resupplying and rebuilding the campaign – literally from 

the ground up. It would seem that Will found himself, once again, part of an army “under construction” 

or more accurately “re-construction”.  A significant part of the British Indian Army’s preparation was 

ensuring that the men and officers were well and sufficiently trained and prepared for the task.  As part 

of this effort, Will left Quetta for Ambala in north central India in early February of 1917 for three 

months of intensive training at The School of Instruction for Young Officers.   20/21 

  

    

      

      

      



 

 

   

Chapter 6   

  
 

The School of Instruction for Young Officers  

   
Will Grummett had been with the British Garrison at Quetta for about two months and had 

passed his second Christmas far from home, when he was ordered – not to join in the fight in 

Mesopotamia – but to attend the School of Instruction for Young Officers at Ambala, Haryana 

province in central, northern India early in February of 1917. This insistence on yet more 

training was part of a larger strategy to ensure the absolute success of a planned second 

attempt to push the Turkish Army out of Mesopotamia and break Turkish hold on the region.    

Following the British defeat at the siege of Kut-Al-Amara in 1916, the British High Command’s 

review of the conduct of the war in Mesopotamia found significant shortcomings.  These 

included: no suitably modern ports to receive men and material, and poor transportation 

linkages within the country. These, in turn, lead to shortages of everything for the soldier at the 



 

 

front, including food and water. Incidents of diseases such as cholera were particularly high, as 

poorly supplied troops were left to search for potable water wherever they could find it.    

In a rare but sensible act, the entire command structure was sacked and replaced. General 

Frederick Stanley Maude was given the task of re-organizing and re-fitting the campaign and 

restoring British prestige. Maude seems to have received the message, clearly understood what 

was needed, and was given most of what he asked for. He started the improvements focusing on 

efforts to ensure adequate supply through the building of a modern port at Basra and by 

connecting that port via usable roads, rail lines, and improved steam-powered river boats that 

could effectively navigate the Tigris and Euphrates rivers (Rogan, 2015). Several hundred Ford 

model T type trucks were ordered and received to make  use of the newly improved roads, roads 

that remained, for the most part, effective even during the rainy season (Rogan, 2015).    

   

   

Hospitals and other medical aid facilities nearer the front were improved with greater 

manpower, material support and by making use of the latest science. Bacteriological 

laboratories were added to the medical facilities. The new laboratories played a significant role 

in reducing the spread and consequent impact of diseases to such a degree that General Maude 



 

 

was able to report that by July of 1917, “many of the diseases from which we suffered in 

previous years – such as cholera, enteric fever and scurvy (of course this last was a function of 

food supply) – were either non-existent or negligible in their extent.” (Dispatch, October 15th, 

1917).  (In a tragic and darkly ironic twist, General Maude himself would die a month after 

writing the dispatch quoted, having contracted cholera in unpasteurized milk.)    

    

 

   



 

 

As infrastructure and logistics were being improved, two full divisions were added to the 

Mesopotamian Expeditionary Force (MEF) – improving the fighting strength to 160,000 men. 

 

General Maude seems also to have placed considerable emphasis on training his soldiers and 

officers so that they might be as prepared as the system that supported them. New officers and 

men sent from training in England or Egypt were typically found wanting by their British Indian 

Army commanders in many respects and one in particular – knowledge of and training in local 

conditions. Of course, Will and his circle of young officer friends, Boddy, Sacre, Browne and 

Landon, were no exception.   And so, they would be educated and trained to perform in the harsh 

desert environment of Mesopotamia and not in a cursory way: for Will this meant three months of 

intensive training in both the classroom and the field at Ambala.    

 

The order to attend at Ambala also meant an opportunity to see more of India; the train journey 

from Quetta to Ambala is about 700 miles.  The journey would take Will to the very heart of 

India, crossing the northern end of the Great Thar Desert to the Sivalik Hills, a mountain range of 

the Outer  Himalayas, where the plain of the sacred Ganges River begins and where the former 

summer capital of British India was located at nearby Simla.  It was to Simla that the British 

Viceroy moved his administration in summer months to escape the heat of Calcutta (known as 

Kolkata since 2001) and from which, just as the Ganges finds its source in the nearby mountains, 

British rule flowed.    

 

  

            
      



 

 

In 1917, India was still firmly under the command of British military might in a close alliance 

with British economic interests referred to collectively as the British Raj. The British Viceroy’s 

(as the representative of the British Monarch) rule in India was unchecked by the uniquely 

British invention that was the representative parliament. Democracy was not a notable export 

of the British Empire and as a result, Indians were entirely disenfranchised in their own country.    

Had Will any romantic notions of British India leftover from boyhood readings of Kipling’s 

Gungha Din or the Rout of the White Hussars, I am sure these evaporated quickly, identifiable as 

he was in his uniform as part of the ruling elite. However uncomfortable that may have been for 

an Ontario farm boy, he betrays his interest in the people and the customs of this country in the 

subject and composition of his photographs. Many times, he takes pictures of Indian people, 

hard at work or in candid moments of real life: here are the water drawers, launderers and 

servants of the British Raj, street performers, and ordinary men and women, parents and 

children. He seems to have taken a special interest in the clothing and manners of the people 

and tried to capture some of the feel of the culture in his portraits. All this at a time when the 

notion of casual photography was quite new, taking a “snapshot” was uncommon – the word 

and the notion only recently finding its way into western vernacular. Requesting a photo could 

be a complicated process given language, culture and implied and real class barriers. And  

yet he did it, and he got some splendid shots (see the following pages)     



 

 
       

    

      

      

      



 

 
    

     

           
      

      



 

 
 

     

  

    

      

      

      

      

      



 

 

    

    

    

    

    

   

     

  

     

      

    

      

      

      

      

      



 

 
          

      
      



 

    

    

      

      

      

      

      



 

 

    

    

    

    

    

    

     

  

      

    

      

      

      

      

      



 

 

    

    

    

            
      

      



 

 

    

     

        

      

      
      



 

 

    

    

   

  

     

    

      

      

      

      



 

 

    

 

       

     

     

  

    

      

      

      

      

      



 

 

    

   

  

     

    

      

      

      

      



 

 

 

     

              

      

      

      



 

 

From texts and notes Will kept, the training at the School of Instruction for Young Officers 

involved things one would expect from military training: assault techniques and strategy, the 

function of the platoon, methods for the use of various weapons including the Lewis Gun (a light 

fully automatic rifle), the rifle grenade, the bayonet and the sidearm.  There were lectures and 

practical exercises in navigation, using map and compass and techniques for accurate map 

rendering. Of course, no military training is ever complete, it seems, without a session or more of 

digging – an activity Will captured in the photos below.    

 

   
 

To be certain that the men would be ready to fight in a hostile and unfamiliar land the training 

went further. They, at least the officers, were also immersed in language study, learning phrases 

in Arabic, Persian, Turkish and Kurdish. They were provided with information about the cultures 



 

 

and the history, both ancient and recent, of Mesopotamia, Persia and Turkey. The principal text 

seems to have been a 300 page, waterproof edition, entitled, “Field Notes: Mesopotamia” 

(prepared by the General Staff based in India and dated 1917), issued to each officer. A glance 

at the Table of Contents reveals sections on history, geography (including climate), population, 

natural resources, government and administration. A chapter is devoted to the make up of the 

Turkish Army in the region including notes on alliances with local Arab tribesmen.  The point is, 

that the training appears to have been quite detailed and even comprehensive. In this respect it 

seems entirely in keeping with the state of preparations underway in this theatre of war and 

entirely atypical of what is generally described as the, far less than well prepared, experience of 

soldiers and young officers everywhere else in this, nearly global, conflict.    

Since he couldn’t be training around the clock and he wasn’t confined to a barracks, not all of 

Will’s life during this time in India was consumed by things military. This part of his life might be 

forever lost but for Will’s habit of keeping a monthly list of expenditures in a small notebook 

which ended up among his papers and photos. Looking to his expense notebook in detail, we can 

get some idea of the life he was leading as he prepared for the role of combat officer.    

To begin with, as an officer, he was expected to maintain himself from his pay while in training. 

Both food and lodging were his expenses – even his furniture was rented, costing him 5 rupees 

each month. He seems to have taken most of his meals in the Regimental Mess hall, this costing 

him on average 85 rupees per month (just under 20 shillings or one-pound Stirling – 20 shillings 

make a pound) that’s less than 1 shilling a day for food.  Will’s daily pay rate was 11 shillings/6 

pence (12 pence= 1 shilling).    

Will was also expected to be outfitted in a fashion befitting an officer and to assume certain 

behaviours. This meant he had to supply his own uniforms, of course, but it also meant 

purchasing and using items and services of a class defining character. These included a cigarette 

case, a cane, a “suit of mufti” (“mufti” being used here as a slang term indicating a suit of 

civilian clothes worn by one normally in uniform) and the services of servants and bearers, a 

thing expected by his Senior Officers and his peers and by the people who relied on this work 

for their living.  Regularly, in the lists of expenses for the week, scattered throughout the days, 

is the entry for a sum spent on a “tum-tum” which is a two-wheeled cart pulled by a man (or 

more than one man) on foot or bicycle.  Given what I know of Will’s character, although he was 

proud to be in uniform, he must have felt, riding about in tum-tums and affecting the use of a 

cane, more than a bit self-conscious.    



