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While leading a pack of Mules to Fleurs for four days to replenish the battle 
fronts supplies, a shell burst, shrapnel and debris, killing him instantly. He was 
25. (AWM PDF:pg-2) 
 
This is the story of South Australian Oscar Horace Nelson. 
 
Oscar was born on the 12th of March 1891, in a small family cottage located at 12 First Street Brompton, 
South Australia. The area he grew up in was very poor with a very barren landscape, which was often liable 
to flooding due the large pug holes and deep pits left from the removal of clay which was used in the local 
brickworks. The area was a hard-working class district. Between 1875 and 1913, the original villages were 
expanded by shops, hotels, public buildings and industrial buildings. (G Johnson 2019, interview with Author) 
 
There were two main brickworks in the area these were J. & C.R. Hocking and Job Hallett. Both of these 
companies-built rows of cottages in the area of Brompton to house some skilled English brick workers to 
operate the new machinery. The brickworks constructed as many as 40 houses, which they built from their 
bricks, one of which Oscar is believed to have lived in. These houses were rented to the workers for a rent 
equal to one day’s work. (Charles Sturt,2019) 
 
Oscar was a labourer in the brick trade at the J. Hallett and Son Brickworks (G Johnson 2019, interview with 
Author), not far from his home in Brompton. Until his time of enlistment, he would have been doing general 
duties at the brickworks, which would have included stacking, loading and unloading the kilns of bricks. His 
other duties may have included cleaning and digging out raw materials for the 
manufacture of bricks.  
 
I cannot imagine how hard it must have been working as a labourer at the 
Brickworks. I believe this may have influenced his decision to leave his job as a 
labourer and enlist in the army in 1915.  Posters like the one shown in Figure 2 
were spread all around Australia as a war recruitment strategy. These posters may 
have also influenced Oscar joining the army, as it gives an impression that it is a 
glamorous and a patriotic occupation.   
 
The salary for a World War 1 solider was a minimum of six shillings a day. This 
amount was slightly below the basic labourer wage. Many soldiers like Oscar would 
have thought that joining the Australian Imperial Forces would be an adventure as 
Oscar was getting paid to see the world with his mates and escape the Brickworks. 
The ANZACS were paid more than three times as much as the English soldiers were. 
Food, accommodation and uniforms were also included as part of being 
 an Australian solider. (Anzacs.net, 2005) 
 

Figure 1: Studio portrait of Oscar 
Horace Nelson  

Figure 2: WW1 Recruitment 
poster 



 

 

Oscar was twenty-three years old when World War 1 broke out on the 28th July 1914. Oscar had no previous 
military experience. 

 

 
Oscar Horace Nelson’s family tree - 
My Grandfather supplied this information on the family tree / See Figure 3. 
 
My Grandfather's mother was Linda Johnson. Linda’s mother was Elsie  
McInnes. Elsie’s brother was Oscar.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: 
Linda Johnson (McInnes) with her uncle Oscar 
Nelson’s portrait. 

Figure 3: 
Nelson & McInnes family tree. 



 

 

 

 

 

 
One year after the war began, Oscar enlisted for service. He enlisted at 
Keswick Barracks, South Australia, on the 12th July 1915. This is where he 
would have done his basic training. (See Figure 5)  
 
On the 9th of March 1916, Oscar boarded the R.M.S Mongolia troop carrier 
at Port Adelaide docks, South Australia. Oscar was part of the 32nd Infantry 
Battalion as a Private (2470). The ship was a P&O (Peninsular and Oriental) 
mail ship until it was commandeered for the war by the Australian & British 
government. (Virtual War Memorial) This troop carrier set sail bound for 
Egypt, which they reached via the Suez Canal. Oscar’s ship was filled with a 
mix of Western Australians and South Australians, half of each disembarked 
at Egypt where they encamped near pyramids ready for action against the 
Turks in Gallipoli. (AWM, n.d.) 
 
Oscar’s Battalion set sail through the Suez Canal out to the Mediterranean 
Sea to arrive at the coast of France. It is unknown what date they arrived, but 
records show that he and his battalion trekked to  
Fromelles and Fleurbaix, France where they would help assist the French  
troops on the Western Front at the Battle of Fromelles. (History.com, n.d.) 
 
On the 4th of August 1914, the German army invaded Belgium, taking full 
control of the country. This sparked a serious threat to England as the 
Belgium ports were close to the British coast. Britain refused to ignore the 
events that had occurred on the 4th of August 1914. Germany soon attacked 
France through Belgium, leaving Britain to declare war on Germany and the 
its central powers. (ANZAC Foundation,2005) 
 
Australia and New Zealand pledged full support to Britain. Australia’s Prime 
Minister, John Cook said, “If the Old Country is at war, so are we”. During this 
time Australia was undergoing an election campaign. The opposition leader 
promised Great Britain ‘Our last man and our last shilling’, in any conflict with Germany. The Prime Minister 
responded, ‘Our duty Is quite clear - to grind up our lions and remember that we are Britain’s’. A Loyal Insert 
by the (Anzac Foundation, 2005).  
 
There was a euphoria at the outbreak of war. This was because many thought the war was going to be over 
by Christmas and men rushed to the recruiting centres as they did not want to miss the adventure and 
opportunity to travel. 
 
