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Sir David Semple was a leading doctor with the Royal Army Medical Corps. He was knighted (became Sir David Semple) in 1911 for his work with public health in India, including the introduction of the new rabies vaccine. Between 1913 and 1918 he was Director General of Public Health in Egypt, then under British occupation.

Lady Ethel Semple was Sir David’s wife and mother to their seven children. Two of their sons died in childhood – John as a one-year-old and Noel of meningitis when he was eight.
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Robert and William sit on the ground in this photo taken in 1907. Left to right: Eileen (Jelly), Noel and Mabel are wearing white coats. Their mother (Lady Semple) is sitting down. The nanny is standing with Maud to the right of her.
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In August 1914 war broke out across Europe. Tensions between countries had been building for some time. Almost all the countries of Europe were linked together by agreements to support each other in the case of attack or invasion. It took the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the Austrian throne, to start a chain of reactions that brought country after country into war. On 4 August, Britain declared war on Germany, joining forces with France and Russia against Germany and Austria-Hungary.

In August 1914, William and Robert Semple and a school friend were on a walking holiday in Bavaria, Germany. The outbreak of war took them by surprise and they had to find a safe route home. Picking up Maud, their sister, from a finishing school at a convent in Bavaria on the way, they fled across France alongside refugees who were escaping in front of the German advance. They eventually arrived home on a steamboat.

Home was a house in Ealing, a suburb of London. There were five Semple children: William 19, Maud 18, Robert 17, Mabel 13 and Eileen 12. William and Robert had nicknames for their youngest sisters: Mabel they called ‘Suet’ and Eileen ‘Jelly’. In 1914, Mabel and Eileen were just about to go away to boarding school for the first time. Up until then they had been educated at home, taught by a governess.
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William was due to return to Cambridge University where he was studying to become a doctor like his father. Instead he joined the army and in 1915, after completing his officer training, he left for France as a Second Lieutenant in the King’s Royal Rifle Corps.
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His younger brother, Robert, persuaded his parents to let him join the Royal Military Academy, Woolwich, to train as an officer in the artillery. In July 1915 he left Woolwich and joined the Royal Field Artillery. Like his brother, he was sent to France to fight on the Western Front.

To keep in touch with home, William and Robert wrote letters. Their sisters kept many of these letters and they have been passed down to the next generation.
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