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THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE 1884 — 1885

In late February 1884, British military and naval forces under Major-General Sir Gerald Graham were
deployed to the Sudanese province of Suakin on the Red Sea to counter a serious threat to Egyptian control by
Osman Digna and his Arab force. After the battles of El Teb, Tamai and several skirmishes Graham and most of his
force returned to Egypt on April 4, leaving behind a small garrison including Royal Marines. Little was achieved in this
campaign.

In March 1885 an expeditionary force of British and Indian soldiers under General Graham was again sent to
Suakin. The purpose was to establish the security of the port and the eastern flank of Wolseley's Nile force, and to
protect the construction of the Suakin to Berber Railway. The Army Post Office Corps arrived March 27th. Several
battles were fought before the end of the month and by early April it became clear that the campaign was drawing to a
close. On May 2 Graham learned that Sudan was to be abandoned. Most of the British forces at Suakin returned to
the Delta by the end of May. However, some Indian troops remained, the last leaving in May 1886. Mail was
processed by the Egyptian civil post office as well as the British and Indian military postal detachments. Incoming
mail from England came overland via Brindisi to Alexandria and on to Cairo to Suez where a steamer took the mail to
Suakin.

Some of the important covers displayed include:  Egypt used in Sudan (19 Feb 1885) more than a month
before the opening of the British Army Post Office;  Earliest Sudan usage of “British Army Post Office/Egypt –Code
C” date stamp, 28 March 1885;  a soldier’s cover from a private in the New South Wales Contingent to Australia;
the earliest known use (March 25, 1885) of Bombay B barred circle obliterator;  the earliest recorded date (June 9,
1885) of the barred B duplex with Field P.O., and  the latest date for a FIELD P.O. date stamp.

SUAKIN to BIRMINGHAM, ENGLAND about 5 February 1884

Cover from Michael Sullivan, Skilled Shipwright serving on the corvette H. M. S. Euryalus, countersigned by a weak
rubber stamped signature of Commander Ernest Neville Rolfe. The 2d. stamp paid the normal concession rate of 1d.
and a 1d. captain’s gratuity for carriage by a private ship to England. It is believed that the cover was placed in the
Navy bag and sent on the Orient Line Iberia that picked up mail at Suez on 9 February, arriving in Naples, Italy on 14
February. It was then sent overland and upon arrival it was cancelled with a beehive postmark of the Foreign Branch
of the Chief Post Office London. The cover is backstamped BIRMINGHAM K FE 19 84. HMS Euryalis arrived off the
port of Suakin in mid-December 1883 and departed 2 April 1884. Commander Rolfe commanded the Naval Brigade
in the actions at El Teb (29 February) and Tamai (13 March).
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THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE 1884 — 1885

Incoming Letter from England

HUNTLY, SCOTLAND to SUAKIN via BRINDISI SP 11 84

Backstamped: SUEZ 18 SE 84 T1

Cosmo G. Gordon (1849 – 1921) was part of the garrison that remained at Suakin after General Graham returned to
Cairo. joined the Royal Marine Light Infantry as a 2nd Lieutenant on 22 June 1867. He served as Garrison Adjutant at
Gravesend 1881-83, becoming Captain, 1881. In February 1884, Gordon proceeded with the R.M. Battalion to the
Sudan, where he took part in the defense of Suakin, the actions of Hasheen and Tofrek, and the burning of Tamaai,
receiving the Medal with two Clasps and the Khedive’s Bronze Star. In May 1885, he left the Red Sea in command of
a detachment for the China Station to form a garrison for Port Hamilton at a time when relations with Russia were
strained. As a major he served at the R.M. Depot, 1891-95, was 2nd-Commandant at Plymouth in 1901 and
Commandant at Chatham in 1903. He was placed on the retired list with the honorary rank of Major General in 1906.



INCOMING LETTER THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE

Incoming covers to Henry Martin Sandbach, G Battery, B Brigade of the Royal Horse Artillery. His unit arrived at
Suakin sometime after January 23, 1885 and previous to the assembling of the Field Force in March 1885.

