
William Ernest Cotterill Biographical Notes   

William Ernest Cotterill enlisted as a Private in the AIF 2 Infantry Battalion - 1 to 12 

Reinforcements 28 Jan 1915, Service No. 1934, occupation given at that time as Horse Dealer and 

Driver and address as Young, NSW, age given as 31 but in fact would have been about 35.1 

Embarked HMAT Honorata, 13 April 1915, in Sydney.2  

At the time of the death of his younger brother, Eric Roland, in action at Gallipoli, he was in Egypt 

with the AIF.3 

He was admitted to Heliopolis hospital on 12 Aug 1915 for about a month with bomb wounds to the 

face and neck acquired on 8th August whilst with A Coy of the 2 Bn in the famous action at Lone 

Pine. 

After the withdrawal from Gallipoli, the battalion returned to Egypt. In March 1916, it sailed for 

France and the Western Front. During his year he was by now a Staff Sergeant in the AMTS. He 

was again hospitalised, this time with Nile fever and when discharged from hospital seems to have 

gone to Alexandria. From then until 1918 the battalion took part in operations against the German 

Army, principally in the Somme Valley in France and around Ypres in Belgium. The battalion's 

first major action in France was at Pozières in the Somme valley in July 1916. Later the battalion 

fought at Ypres, in Flanders, before returning to the Somme for winter. 

In early 1917 the German Army withdrew to the formidable defences of the Hindenburg Line. As 

the 2nd Battalion advanced towards these defences in April 1917, Private T. J. Kenny attacked 

several enemy machine gun positions with grenades, earning the 2nd Battalion's only Victoria 

Cross. The battalion spent much of the rest of 1917 fighting in increasingly horrendous conditions 

around Ypres. Perhaps significantly, a couple of AWLs and some odd medical entries ("can't sleep; 

months") were recorded in his records around this time. 

In 1918 the battalion returned to the Somme valley and helped to stop the German spring offensive 

in March and April. The battalion subsequently participated in the Allies' own offensive, launched 

to the east of Amiens on 8 August 1918. This advance by British and Empire troops was the 

greatest success in a single day on the Western Front, one that German General Erich Ludendorff 

described as "the black day of the German Army in this war". 

The battalion continued operations until late September. At 11 am on 11 November, 1918, the guns 

fell silent. The November armistice was followed by the peace treaty of Versailles signed on 28 

June 1919. 

Between November 1918 and May 1919 the men of the 2nd Battalion returned to Australia for 

demobilisation and discharge.4 

He returned to Australia on 12 June 1919, his unit still being the Australian Motor Transport 

Section. 

Family lore suggest one of the Cotterill sons was so traumatised by the Great War that he "was 

never the same again" and just boarded a train at Chatswood railway station one day and was never 

heard from again. There have also been suggestions that his father, George Townsend Cotterill, 

bought the farm/orchard at Castle Hill because one of the boys "needed somewhere quiet to live". If 

the family stories are true, it seems probable that this was William Ernest Cotterill, whose death 

details are unknown. 
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