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To the POWs of the Thai–Burma Railway
and their families who suffered so much, and
complained so little. We salute you.


And to my beloved publisher over much of the last 35 years,
Matthew Kelly, who pushed me for ten years to do this book
and, as ever, was right. Thank you for everything, Matthew.











To us he takes precedence over Ned Kelly, Phar Lap, Les Darcy, Simpson and even Don Bradman as the great Australian hero of all time.1


Keith Flanagan, POW with Weary Dunlop


I want to be thoroughly used up when I die, for the harder I work the more I live. I rejoice in life for its own sake. Life is no ‘brief candle’ for me. It is a sort of splendid torch which I have got hold of for the moment, and I want to make it burn as brightly as possible before handing it on to future generations.2


Weary Dunlop’s favourite quote, from George Bernard Shaw












DRAMATIS PERSONAE


Lieutenant Colonel Ernest Edward ‘Weary’ Dunlop: legendary surgeon of the Australian Imperial Force, serving in the Middle East, and later providing skill, succour and support as Commanding Officer of POWs while in Japanese detention in Java, Singapore and Thailand.


Bombardier Tom Uren: served with the Australian 2/1st Heavy Battery in Timor. After capture by the Japanese, he was assigned to Weary Dunlop’s Konyu POW camp in Thailand.


Private Milton (Blue) Butterworth: after first meeting in Greece, Butterworth became Weary’s batman in July 1941 at Tobruk. He accompanied Weary through a series of POW camps in Java, Singapore and Thailand.


Colonel Fred ‘Black Jack’ Galleghan: commanded AIF prisoners at Changi Prison.


Major General Samuel Roy Burston: Director of Medical Services, 1 Corps AIF.


Sergeant Ern Corrie: born in Bendigo in 1909, he worked as a commercial traveller until enlisting in 1940. After just three months medical training he was posted as Corporal Chiropodist to Blackforce in Java and kept a diary of his remarkable experience thereafter.


Colonel Laurens van der Post: South African who had been stationed in the hills of Java leading a guerrilla group instrumental in smuggling out Allied personnel until his capture. Assigned to Weary’s Bandoeng camp, van der Post was quickly embraced as a learned and inspiring addition to the camp.


Chief Petty Officer Ray Parkin: Chief Quartermaster on HMAS Perth, which was sunk near Java. Captured by the Japanese, he was assigned to Weary’s camp at Bandoeng, and later was transferred to POW camps in Thailand with Dunlop Force. Notable for his many sketches of life in the camps.


Major Ewan Corlette: very fine surgeon who became friends with Weary while serving in the Middle East in the 2/2nd Casualty Clearing Station in Palestine. A senior medico in the POW camps, affectionately known by his colleagues as ‘The Gangster’ for his swarthy visage, thin moustache and the ‘rakish angle at which he wore his peaked cap’.1


Major Arthur Moon: Sydney surgeon who sailed to Java with Weary, became a Japanese prisoner of war and worked with Weary at the hospitals in Java and Thailand.


Captain Jim Yeates: surgeon and great friend of Weary. Served with the 2/2nd Casualty Clearing Station in the Middle East and Africa.


Aircraftsman 1st Class Bill Griffiths: 21-year-old Englishman who was a patient at the No. 1 Allied General Hospital, Bandoeng, in March 1942.


Brigadier Arthur Blackburn VC: commanded the 2/3rd Machine Gun Battalion in the Middle East. Upon arrival in Java in 1942 was given command of Australian forces, designated as Blackforce.


Lieutenant Eiji Hirota: officer of the Imperial Japanese Army’s 9th Railway Regiment, in charge of the construction of 10 kilometres of rail in the Konyu–Hintok area.


Lieutenant Kishio Usuki: Japanese Commander of Konyu 3 Camp. ‘No man,’ one soldier records of him, ‘was more sadistic than the Japanese camp commandant Lieutenant Usuki.’2


Corporal Seiichi Okada: Medical Corporal at Hintok Mountain Camp, called ‘Doctor Death’ for the fact that he daily forced seriously unwell soldiers to undertake exhausting work.


Yi Hak-Nae: Korean guard renowned for his cruelty and nicknamed ‘The Lizard’. He was subordinate officer during the months of March and April 1943 at Hintok Mountain Camp.


Boonpong Sirivejjabhandu: Thai trader, fondly known as Boon Pong, who sailed the Kwai Noi River dispensing lifesaving food, medical supplies and money to the POWs.









INTRODUCTION AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


Weary Dunlop?


My publisher, Matthew Kelly, had been at me for years to write a book on him.


Of course I knew who he was, and have vague memories of both of my World War II veteran parents – Lieutenant Peter McCloy FitzSimons and Lieutenant Beatrice Helen Booth OAM – speaking warmly of Weary and his legend, though neither claimed personal contact.


But still I resisted for, frankly, reasons I can’t remember now other than I was always in the thrall of other projects I found more alluring. Happily, the more I resisted and desisted from half-starts, the more Matthew persisted and insisted, and I finally began to dig a little more. At last I made the breakthrough to my first understanding of just how staggering the whole story was and what all the fuss was about. (Starting with the fact that the sixteenth match of rugby he ever played was for the Wallabies and they beat the All Blacks!). I went from there, quickly getting to the extraordinary saga of his wartime valour.


What a man! What men around him! What an extraordinary trial he lived through, and what amazing things he did to prevent so many more men perishing. Most touching of all were the accounts left by the POW survivors of just how highly they regarded him, the man they referred to as the ‘Christ of the Thai–Burma Railway’.


And so it began.


My principal researcher in diving deep and scouring wide was the indefatigable Barb Kelly, who digitally trawled and crawled as mightily and as far as ever, regularly returning to bring to the surface long-lost treasures of previously unrevealed detail. Happily, she became as obsessed with the story as me, and was able to provide the exact material to help bring to life previously obscure and unknown episodes. As with some of my previous books it was wonderful that her son Lachlan was able to lend valuable assistance.


My long-time researcher and beloved cousin, Angus FitzSimons, was as insightful as ever, constantly turning up new angles to pursue, even while finding fresh information on previously covered ground – and being a terrific sounding board.


This book is in his great debt.


My warm thanks also to Dr Peter Williams, the Canberra military historian who has worked with me on 15 books now. As ever, I relied on the depth and width of his military knowledge and lore to inform my writing, and on this occasion his knowledge of the Japanese language and culture was of great help.


Meanwhile, I record my gratitude to Brendan O’Keefe, who trawled the copious archives on Weary Dunlop at the Australian War Memorial and indeed came back with many previously unexamined nuggets. In February 2025, I journeyed to Hellfire Pass to see for myself the principal landscape for this book, and came away stunned. Only then, did I truly get it. While there, I of course visited the Thailand–Burma Railway Centre and found their resources as moving as they were informative. Bravo, all who have had input to it.


As ever, my friend Dr Michael Cooper – who I met when walking the Kokoda Track, seeing as you ask – was more generous than ever in sharing his expertise on matters medical concerning Weary and the Thai–Burma Railway, and doing further research on my queries that he did not already know the answers to. I thank him profoundly, as I do Associate Professor Lachlan Miles of the University of Melbourne, who gave me wonderful help on other esoteric historical medical matters, particularly on the innovative ways Weary and co. manufactured their own drugs. I am also indebted to the National Film and Sound Archive of Australia for allowing me access to some precious footage that helped explain a lot.


As ever, my long-time Sydney Morning Herald colleague and friend, Harriet Veitch, took her fine-tooth comb to the whole thing before submission, untangling hopelessly twisted sentences, eliminating many grammatical errors and applying – I kid you not – her staggeringly wide and oft esoteric general knowledge to point out minor errors of fact and reference that would otherwise have escaped me. She gives my work a sheen which does not properly belong to it, has strengthened my stuff for three decades now, and I warmly thank her.


In all my books, I give a draft of the near finished product to the eldest of my six siblings, David, who has the best red pen in the business. When his interest flags, it is a fair bet so too will that of the reader, and I generally slash what doesn’t grab him, so long as it is not key to the story. In this book, he was as astute as ever, and I record my gratitude. Another early reader who went through the final manuscript to give great feedback was my friend Steve Conroy, and I am grateful.


All books used are listed in the Bibliography, but in terms of those authors who have done previous work that focuses or touches on the life and times of Weary Dunlop that I am particularly keen to acknowledge, I dips my lid to the late Sue Ebury, otherwise known as Lady Wilton. Her 1995 book, Weary: The Life Of Sir Edward Dunlop, was both a wonderful source of information itself, and a great navigational guide whenever I lost my way midst the mass of diaries, letters and other contemporary accounts. She and Weary were extremely close for well over a decade and he told her things he had never mentioned elsewhere, and her book is all the stronger for her chronicling many parts of his experience that otherwise would have departed with him.


Margaret Geddes’ book Remembering Weary was also terrific, containing many candid, humorous and humanising reminiscences of his associates over the years. Blind to Misfortune by World War II veteran Bill Griffiths was invaluable, as was the fascinating trilogy by Ray Parkin, Out of the Smoke, Into the Smother and The Sword and the Blossom. Tom Uren’s book Straight Left was yet another war memoir by someone who was there with Weary, and wonderfully helpful to complete my picture of the man, rather than the legend.


My most loved book of all, however, in terms of getting to some of the fine detail of the POWs’ experience on the Line was Pattie Wright’s wonderful opus The Men of the Line: Stories of the Thai– Burma Railway Survivors, a collection of survivors’ accounts. I highly commend it to you, as I do her other book, Ray Parkin’s Odyssey, which was also highly informative for me. It was equally wonderful to be welcomed by Pattie into her home on the Mornington Peninsula, where she was more than generous in offering sage advice – and in many follow-up emails responding to my endless queries by sharing her knowledge and contacts. The fact that she also scanned my work to look for errors, and suggest alternative lines of inquiry, was testament to her desire that I do justice to Weary and the men who served with him, many of whom she had become very close to. Thank you sincerely, Pattie.


Just as I had finished the first draft of this book, I read Richard Flanagan’s Booker Prize winning The Narrow Road to the Deep North, and found it – if I can put it like this – emotionally informing as to the mindset of the Australians, whose numbers included Flanagan’s father, Arch. At a more granular level, Gavan McCormack and Hank Nelson’s book, The Burma–Thailand Railway, also proved to be a wonderful source of fine detail, insights and occasional quotes.


Similarly, many moons ago when I was writing my book Kokoda, the academic who helped me most, who went out of his way to place all his expertise and resources at my service, was the late, aforementioned Professor Hank Nelson. For this book, it was wonderful to be able to call on his expertise once more, in this case the long interview he did with Weary back in 1983 for the Australian War Memorial, covering so many of the particular episodes I was writing about and giving me an overall feel for the kind of man Weary was, in his own voice. Similar interviews with Blue Butterworth, Ray Parkin and Tom Uren were also extremely valuable. And for one episode in particular, I relied on a 1983 interview conducted for the AWM by Tim Bowden with Lieutenant Ben Hackney of the 2/29th Battalion, which was an absolute breakthrough in chronicling what happened. Robin Newell, the driving force of two great documentaries on Weary Dunlop and the Thai–Burma Railway – The Quiet Lions: The Story of Weary Dunlop and Spirit of the Railway – could not have been more useful in helping me source some of the fabulous material they used, and I warmly thank him.


As ever, and as I always recount at the beginning of my historical writing, I have tried to bring the story part of this history alive, by putting it in the present tense and constructing it in the manner of a novel, albeit with nearly fourteen hundred footnotes as the pinpoint pillars on which the story rests. In bringing that history alive I have used terms and language that were considered acceptable during the time in which the lives I am sharing were lived.


It was a great pleasure to revisit previous Australian sagas I have worked on, like my books on Kokoda and Tobruk, which gave me handy familiarity of some of the building-blocks of Weary’s life and times.


When the book was completed, I was delighted to be able to have Weary’s surviving son, John, read it from first to last and have further input – just as Andrew Corlette did, with a view to affirming the accuracy of the account of his own fine father, Major Ewan Corlette. It was also wonderful to talk to Weary’s long-time PA, Valda Street, to gain further insights, and to Tom Uren’s second wife and widow, Christine Logan. I record my warm gratitude to them all.


For the sake of the storytelling, I have occasionally created a direct quote from reported speech in a journal, diary or letter, and changed pronouns and tenses to put that reported speech in the present tense. When the story required generic language – as in the words used when commanding movements in battle – I have taken the liberty of using that dialogue, to help bring the story to life.


Always, my goal has been to determine what were the words used, based on the primary documentary evidence presented, and what the feel of the situation was.


My thanks also to my highly skilled editor, Deonie Fiford, who, as ever, has honoured my request that she preserve most of the oft esoteric – I’m told – way I write, while only occasionally insisting that something come out because it just doesn’t work. And to my diligent in-house editor, Karen Ward, who has worked on many of my books over the years and is now retiring, so this will be our last.


I am also grateful to my friend and publisher, Matthew Kelly of Hachette, with whom I have worked many times over the last three decades, and who was enthusiastic and supportive throughout, always giving great guidance, as did my long-time friend at Hachette, Vanessa Radnidge, the Head of Literary and Head of Non-Fiction.


I have felt privileged to do this book, and hope it helps cast light on one of the darkest and yet most inspirational episodes in Australia’s military history.