ABERGELE, NORTH WALES to CAIRO FE 12 85

LIVERPOOL, ENGLAND to SUAKIN 19 MR 85

Sandbach was commissioned a Lieutenant on August 14, 1876, and promoted to Captain on March 13, 1885. He
was present at the engagement at Hashin on March 20th and the destruction of Tamai on April 3rd for which he was
awarded the Egypt medal with clasp and the Khedive’s star.



CIVIL POST OFFICE THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE

One Piastre Officer’s Letter

SUAKIN to ENGLAND via Brindisi 19 FE 85

This envelope from Captain Richard Henry Francis Wharton Wilson of the 10th Prince of Wales Own Royal Hussars
went through the Egyptian civil post office as the British Army Postal Service detachment did not arrive in Suakin until
March 27th. Previous to the assembling of the Suakin Field Force in March 1885, there were approximately 2,635
officers and men stationed at Suakin, most of whom arrived between January 23rd and March 1st. The date stamp
canceling the two 20 paras stamps lacks the parallels above and below the date. In addition, the S of SOUAKIN is
slightly deformed having the appearance of an inverted 2. It is backstamped SUEZ ARRIVEE 23 FE 85 and
FAIRFORD A MR 9 85.



INCOMING COVERS THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE

LONDON and WINDSOR, ENGLAND to SUAKIN, SUDAN

LONDON, S.W. to SUAKIN MR 3 85
WINDSOR to SUAKIN MR 5 85

The covers are addressed to Captain The Hon. North Dalrymple of the Scots Guards. Dalrymple, the second son of
the tenth Earl of Stair, served in the Sudan Campaign of 1885 as Brigade Major to the Brigade of Guards, and was
present in the engagement at Hasheen and that near Tofrek on the 24th March. He was severely wounded while
conducting a convoy of camels to McNeill’s zeriba. The covers are backstamped SOUAKIN 15 MR 85, six days after
the troops arrive at Souakin.



CIVIL POST OFFICE THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE

20 Paras Foreign Post Card Rate

SOUAKIN to ORKNEY ISLANDS SCOTLAND 18 MR 85

This post card is from H. H. Johnston, a member of No. 3 Field Hospital. The hospital was in charge of a Surgeon-
Major, assisted by two Surgeons. It was the last of the four field hospitals to arrive, and was permanently stationed in
the camp, when, towards the end of the military operations, it received sick from the Cavalry, Mounted Infantry, and
other details.1

The message on the post card reads:

Suakin. Tuesday. 17th March 1885

Arrived here yesterday, but am not to disembark until to-morrow. No 3 Field Hospital
to which I am attached is to go with the Cavalry Brigade. I am writing this on shore in
case it may catch an earlier mail than if I wait until I write a letter. Received your
letters of Feb 23 & Mch 2. All well.

H. H. Johnston

1 Colville, Colonel H. E., History of the Sudan Campaign, 1889, reprinted 1996 by The Battery Press, Nashville, Tennessee, p. 192.



STAMPLESS. OFFICER’S LETTER THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE

SOUAKIN to NORTH WALES 21 MR 85

Cover from Captain Henry Martin Sandbach, RA, to his sister with letter written immediately after the battle of Hashin
on March 20th at Sandbag Camp. Endorsed NO STAMPS IN SUAKIN it is postmarked SOUAKIN 21 MR 85, a few days

prior to the opening of the British Army Post Office. While it should have a boxed T marking to indicate postage due,
it was properly handstamped 2½D on arrival in England. It is backstamped SUEZ 29 MR 85, ALEXANDRIE
ARRIVÉE 29 MR 85 and ABERGELE AP 8 85.

The letter says in part

The engagement was 6 or 7 miles from here at a place called Hashim where there are some wells. A
regiment was left to entrench themselves there, & while they were doing so, the remainder of the force including
ourselves went out to cover them. We got into some very thick bush where we could not see more than 30 yards in
front of us. We were in 2 squares, the Indian brigade forming one, & the Guard the other. G/B2 & the cavalry outside.
All of a sudden the Bengal Cavalry were driven back upon us, & we retired inside the Guards square, who received
the enemy with vollies [sic]. These drove them off & we shelled the bush for some time till all was quiet.