 

 

He had something of a social life away from the training, occasionally going to a local cinema, 

standing drinks at the “club” (Officers Mess) and on at least one occasion he went horse back 

riding, paying 3 rupees which he dutifully recorded in the expense book.    

At one point, the expense book records, he was either trying to improve himself or perhaps 

simply to fill the hours by purchasing a violin, a case, bow, rosin, sheet music and a music stand. 

Things may not have gone as well as he liked given the need later in that same week to replace 

both the A and E string and the necessity for the purchase of more rosin (typically a block of 

rosin will last months for even the most dedicated of students). Further signs of wrestling with 

this most difficult of instruments are suggested with the recorded purchase during the following 

week of a copy of the “Young Violinists Tutor”.  After this entry there is an abrupt cessation of 

any notation in the expense notebook of purchases related to the instrument or music of any 

sort.  Not surprisingly the violin was not included among Will’s wartime memorabilia.     

It’s probably a fortunate thing that the violin didn’t work out.  This allowed him to focus on 

photography and the picture record he was building.  A glance through the record of expenses 

reveals several entries for film, new attachments for his camera, film tanks, and developing 

chemicals, and, at one point the addition of  a new camera. His ability to develop the film and at 



 

 

least view the negatives must have given him the necessary feedback that lead to the 

continuous improvement of his compositions.  From the first tentative and blurry picture of the 

Train Station at Sind (see post #5) he improves dramatically, producing the captivating images in 

the slide show (above) in a few short months of trial and error.    

      

Near the end of April, the course of study at the School of Instruction came to an end.  Will was 

transferred to the Garrison at Belgaum, Karnataka province, southern India. Belgaum served as 

the embarkation point for soldiers of the Mesopotamian Expeditionary Force: from here the next 

journey would be to the front.    

      
      



 

 

Getting to Belgaum involved another long journey and yet another opportunity to see India:  a 

1200 mile trip by train, passing through the city of Bombay (now Mumbai the capital of post 

colonial India).    

 

Will secured leave and stopped for a day and a night at Bombay to take in what he could of the 

city.  He stayed a night in a hotel, sampled the food, and attended a theatre performance.  The 

quick visit seems to have afforded little time for photography.  The photograph below of a scaffold 

covered building is, disappointingly, the only photo of Bombay in Will’s collection.    

          
      



 

 

         
      



 

 

    

He arrived at Belgaum, reporting for duty on the 18th of April (1917) and assumed duties, in a 

regular rotation, as Orderly Officer. The principal job was to aid in the organization and 

preparation of drafts of men, non-commissioned officers and private soldiers, bound for the 

Mesopotamian front. At the same time, officers, like himself, were receiving orders to embark for 

Mesopotamia.  It was a matter of weeks, perhaps even days, until his name came up in the 

rotation; finally, after more than two years of training and preparation Will was about to embark 

for the front lines.    

Fate, however, intervened yet again.  Sometime, toward the end of April of 1917, Will woke to 

the racking pain, alternating chills and stifling, disorienting fever that would be diagnosed as 

malaria.  Joining the fight in Mesopotamia slipped away in fevered dreams and no one could say, 

with certainty, whether he would recover and if so, would recover well enough, to be considered 

fit again for active duty.    
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Chapter 7    

  

Mesopotamia    
Mesopotamia means the “land between the rivers”. The Tigris and Euphrates Rivers have their source in 

the mountains to the north in Syria and Iran and grow ever closer as they make their way through this 

ancient land. They eventually meet, and their waters become the Shat El Arab which empties into the 

Persian Gulf. Today the area formerly known as Mesopotamia is, for the most part, within Iraq.   
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This is the land of the first civilizations: the Sumerians, the Akkadians, the Elamites, Amorites, Kassites, 

the Assyrians. Sumerian empires lasted for thousands of years on and between the rivers. In his classic 

historical outline, H.G. Wells notes that the great cities of Mesopotamia such as Babylon, Ur, Uruk and 

Nineveh, “have already an immemorial past when first they appear in recorded history.” (Wells, 1920)  

In the passage of all that time, these remarkable people invented cultivation, irrigation, the city itself, 

written language, the wheel and gave us the first example of codified law: The Code of Hammurabi   

(Hammurabi was king of the first Babylonian Empire). The Code’s purpose as stated in its preamble was,    

“to bring about the rule of righteousness in the land, to destroy the wicked and the evil-doers; so that the 

strong should not harm the weak.” (King, 2015)    

When Sumerian empires gave way to invasions by the Akkadians no dark age followed.  These 

conquerors could not fail to recognize the achievements of the Sumerians, and they continued this 

civilizing trajectory by adopting Sumerian writing, law and technologies and by making their own 

contributions.  The Amorites seized power from the Akkadians and after them the Elamites and then the 

Kassites.    

“For four thousand years this new thing, civilization, which had set its roots into the soil of the two 

rivers grew as a tree grows….It changed its dominant race; it changed its dominant language, but it 

remained essentially the same development. After four thousand years the warriors and conquerors 

were still going to and fro over this growing thing” (Wells, 1920).    

Mesopotamia was the very centre of the civilizing world.  But this ascendancy was gradually lost as the 

once highly productive, and continuously irrigated farmland began to draw salty groundwater to the 

surface soils and food production started to decline. By 2000 BC what was once fertile alluvial plain had 

become salt pans and this source of human civilization went into a steady decline. The desert that 

surrounds ancient sites of the Sumerian empire at Ur and Uruk are testimony to this man-made 

ecological disaster. Even today, nearly half of the irrigated land in Iraq is saline (Wright, 2004).      

While Mesopotamia’s prominence slipped away, the passage of conquerors and ideas continued.  By 750 

A.D., Mesopotamia was part of the Islāmic Empire which spread from Mecca in Arabia and at its peak 

stretched from the Indus River in the east to the coasts of Spain.  By the time of the First World War, the 

Ottoman Turks had reigned over the land for nearly 400 years.    

None of the grandeur of this land or its history was lost on Will Grummett. He did beat the malaria that 

had put him in hospital at Belgaum, and he made it to Mesopotamia and the war, and he brought his 

camera. How all that happened, where he went and how he got there, is the subject of next month’s post, 

Post# 8  To the Persian Front.  For now, once he got there, he took some wonderful photographs of the 

country and its magnificent capital, Baghdad.    
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But, of course, the interest of the world’s competing powers at the time of the First World War was not, 

ancient empires and people or even arable land but strategic geography, and, then as now – oil.    

Historians seem to agree that the British Mesopotamian campaign began in part (and in concert with its 

efforts in Palestine) as an effort to protect the vital shipping route through the Suez Canal.  Prior to the 

outbreak of the war, the Ottoman Empire and Germany, recognizing mutual interests in the game of empires, 
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began working together on a rail line from Berlin to Baghdad. Not surprisingly, the British saw this as an effort 

to make Mesopotamia defensible by the Turks and their allies, the Germans. A firm foothold anywhere within 

striking distance of the Suez Canal was, it seems, out of the question for the British.    

 

By as early as 1910, oil was flowing down pipelines to a British owned and operated storage and refining 

facility at Abadan on the Shaat El Arab south and east of Basra. The Anglo-Persian Oil Company held 

significant rights to oil deposits in Mesopotamia and in Persia and had established its base of operations 

at Abadan (Mcmeekin, 2015).    

 

 

Historian Peter Hart argues that, “The origins of the Mesopotamian campaign lay at sea with the adoption 

by the Royal Navy of oil-fired turbines for the new generation of warships…” (Hart, 2013).  Whether 

fueling British warships or some other purpose, protecting the supply of oil was no veiled objective of the 

campaign.  In his official summary of the action in Mesopotamia, Lieutenant Colonel R. Evans states quite 

plainly that “Its purpose was to protect one minor point of strategic importance, the Anglo Persian oil 

fields” (Evans, 1930).  The insatiable demand for oil had begun and therefore securing the oil fields had 

become a strategic priority.    
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Following the disaster that was the siege at Kut-Al-Amarah (see Post #5), the British retreated and 

regrouped but had maintained a hold on important ground including the port at Basrah and Abadan and 

the lower reaches of the twin rivers.  It was from here that the Mesopotamian Expeditionary Force 

(MEF) with General Fredrick Stanley Maude commanding, began the effort to secure the oil supply and 

the strategic geography of Mesopotamia for the British Empire. What had begun with the methodical 

preparation of men and means of supply (see Post #6) continued in the same methodical, way.  In a 

succession of battles culminating with the battle for Baghdad, General Maude engaged and then 

pursued the Turkish army under the command of Ishmael Hakki Bey or as he is more commonly 

referred to, Khalil Pasha, back up the Tigris River toward Baghdad.    

