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Learning

CROWTHER’S COLLECTION

SIR WILLIAM CROWTHER DSO MID
William Crowther offered his services as a doctor 
to the Australian Army in February 1915 and was 

assigned to a Field Ambulance unit. 
He married Joyce Mitchell just a 
few months before he left for the 
war but the two would not see 
each other again for four years. 
Joyce is the reason that William 
kept a diary of his experiences in 

the army.
After being delayed by 
appendicitis Crowther arrived 
at Gallipoli in September 1915. 
The unsanitary conditions on 

the peninsula caused many 
casualties including Crowther 

himself who was evacuated little over a month 
after his arrival. However, once recovered, he 
went on to serve in the Field Ambulance on the 
Western Front, rising to the rank of Lieutenant-
Colonel.

Returning to Tasmania in 1919 he continued 
working as a doctor and became involved in nature 
conservation and community work supporting 
returned servicemen. A serious collector of 
books and material on Tasmania’s scientific and 
social history, his large collection would later be 
donated to the State Library. Knighted in 1964 for 
services in medicine and literature in Tasmania, 
Crowther continued to be strongly involved in the 
community, in collecting and in conservation until 
his death in 1981 at the age of 94.

A large collection of books, 
manuscripts, pictures and 
objects was donated to the 
State Library of Tasmania by 
Sir William Crowther in 1964. 
This generous gift showed his 
passion for Tasmanian history 
and his determination to save 
records that painted a rich 
picture of colonial life. 

ABOVE: Main picture, troops at ANZAC Cove. Inset, Sir William Crowther, with his notes taken at Army Gas School, France, 1918.

B orn in Hobart in 
1887, William Edward 
Lodewyck Hamilton 
Crowther was a 

fourth-generation Tasmanian. 
Like his great grandfather, 
grandfather and father he was 
a medical practitioner. During 
World War I, he served with 
distinction at both Gallipoli 
and the Western Front. 
Among the family papers 
he donated was extensive 
material about his military 
service, including the diaries 
he kept throughout the war.

Crowther’s interest in 
collecting began at a young 
age and continued throughout 
his life. His early focus on 
Tasmanian history broadened 
and he collected across 
many subjects including 
medical and maritime history, 
anthropology, natural history 
and Antarctic exploration. 
A particular interest was the 
history of the Tasmanian 
whaling industry including 
logbooks, whaling tools and 
scrimshaw.

His manuscript collections 
included records of the 
Derwent Bank and papers of 
many early colonial notables 
including sealer James Kelly, 
financier Charles Swanston 
and doctor and naturalist 
George Fordyce Story.

Consisting of more than 
15,000 items, this “rich 
harvest of a long life” remains 
one of the most generous gifts 
to the people of Tasmania.

WAR DIARIES
Among the family papers 
donated by Crowther was 
extensive material relating to 
his military service, including 
the diaries he kept throughout 
World War I.

As a keen collector, 
Crowther’s diaries are filled 
with items including poems, 
newspaper cuttings, postcards 
and hand-drawn maps which 
help the reader  to explore the 
experience of the Australian 
Imperial Force during World 
War I. Readers can learn of 
his experiences in war from 
a medical perspective, from 
hospitals behind the scenes to 
the front line, looking at the 
emotional and physical toll of a 
long war.

WORLD 
TRAVELLERS

World War I was fought 
on many fronts and many 
soldiers – themselves from 
all over the world – were 
asked to serve in several 
different countries during 
the conflict.

For William Crowther, 
serving as a doctor, his 
time in the war took him 
from Hobart to Gallipoli 
and on to the long stretch of 
the Western Front, running 
through Belgium and France. 
He also spent time in hospital 
in Italy and Malta, and was 
also in England on several 
occasions.

Those in the military were 
also granted periods of leave 
during their service and 
this time was used by many 
Australians to visit parts of 
the world they might never 
otherwise have seen.

Letters of Charles Swanston, 
managing director of the 
Derwent Bank, 1830s-1840s.

Things to 
explore
Crowther’s diaries and associated 
teaching resources are available 
online at http://crowtherdiaries.
education.tas.gov.au/

Other diaries, journals and 
photographs from World War I can 
be viewed in full at http://www.
linc.tas.gov.au/ww1/
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ABOVE: Empty 
artillary shells.

LEFT: Dr WELH (later 
Sir William) Crowther 
with fellow officer Colin 
Perkins, Claremont, 11 
April 1915.

RIGHT: A miniature 
dispensary, designed by 
Dr E.A. Kirby, late 1860s. 
Picture:  The Mercury. All 
other images courtesy of 
the Crowther Collection, 
Tasmanian Archives and 
Heritage Office.