2 G Battery, B Brigade.



THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE 1885

Letter from Captain Henry Martin Sandbach, R. A. to His Sister
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BRITISH ARMY POST OFFICE THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE

COVER CENSUS OF THE BRITISH ARMY POST OFFICE/EGYPT C.D.S.
(as of January 2007)

Postal notice reduced by 50%

The Army Postal Corps of 1 officer and 20 men departed England on March 4th and arrived in Suakin on March 27th .
They immediately opened a Base Post Office in the Egyptian civil post office. Field Post Office (F.P.O.) 1 was
established at Quarantine Island, the terminus of the Suakin-Berber Railway; F.P.O. 2 opened at the Headquarters
Camp, and F.P.O. 3 was attached to the 2nd Brigade until it became established at Handoub on April 16th. There was
daily service between the post offices with the mail travelling by rail and/or camel. The British Army Post Office Egypt
date stamps used are believed to the same ones from 1882 Egyptian War but only with the A and C code letters. Mail
from England came overland via Brindisi, to Alexandria, Cairo and Suez, where a steamer met the mails and took
them down to Suakin. In that two-month period the Army Postal Corp handled 25,200 pounds of letters received from
the United Kingdom and 1,810 pounds dispatched.10

10 Edward Wells, Mailshot, A History of the Forces Postal Service, Defence Postal & Courier Services, Royal Engineers,
London, 1987

Summar
y

BAPO A BAPO C BAPO ?

Total Covers 54 32 21 1

Earliest Cover MR 28 85 AP 18 85 MR 28 85 ?

Latest Cover MY 27 85 MY 27 85 AP 15 85 ?

Officers' Letters 39 21 18

Stampless 16 8 8

Stamped 23 13 10

Soldiers' Letters 15 11 3 1

Stampless 5 3 2

Stamped 10 8 1 1

Destination

Great Britain 44 26 18 ?

Australia 3 2 1

New Zealand 1 1 0

Egypt 4 2 2

Suakin
1 0 1

United States 1 0 1



BRITISH ARMY POST OFFICE THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE

Stampless. Officer’s Letter

SUAKIN to DETROIT, MICHIGAN BAPO C MR 28 85

This is the earliest recorded cover with the British Army Post Office/Egypt date stamp from the Suakin Field Force.

Twenty-one covers with code C are known. The boxed T marking was formerly used by the Suakin civilian post
office. If the letter was sent to England the post office would have collected 2½d. from the recipient. However, as it is
addressed to the United States, the 2½d. was crossed out, the opera glass postage due date stamp added in New
York, and ten cents postage due (double the deficiency of 2½d or 1 piastre) collected in Detroit. The cover is
backstamped at Detroit on April 25. This is the only known cover to the United States from the campaign.

The bulk of the British troops arrived at Suakin in early March 1885 and the army postal detachment on March 27th.
In total, the Field Force amounted to some 13,000 officers and men. The force was to protect the construction of a
railroad from Suakin to Berber on the Nile where it would link up with the Nile Expedition Force. However, only about
18 3/4 miles of rail was laid to Otao when it was ordered abandoned and the troops returned to Suakin. Most of the
British troops returned to the Delta by the end of May. The postal detachment left Suakin on May 30th and returned to
England leaving the postal arrangements in the hands of the Indian Army Postal Service.



INCOMING LETTERS THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE

ABERGELE, NORTH WALES to CAIRO AP 2 85

CHARING CROSS, W.C. to CAIRO JU 12 85

Incoming covers to Lieutenant Arthur Edmund Sandbach of the Royal Engineers forwarded to Suakim as his Mounted
Royal Engineers Section had left Cairo to join the Mounted Infantry at Suakin about April 12th , 1885. 11

Sandbach was back in Cairo at the time the above cover was posted. Why it was forwarded at that late date is
unknown and there are no markings indicating its return to Cairo.

11 Stock, Richard and Collier, Norton, The Sandbach Correspondence, The Camel Post, Journal of the Sudan Study Group, No. 49, Spring 1994.