The action opened with immediate successes at the battles of the Hai Salient and Dhara Bend, and by late 

February of 1917 Maude’s MEF was poised to retake Kut-Al-Amara (Evans, 1930).    

At Kut, Khalil Pasha had concentrated his force, constructing formidable defenses (Rogan, 2015). The 

Battle for Kut began on February 22 of 1917. Artillery bombardment of the entrenched Turkish forces 

was quickly followed by infantry attacks. The MEF attacked the enemy head on in a frontal assault, and 

suffered heavy losses before elements of the 14th Indian Division breached the Tigris River and crossed 

to the opposite bank at Shumran Bend (Daugherty, 2003). Here the MEF installed a pontoon bridge and, 

quickly funneling cavalry and infantry across the river, they surprised the Turks, forcing them to retreat 

from Kut or risk encirclement and capture (Rogan, 2015).    
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The Turks fell back on Baghdad, fighting a rear guard action much of the way. The third battle for Kut was 

over and the 4 Turk divisions in defence paid a heavy cost in lives reducing their numbers to some 5000 

men (Evans, 1930). Casualties on the British side were very high, but General Maude was able to 

maintain his strength in the field, drawing on the newly committed troops he held in reserve.    

   

By March 6 (1917), Maude and his army were at the outskirts of Baghdad. Having been given the green 

light to take Baghdad, the MEF engaged the Turks along the Diyala River south and a little to the east of 

the city (see annotated map below).  Here Khalil Pasha ordered his Army to stand and hastily began to 

dig a network of trenches along an eight mile front (Mcmeekin, 2015).    

For three days they fought with heavy losses on both sides. At the end of those bloody three days, 100 

men from the East Lancashires of the 38th Brigade forded the Diyala under heavy fire establishing a 

defendable crossing.  At the same time cavalry units had outflanked the Turkish defensive line and were 

busy taking the main railway terminus at Baghdad (Evans,  1930). The Turkish commander concluded 

that he could no longer defend Baghdad against Maude’s army. What was left of the Turkish army 

retreated west north-west to Al-Falujah and Ramadi on the Euphrates River (Rogan, 2015).    
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On March 11th when the British marched into Baghdad, Will Grummett and his comrades were deep 

into the curriculum at The School of Instruction for Young Officers at Ambala in northern India (see 

Post#6).  I am sure the discussion among his fellow officers included thoughts that the capture of 

Baghdad meant the war in this part of the world was, for all intents, over.   The truth is that there is a 

lot of Mesopotamia north of Baghdad, and the Turks, regardless of the defeats and damage to their 
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army, were not about to give it up and walk away without a long and bitter fight.  The Turkish army 

remained in northern Mesopotamia and remained a threat up to the armistice in November of 1918.    

  

As one of his first acts upon entering Baghdad, General Maude released a proclamation that included 

the statement, “our armies do not come into your cities and lands as conquerors or enemies, but as 

liberators “. Without sounding too cynical, one could add – so long as the Suez remained secure for  

British shipping and the flow of oil into British tankers, uninterrupted. What the world saw was that Britain 

had triumphed, restoring its credibility as a power in the region, thwarting the plans for the Berlin to 

Baghdad Railway and any possibility of a Turkish-German dominance in Mesopotamia.    

  

   

Concerned that his supply lines were growing too long, General Maude slowed the advance and 

consolidated his gains. (Evans, 1930) He also knew that the coming hot weather could both injure and 

kill and no significant military objectives would be attempted at least until October and cooler weather.    

The British took up positions as far north as Samarra on the Tigris River (Tigris Front) and to the west of    

Baghdad as far up the Euphrates as Khan Baghdadi (Euphrates front) forcing the Turks to abandon both  
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Al -Falujah and Ramadi. To the east, the British faced the Turks, who were holding the hills known as the Jebel 

Hamrin (London Gazette, Sixth Supplement, 26th August, 1918) along a line from Shaharaban north and east 

along the Diyala river and the “Tehran Road” to the Persian border: this was the Persian Front.    
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As the fearfully hot weather began in India that summer of 1917, Will Grummett lay in Belgaum 

Stationary Hospital, just one of many victims of malaria, among those whom other diseases and battle 

wounds had felled. Typically, military hospitals were open ward type, with as many and perhaps more 

than 50 men to a large room and only the occasional folding screen to provide some temporary privacy. 

For the first few weeks I doubt Will took much notice. Malaria produces alternating periods of high fever 

and chills accompanied by intense whole-body pain, convulsions, vomiting and diarrhea.  The fever can 

be so high and sustained that it causes delirium. The danger was that this may lead to a coma and then, 

in most cases, death.   

  

To the Persian Front    

    

Chapter 8   
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In 1917, the treatment for malaria was a naturally occurring compound called quinine   

(extracted from the bark of a tree).  Depending on the severity of the infection, quinine could be 

administered orally, intramuscular or intravenously. This last route had only recently been adopted as 

a means of dealing with patients who had lapsed into a malarial coma. To be sure that the parasites 

were eradicated from the blood and the liver, quinine was administered over a period of three months 

in decreasing doses as the patient showed improvement. (Memoranda on Some Medical Diseases, 

1916) The treatment wasn’t exact and the parasites have the ability to remain in a dormant form and 

can reactivate, causing recurrence of the disease up to a year or more following the original onset. One 

thing you can be sure of is that the disease is less likely to recur when you are rested, well fed and 

relatively stress free. These are, of course, three things which are never guaranteed during war.   

  

Will began to improve, and with that probably began to be more aware. Lying in his hospital bed in the 

intense and suffocating heat, I am sure he had far too much time to think about his situation. He was 

very sick, very far from home, with no one he knew to talk to or to provide comfort. This may have 

been the first time he really saw and began to comprehend what the weapons of this mechanized war 

could do to a soldier, as nothing is hidden from eyes and ears in an open ward: not the myriad ways 

that steel flung at high speed can tear and smash flesh and bone, not the limbless bodies, nor the 

moans of agony, or the pleas for it to end. I like to imagine that the nurses at Belgaum were of the kind 

so often described in factual and fictional accounts of this war, being equally as effective at tending the 

spirit as they were at tending the body.   

Will entered hospital toward the end of April of 1917.  I think he remained in hospital until the end of 

May and perhaps part of June. Surprisingly, by late June he was deemed fit to resume his duties and to 

ship out to the fighting.  By this time, he would still be taking a daily dose of quinine and my guess is he 

was shy a few pounds.  Nevertheless, he packed his kit and departed in the last days of June, leaving 

Belgaum by train bound for Bombay.  At the port in Bombay, he boarded his third troop ship and 

departed for Basrah, the main Mesopotamian port on the Persian Gulf. From Basrah his journey would 

take him up country to Baghdad and from there to a place called Karnabit north and east along the 

Diyala River in a region the British referred to as the Persian Front.   

Getting to that front was no simple matter. The distance from Belgaum to Basrah is about 1800 miles.   

Leaving in late June as they did, they were travelling in the hottest weather and contrary to the   

“trooping season” rule (see post #5). The first stage of the journey would be by train to the port at 

Bombay, some 300 miles. Once he boarded his troop ship there were no stops along the way, just a 

straight shot across the Arabian Sea to the Gulf of Oman and into the Persian Gulf and, finally, 70 miles 

up the Shaat-Al-Arab to Basrah. From Basrah (Busra on the map below) the remaining trip to Baghdad, 

(about 300 miles or so) could be made by a combination of rail and river steamer.   
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An American observer, Lt. Colonel Edward Davis noted in his report from the front, “ In order to save 

time, my trip to Baghdad was not made by river steamer, but by rail to Amara, thence, by steamer to 

Kut-el-Amara…thence, by rail to Baghdad.” (Davis, 2003). It is not clear, exactly how Will got to 

Baghdad and it’s not terribly important, but it is fortunate that he seems to have entered the city on 

the Tigris River and had his camera ready to take in the remarkable view.   

 

Once in Baghdad all that remained was the short trip up the Diyala River to get to his destination at 

Karnabit. This leg of the journey may have been made by light gauge railway or a combination of 

wagons and the newer Ford trucks provided for the campaign. Along the way, Will would pass through 
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the main garrison of the 2nd Battalion, Norfolk Regiment in the town of Baqubah about 10 miles south 

of Karnabit (see detailed map below).   

 

As Will arrived at Karnabit and reported, the officer of the day recorded the following in the   

Regimental Diary, “July 11, 1917 at Karnabit: Captain R.T.H. Reynolds M.C. and 2nd Lieutenant W.   