Peter FitzSimons


Neutral Bay, Sydney


January 2025









CHAPTER ONE


RUGBY DAZE, MEDICO DAYS




I went up to the university feeling that there I could find a new world with people to whom I could relate, and instead I found a lot of overgrown schoolboys.1


Weary Dunlop


Rugby football is a game I can’t claim absolutely to understand in all its niceties, if you know what I mean. I can follow the broad, general principles, of course. I mean to say, I know that the main scheme is to work the ball down the field somehow and deposit it over the line at the other end and that, in order to squelch this programme, each side is allowed to put in a certain amount of assault and battery and do things to its fellow man which, if done elsewhere, would result in 14 days without the option, coupled with some strong remarks from the Bench.2


P. G. Wodehouse, Very Good, Jeeves (1930)





11 August 1934, Sydney, tested


He is a mountain of a man – six foot four for nearly fifteen stone, and all crags! And yet he moves with the speed of an emu, is as light on his feet as a dingo, and has the heft of a wounded bull on the fly.


And yes, the man in black running flat out the other way has seen him, and tries to change course.


But it is too late.


At full tilt, Weary Dunlop launches his body horizontally and has the satisfaction of feeling his hard right shoulder hit the man in what he knows is the softest spot of the torso, just under the rib cage – a little below the liver, in front of the kidneys and bang on the gall bladder – resulting in a massive ‘OOOOOOF!’


But Weary isn’t done yet. For, with his arms still around his victim, he drives his legs forward with little steps for maximum traction on the turf, which sees the All Black lock now going five frantic yards backwards, before the man from Benalla drives him down hard into the SCG turf – resulting in another deeply satisfying oooooof! as the air goes out of him – all as the crowd roars and the ball comes free.


Unnecessary roughness?


There really is no such thing against an All Black forward and, most importantly, the referee doesn’t think so.


But the mighty All Blacks, the most feared rugby team in the world, do. In the ensuing brawl, Weary has his nose badly broken for the second time in two weeks. Still, not to worry. The first time had been while boxing in the Melbourne University Boxing Championships, and, as the incumbent Australian Universities champion, he had done as well then as he does now, unleashing a blistering array of uppercuts, right crosses, left hooks and counterpunches that fell all men in black foolish enough to come in range. He does try to protect his broken nose from too much attention – having set it himself last time, by putting a couple of toothbrushes up both nostrils – but it hampers him little.


It is not quite that Weary is the last man left standing, but after winning the brawl, he is so angry – which is rare for him – that he plays the game of his life, by his own estimation ‘like a mad tiger’,3 and the Wallabies go on to win the Test, 25–11. Two weeks later they have the coveted Bledisloe Cup.


And that is the most extraordinary thing.


If they had had to design a game purely for the strapping 27-year-old, they would have come up with rugby. He can not only break tackles when he has the ball under his arm, but also break those he is tackling when they have the ball under theirs. He has great hand-eye co-ordination and such massive hands that he rarely drops passes. When he runs, his high-knee action makes him nigh on impossible to bring down, unless several players hit him at once – meaning that in club football the most common cry heard among those facing him on the fly is ‘Yours!’


‘All Australia’s forwards excelled,’ Truth newspaper notes of this game. ‘Second row men “Bimbo” White and Dunlop revelled in the tight going, and it was in this phase, even against such foemen as Max and McKenzie, that our superiority was most marked.’4


The wider press leans in further, specifically to Weary. Where did his extraordinary strength come from, and how did a Victorian – prior to him, there had been no Wallaby from that state – make his way so quickly into the national side?


The answers are interesting. He had been born at Wangaratta to James and Alice Dunlop and grown up on 580 acres of mixed farm – sheep, cattle and wheat. There, at Summerlea – near Shepparton in the north-east of Victoria, right by Sheepwash Creek and not far from the Black Stump and Lower Woop Woop – he had been engaged in hard physical work from the age of five onwards. The bigger he grew, the more work his father had loaded him up with. By the time he was fifteen he could do the work of two men and his father had no doubt he was destined for a life on the farm. His older brother, Alan, can go off to university, but Ernie can stay here. He was needed to work on the farm, particularly as the Depression had taken hold, and his father had insisted that it was time for all hands to the pump, and the cook to the helm. After all, Ernie was clearly ‘cut out for farming pursuits, a life of horses, sheep, dogs and hunting’.5


And Ernie felt the same.


‘Life as we grew up,’ he will reminisce, ‘was dogs, horses, back-breaking work, wild riding, hunting, swimming, fishing, shooting, and fighting when necessary. This seemed to be my life and my future …’6


It was only for the pleading of an impassioned teacher at Benalla High – ‘Edward is very smart, and must go on to higher education!’7 – that his father had reconsidered. Things are helped by the fact that, despite the family being as poor as three church mice, Edward had won a £10 scholarship to study at the Melbourne Pharmacy College, while working as an apprentice at a local Benalla pharmacy. After topping that course in every year and gaining First Class Honours, he had gained another scholarship, to study medicine at the University of Melbourne, with accommodation at the prestigious Ormond College. (For a lad who had been home-tutored by his mother for his first years of schooling, until judged old enough at the age of seven to ride a horse to the local school, he had come a long way.)


Which is where it had become interesting …


For while Weary was recovering from an injury sustained as a ruckman during an Aussie Rules match representing Ormond against Scotch College, his Queenslander room-mate had begged the fourth-year medical student to try rugby by turning out for the Melbourne University Rugby Football Club Fourth Grade team. Weary had been so strong, and scored so many tries, that four weeks later he had been in the Firsts for the National Intervarsity Carnival, and been so outstanding that he had in turn made the combined Australian Universities side.


In only his sixteenth match he had been in the Wallabies, picked as a hard-driving number 8, at the back of the scrum! That successful debut in 1932 had been followed by a representative hiatus in 1933, when he had declined to go on the six-month tour of South Africa with the Wallabies. (Not only would such a tour interfere with his medical studies, but with no pay in this strictly amateur game, he simply could not afford it.) But now here he is again, and playing better than ever!


‘Although I have been playing rugby for so short a time, I like it better than my old game,’ Dunlop had told the press after his debut, ‘and that is saying a great deal. I think rugby is the better game to play, though our Australian game is more interesting from outside the fence.’8


The thing that particularly distinguishes rugby, he had said, was that it was more of a ‘team game’ and he has always prospered best in team environments. But, yes, did he mention the game’s physicality?


‘The whole team gels into action at one time, and moves like one man in great dashes down the field, striving to defeat the opposing side and put the ball over the line. The “tackling” also appeals to me. To me the tackling is more thrilling than anything in the Australian game. I am speaking as a player.’


(It was a physical capacity he had actually demonstrated off the field as well, most particularly against a 19-year-old student loud in his support of nothing less than revolution. Yes, in a university debate, this callow, shallow youth, Sam White, had dared to argue that democratic institutions were a failure, while also putting the case for – get this! – communism. Dunlop was one of those who manhandled him out the door, and White had only narrowly escaped a ducking in the lake for his trouble by the arrival of the police. They had quickly escorted him from the campus, though he could not escape condemnation by his fellow students for besmirching the reputation of the University, and being ‘disloyal to the Empire’.9)


All up, Dunlop had loved the game of rugby nearly as much as the game had loved him, and had made friends in both his own and opposing teams, and become one of the stars of the game. The press had loved the stories about him growing up on the farm. One incredulous reporter asked, ‘Is it really true you could hold two hundred and ten pound bags of wheat under each arm?’


‘That’s nothing,’ replied Weary. ‘Where I come from plenty can do the same. There’s one bloke who can hold a third bag from his teeth!’10


The only problem is time. For it is not only on the field that Dunlop is fast. Off the field he is a young man in a hurry.


He had earned the nickname ‘Weary’ in his first days on a residential scholarship in Ormond College. Firstly for the fact that, while he was striding out in the final leg of an intercollegiate relay, a rival supporter had cried out, in an attempt at wit, ‘Dunlop tires!’11 a pun on the famed brand of ‘Dunlop Tyres’ now giving the wares of the Michelin Man a run for his money, and the whole thing had evolved into Weary … which had stuck.


And secondly there is the irony of it. Ernest Edward Dunlop, the second name proffered as ‘a tribute to the sovereign at the time’,12 is anything but weary, for his energy is simply astonishing – and beyond his rugby, he somehow manages to fit in boxing, Aussie Rules, debating, socialising, drinking, rat-bagging and … pranking. One highlight of the last had come from the college asking the famous aviatrix Amy Johnson to be their guest. When she declined, Weary and co. pretended she had accepted, dressed up a dummy as ‘Amy’ and caused a riot by hiring a car and chauffeur for the dummy Amy to be driven down Swanston Street, hailed by saluting police officers and hundreds of onlookers, who assumed Miss Johnson would change her facial expression occasionally, or at least wave.


And, of course, he is anything but weary when it comes to … work.


For in the realms of academics, his capacity to study, to understand, to get to the bottom of things is nothing less than astonishing. When it suddenly comes to the attention of the university that their star student has no qualification in Latin – which is a requirement of his degree – Weary must fit crash-course studies to that in, too.


Quo vadis?


It is our Weary, burning the midnight oil, actually into the wee hours.


Veni, vidi, vici.


Here, in the ‘charmed circle of Ormond College’, as Weary will describe it, ‘my ideal was that of the scholar athlete like C. B. Fry, Fairbairn of Jesus, and some of our more luminous Rhodes scholars’.13 Of more rustic influence is the motto printed on the Furphy water cart that had been used so extensively back at Summerlea, when irrigating crops:




GOOD BETTER BEST,


NEVER LET IT REST,


TILL YOUR GOOD IS BETTER,


AND YOUR BETTER BEST.14





Going hard is just in his bones.


By the end of the year, he has earned his First Class Honours in Botany, Chemistry and Zoology – having topped the year in the latter two. Just before Christmas 1934, he graduates with a Bachelor of Medicine and Bachelor of Surgery and, with all of his splendidly begowned fellows in the Royal Exhibition Building in Carlton Gardens, gravely intones the words of the Hippocratic oath to always attempt to preserve life, to do no harm and to do his best to heal the sick:


‘I swear by Apollo the physician, and Aesculapius the surgeon, likewise Hygeia and Panacea, and call all the gods and goddesses to witness, that I will observe and keep this underwritten oath, to the utmost of my power and judgment …’


It is done.


Step forward, Dr Weary Dunlop MBBS.


•


Who is that exquisitely beautiful young woman? Though having just left school the year before, Helen Ferguson – he is advised of her name – carries herself in such a sophisticated manner that she appears much older and is definitely the sort, as he will put it, that ‘you wished you could get to know better’.15


And yet she is also the sort that is used to suitors and dismissing them with just a glance from her dazzling dark eyes. She is a stunner, with high cheekbones and a shock of black hair. And she looks just like what she is: elegance, grace, beauty and intelligence all wrapped up in a shelter of wealth, used to being and having the best. Weary falls for her in an instant; but she is a catch that even a Wallaby fullback would struggle to take. Escorting Helen home from a dance to the family’s grand home at 605 Toorak Road, Falkirk, Weary is hoping for a goodnight kiss, only to see her race through her front gate and bang it after her in case he hasn’t yet got the message.


Oh, he got it, alright. But, no matter that she is Weary-wary, he is determined to pursue, woo and wed her. Her beauty is intimidating and so is her family. They are not just rich, they have generations of that best of all things – ‘old money’ – behind them. They don’t have dinner parties, they have banquets. The boys of the family don’t just go to school, they go to, if you please, Geelong Grammar. (They have a way of intoning the school’s name, which says that, although they are not so gauche as to add an exclamation mark, all those from non-attendee families really should. Never, in their entire collective lives, have they heard of Benalla High, let alone known someone who attended it. And that’s not the fork you use for oysters.) The girls don’t just see friends, they go to grand silverware luncheons, lawn tennis parties at Royal South Yarra, and golfing at the Peninsula. The odds of Helen going out with a farm boy who thinks he might make a doctor are low – even if he is topping his year in medicine, and playing some strange game for Australia.


But, look, at least last year’s school captain of Morongo Presbyterian Girls College is studying pharmacy, despite this annoying her father, who wants her to do nothing other than enjoy life. The fact that Helen wants to be part of the modern world and independent gives Weary some hope.


She likes him; but that’s all for now. She is off to Europe soon and an ocean will separate them; he will see if she will give him the time of day on her return.


•


And so to work.


That strikingly tall man striding about the wards of Melbourne Hospital from January 1935 as a junior medical officer is, of course, Dr Dunlop.


Not that there isn’t still time for high jinks, as there had been at Ormond College.


As it happens, Weary is a live-in resident at the hospital with two other junior doctors – Ben Rank and John Bolton – and happens to be nearby when a crisis occurs. For it is Rank who has the bad luck to be the sole resident on site at eight o’clock one evening when an insistent ‘reporter from the Melbourne Herald’ calls.


I’d like to know about the leprosy case you have …


[Pause.]


But we don’t have ANY cases of leprosy, as far as I know?


Well, that’s NOT what we’ve heard at the Herald! We’ve been told not only does the patient have leprosy, the symptoms are advanced and the case is being hushed up to prevent panic!


Not unreasonably Dr Rank starts to feel exactly that. And not being exactly up to speed on all the symptoms of leprosy – what with this being Melbourne in 1935 and not Judea in 33 AD – rushes to find a textbook to answer the reporter’s detailed questions. As soon as he hangs up, Rank races through the wards looking for the leper. Each nurse tells him the same thing: there is no leprosy here. Relieved, Rank calls the Melbourne Herald. He has glad tidings.


‘No leprosy patients exist in Melbourne Hospital.’


‘My God!’ says the reporter on the other end of the line. ‘What! WHAT! What case of leprosy?’16


But I just spoke to another reporter who knew all about it?


Well, the Herald doesn’t know who that was and within minutes a reporter from their journal is in the hospital being shown around by Dr Rank, who is telling him there are no lepers here. While he is doing this, the phone rings. It is … another reporter from the Melbourne Herald. Yes?