CIVIL POST OFFICE THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE 1885

1 Piastre. Officer’s Letter

SUEZ to NORTH WALES 13 AV 85

Cover from Lieutenant Arthur Edmund Sandbach, RE, to his mother, while in transit from Cairo to Suakin to join the
Mounted Infantry. He departed Suakin on May 25th for Cairo via Suez.

The stamp is cancelled with the SUEZ DEPART 13 AV 85 c.d.s. and is backstamped ABERGELE 21 AP 85.



INTERNAL MILITARY MAIL THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE 1885

Endorsed Free

CAIRO to SUAKIN 17 AV 85

O.H.M.S. envelope endorsed Free sent to Captain [Henry Martin] Sandbach of the Royal Horse Artillery at Suakin. It
is countersigned by a Lieutenant Colonel in the lower left corner and has the CAIRE DÉPART 17 AV 85 postmark.
Free internal military mail covers are extremely scarce. On the back is the transit marking SUEZ ARRIVÉE 17 AV 85
and what may be the earliest known use of the SAWAKIN date stamp. Stagg12 records that this date stamp (type
19a) came into use in 1886. This one is dated 24 IV 85.

Reverse of cover showing the SAWAKIN c.d.s. reduced to 60% of original size

12 E.C.W. Stagg, Sudan The Postal Markings 1867-1970, 1974, The Royal Philatelic Society, London, p. 18.



BRITISH ARMY POST OFFICE THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE

2½d.. Officer’s Letter

SUAKIN to ENGLAND BAPO A AP 22 85

There are 32 covers recorded with the British Army Post Office Egypt circular date stamp code A with dates from April
18 to May 27 1885. This particular cover is believed to have been posted at the field post office at Headquarters
Camp in Suakin. It is endorsed on the reverse in manuscript Suakin Ap 21 85 and backstamped SWINDON
STATION A MY 6 85 and FAIRFORD MY 6 85.

Captain Wilson was present at the engagements of El Teb and Temai and the relief of Tokar in 1884 and served with
the 19th Hussars with the Suakin Field Force in 1885 for which he was promoted to Brevet Major and received the
Egypt medal with two clasps and the Khedive’s Bronze Star.



BRITISH ARMY POST OFFICE THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE

Undercharged Officer’s Letter

SUAKIN to ENGLAND BAPO A AP 22 85

While this cover is from an officer, it was erroneously charged the 1d. soldiers’ concession rate and not the usual
2½d. rate. The endorsement No Stamps Available On Active Service, C. T. Holland, Lt. Cold Grds. was likely to have
been mistaken for an officers’ approval of a soldier’s letter. It is backstamped LONDON-S.W 26 MY 5 85.

Cecil Trevelyn Holland was commissioned a Lieutenant in the Coldstream Guards on January 10, 1884. He served
with the 1st Battalion in the 1885 Sudan Campaign in Suakin, and was present at the engagement at Hashin, at that
near Tofrik on the 24th March, and at the destruction of Tamai. He was awarded the Egypt Medal with Clasp, and
Khedive’s Star.





BRITISH ARMY POST OFFICE THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE

NEW SOUTH WALES CONTINGENT

1d. Soldier’ Letter

SUAKIN to NEW SOUTH WALES BAPO A AP 22 85

This soldier’s letter to Sydney from Private W. R. Grant, “A” Company, New South Wales Infantry, is endorsed at the
lower left by A. Paul (Lieutenant Colonel Alfred William Paul), officer commanding the contingent. These troops were
served by the British Army Post Office. The cover is backstamped SYDNEY G MY 27 85 5. Only six covers exist
from members of the Australian force.13

On March 3, 1885, 750 officers and men of the New South Wales Contingent left on the SS Iberia, arriving at Suakin
on March 29, 1885. It was comprised of one battery of artillery and an infantry battalion. They departed Suakin for
home on May 17th aboard the SS Arab, reaching Sydney on June 23rd. Operations included the engagements at
Tamai and Takdul, and guard duty during the construction of the railway.14