Grummett and 22 B.O.R. (British other ranks) joined the battalion today.” (Regimental Diary of the 2nd 

Battalion Norfolk Regiment, July 1917) After 28 months of training and travelling, Will had finally made 

it to the front – sort of.  In fact, Karnabit was a segregation camp set up as part of the strategy for 

dealing with an epidemic of diphtheria. Will’s first experience on arrival was probably having his throat 

swabbed for testing while he was held in quarantine until it was certain he was not likely to make 

matters worse.   
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Despite the reduction and improved management of the incidence of diseases such as cholera and 

enteric fever, as reported by General Maude in the dispatches to the government (see post #6), 

malaria, diphtheria and heat stroke remained significant issues, seriously impacting the effective 

strength of the Mesopotamian Expeditionary Force. At times during the later part of the campaign, 

disease and heat related injury reduced the Battalion to 2/3 of its strength. (Petre, 2003)   

Part of the reason for the continuing difficulty with disease was simply the challenges presented by the 

country and the simple tent style camps which, while the standard for the time, provided little 

protection from mosquitoes, the heat or flash and seasonal flooding.   
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Mesopotamia is tremendously hot, particularly in the months of April to October. In 1917, the region 

was in the grip of a particularly notable hot season: so hot that the people of Baghdad referred to that 

summer and early fall as, “The hottest season in the memory of man.” (Moberly, 1927) From the date 

of Will’s arrival until early October, the daytime temperature was never less than 110 degrees F, and 

rose to as high as 130 degrees F (Regimental Diary of the 2nd Battalion Norfolk Regiment, July-October, 

1917). The official history of the Norfolk Regiment summarizes these extremes with a single terse 

sentence, “For most of the time the weather was excessively hot, tempered by dust storms and other 

unpleasantness’s.” (Petre, 2003)   

   

Because the heat was so intense, both the Turks and the British would, with one notable exception, 

avoid engaging in battle in the hottest period of the year simply because the heat could kill more 

effectively than any soldier.  The First Battle of Ramadi, which occurred in July of 1917 is proof of this 

claim.  Temperatures that day rose to 160 degrees F and more British soldiers died as a result of heat 

stroke (321 killed) than from enemy fire (245 killed) (Rogan, 2015).   
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For soldiers in the line during this time of the year, “Duties were principally the furnishing of small 

escorts, fatigue parties and training.” (Petre, 2003) The routine was disturbed only by occasional 

overflights of enemy planes (which were met with an early form of anti-aircraft fire using a modified 

Lewis gun -see photo below) and late night incursions by locals into the camp in an effort to carry off 

whatever they could (Petre, 2003).   

   

At least one of Will’s assignments during the hot weather appears to have beenreconnaissance. In 

his collection of papers there is a report prepared and signed by Bullen and Grummett 2nd  
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Lieutenants, it details the roads and road conditions and the geography in the Deltawa to Baqubah 

area.   

   

On September 28th, 1917, Will was at the main garrison in Baqubah. He was there with the full 

complement of officers of the Norfolk Regiment.  This fact is documented in the group photograph 

below. Will is fifth from the right in the back row (the picture at the head of this article is an 

enlargement of Will from this photo).   

 
   

It seems unlikely that the officers of the regiment assembled simply for the purpose of taking a 

group photo.  I think, considering the late September timing, that they came together at the garrison 

in Baqubah for a senior command briefing. The briefing was probably intended to outline the 

objectives and plans for operations on the Persian Front that would begin that October.  The Turks 

were still patiently present on the west bank of the Diyala River.  They held the Jebel Hamrin 

(Hamrin Hills) and were in full control of the canal system and water control structures on the west 

side of the Diyala. As the weather cooled, the Norfolk Regiment and the rest of the 37th brigade 

prepared to push the Turks out of the Jebel Hamrin and seize control of the vital waterways.   
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Chapter 9   

  

In the Jebel Hamrin   
 

By October of 1917, Will Grummett had been on the Persian front for just over two months. He’d 

spent some of that time confined to a segregation camp as part of an effort to defeat an epidemic of 

diphtheria. He was released in late July and had been engaged from then primarily in training 

exercises in preparation for the upcoming season of “active campaigning” against the Turkish army.   

Since April, both armies had been nearly inactive due to the intense heat.  The British Commander, 

General Maude, noted in a dispatch describing this period that, “…movements could not be 

undertaken by either side without grave risk of incurring substantial casualties from heat stroke and 

heat exhaustion,” (Gen. Maude, London Gazette, Jan. 8, 1918). Just before the halt in the fighting, 

Maude and his army had driven the Turks eastward to the foothills known as the Jebel Hamrin, and 

south of the Diyala River just beyond the village of Deli Abbas on the north side of the river. (see Map 

1 below, Turkish lines are indicated by the brown line).   
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In post 7, Mesopotamia, it was pointed out that the people of this ancient land invented and 

extensively employed the process of irrigation.  And, while it had eventually brought ruin to many 

sites, it continued to be used on lands better suited to the practice.  The land south and west of the 

Jebel Hamrin is just such a place. It is crisscrossed by a network of irrigation canals.  For millennia, 

water diversions, canals and water control structures have brought water to land otherwise incapable 

of growing crops.  Sinsil, Khurassan, Marut, Ruz, Haruniyah, Abu Hadid, Ruhaiya, Aghadir, Mudarako, 

Shaharaban are the names of some of the major and minor canals that divert water from the Diyala 

River and carry it west and south to irrigate crop lands and supply communities.   

The main control structures for the canal system are located where the Diyala River emerges from the 

Jebel Hamrin near the town of Mansirya (marked with a red diamond in the map above). These canals 

and their control structures are the lifeblood of the region. He who controls the canals controls the 

land. From their position in the Hamrin foothills and below the town of Mansirya it was the Turkish 

army that had their hands on the water control structures in October of 1917.   
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Recognizing the canals importance, General Maude issued the order in early October, “to clear the 

Turks from the left bank of the Diyala (River) and occupy the Jebel Hamrin astride of that river, in order 

that the control of the canals might be in our hands.”  (Gen. F.S. Maude, London Gazette, Aug. 26, 

1918).   

For the Norfolk Regiment, the special objective within the plan was, “…to secure the crest of the range 

(the Jebel Hamrin) where the cart road crosses it.” (Petre, 2003).  I have tried to make sense of this 

cryptic objective and even with the maps from the era I can find no single obvious or so named “cart 

road”.  All of the roads in the Jebel Hamrin are cart roads at best, most are simple trails, passable only 

by foot or on horseback.  The actual road aside, I suppose the point was to push the Turks from the 

high ground and out of the hills.  From the beginning of these hills just beyond a canal called Ruz and 

the Talib Bridge on the Shaharaban Road (see Map 2 above) to the crest of the range was about two 

miles of increasingly rugged and difficult country.   

  

    

    

    



   

4/20   
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The hills of the Jebel Hamrin are limestone with a maximum elevation of 1600 feet and little 

vegetation.  They are the foothills of their parent range, the Zagros Mountains which extend for 1000 

miles along the border with Iran and Turkey.   
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General Maude’s plan to seize control of the canals and push the Turks from the Jebel Hamrin began 

with an attack on the forward Turkish positions at Deli Abbas.  Meanwhile, his main force, including 

the Norfolk Regiment, attacked the Turks holding the crest of the Jebel Hamrin. General Maude 

summarized the events simply in his dispatch, “These measures had the desired effect of dislodging 

the enemy from a very strong position with extraordinarily few   

casualties in my force…” (Gen. Maude, London Gazette, Aug, 1918).  It would seem that the Turks 

yielded the high ground almost without a fight, and they abandoned the hills, retreating north-east 

along the Shaharaban Road (see Map 2 above) with the Norfolk Regiment in pursuit.   

It could, very easily, have been a very bloody and difficult fight for each hill.  I am sure Will was 

relieved, as never before in his life, as they marched through those hills with the enemy retreating in  

front.  Now he could only think, when will they turn and stand, and how easy is it to get caught in 

crossing fire from the tops of these hills?   

Of course, simply moving through the hills wasn’t easy; the Shaharaban Road was nothing more than a 

trail, and the Regiment was moving men, equipment and artillery.  In the photos below, Will captured 

the Regiment as it moved men and guns through the hills and the plains in pursuit of the enemy.    
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They followed the enemy for about six miles through the rugged Jebel Hamrin. The hills gave way to 

the valley of the Kurdarrah River, and a broad plain beyond. The Norfolk Regiment marched across this 

plain towards Kizil Robat on the morning of October 20th.  When they were within range of the village, 

the Turks opened fire with their heavy guns.  The Regiment withdrew out of range to observe and to 

determine the best way to take the town of Kizil Robat.  While they were working out a strategy, and 

reconnoitering the Turkish defence, the Turks retreated up the Shaharaban Road to Khanaqin (see 

Map 1 above).   

Will had just experienced his first time under enemy fire.  It wouldn’t have taken the Regiment long to 

withdraw out of range, but it must have seemed a very long time with artillery rounds dropping in among 

the column.   

 

  

The Norfolk Regiment did not pursue the Turks past Kizil Robat.  The attack at Deli Abbas forced the 

enemy back into that portion of the Jebel Hamrin beyond the town of Mansirya, abandoning the 

headworks of the canals.  Maude’s objectives were achieved; the Turks were driven from the southerly 

portion of the Jebel Hamrin, and the canal system was now in British hands.   
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Maude’s first action following this success was consistent and predictable.  He gave orders to incorporate 

the hard-won geography into the existing system of transport and communications.   To this end 75 

bridges were constructed in the immediate region to provide crossings through the maze of canals, and 

the Jebel Hamrin was, “pierced by a very complete and convenient number of roads for wheeled traffic.” 