Ah, I’d like an update on the leprosy case please …


The penny drops. On the phone is the other resident, Dr John Bolton, playing another reporter, but not very well.


The first ‘reporter’ was Weary Dunlop, who was bored and had decided to have some fun on this slow evening. It is less funny the next day when the Herald publishes its story headlined ‘THE LOST LEPER’. And one of the real reporters from the Herald had gone for a drink at Mrs Orr’s pub late last night, where every drunk journalist in town goes to relax of an evening, and told them about this leprosy case, and now every bloody paper in town is calling every hospital and the Victorian State Health Officer has to reassure the public and the press.


Dr Rank, Dr Bolton and Dr Dunlop are all yelled at next morning by the Chief Medical Officer of Melbourne Hospital, who tells them never to contact the press about anything ever again and never even dream of saying the word ‘leprosy’ in Melbourne.


Well, if you can’t take a joke …


GET OUT!


•


Typically of Weary, as busy as he is with his work as a doctor, he makes time for other activities, joining the Australian Army Medical Corps in July 1935.


Now, as one who had been in the cadets at Benalla High – which had included a little training on the Lee-Enfield rifle and Lewis gun – Weary already has a feel for military matters, and his qualifications as a fully fledged doctor see him immediately commissioned with the considerable rank of Captain, attached to Coburg-Brunswick Battalion …


All the while, his career at Melbourne Hospital continues to prosper, as, after his careful observation of senior surgeons, he is invited to assist – making initial cuts, removing diseased organs and suturing the incisions – before conducting such surgeries as removing appendixes himself. (Even at this late point, there are many nascent surgeons who become squeamish and decide surgery is not for them, after all.) By the following year he has become the Senior Surgical Resident at Melbourne Hospital, blitzing the regular exams that go with his growing qualifications, which see him, as he will describe it, ‘pretty well at the top of every medical year’.17


•


In January 1937 Dunlop joins the Children’s Hospital, the most confronting area of medicine possible because your patients are helpless children, with terrified and often stroppy parents as protectors. Things do not go well from the first.


And what seems to be your problem, little fellow? he asks a traumatised child on his first day there.


The short answer would appear to be, YOU, doctor.


At the very least the fact that the young tearaway toddler grabs his stethoscope and yanks it hard, while also – with remarkable force – kicking him in the shins and shouting with remarkable diction ‘Bastard! Bastard! Bastard!’18 is some indication that this is not going to be an easy round.


Playing for Victoria against the Springboks – whose forwards are so big they are rated ‘ten to a ton’19 – is a tougher assignment, even if his medical work prevents him again getting to Test level. (Part of the issue is that as he is no longer a student, he is not eligible to play for the Melbourne University Rugby Football Club, and must make do with captaining the University’s Old Boys team – which proves to be less a rugby team with a drinking problem than a drinking team with a rugby problem.)


The good news is, in September 1937, he graduates as a Master of Surgery – and now that Helen Ferguson has come back from her overseas tour of London, Paris and Vienna the two are going strong as a couple. However, as one who reads newspapers avidly every day, Dunlop knows better than most that there are troubles looming, some of which might see the world descend into war once more. A lot of the troubles are coming from Germany, where their new Chancellor, Herr Adolf Hitler, has seized command in brutal fashion by outlawing all rival parties, executing political rivals, persecuting Jewish people, and expanding the nation’s armed forces, the Wehrmacht, to 600,000 – six times the limit imposed by the Treaty of Versailles. Other ominous signs are that he has taken Germany out of the League of Nations before reoccupying the demilitarised zone in the Rhineland.


Even more worrying, from the Australian point of view, is Japan, where extreme militarists have also taken over the government and are insisting that ‘Nippon’, as they term themselves, is set on expanding its national borders and that those who do not embrace that concept are guilty of ‘treason’.


As if this is not alarming enough, it is the brutality they bring to that Nipponese intention which most shocks. For it is just around the time that Weary fully qualifies as a surgeon that the appalling news breaks …


The Imperial Japanese Army had attacked Nanking in China and had no sooner surrounded the surrendering Chinese soldiers than the prisoners had been put up against the wall and cut down by machine-gun fire. They were the lucky ones. Others were used for bloody bayonet practice before being thrown into the Yangtze River.


Still, the Japanese were not done. For weeks afterwards the victorious soldiers had looted the city, destroying more than a third of its buildings, while murdering many of the city residents and raping – almost as a military policy – women. Many civilians weren’t simply shot, but were disembowelled and decapitated by soldiers who seemed insane with bloodlust.


The whole episode became known as the ‘Rape of Nanking’ and, given the delight the Japanese had in demonstrating their brutality, its notoriety spread far and wide. (Later, the International Military Tribunal for the Far East – the war crimes assessor – will officially estimate that the Japanese soldiers had been responsible for over 200,000 murders and at least 20,000 cases of rape.)


1 January 1938, Melbourne, bliss was it in this dawn to be alive, but to be young was very heaven


On this New Year’s Day, Weary and Helen have partied through the night at a University of Melbourne ball, and now, in the first rays of the sun, the massive Wallaby walks her home, ambling by the shores of St Kilda Beach, hand in paw, and making their way to her family’s gracious mansion at Toorak.


‘These were charmed hours,’ he will later reminisce with her, ‘and I can remember clearly everything you said and did and the little questions and expressions which fascinated me so. It was a sparkling morning, you trailing a purple evening cloak, and we walked happily hand in hand. You were part of the glory and freshness of the morning and the loveliness of the first light on the sea and you must have been conscious of me rather obviously adoring you.’20


A breakfast of peaches is served.


‘And once in quite unfathomable impulse you leaned against my shoulder and brushed a very soft cheek against mine, whilst I sat very, very, still fearing to break the charm. Helen dear I love you so!’


And yet, despite being immersed in a blooming romance, Weary now decides to take up an extraordinary offer. For having had the audacity in his last year of studying to be a mere doctor to have sat an exam for the primary fellowship of the Royal College of Surgeons of England – a highly prestigious graduate scholarship – the news comes through.


He is accepted; England and the Royal College beckons – an incredible opportunity for one so young, with only three years of experience in hospital. And yes, it would mean leaving behind Helen, but the offer is nigh on irrefusable. To qualify as a surgeon in England at that august institution – in Weary’s eyes the ‘mecca’ of training surgeons worldwide – is the highest qualification of all and will help secure not only his future, but our future, Helen.


•


To get there, Weary will have to work his passage on the SS Ormonde – due to leave Melbourne in April 1938, bound for London – not shovelling coal but being one of the ship’s medicos.


True, it is a dreadful wrench to leave behind his family and friends, and particularly heart-wrenching to take his leave of Helen – they swear their undying love on their last evening together, and she tearfully accompanies him to the dock, so they can have a few more precious hours – but there is equally no getting away from the sheer excitement of departing for distant, glorious horizons.


In short order, with his kit dropped and his cabin arranged, even before they steam through the heads of Port Phillip Bay, Weary is being shown the ropes by Dr Kenwin Harris, the main surgeon on the Ormonde, who expands first and foremost on Weary’s duties, which go well beyond wielding a stethoscope. Being an assistant surgeon on a ship to England is not exactly a full-time medical job; it is rather more a social one. Tall, good-looking surgeons with nobody to operate on – this means you – are expected to spend their days chatting to ladies and dancing with them. This is nice work if you can get it, and Dr Dunlop is happy to do his bit. One particular passenger is pointed out to him by Dr Harris: a slightly awkward young woman who risks being a bit of a wallflower on this trip if there is no intervention. Is there anything Weary can do? The gallant Dunlop asks the surprised woman out for dinner and dancing. On the third night, Dr Harris finally informs him he is dancing with the wrong woman. No wonder she was surprised.


On D Deck there are a flock of showgirls returning from a theatrical engagement in Perth and they are very good at coming up with imaginary ailments for Weary to cure at length. At Ceylon, Dr Harris gets married and, despite this new impediment, the Ormonde’s two medical officers now lose themselves in ‘a moving mass of ship’s madness love affairs’.21


This is living!



Early August 1938, English Channel, green and pleasant views



There it is!


After an exhausting eight weeks aboard the Ormonde – all that dancing, singing, drinking and cavorting can tire a man, pass another glass of champagne, and let’s play a tune – the joy for Dr Weary Dunlop at first catching a glimpse of green off the port bow on this misty morning is profound.


England!


By the very late afternoon, after coming into berth at Tilbury Docks, some 20 miles down the Thames from London, he is in London itself, and getting off the train at Charing Cross station before taking an Austin taxi – all shiny red metal, glass and plush leather seats – to that home away from home for post-graduate students from all over the British Empire: London House in Bloomsbury. After throwing his bags down, he sets off with typical energy to absorb ‘London proper’, in ‘the amazing twilight and warmth’.


‘In this glorious sunshine, and under a soft blue sky,’ he recounts to his parents, ‘I first saw St Paul’s Cathedral, the Strand, Fleet Street, Oxford Street, and many familiar London sights … the Marble Arch, Hyde Park and Kensington Gardens to Notting Hill Gate.’22


Oh, the sheer thrill of it all!


His study and work will be not long in beginning as he must soon immerse himself in the training course at St Bartholomew’s, an old, exceedingly worn-down teaching hospital dating from the 1100s – no, really – which is positioned, oddly, between the gracious splendour of St Paul’s Cathedral and the madness of Smithfield market. To get there, every morning Weary sets off in the company of two new-found Australian companions doing the same course, Frank Mills and Jim Yeates, the latter a perpetually sunny chap from Queensland – a rugby player himself, educated at Toowoomba Grammar – who Dunlop has particularly taken to. Chattering happily, after leaving London House, ‘the Aussie triumvirate’ as they soon become known, daily make their way through the hustle-bustle of Gray’s Inn Road, the hurly-burly of Hatton Garden and the hoi-polloi of the markets, to finally enter the cloistered confines of this ancient hospital.


Together they learn state-of-the-art surgery techniques through the day before hitting the books each night.


The final exams are … terrifying.


Going into them, Weary is convinced he will fail, a pessimistic view which is substantiated when two professors accompany him on hospital rounds and ask him to diagnose a particular patient who has just been brought in, having collapsed with abdominal pains. Given the man is writhing in agony and has a deathly pallor, Weary has no hesitation in diagnosing him as suffering an ‘acute duodenal, ruptured ulcer, an emergency’.23


When the professors roar with jarring laughter and call the rest of this part of the exam off – for their can be no salvaging such a diagnosis – he knows he is in trouble.




‘Weary Dunlop. FAILED.’





But, as it happens, just two hours later when the patient in question continues to descend, he is opened up for exploratory surgery and the problem proves to be, well, seeing as you mention it … ‘acute duodenal, ruptured ulcer’. The patient is saved by emergency surgery, as is Weary’s medical career!


(True, it is not so rosy for Jim Yeates, who has failed despite his perpetual optimism, and Weary and Frank have a job at hand to restore his spirits – noting he simply must sit the exams again, and all will be right with the world – but, that aside, Weary’s own joy knows no bounds.)


Meanwhile, Weary continues to prosper, immeasurably helped by the leisure of his betters …




The surgical consultants here are all famous men around London, but I’ve seen very little of them as they have been away on holidays. As a result I’ve done most of the surgical work and have scored as many as six major operations on some days.24





All up, it is a glorious time in Weary’s life, as, beyond discovering London, he also manages to go on a brief excursion to Paris in the spring.


‘Paris is the loveliest city imaginable,’ he writes home to his parents, ‘with glorious boulevards and gardens, and the great buildings, unlike London, are given proper space, perspective and a suitable environment.’25


The most pleasant thing of all in this trip far surpasses even the Champs-Élysées.


While spending some time in the home of a French family closely related to the French President, Albert Lebrun, he has the beginnings of an affair with the daughter, and no-one else in her family seems to mind at all.


‘I really think the French are the most tolerant and civilised people on the earth in many respects.’


And it is not as if she is the only beautiful woman he is meeting.


‘Did I mention meeting the Duchess of Gloucester? A most charming person, very youthful and pretty, and, of course, exquisitely turned out.’26


Most importantly, back at the British Postgraduate Hospital at Hammersmith, Weary is reunited with Jim Yeates, and at the end of long days working together they are able to carouse into the night, talking of just how thrilling it is to be here, to have the opportunity to learn so many things, to be discovering London and Europe together, while surrounded by such eminent medicos, not to mention so many beautiful women, including the ever fetching nurses.


But there is always time to write to Helen, now approaching her final exams back at Melbourne University for her Bachelor of Science degree.




Darling my delight,


Just terribly proud of you to find that as anticipated you are doing big things in the examinations … I shouldn’t worry Helen dear about the domesticity friends who frown on ‘Careers’ for women. You seem to manage domesticity delightfully with the left hand whilst being a university success with the right. All very admirable. As for the question of examinations being a ‘masculine’ pursuit – well darling you must know that I think you are the most thrilling feminine person I have met. Might kiss you about 1.000.000 times.27





And more.




I need you very abominably, and so often wish for unattainable things like holding you ever so closely with my head rather buried in a soft neck and hair so that at the time one might explore new places to kiss or whisper in your ear.


I’ll have such dreadful arrears to make up for when I see you, that you will be eaten in the first week.28





•


And yet, these are troubling times.


Despite British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain’s assurance that there would be peace in our time, Hitler is not taking his time to prove that statement false. There is no appeasing the Führer’s rush to roam over lands and people that resist him and anyone who reads the paper or glances at the glum faces wandering towards Whitehall knows that Europe is hurtling towards war. In the expectation that London itself might soon be bombed by the Luftwaffe, all of three million women, children and elderly residents have been evacuated to whatever shelter they can find in the rest of the United Kingdom. Weary Dunlop, like most medicos in the grand old city, has been drafted into an emergency medical service team, in his case based at St Mary’s Hospital, Paddington.