13 Stock, Richard, New South Wales Contingent to the Sudan 1885, The London Philatelist, Volume 113, Number 1320, November 2004,
pages 314-319.
14 General Gerald Graham, commander of the forces at Suakin said the following in his Farewell General Order, May 13, 1885: “The New
South Wales Contingent has furnished a bright example of the martial qualities of the Anglo-Saxon race, and has shown to all the latent
military strength of the empire. The soldier-like spirit which has pervaded all ranks of the Contingent is the theme of universal admiration, and
it will be a valued remembrance to all who served in the Suakin Field Force to recall this, the first time when their fellow-countrymen from the
colonies served and shared with them the fortunes of a campaign.”



BRITISH ARMY POST OFFICE THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE

Official Letter

Suakin to Handoub BAPO A AP 25 85

This official envelope was sent from the District Pay Office believed to have been at Quarantine Island although it
could have been serviced by the Base Post Office at Suakin. The enclosed receipt for £25, dated 23 April 1885,
suggests that the BAPO c.d.s. was applied at Handoub as a receiving office mark. While there was daily service by
the railway, delays were sometimes incurred. This may account for the two-day difference between the date of the
receipt and the date on the cover (Thursday to Saturday).

Receipt for Remittance to War Office

While the cover and the receipt both state that Sandbach is a Lieutenant, he was promoted to Captain on March 13,
1885.



BRITISH ARMY POST OFFICE THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE

2½d.. Officer’s Letter

SUAKIN to ENGLAND BAPO A AP 29 85

One of 27 recorded covers with code A, British Army Post Office Egypt c.d.s. This cover is backstamped
BIRMINGHAM 57 A MY 11 85.

Scene of the Army Post Office in Sudan
from the 1886 New Year’s card of the General Post Office, London



BRITISH ARMY POST OFFICE THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE

2½d.. Officer’s Letter

SUAKIN to ENGLAND BAPO A MY 27 85

This is latest recorded British Army Post Office cover from the Suakin Campaign. It is backstamped KIRKWALL A
JU 11 85.

The cover is from Surgeon Henry Halcro Johnston who was born at Orphir, Orkney on 13 September 1856. He
received his Bachelor of Medicine degree from Edinburgh University in 1880, the Doctor of Medicine (MD) in 1893,
Bachelor of Science in 1893 and Doctor of Science (Public Health) in 1894. He was appointed Surgeon on 30 July
1881, Surgeon Major 30 July 1893, and Lieutenant Colonel 30 July 1901. He served in the Sudan campaign in 1885
receiving the Medal with Clasp and Khedive’s Star. Johnston also served in the campaign on the North West Frontier
of India in 1897-98 in charge of No. 1 British Field Hospital, Malakand, and was present in the engagement at
Landaka, in the operations in Bajaur and the Mahmund country, and at the capture of the Tanga Pass (mentioned in
dispatches, Medal with Clasp). He served in the South African war in 1899-1902 (mentioned in dispatches).
Johnston was Deputy Assistant Director General of the War Office 1899 to, 1904. He retired 28 September 1904 but
was re-employed during World War 1 from 27 August 1914. H.H. Johnston died October 18, 1939.



CIVIL POST OFFICE THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE

1 Piastre. Officer’s Letter

CAIRO to BAREILLY, INDIA 3 JU 85

Cover from Lieutenant Arthur Edmund Sandbach, RE, to his brother Captain Henry Martin Sandbach, Royal Artillery,
after their return to their respective posts from Suakin. The cover is postmarked with the CAIRE DEPART 3 JU 85
c.d.s. and backstamped SEA POST OFFICE 4 JUN 85 and FIRST DELY BAREILLY 12 JUN 85..

Copy of letter dated 2 June 1885 was enclosed. Written from Kasr-el-Nil Barracks, Cairo, Arthur Sandbach wishes
his brother a happy birthday and writes about his hope for being sent to duty in India.
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CIVIL POST OFFICE THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE

One Piastre. Officer’s Letter

CAIRO to INDIA 16 JU 85

Cover from Lt. Arthur Edmund Sandbach, RE, to his brother, Captain Henry Martin Sandbach, Royal Artillery. Both
soldiers had just returned to their respective posts from Suakin.