Gen. Marshall, London Gazette, Aug. 26, 1918) Will took part in this work and documented temporary 

bridge building and some of the hard work of road building in the hills.   
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The Norfolk Regiment then established a camp near the Kurdarrah River (see Map 2), and it was here 

that they would have received the news, in late November, that their Commander, was dead.  General 

Maude had died on November 19th having contracted cholera.  General W.R. Marshall assumed 
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command of the Mesopotamian Expeditionary Force and began to form plans of his own for the 

continued pursuit of the Turks.   

By the end of November, General Marshall had determined to push the Turks further back from the 

Diyala River above the town of Mansuriya (see detail Map 2b below – the dashed line indicates Turkish 

positions) and beyond the passes of the Jebel Hamrin at Abu Zenabil and the Sakultutan,  to as far 

north as Kara Teppeh (See Map 1 above for the relative position of Kara Teppeh).   Marshall ordered 

his units to engage the Turks along a broad front from Mansuriya to just beyond the town of Kizil 

Robat to the north-east.   
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The Norfolk Regiment began their portion of the action just above the town of Kizil Robat on December 

2, 1917.  They were to cross the Diayla River moving westerly, and to push the enemy toward Kara 

Teppeh.  They discovered that the bridge over the river had been destroyed by the Turks as they 

continued to retreat.  The Regiment made an attempt to ford the river at the bridge site, but found the 

crossing impossible in the deep, strong current.  Men and equipment were being swept downstream.  

Fortunately, the enemy was prevented from firing upon the ford, “thanks to a very efficient barrage 

which prevented the enemy opening fire.” (Petre, 2003)   

Installation of a temporary pontoon bridge was ordered (photos below document a similar action) but 

there were few pontoons available.  As a result, the temporary crossing was limited, and the day consumed 

in getting the Regiment across.  By the time they were on the opposite side, the Turks had pulled well back 

from the River to the west and north-west.   
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In addition to destroying bridges, the Turks also made certain to leave nothing behind which might assist 

their pursuers.  The photo below is likely a Turkish fuel and ammunition dump set afire as the Turkish 

force retreated.   
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On the other end of this broad front, the Turks abandoned the Abu Zenabil and the Sakultutan passes 

in the hills as they also retreated to the north.  To buy time as they retreated, the Turks flooded the 

low ground where Nahrin and the Diyala Rivers meet. (Gen. Marshall, London Gazette, Aug. 26, 1918).    

Despite this difficulty, General Marshall noted the area was occupied by his forces on December 3rd.   
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The Norfolk Regiment was back at Kurdarrah Camp by December 3rd, having achieved their portion of 

the objective.  Now, General Marshall’s plan was to bring units together in a combined column to march 

on Kara Teppeh.  The Norfolk Regiment was not required for this part of the campaign.  Two of the 

regiments’ platoons were.  They were given the job of ensuring the Turks had abandoned the pass at 

Abu Zenabil and the nearby village of Tawilah. It seems likely that the main British force skirted the area 

near the Abu Zenabil pass due to the flooding by the Turks and now wanted a report to be certain there 

would be no surprises as the army came together to march on Kara Teppeh. If there was anyone left 

behind, it would be a small force, but in those hills a small force might do a lot of damage.   

   

On December 4, the Norfolk Regimental diary records, “orders received for two platoons to proceed to 

Sawiyah (Sadiyah) and spend the night there; ford river in the early am of 5th, clean up area Tawilah, Abu 

Zenabil, recross the Diyala and rejoin battalion at Kurdarra River Crossing Camp evening 5th.” The assignment 

was given to 2nd Lt.’s Grummett and Hayes.   

 

The platoon is a unit of between 24 and 44 men and is the largest unit that can be commanded by a 2nd 

Lieutenant (General Staff (b), 1917).  It is a mobile, lightly armed unit, carrying rifles, rifle grenades, and the 

Lewis automatic rifle.   The command structure of a platoon includes the Lieutenant and the non-

commissioned officers, most notably a First Sergeant capable of both advising on and implementing the 

platoon commander’s orders and direction. Responsibility for the mission and the men, however, began and 

ended with the Lieutenant.   
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On the morning of the 5th, Will and a 2nd Lieutenant Hayes and their platoons set out on foot from Sadiya and 

made for Tawilah.  Map 3, below traces my best guess as to the route they took into and out of the Jebel 

Hamrin.   

They had marched about seven miles the previous day from Kurdarrah up the Shaharaban Road past Kizil Robat 

to Sadiyah.  Much of the nine or ten miles from Sadiyah to Tawilah would have been only slightly more difficult 

marching, following ancient trails skirting the Diyala River. Just before, Tawilah they would have encountered the 

low area below the confluence of the Nahrin and the Diyala Rivers that the Turks had flooded during their 

retreat days before.      



 

19/20   

   

At this point, the two platoons may have separated to be able to enter the village from two vantage 

points.  Both platoons forded the Diyala River just outside of the village.  Will ordered a halt and sent 

men ahead to reconnoiter the village.  He issued the order for the rest of the men to proceed, slowly, 

spread out, and under cover as much as possible given the terrain.  At a safe distance, he would have 

brought the platoon to a halt and awaited the word from his scouts. The scouts reported: no Turks in 

the village. Will brought the platoon cautiously into Tawilah, rejoining Lieutenant Haye’s and his 

platoon.  There were probably brief discussions with locals about when the Turks had left, if there 

were any remaining, and if there were any Turks at Abu Zenabil about a mile to the west.   

In order to avoid the flooded area (marked in yellow dashes on Map 3 above), I think Will and 

Lieutenant Hayes opted to skirt the flooding, recrossing the Diyala where they had crossed to enter   

Tawilah, and proceeded to the north and west to the point where the Nahrin meets the Diyala River.  

They likely crossed the Nahrin River and made their way south to the Abu Zenabil pass. (Alternatively, 

they may have gone south, around the flooding and found a ford to cross the Diyala and approached 

Abu Zenabil from the south.) At the pass they found nothing; the Turks had completely abandoned it in 

their retreat.  The route back to Kurdarrah Camp may have been north and back over the Nahrin River 

or perhaps to the south down the Diyala River, skirting the flooding, then crossing the river at a 

suitable ford.  From there they would have followed the edge of the flooding using the high ground, 

making their way toward the Kurdarrah River valley where the ground would be less hilly and perhaps 

easier going.  By the time they reached Kurdarrah Camp on the evening of the 5th they had covered 

about 25 mileshalf of it in very difficult country.   

On his return to camp, Will reported that he had reconnoitered Tawilah and the pass at Abu Zenabil 

and, “there was nothing to clean up,” the Turks had abandoned both the village and the pass. He 

added, “the crossing (of the Diyala River) at Tawilah was a bad one.” (Regimental diary, December 5th, 

1917).  With this information General Marshal’s army could, confidently, push forward and engage the 

Turks at Kara Teppeh.  They did, and the Turks retreated again, this time to Kifri.   

As the rains came late in December and early in the new year, the Norfolk Regiment camped either at 

Kurdarrah or Beled Ruz or was in transit between the two. It wasn’t until April 24th that the Regiment 

was engaged in a new operation that saw them cross the Diyala River and march 45 miles north 

toward the town of Kifri. The objective of the operation is unclear, but appears to have been part of 

the effort to drive the Turks further north. The enemy was neither seen nor engaged, the regimental 

history noting that, “The Norfolk Battalion had no fighting in the operations…” (Petre, 2003)   

As April progressed, the hot weather began to resume its grip over the land, preventing any further 

concerted action against the Turks: at least until the following October of 1918.  To provide officers and 

men some relief from the difficulties of life at the front, and to give them something constructive to do, 

they were sent in rotations to India to attend training schools and to rest.   
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Toward the end of April of 1918 Will posed with his immediate senior officers for a photo.    

Gone is the nervous boy who posed for the officers group photo at Baqubah in September of 1917 (see 

post #8).  In his place is a lean, tired, but confident officer, the lower half of his face deeply tanned and 

lined from constant exposure to the relentless elements of this unforgiving land.   

 

Sometime in early May, Will received an order from the Headquarters Embarkation   

Commandant directing him to, “…proceed to Pachmari, India to join the School of Musketry.” The 

Norfolk Regimental Diary notes that on May 11th, 1918, “W.J. Grummett and Sgt. Woods left to proceed 

to India to attend the School of Musketry.”   

After 10 months at the front, Will’s first tour of duty in Mesopotamia was over.   

  

      
    



 

 

  

Chapter 10    

 

At Pachmari, India   
     

Pachmari is a hill station in Madhya Pradesh, Central India. “Hill Station”, is a British term 

used to describe a town situated above the surrounding plain (in this case at 3600 fasl) 

possessed of a cooler climate than the land below. It was for this reason that the British Army 

established a sanatorium at Pachmari in the mid 19th century.  By the time of the First World 



 

 

War, the sanatorium facility likely remained in use as a hospital, but now it was also home to 

the School of Musketry.   