As busy as he is in surgery and general emergency medical care, more often than not on the weekends Dunlop is doing more than his fair share to send even more patients to hospital! For, as it happens, not only does St Mary’s have a very strong rugby team, but Weary is inevitably soon the strongest part of it.


It is not often that you get a barging behemoth of an international playing among the motley medicos – read never – and the simply stunned British Army teams of Aldershot and Portsmouth find they have actual competition when they compete. These are service teams, full of actual men and killers, and they are being scattered asunder by this massive piece of fleet-footed meat from St Mary’s.


Yes, St Mary’s! They are supposed to stitch you up at half-time, not trounce you with tries without even trying. The dashing Dunlop makes friends easily on the field and gains admirers off it; both from local ladies and from the delighted senior staff at St Mary’s, who love the fact that they have something to celebrate of a weekend; at least outside of a surgery. Weary is invited to play for the Barbarians against the Combined Services; he is asked to play for British Commonwealth, he is requested everywhere – including black-tie dinners and balls – and is always ready to play, on and off the field. A gentleman scholar, who can tackle as well as he can quote Shakespeare and tell amusing stories from the Antipodes, is a man in demand and his social circles briefly include even the likes of Lord and Lady Mountbatten. (Though the former, a famous captain in the Royal Navy, doesn’t quite call the king his uncle, it is close.)


It is through his social interactions with those in the services sides that he becomes ever more certain that war is really on the way, and he must be in a position to react when it arrives.


‘The more people I saw in uniform, the more morbid I was getting about this that I just had to get into the army.’29


Alas, the Dean of St Mary’s, Sir Charles Wilson – soon to be Lord Moran but more popularly known as ‘Corkscrew Charlie’ for his skill in negotiations with the British Medical Association and the Ministry of Health – simply won’t hear of it.


‘You shouldn’t go into the services at this time,’ he insists time after time, ‘and will be doing a better job for the country at St Mary’s operating on the sick and injured of London!’


The Australian doesn’t believe it is medical matters that concern Corkscrew Charlie at all, however.


‘The old wretch,’ Weary deduces, ‘what he wants is to keep me on the rugby union team.’30


He is relentless!




I tried the Army, Navy and Air Force in England and every time Sir Charles blocked my entry into the services and said that I was essential to the Emergency Medical Service.31





12 July 1939, Melbourne, two-faced Bob each way


‘History,’ Prime Minister Robert Menzies says firmly, at this meeting in Anzac House, ‘will label Hitler as one of the really great men of the century.’


There are cries from the back of the room!


Hitler?


Hitler! The very man who had plotted Kristallnacht and launched an Anschluss that threatened to hurl the world into war? Yes, that Hitler. The ridiculous-looking chap with the Chaplin moustache, who has already declared war on the Jews in his own nation.


This is the European leader that the Australian Prime Minister so vaunts. The outcry grows. Right at the back, a fetchingly good-looking young woman jumps up and waves a placard, while she continues to shout, soon joined by a fellow who hurls his own insults. The calls of both, however, are soon drowned out by others in the crowd who also call out in protest at what the PM has just said.


Undeterred, Menzies goes on.


‘Whatever outside nations thought of Hitler’s aggressive methods,’ the Mirror will record of the thrust of his remarks, ‘the Fuehrer had certainly dragged his people from the depths of the despair which followed the Great War and gave them another place among the great powers.’


And this is Menzies’ point.


‘As far as the German people are concerned,’ he says, ‘Hitler has proved himself a great man and a tireless worker. He dragged his nation from bankruptcy and revolution, and I think he has too much intelligence lightly to cast them back into another war.’32


He continues.


‘Let us judge Hitler soberly and fair …’


But the shouting starts again. It is the same good-looking young woman with the placard.


To Mr Menzies’ right one of the organisers whispers, ‘Would you like her thrown out?’


Yes, Mr Menzies would. It will be best if she and the other inter-jectors are removed. It takes a few minutes for the police to do the business, but it is done and he proceeds, expanding on the theme that what some saw as the outrages done by Germany can be forgiven when you focus on what Hitler has done to lift the German people.


(Presumably, the Jews apart.)


Menzies closes with a little wit that makes the papers the next day: ‘I would like to thank all those present … [pause] … and those no longer present.’33 [Laughter.] Mr Menzies is referring to the protesters removed from the meeting, not the Jews removed from their homes.


‘MR MENZIES’ DEPARTED FRIENDS’ reads the headline in the next day’s Mirror, Hitler not newsworthy enough to get top billing in Australia yet.


•


Good news, for Weary.


The Wallabies have just landed in England, disembarking at Plymouth from the P&O liner Mooltan, to embark on the first leg of their ten-month, five-Test rugby union tour. Right now, on this Sunday morning of 3 September 1939, they are settling into the Grand Hotel on the esplanade of the picturesque British seaside town of Torquay, England’s Riviera, and as soon as Weary finishes this shift, he intends to take the train down to see them, and catch up with so many of his old mates … but now what?


The word suddenly goes around that the British Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, is about to make some kind of national address and they should turn their radios on.


‘I am speaking to you from the Cabinet Room at 10 Downing Street,’ Chamberlain begins in his clipped, but rather unsteady, tones.




This morning the British Ambassador in Berlin handed the German Government a final note stating that unless we heard from them by 11.00 a.m. that they were prepared at once to withdraw their troops from Poland, a state of war would exist between us. I have to tell you that no such undertaking has been received, and that consequently this country is at war with Germany …





At the very moment that Weary crinkles his brow to better grasp the gravity of the British Prime Minister’s words, the declaration of war is, ‘eerily punctuated by the first mournful air raid warning …’34


Weary and his fellow surgeons exchange glances. It cannot be long before bombs will start dropping and their resources at Emergency Medical Services will be stretched to breaking point. But, do go on, Prime Minister.


‘At such a moment as this the assurances of support that we have received from the Empire are a source of profound encouragement to us …


‘Now may God bless you all. May He defend the right. It is the evil things that we shall be fighting against – brute force, bad faith, injustice, oppression and persecution – and against them I am certain that the right will prevail.’35


•


It is a very odd thing to be a 21-year-old Pommy bricklayer lying under the bed of an English girl in a grand Killara home of the northern suburbs of Sydney, with your head next to a vat of shit … but that’s just the way things are at this very moment for ‘Blue’ Butterworth.


As a new ‘Jimmy Grant’, immigrant, he’d taken some work on a Turramurra poultry farm helping the one-armed owner, and, on this Sunday night, had gone to quietly visit Edwina and Amy, two girls he’d met on the ship the year before. And yes, it is a risky business, ’cos they now live in the grand home of the bloke who is the ‘trump’ of the Sydney Stock Exchange – with a name like ‘Darganheart’ or something, Blue can never get it straight – and are forbidden to have men visiting.


So, when there had been sudden movement in the hallway, of course he had ducked under Edwina’s bed – Mrs Darganheart had heard voices, and is investigating – and of course Edwina had quickly turned on the radio as an explanation for how voices were coming from her room. It was just unfortunate that she had used the ‘gazunder’, just before he had arrived, though at least Blue is able to use her contribution to put out his fag with a sick sizzle.


But, what now?


ABC Radio interrupts normal programming to make an important announcement. It is the Australian Prime Minister, and he is sounding very grave. Christ, that gazunder stinks.


Go on, Prime Minister …


‘Fellow Australians,’ Prime Minister Menzies is saying, ‘it is my melancholy duty to inform you officially that in consequence of a persistence by Germany, and her invasion of Poland, Great Britain has declared war upon her and that as a result Australia is also at war.’36


Britain is at war, therefore Australia, her loyal dominion, is at war.


Christ Almighty!


‘Oh,’ Blue thinks. ‘Gotta go and join up. Another job.’37


•


They really are a weird mob, these Australians.


Milton Butterworth had known that from meeting his first ‘Aussies’ on the way out to Australia.


The first one he’d met had said to him, ‘You’re Blue.’


‘Why?’ Milton had asked.


‘Because you’re red.’38


For some weird reason, they called people with a shock of red hair ‘Blue’ and he’d been ‘Blue’ Butterworth ever since, but that had been only the beginning of the odd way they went about things.


The Australians are so steeped in irony, with laconic as their resting speed, that simply getting through the day coherently requires mental acrobatics for a newcomer like him.


But this is serious.


As soon as war is declared, the following morning, Blue Butterworth has quit his job at the poultry farm and has turned up at Victoria Barracks in Sydney, eager to join up. If England is at war, and Australia is at war, then he is in no doubt that he is at war.


In short order he has signed up to the Second Australian Imperial Force, 2/1st Battalion, listing his occupation as bricklayer, only to find they have a job for him out at the Liverpool Army Camp: build some new latrines.


What are latrines?


Shithouses.


‘Listen, sport,’ he says to the snooty corporal, ‘I’m not the battalion poop carter. I’m the battalion bricklayer.’


‘I’ll have you know,’ the corporal snarls, ‘you’ll do as you’re told.’39


Well, we’ll see about that.


Spying a tall sergeant over the corporal’s shoulder, Blue Butterworth goes up to him and snaps off a salute, only to be rebuked.


‘Soldier, you don’t salute a warrant officer,’ says he.


‘Look, you’re so tall I couldn’t see if you’d had anything on your shoulder or not.’


‘What’s your problem?’


‘Well, do you know of any jobs, sir, that I could do?’


‘Yeah, I want a batman.’


‘I’ll take it.’40


Later on, he can work out what a batman does. But he will not be spending this war building shithouses or carting poop.









CHAPTER TWO


DOGS OF WAR




Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered, weak and weary,


Over many a quaint and curious volume of forgotten lore – While I nodded, nearly napping, suddenly there came a tapping, As of some one gently rapping, rapping at my chamber door. ‘’Tis some visitor,’ I muttered, ‘tapping at my chamber door – Only this and nothing more.’


Edgar Allan Poe, ‘The Raven’





September 1939, London, war in our time


Now that war has come, Weary dashes off a quick note to his love; at least, his true love, Helen.




The ball kicked off today by Mr Chamberlain to the relief of all. Our mind just boggles as to the consequences … There is a curious detachment on the personal affairs as though we were a particle seen from another planet. We must make ourselves believe that some day when all this beastliness is over that some of the beauty will remain.


London of course is taking on the appearance of a fortified city. Evacuation has gone on smoothly, and the organisation of it all has to be seen to be believed. Endless sand bags everywhere, the sky studded with balloons and the population being trained to live like rats underground as much as possible.


Preparations have been made for sensible civilian loss but somehow we surgeons all feel that it won’t be surprising if we are on the Continent before very long. Defence has a habit of getting on top somehow …


One small note of personal regret does intrude persistently. I should give so very much to have seen you again before all this. I am so hungry for the sight of your darling face, and the sound of your voice, and so many lovely things… . Now that the continued separation I have so feared is definitely to be I feel my faith in us is stronger than ever before.


It is happiness in itself to be so in love with you.


Your ever devoted


Edward.1





Meantime, the most important thing he wants his parents to know, in the wake of this massive historical event?


‘If you are worrying about me – don’t!’ he writes in his educated if slightly rustic hand. ‘I shall almost certainly be depressingly safe.’2


London is remarkably resilient, despite what it faces, and is girding its loins for what is to come, as are Weary and his colleagues. Both he and his now best friend Jim Yeates are certain they must join up. The question is with who, and how quickly can it be done?


For while Dunlop wants to serve with his own Australian army, rather than the British one, the problem is that ‘enlistment in the 2nd AIF requires that I first return to Australia …’3


However, a man like Weary – a doctor, surgeon and Wallaby – scoffs at any such notion of doing things by the book, like everyone else. For him, going back to Australia to join up is obviously ‘a tortuous way to get to a war in Europe’,4 and as one who not only knows people, but knows people who know people, he is confident he can find a way around such administrative red tape.


Sure enough, back in Australia, it is his old chief at the Children’s Hospital, Major General Rupert Downes, the Director General of the Australian Army Medical Corps (AAMC), who steps up. For, after an exchange of cables, which ‘broke all the laws of God and man that no Australians were being enlisted in England’,5 Weary Dunlop is signed up as Captain Edward Dunlop of the AAMC – the same rank he had attained in the militia. He is assigned to be the Deputy Assistant Director of Medical Services at the Australian Overseas Base in Jerusalem, Palestine, which is where the bulk of the Australian soldiers now flooding recruitment centres across Australia are being sent, to train in the Middle East before being sent on to join the British Expeditionary Force bound for France. All up, there should soon be 17,000 Australian soldiers of the 6th Division AIF in these parts, dispersed in six tented camps running north along the coastal road from Gaza, and their medical care must be organised.


And what will the DADMS do, exactly? That is not particularly defined, but as near as Weary can work out, he will be the staff doctor to senior officers of the 6th Division.


It’s a start!


Alas, he and Jim Yeates will not be able to join together, as Jim’s contacts are not quite the equal of Weary’s and it will take him more time, so for the moment, Weary is on his own. But not even Weary can make the quartermasters at home move faster.


For, as an Australian officer so far from home – let alone one of his highly irregular size – getting the regulation uniform will take months. So, in the interim, he adapts and dons himself in the trappings of his previous militia service, which, beyond braid, gold buttons, a staff armband, plus a rakish cap and a cane, includes ‘some form of boots and leggings and corduroy britches and the spectacular tunic that might have come from the South African war’.6


Most wonderfully of all, it also boasts the famous slouch hat of the Diggers, complete with emu feathers – a leftover from the hat worn by the Light Horse in the Boer War.