The cover bears the CAIRE DEPART 16 JU 85 c.d.s. and is backstamped SEA POST OFFICE E 23 JU 85 and
FIRST DELY BAREILLY 6 JUL 85.

The copy of the letter that was originally enclosed reads:

Kasr el Nil Cairo June 15, 1885
My dear Martin
Yours from Bombay of the 28th May was sent on here. When you get to Bareilly you should get 2 letters from

me and one I think from Allsopp. What a [---] thing it is, staff officers always do forget to telegraph to say you
have left for such & such place or if they do, they omit the numbers of men and officers. I invariably send off a
telegram myself to our own people as soon as the train goes or else one is sure to be stranded. However, you
managed to get on board.

What a pity you did not get your promotion a month later then if I were in any position to advise, I would say,
stay it out a year or two; get people at home to work the D.A.G. about your jacket.

Sam must be out with the militia now, I suppose. For myself, I am going to try and come out to Roorkee this
winter for 3 years: - & then get home on leave or promotion. August & September & part of October I hope to
spend at home and then put my name down for India and not come back to this Company. Egypt has had 3
campaigns and is played out, I think & my CO is such a fellow! Bindon Blood is at Roorkee now. I have written
to him about going there. Allsopp and I go about together a good deal – pyramids & took dinner with us.



CIVIL POST OFFICE THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE 1885

1 Piastre. Officer’s Letter

CAIRO to NORTH WALES 30 JU 85

Cover from Lieutenant Arthur Edmund Sandbach, RE, to his mother, after his return to Cairo from Suakin. The stamp
is cancelled with the CAIRE DEPART 30 JU 85 c.d.s. and is backstamped ABERGELE B JY 6 85.

Copy of letter dated 29 June 1885 to his mother mentions friends in the Indian Army, chances of his going to India in
the autumn, and troop arrivals in Egypt.
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INDIAN ARMY POST OFFICE THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE

Two Annas. Officer’s Letter

SUAKIN to LONDON 25 MR 85

A thirteen-man Indian Army postal detachment arrived at Suakin on March 7th and opened a Base Post Office the

next day using the standard Bombay B barred circle obliterator. This cover is believed to be the earliest known date
of use.15 Postage to England was two annas. The cover is backstamped FIELD P.O. 26 MAR 85, SUAKIM 27 MR
85, SUEZ ARRIVEE 1 AV 85, ALEXANDRIE ARRIVEE 2 AV 85, and LONDON W7 AP 13 85.

Endorsed on the lower left RW 25/3/85 (Major Richard Westmacott of the
28th Regiment of Bombay Infantry), the cover is addressed to the mother of
Lt. Alexander Thomas Frederick Edwards16. On March 22nd, as the
regiment was preparing a zeriba at Tofrek about six miles from Suakin, it
was attacked and Lt. Edwards mortally wounded, dying the next day. The
battle is known as the Battle of Tofrek or McNeill’s Zereba.

The following is from The Illustrated London News, 25 April 1885, p. 428:

… Lieutenant Alexander T. F. Edwards of the 2nd Battalion 18th Royal Irish,
the same regiment in which his father, the late General C. C. Edwards, C.B.
had served twenty-six years. Lieutenant Edwards, who was in the twenty-
fourth year of his age, was in India as a probationer for the Staff Corps,
when he volunteered to join the 28th Bombay Native Infantry for the Soudan
Expedition.

15 See Firebrace, p. 130.
16 The name of F. G. M. Edwards is given in the official history of the campaign, HISTORY OF THE SUDAN CAMPAIGN, Colonel H. B.
Colville, The Battery Press, Nashville, reprinted 1988, originally printed 1889, p.208. However, no reference to him is found in Hart’s Army
List, 1885.