  

The natural landscape around Pachmari, is famous for its beauty, and is locally called 

“Satpura ki Rani”, which means “the Queen of the Satpura Hills.”  In these Satpura hills are 

soaring cliffs, waterfalls, open plateaus and dense jungles, each provide unique habitat for 

tigers, leopards, wolf, bison, wild boar and rhesus macaques.   Recognizing the ecological 

importance of the region, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO) and the Indian Government established a biosphere reserve here in 

1999.   



 

 

If you have to go somewhere for weapons training, it seems this is the place: cool and pleasant, 

beautiful scenery, exotic wildlife, and far from the blast furnace that was the Persian Front in 

Mesopotamia.   

As Will Grummett prepared to leave the Persian Front for respite in India, I wonder how he felt?  

What are the thoughts that go through the mind of a soldier departing the battlefield?  Is there 

simply relief being out of the fighting and harms way? I have read some accounts that admit to 

guilt on leaving, where friends and comrades are left to continue on.  I imagine a confusing mix of 

emotions, amplified and distorted by physical and mental fatigue that comes from so much time 

in a watchful state.  I think Will could leave the front knowing that the fighting would not continue 

until the end of the hot season and that he wasn’t leaving anyone to bear his burden. His job was 

to make the best of his time in training and leave to become fit to return to the fight.  In May of 

1918, how and when this war would end was still anyone’s guess.   

Significant changes in the combatants over the 13 months between April of 1917 and May   

1918 made the outcome of the war more, not less, uncertain.  The Russians, with Vladimir 

Lenin, Chairman of the Soviet Congress, at the helm of an emerging socialist state, 

negotiated a separate peace with the Germans in March of 1918.  Well before the treaty, 

the effectiveness of the Russian Army had dissolved as the state spiraled into collapse. 

Following the Tsar’s abdication in March of 1917, there were a series of provisional 

governments culminating in the near bloodless coup d’état that brought Lenin’s 

Bolsheviks to power in early November of 1917.   

The departure of the Russian Army gave the Germans the chance to do what their original 

plan of attack deemed necessary for triumph; fight the war on a single front. But, had the 

Russians made them fight on the eastern front for long enough so that victory over the 

allies was now impossible?  And, while the end of fighting in the east meant that Germany 

could throw the weight of its army against the allies on the Western Front, the United 

States had declared war on Germany in April of 1917.  By the spring of 1918 as Will headed 

to Pachmari, US soldiers and equipment had just begun to arrive on the western front, 

their eventual effect on the war as yet unclear.   

The Russian peace, also had implications in Mesopotamia and most notably on the 

Persian Front.  Up to that time the British and the Russians had acted in a more or less 

coordinated fashion, the Russian Army having occupied the village of Khanaqin on the 

Persian Front (about 25 miles east and north of Kizil Robat on the Tehran Road) during the 

early part of the campaign period of 1917/18.  As the Norfolk Regiment moved toward 

Kizil Robat in the autumn of 1917 (see post 9#) and beyond, they made contact with their 



 

 

Russian allies.  During one of those times of contact, Will took a photograph of a Cossack 

Cavalry unit of the Russian Imperial Army.   

 

 

With the Russians gone, the north-eastern end of the Persian Front near Urmia was being 

held by  Assyrians and Armenians, fighting for their homes and their lives. They had 

depended heavily on the Russians for supply and support in their fight against the Turks, 

and once that was gone, they were soon overwhelmed.  The Assyrians and Armenians 

abandoned the fight and headed south, beginning an exodus with their families to 

Hamadan in southern Persia where they hoped the British Army would provide protection.  

As the Assyrians and Armenians fled, The Turkish Third Army took possession of that part 

of the front, exposing the eastern flank of the Mesopotamian Expeditionary Force and 

threatening British aims to secure the Binagardy Oil fields near Baku on the Caspian Sea.   

Will and Sgt. Woods arrived at Pachmari toward the end of May of 1918, duly executing the 

orders they were given to attend the School of Musketry.  They had made their way south, 

by steamboat and train, from Baqubah to Baghdad to Basra. At Basra they boarded a troop 

ship (Will’s 4th) that returned them to India, landing, some days later, at Bombay (Mumbai).   

    
    



 

 

From the island on which Bombay sits, the 600 mile train trip to their destination took them 

up and away from the coastal plain and the beginning of the monsoons, through the 

northern end of the mountains known as the Western Ghats, and down onto the drier 

Deccan Plateau that stretches nearly 700 miles to the southern tip of the Indian peninsula. 

They crossed the plateau, and, rising as they met the foothills of the Satpura Mountains, 

the train deposited them either at Gadarwara or Mopani, both about 60 miles from 

Pachmari.  The last leg of the trip was probably made by horse and cart: a very good way to 

see the country.   



 

 

The course was intensive, highly technical, and involved training with the latest weapons. 

Despite the school’s archaic name, muskets were not on the agenda.  The Lee-Enfield, 

boltaction, repeating rifle was the infantryman’s primary weapon and had been since 

1895.  This was the era also of the automatic rifle, and of course the killing machine that 

was the watercooled machine gun.   

The British Army adopted the Lewis Automatic Rifle in 1914, adding considerable fire power 

to the infantry. Like the Lee-Enfield rifle, it used a .303 calibre bullet, but could fire at a rate 

of 500 rounds a minute. It is not clear how much, if any, training Will received with the 

Vickers watercooled machine guns.  These automatic or, machine guns, were twice as 

heavy as a Lewis Automatic Rifle and required a three-man crew to carry and keep it 

functioning.  The benefit to the soldier and to overall strategy was their rate of fire (similar 

to the Lewis at about 500 rounds per minute) but more importantly, their effective firing 

range was around 2000 yards were the Lewis was about 800 yards. Armed with these 

weapons and a clear field of fire, very few teams of gunners with enough ammunition 

could keep an army at bay. That there were ever frontal assaults in this war is a hard thing 

to understand: that there were so many without alteration in the method of attack until 

later in the war seems a special kind of madness.   

Will’s notes fill two hardbound 8 1/2″ by 14″ notebooks. The notebooks, contain lecture 

notes and diagrams covering: the care and use of various firearms; ballistics; and, the 

techniques of rangefinding.  The School was no “holiday” or rest stop, this was serious 

work for men who were certain they would return to battle and were keenly interested in 

being as prepared as they could be.   

  

  

  



 

 

 

   

Following the course, Will likely remained at Pachmari at least until August of 1918.  He seems 

to have taken fewer pictures during this time, and this may have been the result of being unable 

to buy film. Fortunately, on a day’s leave, he brought his camera along to photograph the 

wonders of Jamuna Prapat or Bee Falls near Pachmari. (see photos on following pages)   

      

      

    
    



 

 

   



 

 

   



 

 

   



 

 

   



 

 

   
   

    
   

  

    



 

 

 In late August, Will left Pachmari for the garrison at Belgaum, the embarkation point for his return 

to  Mesopotamia and the Persian Front.  He left India from Bombay and made the trip across the 

Arabian Sea, yet again, (this would be his fifth troop ship) to Basra, then to Baghdad, finally 

reporting for duty at the front in the village of Mirjana on September 13, 1918. Will was 

immediately dispatched as the entry in the Regimental Diary attests,   

“Lieutenant Grummett and 81 B.O.R.s (British other ranks) returned from 

leave.   

Lieutenant Grummett to proceed to Khanaqin for duty in connection with 

refugees.   

Temperature 110°.”   

Will was back on the Persian Front. He was back among the now familiar dangers of weather 

and the enemy, but with a very different kind of assignment. The British command had 

decided that Assyrians and Armenians who had fled Urmia for Hamadan would be brought to 

a secure camp at Baqubah near Baghdad.  It would be the kind of work that soldiers would be 

increasingly required to undertake in the post war world: ensuring the survival of displaced 

people, and noncombatants, persecuted in times of conflict. For Will it would be two months 

of heartbreaking, difficult work that would open his eyes forever.  It would also become the 

wartime assignment of which he was most proud.   
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Chapter 11    

  

Assignment: Assyrian and Armenian Refugees   
 

The following is from a letter written by Will Grummett in 1923 and published in the Toronto Globe and 

Mail newspaper:   

During the Great War, I served with the Imperial Army in Mesopotamia, and toward the close of that 

campaign, during the latter part of 1918 I was sent up into Persia to aid in the rescue of that part of the 

Armenian people who had taken refuge at Lake Urmia, in Northern Persia. We were told we had 80,000 

Armenians to bring down into Mesopotamia where they could be cared for by the British Forces. From 

records I kept of the refugees passing through my hands I believe 57000 refugees reached the 

concentration camp at Baqubah. The rest presumably perished on the way. The total distance traveled 

was 500 miles. The death rate per day was very heavy on the 60 miles of route over which I had charge. 

W.J. Grummett, Toronto Globe and Mail, April 30, 1923.   