‘I’m telling you that when I ultimately put this on in London, one of the better uniforms, I really caused a sensation.’7


No, really!


For no sooner is he out on Fleet Street than one passer-by stops and stares. And now another. And another. And still more of them. And they start clapping, before … rushing forward to shake his hand and clap him on the back. Weary Dunlop is the first ‘Digger’ – heirs to those famed fighters of the Great War – on the streets of London in this, the British hour of need, and London is determined to make it known to this worthy soul just how very welcome he is.


Bravo! Bravo! BRAVO!




It so embarrassed me, that I fled down Shaftsbury Avenue to Morris Angel’s Shop to be equipped as an officer and gentleman! I emerged indistinguishable from British officers save for a keen inspection of the bright buttons worn by Australians in World War I.8





Whatever he is wearing, the main thing is that he will soon be on his way to war!


Weary is beyond thrilled.


Apart from everything else, this turn of events offers an alternative route to becoming what he wants to be, a highly qualified surgeon doing interesting work. Without Herr Hitler, he would be facing as long as ten years with his ‘nose to the grindstone’ entering a ‘professional rabbit warren’, in the mere hope that ‘you will … make the bracket of successful surgeons after very long arduous training’.


But this is different.




Suddenly [we were] presented with a marvellous alternative of a great war with a certain amount of excitement and unusual things to do – a very attractive thing to enterprising young men.9





And beyond even the possibilities of rapid professional advancement, there is, too, this sense of tremendous adventure. Weary had prospered on the rugby field for his physical prowess, yes, but also because of his unusually cavalier approach to facing great danger. So, too, with this war.


He cannot wait to be in the thick of the action, one way or another.


Early 1940, Jerusalem, and did those feet in ancient times


It is the best of times, it is the worst of times …


For Weary, it has all happened so very fast – no time for even taking a fitness test, or getting a paybook to make sure he will have enough money to live on in the short term – all while taking so long.


Having left London on New Year’s Day 1940, ‘Captain Dunlop’, if you please, had first boarded a British India liner, the SS Mantola – the only man of the armed forces on board – bound for the Suez, and thence Jerusalem. And yet, after first struggling to get through a frozen Thames, the ship is blocked by a magnetic mine at the river’s mouth, and it is a whole week before it can get to the Channel! Dodging German U-boats from there, they practically go across the entire Atlantic in convoy before making their way back to Gibraltar.


Dunlop has diagnosed himself with the worst hangover ever known to modern man. His head throbs, his heart pounds, his mouth feels like someone has left the Dead Sea Scrolls in there overnight. It had come at a brief stopover in Malta, where he and two other Australian officers, ‘wild devils’, had gone on a massive bender. And the worst thing, the ‘medicine’ he had proposed for them all, was a concoction he’d suggested – a ‘Prairie Oyster’: mustard, pepper, Worcestershire sauce, egg yolk and … desperation.


If it had been a case of the cure being worse than the ailment, he’d at least have the consolation of some good having come from it. But, as it is, the concoction just makes him want to throw up, added to all the other ailments.


‘It baffles me often,’ he writes to Helen ruefully, ‘why I … have something of a flair for attracting hell-bent company.’10


Finally however, by 21 January 1940, they have successfully made it to the Suez Canal – all shimmering sands, cavalier camels and devastating heat around a thin strip of water – and they are able to definitively disembark at Port Said, whereupon Weary’s intent is to head straight to Cairo on the morrow, intending to ‘do the town over’ for a couple of days before reporting in.


Alas, he has no sooner had a shower in his Port Said hotel room than there comes a tapping, a tapping at his chamber door.


Dunlop opens it to find an extremely officious and immaculately turned-out Sergeant Major standing there – every bit as bristling and spiky as his moustache – advising that he is from something called ‘Movement Control’ and Captain Dunlop should be ready to move out to catch the train to Jerusalem on the morrow.


No ifs, no buts. These are orders.


Inwardly, Weary groans: ‘And that’s the end of my trip to Cairo.’11


And so it is that after a slow journey through a land of dust, sand, sandy dust, dusty sand and camels he finally approaches his destination. Keenly aware that in one day he has traversed the lands that it had taken Moses 40 years to cover, and even King Richard a couple on his own Crusade, he steps down onto the platform at Lydda outside of Tel Aviv, to be greeted by his new Commanding Officer at the AIF’s Overseas Base, Assistant Director of Medical Services, Colonel Clive Disher.


This way, Captain Dunlop. Our truck to Jerusalem awaits.


And here now is the city itself straight out of the Bible, still peopled by its characters.


Merchants with glittering goods, beggars with peeling palms, palms with peeling fronds, barefoot boys on donkeys, and all things produced either by God or mammon are on sale. If a couple of the disciples were to appear and try to flog you a testament or two, you would not be surprised. Jerusalem doesn’t just seem ancient, it is ancient. Look, for just a couple of Palestinian pounds, you can buy splinters guaranteed to come from the cross of Christ.


‘In the old City of Jerusalem,’ Dunlop writes home, ‘one finds a maze of winding, tortuous streets, steps and dark alleys, with no motor traffic or indeed any concession to modernity except electric lighting in shops and bazaars. There are, of course, four quarters – Moslem, Christian, Jewish and Armenian. Jerusalem is the third most sacred city to Moslems, and so it is the sacred place of three religions related to Jehovah, Christ and the fact that here Mohomet’s spirit was said to ascend to Heaven.’


You really have to see it, to believe it.




Jerusalem is perched up on the gaunt highlands, with the Mount of Olives, 2680 feet up approximately and from there you can look down on that immense rent in the Earth’s surface, the Great Rift, which actually constitutes the Jordan Valley … The road to Jericho goes through Bethany, where lived Mary, Martha and Lazarus, and is to this day otherwise utterly lonely except for one inn.12





There is room at this inn, at least for one Australian who cannot get over the fact that the ancient stories told from Sunday School and pulpit alike are now alive before his eyes, with no mod cons introduced to spoil the illusion of waking up 2000 years ago.




Amid the harshness of the locality the Mount of Olives seems very peaceful and gracious.13





There are times when you need to remind yourself there is a war on.


Early February 1940, Palestine, Mary not contrary


True, as a breed, potential mothers-in-law tend to have standards so high most men would have to stand on their tippy-toes, on a fruit box, to even get close. And Mary Ferguson is no exception.


But Weary is not most men, and as a six-foot-four surgeon, international sportsman and proud officer in the AIF, he stands sure. It is not only clear that she wants him to marry Helen, but Mary openly says so in a missive he has just received, hoping that he and Helen might ‘enjoy some happiness’ in the coming year.


So now, after making his way to an old Russian church atop the Mount of Olives, he sits ’neath the shade of some cypress trees and in his hasty if heartfelt hand, pens a proposal …


•


Good news, sort of, and the best of it comes on Weary’s 33rd birthday, 12 July 1940.


Weary’s superior in Jerusalem, Colonel Clive Disher, has been promoted, and will be moving to Gaza as the Assistant Director Medical Services for the 6th Division, which means the towering Australian medico is now – at least until Disher’s replacement arrives – ‘Medical Pooh-bah Jerusalem’.14


Which is fine.


But just as had been the case in London, Weary Dunlop has little interest in being promoted when the result risks being the exact opposite to what he actually wants to do. ‘I was anxious to avoid being a Half Colonel, because majors are the chaps who do most of the surgery in the army.’15 He wants to be of use to the men directly – and on the front lines – not just a paper warrior.


A quiet word, please, Deputy Director of Medical Services to 1st Australian Corps, Colonel Roy Burston (or ‘Ginger’ as Weary called him on civvy street, back in Melbourne)?


Weary wishes to volunteer for ‘the most active service available’.16 Burston promises to look into it, but appears far from convinced that it is a good idea.


There will at least be plenty to keep Weary busy, including liaising with the doctors of all the units of fresh Australian arrivals, which are even now on their way up the Suez Canal in ships about to disgorge Diggers at such ports as Suez, Port Said and El Kantara. It will be his role to find out who is ill, what can be done for them, and to which hospitals they should be sent in the interim while he works out exactly where Australia’s own two general hospitals should be established.


And here is the first ship filled with Australians now, just coming into the main wharf at El Kantara.


But, what’s this?


Striding up the gangplank in his admittedly rather dandy uniform, swinging his cane, Weary suddenly hears cat-cries from above – ‘Mind the step, chum!’ is the kindest of comments now called, most revolving around what a poncy Beau Brummell he is – as a sprinkle of pennies descends all around.


Well! Well, he never.


Reaching the deck, Weary throws a salute at the Commanding Officer, and says, offering a gimlet eye to his would-be persecutors, ‘Can’t you bastards recognise a chap from Melbourne?’17


They fall back. Christ, he is big.


•


Now in Gaza – where the Australian Overseas Base has been moved since the arrival of the troops – life is nothing if not hot under the Middle Eastern sun. Even in the evening the sweat pours off Dunlop so furiously that he aches to open the window for some night air, and sometimes gives in, only for the room to be engulfed by whole swarms of insects. All he can do on such occasions is maintain that discretion is the better part of valour and retreat to his camp bunk positioned just above the tiled floor, draw the mosquito net, and keep slapping until all the insects inside the net are at least dead, before resuming writing.




Sorry, my dearest darling Helen, where were we … ?





Ah, yes. Their wedding, upon his return! For to his great delight, Helen has not only said yes but her father has given his blessing, and their happiness had even been considered newsworthy enough that it makes the papers in Melbourne on 6 June 1940.




Engagement of Wide Interest


The engagement is announced between Captain Ernest Edward Dunlop, A.A.M.C., Palestine, formerly of St. Mary’s Hospital, London, second son of Mr. and Mrs. J. H. Dunlop, of Benalla, and Helen Leigh Raeburn Ferguson, only daughter of Mr. and Mrs. Mephan Ferguson, of Toorak.


Captain E. E. (‘Weary’) Dunlop, in addition to having a fine medical career, is an international Rugby player. At present with A.I.F. in Palestine, where he is assistant director of medical services, he was a member of A.I.F. Rugby team.18





True, it is not quite the conventional thing to be trying one’s amorous chances on the very evening that one announces one is off the amorous market forever, but – very quietly – Weary scoffs at such conventions. They are for other men, and good luck to them. He can make his own rules.


This is looking like a long war, and though he might be in the desert, a man is not a camel when it comes to amour, and as ever one for more and more amour, he is up for it.


So, when a very attractive woman happens to walk through the door of the watering hole where the newly engaged Dunlop is drinking – alone, mark you – he does not just give her the once-over; he sends a young companion to call her over if she would like to have a good time.


That fellow soon returns with a stunned look on his face: ‘She says she’s the Duchess of Roxburgh!’19


So, is that a yes or a no? A likely story. They resume carousing but Weary’s eyes keep returning to the glory of that solitary beauty. What might have been! On the way out, Weary stops at the cloakroom and is given his hat. The head waiter passes and Weary stops him and points out his target. Who is that gorgeous creature? ‘She says she is the Duchess of Roxburgh?’


‘She is,’20 replies the waiter.


Ah. Well, if you’re going to strike out on the night you are betrothed, that’s the way to do it. Weary and his scofflaws are out into the night looking for women with less title and more give.


•


What is that?


Perched high on the escarpment above Sollum on the Egyptian– Libyan border, the Australian war correspondent John Hetherington and a mate are gazing down onto the endlessly brown plains of Egypt stuck in dull repose by the enormous blue bay of the Mediterranean. But as seagulls dive, glide and screech their displeasure at the intruders, they see something …


Yes, there. Right on the very hundredth of the hundred horizons in the sand that stretches before them, a small brown stain of something appears, and is, ever so gradually, getting bigger. What could it be … ? They stand up, and now lean forward, in the instinctive manner of humans towards curious things seen at a great distance …


A nearby Tommy soldier, who knows who and what is coming, tells them in a broad West Country voice thick with excitement:


‘T’ Aussies are movin’ up! They’ll give bloomin’ Itie some ’urry-up, them laads will an’ all!’


Sure enough …


Hetherington will describe it:




The great cloud of dust rolled on to meet us and presently we saw the vanguard of the trucks. Then behind them, huddling through the dun fog churned and lifted by their own wheels, we saw more trucks stretching away mile on mile. I looked at the men who sat behind the driving-wheels of trucks and the men who perched under the canopies behind, cuddling their rifles. Their faces coated with dust, looked like the faces of film actors made up to go before the camera …21





But this is for real. This is the Australian 6th Division, moving forward, answering the battle siren that has just sounded for them …


‘They really went through country like a hot knife through butter,’22 Weary will recall, of the Australian advances, until they arrive at the gate of the most important Italian stronghold of all, Tobruk.


Frustratingly, it is a gate closed to Weary now through sudden illness. The newly promoted Brigadier Burston takes one look at Dunlop’s yellow face and knows he can’t go anywhere, let alone the Western Desert. Weary is so badly jaundiced that he could play the final role in the childhood ditty about traffic lights, ‘Stop says the red one, go says the green, ready says the yellow one, blinking in between …’


Despite protests, Burston orders Dunlop into his own staff car and takes him straight to the hospital that his patient had helped set up! The reluctant Weary is now detained against his will in the 2/1st Australian General Hospital at Gaza Ridge.


‘I’m in hospital with infective jaundice,’ Weary soon writes, ‘thin, yellow, dyspeptic, nauseated and depressed.’23


January 1941, Tobruk, Go on, you bastards!


Private Blue Butterworth has come a long way in the last fifteen months since war had broken out. Not only is he not building shithouses or carting poo, but – as batman to Regimental Sergeant Major Wally Delves, the 2/1st’s Intelligence Officer – he has seen genuine action.