INDIAN ARMY POSTAL SERVICE THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE

Two Annas Officer’s Letter

SUAKIN to LONDON 31 MR 85

Here is another cover to Mrs. Edwards. This one went through the Indian Field Force Post Office where the stamp

was cancelled with the Bombay B obliterator and the FIELD P.O. 31 MAR 85 datestamp applied on the reverse. The
next day the British Army Post Office added the c.d.s. BRITISH ARMY POST OFFICE C AP 1 85. It also is
backstamped with the red LONDON, S.E. AP 14 85.



INDIAN ARMY POSTAL SERVICE THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE

Three Annas Officer’s Letter to India

SUAKIN to KARACHI, INDIA FIELD. P. O. 15 APR 85

Three annas was the officers’ and civilian rate to India. The postage on this cover is comprised of a half-anna postal
stationery envelope uprated with two and one-half annas postage on the reverse. The stamps are cancelled with the

B barred circle and tied by manuscript 15/4/85. It is backstamped BOMBAY INW 27 APR 85 and FIRST DELY
KARACHI 30 APR 85. Mail between Bombay and Suakin was at first transported on ships involved in the expedition.
When these sailings ceased mail was then sent by weekly mail steamer plying between Aden and Bombay. At the
end of April weekly service was established between Suakin and Aden to meet the India-United Kingdom mail
steamer. In July the service was changed to fortnightly.



INDIAN ARMY POSTAL SERVICE THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE

Two Annas Officer’s Letter to England

OTAO to LONDON 27 APR 85

No. 1 FIELD P.O. APR 27 with the eight-bar B duplex canceller was used at Otao, the temporary terminus of the

railroad being constructed from Suakin to Berber.17 The cover is backstamped with LONDON, KH S.E. MY 11 85.
The lower left corner shows the endorsement RW 27/4/85 (Major Richard Westmacott of the 28th Regiment of
Bombay Infantry). This regiment formed part of the small garrison remaining in Suakin and sailed for India on
October 16th .

The envelope’s flap has the crest of the 1st or Grenadier Regiment of Bombay Infantry.

17 See Proud’s Indian Army Postal Service, p. 135.



INDIAN ARMY POSTAL SERVICE THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE

Incoming Cover from India

BOMBAY, INDIA to SUAKIN and forwarded to Cairo MA 19 85

Cover to Arthur Sandbach from his brother Captain Henry M. Sandbach. It was mailed at Bombay while Henry
Sandbach was on his way to his post at Bareilly. It was received at the Indian Army postal facility at Suakin,
backstamped FIELD P.O. 1 JUN 85, and then forwarded on to Cairo. Lieutenant Sandbach had departed Suakin on
May 25 to rejoin the Headquarters of the 11th Company, Royal Engineers, in Cairo. Lieutenant Sandbach returned
home to England in July.

backstamp



INDIAN ARMY POSTAL SERVICE THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE

2½ d. Officer’s Letter

HUNTLY, SCOTLAND to SOUAKIN, EGYPT [sic] JU 4 85

This much-traveled incoming cover from Huntly, Scotland to Captain Gordon of the Royal Marines at Suakin passed
through the Indian Army Field Post Office as indicated by the backstamps FIELD P.O. 22 JUN 85 and FIELD P.O. 23
JUN 85. By this time the Royal Marines and most of the Expeditionary Force had left the eastern Sudan. The cover
was forwarded to Gosport on the outskirts of Portsmouth where the endorsement “To await arrival of H.M.S. Victor
Emmanuel China” was added. It was incorrectly charged 2½d. postage due in Egypt that was not collected. Other
backstamps include PORTSMOUTH JY 6 85 and GOSPORT A JY 7 85.

Reverse of cover - reduced



INDIAN ARMY POSTAL SERVICE THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE

Three Annas Officer’s Letter

SUAKIN to KARACHI, INDIA FIELD. P. O. JUN 9 85

The normal letter rate for officers and civilians alike was three annas to India. This one anna envelope is cancelled
with the barred B duplex c.d.s. with FIELD. P. O. JUN 9, the earliest recorded date.18 On the reverse side is a two
annas stamp bringing the rate to three annas. The stamp is cancelled with the B barred circle and is tied by a
manuscript 19/6/85, perhaps suggesting that the date of the duplex cancel on the front may be in error. It is
backstamped SEA POST OFFICE E 23 JUN 85 and FIRST DELY KARACHI 6 JUL 85.