On his return to Mesopotamia from India, Will Grummett went to Khanaqin to undertake work, “in 

connection with refugees.”(Regimental Diary of the 2nd Battalion Norfolk Regiment, Sept. 1918)  Those 

refugees were both Armenian and Assyrian people who had fled the Lake Urmia area in Persia (Iran) for 

safety in hastily constructed British camps around Hamadan in southern Persia.   
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Refugees on the road between Hamadan and Baqubah, Mesopotamia (photos above and below).   
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Following the Russian revolution and the departure of the Russians from the war, Russia’s former 

Armenian and Assyrian allies were left to fend for themselves against the Turks.  They held on for some 

time, but lacking numbers and supply they, eventually, retreated.  Unlike a military retreat, however, 

this exodus included the soldiers and their displaced families.  They retreated to Hamadan covering 

250 miles in difficult country.  Once at Hamadan, however, the British Army decided that they could be 

better cared for closer to British controlled rail lines in Mesopotamia.   

It would be untrue to characterize this effort to aid the Armenian and Assyrian refugees as entirely 

motivated by humanitarian concerns. In his book, The Baqubah Refugee Camp, Brigadier General H. H. 

Austin, British commander of the camp, stated,   

“Having regard to the great difficulties that were already being experienced in maintaining the British 

forces in Persia, spread out to the Caspian, it is obvious that the advent of tens of thousands of destitute 

men, women and children at Hamadan seriously aggravated the problem of maintenance along the  

Persian lines of communication.” (Austin, 1920)   
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General Austin goes on to point out that the British wasted little time in recruiting the “more robust 

men” (his term) from those seeking refuge at Hamadan, to an “irregular force for fighting in Persia” 

and the others, including one would suppose, less able men, “should be utilized as Labour Battalions to 

improve existing road communications on the Persian plateau.”(Austin, 1920)  I doubt there was a 

choice for these men and teen-aged boys, to serve or not, and they were simply assigned to one of the 

groups and separated from their families. (Ishaya, 2004) Men who were unfit for the Irregular or 

Labour battalions, women and children, had to get themselves to the new camp at Baqubah.  Between 

September and November of 1918, between 50000 and 60000 refugees took to the road once again.   

 Will’s job was to protect the refugees as they passed along the caravan route between Hamadan and 

Khanaqin. He doesn’t provide details in his letter to the Globe and Mail, except that British units, 

probably platoons had charge of 60 mile stretches of the road. Beyond their usual kit it is not clear what 

resources Will was given to aid the sick and desperately hungry. Food was scarce.  The entire region was 

suffering through famine and had been for more than a year. The rival armies, first the Turks and the 

Russians, then the British had commandeered much of the available food.  I doubt Will had much to give 

except the protection his men could provide.   

 It is not a certainty, but one would hope that the refugees were given rations, water and basic 

necessities as they left the temporary British camps. What is clear is that the refugees must have been in 

a weakened and very compromised state, having only recently survived the trip from Urmia.  I doubt 

they were ready to move on but they had no real choice, so they set off on another 250 mile trek, this 

time through the passes of the Zagros Mountains, the Jebel Hamrin foothills and the arid plains of 

eastern Mesopotamia bound for the promised safety of the camp at Baqubah. They did so on foot, 

donkey, horseback, mule and camel. Will’s pictures below document the exodus and the various 

methods of travel.   
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Just as their transport was whatever they had or could get, so to where their shelters.  In the 

photograph below Will documented a temporary resting camp along the road to Baqubah.   
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 If the British provided any transportation it seems it was only once people could go no further. Will 

photographed a group of refugees along his section of the route who seem too sick or simply too weak to 

continue; they sit by the edge of the road against a wall trying to get out of the sun (immediately below).   

As the Lieutenant in charge of that part of the route he was responsible for their fate.  He was given no 

resources to care for them along the road.  I would also speculate that Will’s superiors told him he would 

not be able to request resources during the operation.    

  

Faced with this horrifying situation I think he made his first plea for those in dire need.  I think, and the 

photo series that follows seem to document, that Will asked for, and somehow convinced his  

Commanding Officer to provide trucks to carry the exhausted refugees the final miles to Baqubah.   In the 

second photograph, below, a large truck is visible in the distance coming toward the refugees.  The last 

image in the series is of several large trucks capable of carrying many people, parked at the spot where 

the refugees had sat. The refugees are gone, presumably loaded on the trucks, a British soldier is carrying 

a last pile of belongings to the truck on the left.  The meaning of the series of photos seems fairly 

straightforward and I would like to think that Will and his men were able to get these people quickly to 

medical help at the Baqubah camp.   
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For two and a half months, until all the refugees at Hamadan had made their way to Baqubah, Will 

served as protector and escort along his 60 miles of that bloody road.  He watched them struggle along 

it, he witnessed them die upon it and he did what he could to pass 57000 lives on to the Baqubah 

camp where, with the care and shelter provided there, they might survive. Recalling the events in his 

letter to the Globe and Mail, Will wrote,   

“The memory of it will stay with me long after details of the military campaign in Mesopotamia have 

passed away and been forgotten.”    

The helplessness must have been nearly unbearable.   

The war in Mesopotamia officially ended on October 30, 1918 with the signing of the Peace of   

Mudros. The First World War as a whole, came to a close with the armistice on November 11th, 1918.    

When the last of the refugees made their way to Baqubah in late November or early December of 1918, 

Will returned to regimental headquarters, now based in the town of Imam Abbas.  He was given the 

choice to continue with the regiment or demobilize as per his enlistment agreement, which was, to 

serve while the declared war continued.   I think he had seen enough suffering, and had been away 

from his home for nearly 4 years; the prospect of 2 or perhaps as many as 5 years more was simply too 

much.  Will decided to go home and left Mesopotamia for England on December 23, 1918.   

   

   

   

   



 

 

   

     

 

Chapter 12   
   

War’s End and Home   

   

Will Grummett left the village of Imam Abas in Mesopotamia, the Norfolk Regiment’s latest resting 

spot, for Basra shortly after Christmas of 1919. The war was over and although there was an offer to 

re-enlist and carry on in the region, he chose to go home.  Will set off for the port at Basra and the 

ship that would retrace his journey through the Persian Gulf, into the Arabian Sea, across the Red 

Sea, through the Suez Canal and across the Mediterranean, and beyond Gibraltar into the Atlantic, 

and finally to an English Channel port.   

The journey back to England was markedly better than the trip to India had been those two years 

ago.  The ship was probably as crowded, and, just as on the outbound trip, there would be no chance 

to get ashore.  This time, though, the weather would have been mercifully cooler in  

December, but, most importantly, there would have been no lurking German U-boats in the Atlantic.   



 

 

I expect Will arrived in England sometime in the latter half of January, 1919. He would have 

reported to the regimental garrison at Harwich in Essex. His out right release from service or 

demobilization, was not immediate.   The problem was that there were a lot of men to demobilize, 

and getting them home was a large-scale logistical problem.  Canada alone had nearly 270,000 

soldiers to bring home with limited shipping.   It was also a highly charged situation. Soldiers who 

had been overseas for years desperately wanted to go home.   

The wait led to mutinies, and in the case of a Canadian Camp in Wales, to the death of 4 Canadian 

soldiers.  Every one wanted to go home.  Will was among them, but he would spend another three 

months in England.  He was officially demobilized on May 8, 1919.  On that day his service ended, he 

received a payment statement and arrears pay in the sum of 144 pounds, 15 shillings and ten pence, 

but more importantly he was free to go home.   

His problem now was that he had no official way home.  Since he had joined the British Army, the 

Canadians had no responsibility to ship him home.  As far as the British Army was concerned, they 

had shipped him home: to England.  I am not certain how he managed to get home, but I would 

think that he identified himself as a Canadian, explained his situation, and got himself aboard a 

Canadian troop ship bound for Canada.  On the other hand, I like to think that he just might have 

used some of his hard-earned pay and bought a ticket on a swanky passenger liner and put his feet 

up all the way home.   

Before he left England, I am sure Will made a point of seeing Mrs. Le Chavetois and Ida.  They were 

mother and sister to his friend, Grantley Le Chavetois, who he had met during officer training (see 

post #4).  Grantley Le Chavetois was killed in the fighting in Palestine early in 1918.  Will had become 

very close with the immediate and extended family and friends of the Le Chavetois’ during a visit he 

made to the family’s home in London in 1916.  Will remained in touch with Mrs. Le Chavetois for many 

years following the war, becoming as she put it in a letter, a connection to her lost son.   

Unfortunately, there seem to be no photographs of Will’s time in England and little else to help us 

piece together his time there before shipping home.   

Similarly, there are no sources to which I can refer to describe Will’s homecoming.  No living persons 

or letters or other documents that might shed light on the event.  It seems inadequate to simply say, 

“He came home on such and such a date and these are the persons who were likely present.”  So, 

let me beg your pardon while I engage in some fictional speculation, that is, I think it may have 

happened something like this:   

 

Will disembarked from his transatlantic passage at Montreal.  As he came off his ship, he looked every 

bit the image of the young British Officer: dress uniform, polished boots, Sam Brown belt, right down 

to the cane.  He spent a night in Montreal intending to catch the train to Toronto next day. He sent a 



 

 

telegram home saying he had arrived in Montreal and would be home in two days, trains permitting. 