Now a proud member of the mighty 6th Division, he and the 2/1st Battalion had finished their training at Liverpool Army Camp before, like the rest of the AIF, being shipped to the Middle East, where they had trained in the shade of the Pyramids, just like the Diggers of the Great War, before launching themselves against the Italian stronghold of Bardia with great success.


Next on the list is the jewel in the Italian crown in these parts, the harbour of Tobruk, lying 50 miles to the west of Bardia and the only port for miles of North African coast – a crucial supply post for the war machine of the Axis powers, as well as berthing three destroyers, two squadrons of submarines, and …


And pipe down over there, or I’ll have your guts for garters! No whispering!


There are 25,000 Italian soldiers defending the heavy barbed wire perimeter around Tobruk, sprinkled with pillboxes, and it has fallen to us of the 2/1st Battalion to sneak forward in the darkness and get close enough to blow the wire. Once the guns of the Royal Navy just off the harbour entrance open up and plaster the Italian defences on their side of the perimeter, it will be for us to blow the wire and pour through, hopefully followed by the rest of the 6th Division.


So it is that in the darkest part of the night, when the sun is well gone and the moon still not yet risen – in this, the wee hours of 21 January 1941, Bluey and his fellow soldiers move into position, just back from the designated spot on the wire.


Clearly, the Italian defenders are still not aware we are here – though the same might not be said for some of their camp dogs in the far distance, which are barking.


As the dim moon rises, the desert is bathed in a curious light that is just strong enough to see in, without quite being able to throw shadows.


As Captain Delves’ batman, Bluey now goes with him to see that all is in order for the attack. Their hearts in their mouths, they move to the rendezvous point, a small and flickering kerosene light with a solid back, meaning the Australian attackers can see it, but the defenders cannot.


There! Up ahead, they can see the expected dim shapes of Delves’ fellow officers and, sure enough, it proves to be the Commanding Officer of the 2/1st, Colonel Ken Eather, with the Battalion adjutant, Captain Don Jackson. All is in order. This light will guide their own soldiers when the curtain goes up very shortly.


‘Right,’ Colonel Eather whispers, ‘now all the watches have been synchronised.’24


The plan is for the 2/1st to lead the ground attack at exactly 6.25 am.


But, right now, it is exactly 5.40 am and with that utterance, a sudden boom is heard in the distance. The guns of the Royal Navy are opening up, for the boom is followed by the sound of whistling and now many explosions as the shells land, as ‘the arty’ focuses saturation fire on a rectangle measuring 2500 yards wide by 800 yards deep on the southern perimeter of the Tobruk defences. Saturation is exactly what it is, a soaking in shells as the shriek of falling metal is met by the roar of rising debris. That such damage is done ashore by those at sea seems somehow wrong. Surely there is some Newtonian law which means flinging such fire can’t be done while staying so deadly still; but Blue and each man watching sees the same illusion come true before their eyes. It is dreadful, and it is wonderful to see when you are the next warriors due to approach.


Again, precisely as planned, at 6.05 am the barrage of artillery fire ceases and the next part of the plan is smoothly swung into action. For now, the ‘Bangalore Torpedoes’ – essentially, twelve-foot lengths of three-inch water pipes packed with high explosives – are brought forward and placed just above the ground amid the rolls of concertinaed barbed wire. At Bardia those little Bangalore beauties had blown gaps 25 foot wide in the wire and the hope was they could do the same here, once they are detonated from a distance, courtesy of a wire that had been carefully attached to their detonator.


And sure enough … and sure enough …


Heads down, boys, ’cos we’re about to blow her. With great explosions through narrow passages, the wire is blown to smithereens, and the way is clear.


There is a sudden stunned moment as the assembled Australian troops of the 2/1st Battalion see the gap, and now at 6.25 am the clear voice of a lieutenant rings out.


‘Go on, you bastards!’25


And with a mighty roar, so they do. Up there, Cazaly, and into ’em! Charging through the blown corridor, the Australian soldiers swarm.


Some of the stunned Italians have sufficiently recovered from the barrage to quickly return ferocious fire, but the first of these defenders don’t last long. So numerous are the Australians, and so fast are they in charging forward and firing as they go – with the ground so flat that they could see the flashes of the guns of the defenders ahead, just as they could see the flashes of their own guns behind – that the first of the Italian posts fall almost immediately. With that breach in the Italian perimeter now assured, within minutes six ‘Matilda’ tanks – so-called, affectionately, because they had a protective metal ‘skirt’ around their tracks – are aiding the troops to knock over the Italian defences, post by post.


Private Blue Butterworth is with Captain Delves following up – with Blue the regulation two steps behind Captain Delves, ready to answer any need he might have. Beside Delves is Colonel Eather, who is using a cane for support.


It is Blue’s first time in the midst of fire, and he is thinking of all the bad things he has done in his life and whether God is about to make him pay for them all.


‘Oh,’ he says to himself, ‘this is the time you’re gone.’


Suddenly there is indeed the chattering of an Italian machine gun up ahead and the cry goes up, ‘Down!’


Blue indeed throws himself down, only for the tip of his bayonet to penetrate the back of Captain Delves’ pants, and even getting a short way up the Khyber Pass, mercifully without breaking his skin.


‘On your feet,’ Delves roars, while checking his backside for damage. ‘Who gave that bloody order?’26


Who knows, but it didn’t seem like a bad one under the circumstances. Massive clouds of dust billow towards them, carrying the unmistakable stench of cordite from the exploding shells.


Some posts fall to the rampaging Australians almost immediately, with the Italian soldiers coming out with their eyeballs rolling and their hands up, frequently holding silky white handkerchiefs that seem to have been kept pristine for just such an occasion. Others resisted solidly. These were usually brought under severe artillery fire, causing huge amounts of billowing dust. Into that heavy dust cloud, the leading Australians charge, bayonets drawn and grenades at the ready. Clean ’em out, clean ’em out, clean ’em out, and go again.


It is a busy morning, and the road back from the Australian front lines to the breach in the perimeter is soon thick with Italian prisoners, thousands of them heading towards the comparative safety of an Australian stockade, seemingly happy to be away from these wild men from the south insanely charging at them with death and destruction pouring from their every barrel. Rome Radio had been shrieking for days that the ‘Australian barbarians have been turned loose by the British in the desert’,27 and now that these soldiers had seen them close up, few of the Italians want any part of it.


The Australian rampage continues for the next two days, and it is hard to keep up with the swarm of Italian prisoners. There are so many that when a cable query comes from Cairo HQ on 23 January inquiring how many there are, the answer is sent back: ‘20 acres of officers and 100 acres of other ranks!’


The prisoners were fed the same biscuits and bully beef as the Australian soldiers, but as Blue Butterworth will recount, ‘our blokes used to back up to the fence and just grab the cases of bully beef, toss them over the fence and the tins of biscuits over the fence. Consequently the big Italians got the bully beef and biscuits.’ Noticing that a lot of the other Italian prisoners were missing out, Blue started tossing biscuits to some of ‘the poor little fellas who didn’t have the energy’.28


Those poor bastards.


•


Weary Dunlop is at last released from hospital in time to head to Alexandria, where the hospital ship El Amira Fawzia is bringing wounded soldiers from the action to their west. The work is ‘Interesting enough … if one were not pining to be in Libya doing surgery.’29


Perhaps he might be able to visit Libya by other means?


Yes!


After a heavy drinking session with some RAF pilots, the pilot of a Bristol Blenheim bomber invites Weary to go on a bombing raid on Benghazi, west of Tobruk.


Yesh, shplendid idea!


Which is why he is here now, holding on to a roof-strap for dear life as red and green tracer bullets try to knock them from the skies, and the said pilot – roaring imprecations that on translation would make Hitler blush – hurls the plane to left and right, up and down, round and round. Below, searchlights are seeking them out, buildings are being blown apart by bombs, and Weary knows his life could end at any moment.


When finally he gets back on the ground at Gaza, it is with a resolution as strong as a wedding vow, NEVER to go on such excursions again. (Actually, maybe stronger than a wedding vow.)


Hopefully something else will turn up, in the way of action, that might be a little easier.


•


Now that Tobruk has been secured, the new British Prime Minister Winston Churchill changes his focus in this part of the world to the other side of the Mediterranean.


Greece. British Intelligence has no doubt. With the Italians having been beaten back to their own borders by the Greeks themselves, Hitler is about to declare war on Greece and invade with as many as ten divisions! Who can Churchill send to Greece’s aid, to fulfil the terms of the British–Greek treaty?


He has an idea, heavily involving Australian and New Zealand troops, and, as the extremely loyal Australian Prime Minister, Robert Menzies, is in London at the time, attending meetings of the War Cabinet – Churchill puts it to Menzies on 20 February 1941.


The British Government wants the Australian 6th and 7th Divisions to leave North Africa, where they are doing so well, and go to Greece, as the foundation stone of ‘Lustre Force’ under the command of British General Maitland ‘Jumbo’ Wilson. They will be joined by the 2nd New Zealand Division – to form ‘ANZAC Corps’, and supported by the British 1st Armoured Brigade with 100 tanks – 58,000 soldiers in all. Greece has already agreed to accept Lustre Force, and a flotilla is being assembled to transport them across the Med. We believe the Germans will likely attack mid-spring, say from April onwards, and we need your men on the ground, quickly.


Very quietly, Menzies is not only underwhelmed by the plan, but by the British Prime Minister in person and much of the government. In the last war, it was Churchill himself who had come up with another plan filled with adventurism in the world – to invade the Dardanelles – and it had been a debacle.


And now Churchill wants the Anzacs to go again, on another shore, to be at the pointy end of the arrow aimed at Hitler’s rampaging forces led by Panzers and bearing bigger guns than the world has ever seen? All that, and Menzies watches as Winnie gets no resistance to his whims.


‘The Cabinet is deplorable,’ he writes in his diary, ‘[consisting of] dumb men, most of whom disagree with Winston but none of whom dare say so. This state of affairs is most dangerous. The Chiefs of Staff are without exception Yes Men, and a politician runs the services. Winston is a dictator, he cannot be overruled, and his colleagues fear him.’30


The more he thinks about it, the more appalled he is.


‘The problem of a couple of good men to prop up Churchill is acute. He is not interested in finance, economics or agriculture, and ignores the debates on all three. He loves war and spends hours with the maps and charts, working out fresh combinations. He has aggression without knowledge.’31


Menzies presses for more information, but is told very little, and drops the pursuit. Menzies’ first weekend in England had been spent with the British Prime Minister at his country residence, Chequers, where the British bulldog had made it wonderfully clear that in his view, ‘Australia is Dominion No. 1’.32 It would almost be rude to counter him now, whatever his misgivings. Yes, as Menzies notes in his diary, ‘This kind of decision, which may mean thousands of lives, is not easy.’33


Nevertheless, on 24 February Menzies agrees that the 6th Division can be sent from Africa, under the command of General Thomas Blamey. After all, Menzies reasons, Australia helping Great Britain in this manner against the Germans must make it more likely that Britain will offer support should the Japanese attack Australia. All up, he remains deeply troubled, not least for his own vaunting of Hitler just before the war had started. And before that he had earned the nickname of ‘Pig Iron Bob’ for his successful insistence as Attorney-General in the conservative government of Joseph Lyons that pig-iron be sent to Japan from Port Kembla, against the protest of the union movement that such iron would more than likely come back in the form of bullets and shells to kill Australian workers.


If he is wrong on Greece – and he has had to make the decision without approval from his Cabinet, due to distance and lack of detail – then his position as PM will likely be untenable, as his party defends a majority of just one.


General Archibald Wavell himself – the Commander-in-Chief of the British Empire forces in North Africa – is strongly against the madness of sending his finest troops from Libya where they are winning, to Greece where they will lose. But he is powerless to stop it.


The Australian troops will be sent, at least with the British promise ‘that evacuation, if necessitated, will be successfully undertaken’.34


12 March 1941, Suez Canal, dangerous liaison


Weary, is that you?


It is, and this is Deputy Director of Medical Services to 1 Australian Corps, General Roy Burston, calling him on a very crackly line from Cairo HQ. That appointment as surgeon to 2/2nd Australian General Hospital? It’s off. We want you to go to Greece instead as Deputy Director of Medical Services on the staff of Lustre Force. Your job will be to work with the liaison staff, acting as the conduit between the British HQ in Athens and the Lustre Force HQ in the forward areas. You are to do your utmost to ensure that the Australian forces get the best medical care possible, and if things go south to have the means of evacuation.


(This is what comes from sitting down 13th to a table. Last week Weary arrived late at a luncheon party at Major Scott’s. At that lunch, a polite brawl had broken out between Major General Tomlinson, Colonel Boyd and Colonel Hamilton over who exactly was responsible for ‘stealing’ medical stores in Libya. Weary had acted as peacemaker and offered to set up an impartial investigation. When Weary is off investigating, he is transferred!)


•


It is not until Weary gets his formal orders to leave for Greece on the SS Brattdal that he realises that the days of mild danger are over. That same day, 26 March 1941, he writes out his will, sends a farewell telegram to Helen and packs his bags.


Tomorrow, we sail; ‘we’ being Weary and his batman Private George Bennett. The next morning, they find themselves aboard and unwelcome. You see, there is no cabin set aside for a Chief Medical Officer, let alone an important liaison officer. Yes, but he is both and he is here. Well, that may be but there is no cabin and round they go again, on deck, fully packed, and apparently staying there! Weary can’t believe it. ‘No accommodation has been provided for a medical officer. Present position Chief Officer refuses accommodation since no order … No one has any authority! This I think I can manage.’35


The next day the medical stores turn up on board. Well, this will be interesting. Is he supposed to operate al fresco, or will the future injured get their dressings applied in their own quarters? Not that they will have much luck with that as the ‘stores’ include only one packet of bandages! And the entire set of medical stores arrives in an old petrol tin, which is not exactly the hygienic condition a doctor prefers. If the petrol tin had actual petrol in it, it might be of some use to the ship.