After Oscar had completed his duties in France on the Western Front, he was then posted to the 48th 
Battalion which operated in Pozieres, France. Oscar’s role was to load provisions which included food, 
clothes and ammunition onto packs of Mules which he led to many places to replenish the stocks at active 
war zones. (AWM PDF, n.d.) The army had to use the Mules as they were able to maneuver through mud 
pits, mountains and were less distinguishable, as opposed to vehicles which were noisy, bogged easily and 
there was limited fuel available to them. (History.com, n.d.) 

 

Figure 5: Enlistment form by 
Oscar Nelson  

Figure 6: R.M.S Mongolia 
(P&O mail ship) 

 



 

 

 

 

 
It was January the 7th, 1917 and Oscar was popularly known as “Ocky” 
by his comrades. Oscar was in-charge of a pack of Mules which were 
loaded with provisions. He had been leading the mules to Fleurs from 
Pozieres when in an instant, a shell exploded nearby. He was killed on 
the spot by shrapnel and debris. This was verified by several other 
soldiers who were nearby, one of which was his best friend, Maurice 
Harwood, who had also lived in South Australia. He was buried by 
Private Lester of the 48th Battalion on that same day. (ARCS, Enquiry) 

 
Oscar would have looked at joining the Australian Army as a way of bettering his life, he was a working-class 
person with very little money  
and education. Unfortunately, it would not have taken him very long 
to realise that once he was in France near the battle front how  
horrific the conditions were and not what he had expected. 
 
Oscar would have arrived in France at the end of summer, but when 
winter came, he would have experienced freezing cold weather 
including snow, rain and hail. These treacherous conditions which 
Oscar would not have experienced in South Australia. 
 
I am extremely proud of Oscar being my relative, as in a small but very 
important way, he helped his country and her allies defeat the 
Germans in the First World War which has given us the freedom that 
we take for granted today. 
 
At some point like my Auntie did, I would like to visit the place where 
Oscar’s soul lies to lay flowers to acknowledge everything he did for his country. 
 
Rest in Peace. 
 
His grave is located at 
Guards Cemetery Lesboeufs, 
France Plot IV, 
Row H,  
 
 
 

                                      

 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 8: Unimaginable conditions on 
the Western Front 

Figure 7: Provisions being 
packed on Mules  

Figure 9: Oscar’s grave 



 

 

 
 
Part B 
 
Oscar came from a low working-class family. He had little education and hardly any money, and a secure job 
at the brickworks. Oscar was lucky enough to live in a house with his family.  
 
 
Oscar had never travelled outside of South Australia. It must have taken great courage and perseverance to 
make the decision to join the army and leave all his friends and family behind. Oscar would have boarded 
the ship at Port Adelaide with a large group of soldiers he had just met. Also traveling across the world to 
France by ship, he probably would have suffered from sea sickness as he had never travelled in a vessel 
before. 
 
 
When he landed in France he would have been faced with towns and villages that had been destroyed by 
the Germans, and also thousands of refugees trying to escape the conflict.  Without a doubt he would have 
seen people that were lying dead all around him. Oscar would never have seen such horrific sights in all of 
his life. He marched his mules across the war zone while the battle was ongoing. He would have been in 
great fear of being shot or blown up by the Germans. 
 
 
It took great perseverance for Oscar to travel the long distances by foot from the supply depot to the soldiers 
on the battle front. But Oscar stuck to his duties and never faulted. At night he would have received little 
sleep due the to the constant explosions and gunfire which never ceased. 

 

 
Oscar had an amazing amount of courage to walk the Mules packed with live ammunition and explosives, 
but unfortunately Oscar was killed instantly. 
 

Lest we forget. 
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Appendices 
 
Figure 1: Figure 1: Studio portrait of Oscar Horace Nelson  
 
Nelson, Oscar Horace. [Image]. Retrieved from https://vwma.org.au/explore/people/153024 
 
 
Figure 2: Figure 2: WW1 Recruitment poster 
 
World War One recruitment and war effort posters.. [Image]. Retrieved from 
https://www.archives.sa.gov.au/content/war-0 
 
 
Figure 3: Nelson & McInnes family tree  
 
Family tree supplied by my pop, Globe Derby Park, South Australia, 2014) (See bottom of photograph). 
 
 
Figure 4: Linda Johnson (McInnes) with her uncle Oscar Nelson’s portrait. 
 
Photograph supplied by my pop, (Globe Derby Park, South Australia, 2014). 
 
 
Figure 5: Figure 5: Enlistment form by Oscar Nelson  
 
National Archives Of Australia. NAA: B2455, Nelson Oscar Horace [Image]. Retrieved from 
https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Interface/ViewImage.aspx?B=7994801&S=1 
 
Figure 6: R.M.S Mongolia (P&O mail ship) 
 
Little Stour Books. Monochrome Postcard of P & O. Line R. M. S. Mongolia [Image]. Retrieved from 
http://www.littlestourbooks.com/catalogue.php?COLLCC=1280400532&category=MONGOLIA%0D 
 
 
Figure 7: Provisions being packed on Mules 
 
National Army Museum. Army horse care in the First World War [Image]. Retrieved from 
https://www.nam.ac.uk/explore/british-army-horses-during-first-world-war 
 
Figure 8: Unimaginable conditions on the Western Front 
 
Sass, E. (2017). WW1 Centeninal: Nightmare - Passchendaele [Image]. Retrieved from 
http://mentalfloss.com/article/503297/wwi-centennial-nightmare-–-passchendaele 
 
Figure 9: 
 
Picture supplied by Tricia Wakinson (Auntie), 2019 
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