The train ride to Toronto is 340 miles and took the better part of the next day. He stayed in Toronto 

overnight catching up with old friends. Next morning, he boarded the train, leaving Toronto for Owen 

Sound via Orangeville on what was the old Toronto, Grey and Bruce rail line.  His stop along the route 

was at Proton Station, a flag stop, just north and west of Dundalk.   

His brother, Ray met him at Proton. After a few cracks about the uniform and the cane, Ray shook his 

brother’s hand and pulled him in for a hug and a slap on the back saying, “You made it home…”  

They both tried hard to hold back the tears, Ray busying himself with getting Will’s things into the 

wagon.  Will was looking at the team of horses, idly playing with their halters, running his hand 

down their warm, muscular necks and murmuring something to them in a quiet voice.  Ray finished 

putting Will’s things in the wagon and hoisted himself into the driver’s seat.   

“Hey, “your majesty”, can we get going. Mom was fit to explode, and if she does, it’s your damn 

fault,” Ray said.   

“Mmhmm, ah sure, but you needn’t refer to me as “Majesty”, “Sir” will do – you rat!” Will replied, 

jumping up onto the wagon’s passenger seat, giving his brother a shove on the shoulder as he 

flopped down.  They drove along quietly for some time.    

Will broke the silence, “God it’s beautiful here” he said.  Ray looked at his brother, a thousand 

questions in his mind and evident on his face, but said nothing.   They drove on a few more miles to a 

point just near the beginning of the farm, but well away from the house.    

Breaking the silence again, Will said, “Let me out here Raymond.  I want to walk the rest of the way, 

you go on and tell Mother and Father that I’ll be there shortly.”   

“Did you not hear what I said? Let it be on your conscience if you kill our Mother with the wait,” Ray 

said to Will’s back as he jumped down from the wagon and headed off across the hay field next to 

the road.    

Will heard Ray say, “Don’t get those fancy boots dirty…Majesty…”  and, chuckling to himself, he 

drove off toward home.   

Will seemed to see this place, the only place he’d known as a child and young man, for the first time.  

It was as heavenly as any of the wonders he had seen in his travels; the sun was warm, and bore no ill 

will, no hint of its evil twin that had tried short weeks ago to kill him.  Everything, the rich black soil, 

the tall grass, wildflowers and the shade trees all seemed to say, “live”.   

Will climbed the fence at the end of the hay field and with that he was home.  He was now on 

Grummett land, perhaps the “finest growing land in the country” his father had always said. He 

paused a moment and looked at the cane in his hand, and then hanging it on the top rail of the 

fence, he turned, climbed a short rise and there, not far now was the farm house.  As he walked 



 

 

down the rise toward the house, he could see his mother sitting on the porch, looking up to the 

horizon now and then.  When she saw him coming toward the house she stood, her hands covering 

her mouth in a silent prayer, tears filling her eyes.    

Amy and Herbert, the youngest children, had spotted him too, and they raced like demons down the 

porch stairs and across the yard to meet him.  His father, was standing in front of the porch intently 

examining a rose, his beard a little whiter and there was a little more of him round the middle.  Ray 

was carrying his officer’s foot locker up the steps and into the house. Herbert was first to reach Will 

and he slowed and stopped becoming self-consciousness now of having, at thirteen, let his wild delight 

overmaster him.  They shook hands, and just as Herbert said,   

“Welcome home Will...,” Amy, catching up, leapt into Will’s arms squealing, “Willy’s home!!!!”   

When they arrived at the porch his mother had come down to the lawn to meet her son.  As Will 

approached she put out her hand to touch his face, to make sure that he was real.  “Isn’t he 

handsome Mother?”  said Amy, still in Will’s arms. Will put Amy down and then put his arms around 

his mother and held her.  She began and abandoned several efforts to say what she was feeling, 

finally murmuring, “both my boys home…and well…its a miracle.”   

Will then turned to his father and took his offered hand in a firm shake saying, “It’s good to be home, 

Father.”    

“You are quite the sight William, quite the site.  Never was a father more proud…nor more relieved,” 

his Father’s voice wavered slightly,” Welcome home son.”    

Turning toward the porch, there was his sister Mary standing on the bottom step, “Can this lovely 

young lady be my ugly little sister Mary all grown up?” and with that he hugged her, the top of her 

head fitting neatly under his chin.   

“It’s good to see you Will and your just in time, Mother and I are planning my wedding for just after 

Christmas.” Mary announced.   

Will let her go and looked at her, “Married? My baby sister? Impossible?   To whom?”   

“Henry, of course, Henry Lounds.” Mary said proudly.   

“Do I need to go and have a chat with Mr. Henry Lounds?” Will said feigning suspicion and concern.   

“Oh Will. No. He’s the most wonderful man in Grey County.” Mary said.   

At that point, Herbert, barely able to contain himself, burst in with, “Tell me the whole story. Every 

where you went and everything you did.  Did you bring back souvenirs from the battlefield?”    

“Herbert, give William a chance to catch his breath.” their mother intervened.  “Come up on the 

porch and sit down now.  I’ve made sandwiches and lemonade.”   



 

 

Yielding to his Mother’s wishes, Will climbed the porch steps and sat at the table in a wide backed cane 

chair.  He looked out onto the farm yard and beyond to the field, a waving green ocean of wheat set 

against the bluest blue sky.  He saw his family around him on the porch, and he tasted the sweet, sour 

coolness of the lemonade and thought, “I’m home.”   

Will stayed on the family farm until the start of term in September of 1919, when, as per the 

original agreement and his desire, he returned to his legal studies at Osgoode Hall.  Will graduated 

from law school after completing an extra session during the summer of 1920 (these sessions were   

 

 
 

designed to give returning soldiers the opportunity to finish school quickly and get on with their  

careers).  He was called to the Ontario Bar in Toronto in 1921.   

While working at a Toronto law firm, Will suffered an illness that prompted his doctor to suggest a 

slower pace of life, and a cooler climate.  Oral family history has it that the illness was a recurrence 

of the malaria he suffered at Belgaum in India, nearly 4 years earlier.  I think this is unlikely.  If he was 

  

    
    



 

 

subject to recurrence without being re-exposed to malaria by infected mosquitoes, that means he 

was carrying the disease.  If he was, why hadn’t the grueling ten months in combat in the heat 

triggered the disease? or, alternately, the extremely difficult 3 months of refugee work?   

I believe Will suffered the effects of what is now known as post traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).  A 

recurrence of malaria was simply a plausible cover and a simplified way of explaining the   

very complex and frightening mental and physical ailments he may have been suffering.  Our   

understanding of the effect of violence on the human psyche remains to this day rather poor. It is  

only in the last 50 years that the real and debilitating mental health effects of traumatic events 

have been recognized as a disorder, requiring compassionate treatment. Even now, with the 

disorder identified and treatments available, soldiers are being left to deal with the effects of 

traumatic stress without adequate medical and psychological support.   

In 1921, the medical profession hadn’t even begun to grapple with the issue in a serious way   

(although the documented cases of shell shock and neurasthenia that came out of World War   

1 would be the start).  There were of course pioneers in the field (see Dr William Rivers,   

Craiglockhart War Hospital) who recognized the effects as real and significant and not simply a 

“weakness” or worse, as “cowardice”.  On the whole however, lacking even the ability to diagnose 

let alone treat the trauma, patients were expected to simply “get over it and move on with their 

lives.”  That’s what Will was trying to do, but I doubt he could simply “get over” the memory of the 

faces, emaciated bodies and staring lifeless eyes of those women, children and old men along that 

caravan route to Baqubah whose lives he could not save by making trucks appear as if by magic.  In 

his letter of 1923 to the Toronto Globe and Mail he wrote “The death rate per day was very heavy on 

the 60 miles of route over which I had charge,” he never elaborated further on that unsentimental, 

factual statement.  What more could be said?   

Will was fortunate in his choice of a compassionate, understanding and insightful physician who, 

admittedly had little to offer, but offered what turned out be the best prescription. Will could, very 

easily have gone the route of many who suffered, undiagnosed, in silent self shame, with no 

apparent options, turning to alcohol or drugs for relief and slowly becoming embittered, withdrawn 

and often, suicidal.   Instead, he tried his best to follow his doctor’s prescription and revised his 

expectations of himself, and his life plan.  I am certain that Will loved Toronto – who wouldn’t have 

in the 1920’s? - but he left it, and the corporate law firm career he was working on.  Instead he chose 

a change of scenery and the slower pace of life in a northern Ontario town. He chose a place where 

he could roll up his sleeves and be part of his community as a lawyer and an ordinary citizen, and 

when necessary, escape to its nearby jack pine and birch forests and bedrock rimmed lakes to 

recharge his soul.   



 

 

That town worked a kind of magic: the best kind of magic.  He found love and he found purpose, 

and much to his surprise he found himself; whole and strong, and part of something beautiful.   
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