As it stands, as he stands on deck, Weary finds he has 33 clothing pins as his most impressive supply, along with one bottle of castor oil, and one giant temper tantrum which results in somebody in GHQ actually sending them some proper stores that are clean.


The Brattdal is not terribly clean, although it does have six toilets. Yes, look and wonder, six portable on-deck seats with ‘shoots’ over the side. Well, what did you expect? There is a war on and this is a cargo ship; you are the cargo at the moment and the fact that you can complain is a novelty, but it doesn’t change your status.


Their skipper is a model of calm or indifference, depending on your perspective. He is Norwegian so it is very hard to tell if anything is capable of upsetting him, as Weary discovers that Friday when the Brattdal is at sea and being bombed by Italian planes.


The Captain shrugs.


‘We are,’ he observes placidly, ‘always bombed between Crete and Rhodes.’36 Well, as long as it is expected. Weary finally gets access to a cabin and the first thing he does is write another letter to Helen. There is nothing like the prospect of death to make a man open his heart. How long is it since they have seen each other?


‘It can’t be three years. I still sense your presence, the touch of your shoulder and a sweet, low voice, it’s only when I face reality squarely that you are gone and I am lonely, so lonely, and pain is my companion.’37


Three years. That is an eternity. But on this day in 1941 eternity is arriving for many men. Unbeknownst to Weary, the Battle of Matapan is underway between the Italian Navy and the Royal Navy’s Mediterranean Fleet. The Brattdal will reach port without further trouble as the Axis forces are otherwise engaged.









CHAPTER THREE


GREEK MARATHON




Cry ‘Havoc’, and let slip the dogs of war;


That this foul deed shall smell above the earth


With carrion men, groaning for burial.


Shakespeare, Julius Caesar, Act 3, Scene 1


Either the British or Australian Government or both were prepared callously and cynically to sacrifice a comparatively small force of Australian fighting men for the sake of a political gesture – that is to gamble with Australian lives on a wild chance, wilder than Gallipoli.1


Kenneth Slessor, Australian war correspondent





30 March 1941, Athens, Grecian Ern


Arriving in Athens, it does not take long to get his bearings, but who – truly – wants to find them when you can get so wonderfully and mesmerisingly lost in this ancient capital? This is where great and enduring Gods were invented and where democracy was born. And you can still see all the bits of the Parthenon that Lord Elgin didn’t get around to stealing.


Dunlop is to be lodged at the King George Hotel in the heart of the golden quarter, just down from the Acropolis, and he will work at the Acropole Hotel, where the British HQ of Lustre Force is situated. His job is to be responsible for the medical care of the Australian soldiers and to find sites for makeshift hospitals, for General Thomas Blamey is determined that the Australian soldiers of the 6th Division – who have themselves arrived in Greece 10 days earlier – will have the benefit of their own General Hospital. (They are not to be dependent on the good graces of the British for their hospital care, such grace tends to be distributed on national lines when push comes to shove, and Blamey still remembers the shoves from the Great War.) Once those units are established, in old schools, new ruins or anywhere flat, then Weary is to ensure that they are well supplied with as much medicine and as many staff as he deems necessary to care for the wounded and sick, whether their ailment is from Italian shells or Greek women. All woes, whether arterial or venereal, must be anticipated and catered for. Military medicine ordered and arranged from afar is a bureaucracy so Weary is to be on the ground, making sure these hospitals will be able to operate at maximum capacity instead of just overwhelmed in a trice and turned into a fixed triage.


So, Weary? Better make them big. We will need a couple of hospitals capable of holding at least 1200 patients each. If the growing reports are correct, we Australians are going to be caught by an overwhelmingly large German force, and the likely result will be bloody carnage.


And it is not as if Weary does not have his hands full from the beginning.


For the first medical issue he faces is something of an epidemic of VD spreading among the Diggers still based in the Greek capital.


Going to see General Christopoulos, the Greeks’ foremost medical General in Athens, the Australian tells him: ‘General, despite the marvellous charms of these Greek girls, we are having a certain wastage.’


The General raises his eyebrows.


‘What is the cause of this wastage?’


‘Gonorrhoea,’2 says Weary simply.


Now the General rolls his eyes.


‘This gonorrhoea is just a cold in the nose.’


(Yes, the Greek is a medical General, but it is possible the physiology of the body, and the position of its various parts, is not his strong suit.)


The General insists. This gonorrhoea is the price of temporary love, nothing to get excited about.


‘… a little malady from la petit mort is worth it.’3


If gonorrhoea was considered a serious medical complaint, the Greek army itself would never leave the infirmary.


(Not that Weary himself takes any moral view on Australian soldiers visiting brothels or – just as he used to occasionally do – drinking way too much and raising hell, for that matter. ‘Australians don’t behave well on leave,’ he will later note. ‘If you compare them with British … units, they don’t wear their uniforms well, they’re untidy, they’re over friendly [in] their relationships with the [local] people and they are apt to get a bit drunk, things like that. But these are sort of non-essentials really.’4 On the essential – fighting – they are very strong indeed.)


Such problems become minor, by comparison, however, once the news breaks that …


The Germans are attacking!


Hitler’s orders are followed exactly, and the German forces begin pouring into both Greece and Yugoslavia from dawn on 6 April 1941, and are now roaring towards Athens, with their Panzers to the fore and crushing Greek resistance wherever they find it.


As it happens, on this day Weary is at Foula Bay at Volos – some 200 miles north of Athens – looking for a site for a second hospital near Athens, but another sight literally stops him in his tracks. Past Lamia there are so many refugees heading to the south, cattle and carts trundling in retreat, that he must stop. For the Greeks, the Germans are a new enemy – the two countries were not at war until this invasion commenced – but now they are coming and so it’s time to go. Weary’s own hopes of completing his task are dashed as looking for a hospital site the Australians won’t be occupying in a week is to build a castle in the air. (And that castle will just get strafed by a bunch of Fokkers, so don’t bother.) More importantly, there is no getting round or down this road. Sheep, cattle, goats, men, women, kits, cats are flooding towards him – each detour just leads to a shorter stop.


So, atop a high point in the Mount Parnassus range, Weary stops. His bed for tonight will be a pile of leaves. As the sun sets, the noise begins, far off, frenzied and ferocious, German bombers hurtling overhead in the dusk, their engines throbbing. God help whoever is on the receiving end of their bombs …


9.30 pm, 6 April 1941, HMAS Perth, Piraeus Harbour, fatal sure


The Germans are coming.


Late that morning they had seen a single plane come over at high altitude that circled Piraeus in the manner of a reconnaissance plane and on the strength of it – for he did not like the look of it at all – the Captain of HMAS Perth had given orders for his vessel to move out to anchor in Salamis Bay, over 12 miles from the rest of the shipping. But that won’t necessarily save them.


As the air-raid siren goes off, Chief Petty Officer Ray Parkin and his shipmates rush to their action stations on their 562-foot light cruiser, manning the machine guns and Ack-Ack guns that they hope will allow them to beat off the attack by this swarm of Dorniers and Junkers, protected by a gaggle of Messerschmitts, flying over the harbour for a good look.


And now the sailors see what is happening.


These are not ordinary bombs. They’re not dropping down, they’re … floating?


Yes, floating! They are mines on parachutes, dropped directly above the biggest mass of ships the planes can find.


The sailors watch, fascinated, as the first chute makes a landing, and Ray Parkin’s mouth drops open as he sees a great column of pure flame silently climbing higher and higher to at least 300 feet. It is only after they see the top of that flame flick the blue, that the wave of sound hits them, the massive explosion shaking the nerve of each man in this anchorage. The damn thing had fallen ‘just where we had lately come from’.5


If they had been there, every man-jack of them would be right now either knocking on the Pearly Gates, or noting how Hell was at least a whole lot cooler than where they had just come from.


The horror, oh, the horror!


The guns of Perth blaze, even as the beams of the searchlights do much the same, scanning the skies and trying to stay with the bombers to give the gunners a better chance. The bombers, in turn, send down streams of tracer fire straight at the searchlights, trying to extinguish them. Aboard Perth, the stench of cordite from the explosives is more acrid than ever, right up until the first of the billowing black smoke drifting towards them engulfs them.


‘We could hear the scream and clatter of fighter combat somewhere up there too.’


Look out!


One of the mines is drifting straight down upon them, only to be caught by a puff of wind at the last instant, which sees it hit the nearby shore instead.


‘The force of its explosion was powerful enough to be strongly felt across the sea to where we were.’


The nearby Cyprian Prince is not so lucky. The 10,000-ton merchantman is hit by a floating mine amidships and is instantly enveloped in a white cloud of explosion and debris. By the time the cloud has cleared – no more than three minutes later – she has gone to the bottom in two pieces.


Christ!


Boats are quickly lowered over the side with crews told to steer towards the cries of voices in the water.


Parkin is among those devastated when the boats return with no more than four survivors from the ship’s company.


‘There were now fire and explosion all around the harbour. Ships and barges had broken their moorings and were drifting, some on fire. One of the ships that had been hit was the Clan Fraser, with 5000 tons of ammunition she had been discharging into rail trucks alongside. She was now well on fire.’6


The Luftwaffe continue to concentrate their deadly efforts on the Allied ships in Piraeus Harbour.


Four hours after the Clan Fraser is hit, she blows up. The blast is so strong it knocks Parkin from his bench on the deck of Perth, even though he is a mile away.


‘All the air around the harbour was suddenly filled with screaming red hot metal starting fires everywhere,’ he will recount. ‘The whole port and almost everything in it became an inferno. At intervals, the rail trucks with ammunition blew up also.’7


A shattering seven ships are sent to the bottom, crippling the supply line that the Australian and British forces had been relying on. Other vessels are still afloat, but are burning furiously, sending great billowing black smoke skywards over Athens. Still others – including the Ajax and the Calcutta – are miraculously able to get clear of the harbour and survive unscathed. Most importantly for Ray Parkin, Perth itself is undamaged and able to get away.


•


As the dawn of 7 April comes, Weary Dunlop can see that smoke rising with the sun, from the south, from Athens. Heading towards it, he and his driver move quickly, at once drawing the attention of a Messerschmitt which sends a stream of bullets their way.


Weary is thrilled.


‘Bloody marvellous,’ he thinks. ‘At last I have reached a point in this war, where I am worth having a shot at.’8


By 9 April the Germans are indeed at the gates of Thessaloniki, 310 miles north of Athens. Can anyone stop them?


The AIF’s 6th Division forms the bulk of the force in the enemy’s way, bracing themselves to try to withstand the coming storm at a line around Vevi.


Weary, you must go to co-ordinate the medical efforts to save as many as you can.


In the face of overwhelming force, the Australians set up a new defensive position along the Aliakmon River. At this point, for the first time since Gallipoli, the Australian and New Zealand divisions are brought under the one command and fight together as part of a combined Anzac Corps. And yet, while holding the Germans back longer than had been thought possible, Lustre Force itself must fall back.


In Athens, at first, the freshly promoted Major Weary Dunlop is dependent on British corporals shouting down the phone lines to their counterparts on the front lines, ‘This is Freddie speaking, is that you, Georgie?’ but even when that connection is made, there is little actual information received, and it is all but impossible for him to give orders.


For Weary, day and night becomes a blur of ducking, driving and having meetings with generals, medicos and nurses. All up, the situation is grim and getting grimmer, most particularly as the front line starts to completely crumble and the flood of wounded coming back to Athens becomes tidal.


Weary does what he can, making constant forays by staff car and even motorcycles to the front, but it is soon clear that the situation is hopeless. What chance were 50,000 men ever going to be against the 500,000 Germans coming at them, supported by air superiority and over a thousand tanks?


For its part, the leaders of the Greek Army are already negotiating terms of surrender with the invaders, seeking to lay down their weapons to them rather than to the Italians.


On Friday 18 April, Weary’s Commanding Officer in the medical ranks, General Burston, sails for safety and Egypt, travelling on the hospital ship Dorsetshire, which is filled to the gunnels, stacked by the funnels, with grievously wounded. Before leaving, Burston instructs Weary to make sure that all the Australian nurses are evacuated for their own safety – whether they want to go or not. And he also volunteers to take a letter from Weary for Helen.


Weary quickly dashes one off: ‘Just ever so much love dear heart – I wonder if it is possible to send enough to last the time which may be necessary.’9


Thank you, Weary, I will see it gets into the post at Alexandria. Good luck.


And with that, Major Weary Dunlop is on his own, responsible for the hands-on medical welfare of 17,000 Australian soldiers in the face of 500,000 German soldiers.


•


If only it could have been like the Battle of Thermopylae, where 300 Spartans had held off 300,000 Persians in a narrow pass, simply because the superiority of those 300 against the first 300 Persians in the pass was endlessly replicated.


But this is not like that. For one thing, unlike glorious Spartan fighters, these men aim to get out of this battle alive. For another, this time, from 21 April, the Thermopylae Pass is being held by General George Vasey’s 3000 Diggers of the 19th Brigade of the 6th Division. And yes, even though that means they have ten times as many men as the Spartans, the modern Germans will be a touch more difficult, especially as machine guns and fighter pilots have been invented. But the Australians fight hard, the spirt of Sparta is with them, and these rocks and narrow paths block the attackers, just as they did thousands of years ago. The Diggers shoot, thrust and parry with care and skill, shooting well and dodging better. But as they are stormed at with shot and shell, bombed from on high by the Luftwaffe, plastered by German artillery, and facing weaponry the likes of which the Spartans could not even have imagined, General Blamey takes the decision. The 6th Division must withdraw, all save Vasey’s 19th Brigade. It will be a Gallipoli job, a skeleton force to hold back the hordes while the others escape.