18 See Proud’s Indian Army Postal Service, p. 135.



INDIAN ARMY POSTAL SERVICE THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE

Soldier’s and Seamen’s Envelopes - - Nine Pies Concession Rate

SUAKIN to BOMBAY, INDIA FIELD. P. O. 12 JUN 85

Cover to India cancelled with the FIELD.P.O. 12 JUN 85 c.d.s and backstamped BOMBAY 1DELX JUN 22.

SUAKIN to KARACHI, INDIA FIELD. P. O. 10 JUL 85

Soldiers’ and Seamen’s Envelope to India cancelled with the FIELD.P.O. 10 JUL 85 c.d.s. Note that this date stamp is
different from the date stamp used in the B duplex. In this case the day comes before the month and the year is
added. The duplex just has the month and day. The cover has backstamps BOMBAY INW 24 JUL 85 and THIRD
DELY KARACHI 29 JUL 85.



INDIAN ARMY POSTAL SERVICE THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE

Three Annas Officer’s Postal Card

SUAKIN to BOMBAY, INDIA FIELD. P. O. 3 JUL 85

Postcard written Suakin 29.6.85 from Major C. Gates of the 28th Bengal Native Infantry to his saddler in Bombay
ordering bottles of cleaner and preservative. The card is cancelled with the FIELD. P.O. 3 JUL 85 c.d.s. with arrival
datestamps BOMBAY INW 14 JUL 85 and FIRST DELY BOMBAY 14 JUL 85.

Message on back of postcard.



INDIAN ARMY POSTAL SERVICE THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE

5 Pence Double Letter Rate

BRADFORD, YORKSHIRE to SUAKIN AP 19 86

While most of the Indian troops were withdrawn from Sudan by the end of 1885, a few remained on garrison duty.
They finally departed on May 11, 1886, when the garrison was taken over by the Egyptian army. This double-weight
cover, addressed To The Principal Medical Officer, bears on the reverse the arrival date stamp of FIELD.P.O. 4 MAY
86. This is the latest date known.19

Arrival date stamp on reverse of cover

19 See Proud’s Indian Army Postal Service, p. 135.



THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE 1885

CENTENARY OF THE NEW SOUTH WALES CONTINGENT

AUSTRALIA’S FIRST WAR

Reduced in size

The following is on the reverse side of the cover.

The departure of the Soudan Contingent on 3rd March, 1885. was a most significant event in Australian
military history as it was the first time that a formed body of troops had sailed away to fight overseas.

In January 1884, Major General Gordon was sent to Egypt to assist the Khedive in suppressing a revolt by
Mohammed Abdullah (the Mahdi or Messiah). He reached Khartoum in February and was almost immediately
besieged by a large force of Dervishes. After a ten month resistance, Gordon & the garrison were massacred on 26th

January, 1885.
News of the defeat was received in Sydney on 11th February and the acting Premier, Mr. W. B. Dalley cabled

London offering an Infantry Battalion and two batteries of Artillery. Recruiting commenced on 16th February and two
weeks later on 3rd March, the force of some 750 men and 225 horses were embarked in two troopships, the “Iberia”
and “Australasian”.

The troops landed at Suakin on 29th March and were attached to the British Brigade of Guards. After taking
part in a number of skirmishes the Contingent embarked for home on 17th May, and landed in Sydney on 23rd June,
1885

Our first Battle Honour “SUAKIN 1885” commemorates these events.



THE SUAKIN FIELD FORCE 1885

The Embarkation of the Sudan Contingent at Circular Quay, Sydney, 3rd March, 1885



NEW YEAR’S CARD from the GENERAL POST OFFICE, LONDON

This card depicts various postal scenes including that of a British Army Post and Telegraph Service office in the Sudan.



HENRY MARTIN SANDBACH, The New York Times 13 January 1896



HENRY MARTIN SANDBACH, The New York Times 13 January 1896



MARTIN SANDBACH, The New York Times 13 January 1896

NEW YORK TIMES 13 JANUARY 1896
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