Blamey gives the bad word to Vasey, who now gathers his senior officers to bellow some morale at them. Gentlemen, here are your orders:




Here we bloody well are and here we bloody well stay. And if any bloody German gets between your post and the next, turn your bloody Bren around and shoot him up the arse.10





(Look, it’s what Demosthenes might have said if he was an Australian.)


Pass it on to the men, word for bloody word.


RAAAHHHHHH!


Vasey’s Brigade Major, Alfred ‘Ding’ Bell, rings the orders through the ranks: You heard the man, the whole bloody brigade will ‘hold its present defensive positions come what may’11 – keep firing, keep shooting, defend with the confidence of a man who still intends to be here at dusk; and be a bunch of bloody heroes until such time as the rest of Lustre Force has got away and then we can scarper too.


While they fight, 47,000 men make fleet retreat from the ports of Nafplion, Monemvasia and Kalamata in the Peloponnese peninsula south of Athens, across the Corinth Bridge. There is so much movement it is hard to tell whether you are coming or going, but all are going, bit by bit, as the fire increases.


‘Then the nightmare drive over the mountains through the blackness of the night with no head lights …’ Sister Sylvia Duke of the 2/6th Australian General Hospital records the experience, ‘the boys clearing the road of obstruction every little while for us to proceed … driving at reckless pace around bomb holes on the roads that had sheer drops down to the sea – abandoned trucks on every side – the awful sense of complete desolation everywhere … enemy planes overhead, when the convoy stopped we left our trucks and scattered running for cover into barley fields lying face downwards hugging Mother Earth and wishing our tin hats were somewhat bigger to cover more of us.’12


This trick was done 25 years ago at Anzac Cove, now thousands of coves become smuggled goods as Vasey’s bloody-minded boys blast away. It is a brilliant bluff and it succeeds.


The battle will rage for four days and four nights before Vasey’s men lose their Lustre. The Germans are unstoppable, and the Australian 6th Division must fall back to save themselves.


God, with this and Dunkirk, we have heroic retreats down pat.


•


Being invaded?


The Greeks are old hands. From the beginning of history, which they and Herodotus invented, they have been at it. The Persians, the Romans, the Germans, the Germans again; it is a routine and a ritual. Those who want to flee, do; those who don’t, stay and wait for the next triumphant lot to come through. For Weary Dunlop it’s different. He is not used to being in the sweep of history; he would prefer to get out of the way of it and right now if possible. All around him the pieces and people of Athens are vanishing; and now those in Australian uniform have been ordered to do the same. Quickly. But Major Dunlop is not just jumping in a jeep and heading thataway; he has to arrange passage and transport for the sick and wounded. Getting things done quickly in Greece is not easy at the best of times; at the worst of times, like now, it is bloody near impossible.


Bluster, bluff and bloody-mindedness are needed far more than any red tape. And as Greece goes to hell in a handcart, the Australian’s primary concern is to gather as many handcarts as he can, as many drays, ambulances, trucks and train carriages as possible, and evacuate, evacuate, evacuate – ideally around the night of Anzac Day when there would be nigh on no moon.


All wounded must be removed from all forward Casualty Clearing Stations. Yes, we are clearing the clearing stations, but there is no time for irony – just get moving! Mobile hospitals must be marshalled onto ships to be sent to Cairo and El Kantara. Complicating things is that Weary has to assemble a haystack worth of needles to even begin, for the Australian wounded are scattered around hospitals in Athens; they weren’t expecting to be invaded and evacuated in their diagnostics, and now Dr Dunlop is making house calls across the Acropolis, past the Parthenon, hither and yon to dig up every Digger from whatever sickbed or ward he rests in and gather them together. How? Ambulances. A ‘crazy little fleet of ambulances’,13 the maddest fleet assembled since Helen scarpered to Troy, retrieving each and every wounded man they possibly can and setting him aboard a waiting ship.


Such organisation is exhausting not only for Weary but frays every last nerve of his staff; tiring the tireless, including his exhausted batman, Private Bennett. Weary takes the wheel as they hurtle back from the front line. The car is difficult to control, due to the fact that a bomb that exploded too close has given it a drifting axle, but Weary is doing his best, when … when … when, allaaaaay-OOOP … they go straight over a narrow pass and are momentarily in flight! By an extraordinary stroke of good fortune the car does a complete forward somersault and their fall is broken by landing on a tree.


Certainly, good fortune might involve not landing in a tree in a car in the first place, but such is the way of war. Further good fortune blesses Weary now as his fall is further broken by the remarkably soft thing beneath him, which proves to be the unfortunate Bennett with a broken arm. Yes, it hurts, but they’re alive and can keep going, once we get a lift. The tree can keep the car. Onwards! (Backwards!)


With things going so badly at the front, there is no shortage of lifts to get them back to Athens.


•


In London, watching on with abject horror, is Prime Minister Robert Menzies. Yes, the most severe of the risks of the Greek campaign had been substantially kept from him going into the venture, but the results are becoming all too clear, as much as Churchill tries to hide them.


Menzies goes through the reports with a leaden heart – ‘It is a terrible anxiety’,14 he notes in his diary as the first reports come through of the evacuation to Crete and the high casualty numbers – but also with a rising fury.


As the London Daily Mail will put it quite openly. ‘As a military adventure it was madness. As a political gesture it was stupid because it was doomed to fail.’15


Churchill clearly realised it was doomed as he had not shared that information with his Australian counterparts. And even now he is lying through his teeth!


‘War Cabinet,’ Menzies notes in his diary on 28 April. ‘Winston says, “We will lose only 5000 in Greece.” We will in fact lose at least 15,000. W. is a great man, but he is more addicted to wishful thinking every day.’16


•


When retreating, any decent officer needs his batman to get away from trouble in a dignified and orderly manner. Or, the batman could be Private Blue Butterworth. Things have been busy since he took this position for a Sergeant and Sergeant Major in the first weeks of the war, and he has been everywhere with the 2/1st Infantry Battalion since, from Cairo to Bardia to Tobruk, but things have never been quite as grim as now.


Major Miller, who is on his way to the port to catch a ship to Palestine, throws him the keys to a 1941 Chevy and says, ‘You can drive, Butterworth.’


Now, Blue does not like to say he’s never actually driven a car before – but he figures he’ll work it out as he goes along. He does, only to be told, ‘Butterworth, you’ve got to go and report to Major Dunlop [at the Acropole Hotel].’17


Only a short time later, Butterworth – with his knees still knocking from negotiating the Athens traffic – is knocking on the door on the third floor of the Acropole. Upon the door opening, the Private is greeted by a British Brigadier in full regalia and clearly about to set sail.


After snapping off his best possible salute – which means making it look less like a casual wave and more like swatting a military fly near his temple – and presenting his apologies, sir, Butterworth says, ‘I’m here to pick up a Major Dunlop?’


‘Oh, Dunlop, old boy,’ the Brig calls in his plummy accent, ‘your driver’s arrived.’


From somewhere in the bowels of the room behind, Butterworth now hears a remarkably quiet but distinctly Australian voice – a rare combination.


‘Ask him where is he parked,’ the voice says with smooth authority, despite speaking to a far superior officer.


‘Right opposite, near the park,’ Butterworth informs both officers.


‘Good. I’ll be down there shortly.’


Fifteen minutes later, Butterworth looks up to see one of the largest men he has ever seen approaching, with a greatcoat that goes nearly all the way down to his boots! It must be Dunlop.


‘Shit,’ he thinks, ‘he’ll never get in here.’


And yet?


And yet no sooner does Major Dunlop introduce himself than he settles his massive frame into the passenger seat – straining the springs on the right side so hard they threaten to desert to the left – and they are on their way to the King George Hotel to pick up his luggage. Alas, in the growing madness of Greek traffic as word spreads that the Germans are on the doorstep, a car in front of them on Omonoia Square stops suddenly and – brace! – they run up the back of him and their bumpers are locked. Without a word, Major Dunlop gets out and physically lifts Butterworth’s car off!


They are on their way once more. Major Dunlop barely blinks.


‘Who the hell is this fellow?’ Butterworth wonders. ‘I think he must be Intelligence.’


And sorry, you were saying, Major Dunlop?


‘Now,’ Weary says as they are on their way once more and approaching the King George, ‘I don’t want these people to know that I’m actually leaving.’


Disappearing inside, and pausing only to leave a tip, Major Dunlop is back shortly afterwards with various bits and pieces and they are on their way to the northern front, where the German Army is advancing at a rapid rate.


Late that night, still pushing, Butterworth is indeed feeling sleepy when the giant beside him says, ‘You must be tired, Butterworth. I’ll take over.’18


It is said so quietly, so kindly, that the young man is taken aback. Is this how spies talk in Intelligence? Something is different. It is no small thing to drive under these conditions as, despite the darkness, and the late hour, the road is filling with evacuees from the north, most of which are huge British Army trucks, driven by Tommies with haunted eyes, slit in their determination to keep going, to get away from the Germans. But the Major’s words are neither a request nor an order – simply a statement of what is happening.


And look, the truth is that, if driving was cricket, Weary Dunlop would not make 12th man in any even half-decent team – his confidence outstripping his ability many times over – but there is nothing for it.


Butterworth does his best to help, trying to guide according to what he can see – ‘A bit to the left. A bit to the right. Over to the left. Over to the right …’


LOOK OUT!


Over the edge.


They have run into a ditch and no amount of roaring the engine in reverse will get them out.


‘Have you got the trenching tool?’ Weary asks calmly.


‘Yeah … Yes, sir, there is one in the boot.’


‘Give it to me.’


What? The officer, now taking off his greatcoat, is going to do the hard yakka of getting them out?


Yes.


Butterworth watches as Major Dunlop sends huge clods of earth skywards, each one landing before the next one is launched. Warming up now, Dunlop also removes his shirt and singlet and is soon shovelling with bare torso.


‘He looks like Hercules!’ Blue thinks.


The big man hands Blue a small torch.


‘Now hold it like that. Keep the light down.’19


Blue takes a closer look at the torch, a pencil light with a purple globe.


Ah.


‘This bloke must be a doctor,’20 he twigs, as this is exactly the kind of torch used by doctors when gazing down the throats of patients.


In short order they are on their way once more, and in the wee hours have arrived at the 1st Australian Corps HQ. The plan, they learn, is to evacuate the troops on the night of 26 April under the new moon when it is darkest.


Everyone is awake and scrambling, ready to be out by dawn when the Germans are expected to arrive.


Major Dunlop makes the necessary arrangements – the well can make their own way, the sick will follow him – and after filling the boot and the back seat with four-gallon cans filled with petrol, they are soon on their way back to Athens.


Passing the previous spot where they had come off the road and the not-so-weary Weary had dug them out, Blue Butterworth can’t help but notice: ‘You’d have thought a bulldozer had been in there where he’d been.’21


They stop to pick up two Kiwi soldiers trying to get back to Athens and, only a short time afterwards, there is a roar overhead and they see a German Stuka that has just spotted them.


‘Stop, Butterworth,’ Major Dunlop says as calmly as ever, before running up a railway embankment to get a better look, even as Butterworth and the New Zealanders jump out of the Chevy to take shelter in a ditch.


‘Who is this fellow?’ the Kiwis ask. ‘He’s bloody mad.’


‘I’ve only just met him,’ Blue replies, but he, too, is hellishly impressed. This bloke wields a shovel like Hercules, commands like Churchill, and has no fear of Stukas!


‘This bugger, he’s different,’22 Blue thinks.


This view is further confirmed a short time later when the Major decides he wants a shave and gets out his mirror, razor and soap when they find a pool of water to get lathered up. Even though there are still bloody Stukas around! Blue tries to get Weary to do it in a safer spot, but the massive Australian’s only concern is for his driver.


‘Get yourself undercover,’ he says quietly, while whipping away the first of his whiskers.


•


Some evacuations are harder than others, and some are impossible, Dunlop, if you want to go by rail, now. Why?


‘This is the last train with a Greek crew in Greece,’ says the AQ, the branch of the Adjutant General and Quartermaster General. It’s out of the question, especially as Weary serves under Brigadier David Large, who the AQ hates.


‘Well,’ says Weary, ‘I shall have to report to General Blamey that the last train has not been given to transport Australian soldiers. General Blamey will inform the Australian Government.’23


And then the AQ can tell them that the train was unavailable due to spite …


Very well, you may have your train.


In short order, Weary and Blue, and two wounded Diggers they have picked up, are approaching the railway station at Thebes where their train awaits. Only moments after they have pulled up, however, and just as Weary is indeed about to climb aboard what feels like the last Greek train leaving this area, he suddenly hears, even above the choof-choof of the engine, that previously distant drone getting louder, followed by cries of alarm from the crew of the Greek train.


Seeing the familiar formation of three waves of nine – with each wave itself made up of three small arrows of three planes each, one plane leading a wingman on either side – they know all too well it is the Luftwaffe. Now, normally the fact that their train has a huge Red Cross symbol draped across the engine should mark it as an ambulance train that is protected from attack by international agreements and base-level decency. But either the Germans are too far away to see it or simply don’t care because only 10 seconds after hearing the drone Weary and his charges first hear tiny pops … which soon enough become metallic pings, followed by a fast ROAR of the planes overhead.
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