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Patricia Collins was a Wran (the women’s branch of the RAN) stationed in Darwin at the time of Cyclone Tracy. She wrote a brief account of her experiences during Tracy and the clean-up for her son when he was a teenager and interested in what had happened. The essay was submitted by a third party to the editor of the magazine Australian Warship and was subsequently published with her permission in Issue 24 in 2005. Patricia then turned it into a book and brought in experiences from many of those she served with during that time. Rock and Tempest is her first book.









[image: ]









To all those who served in the WRANS,
especially Lyn Baker (nee Alderton),
Joan Smolinski (nee Czarnecki)
and the late Ruth Clarke (nee Turnbull)









THE NAVAL HYMN


Eternal Father, strong to save,


Whose arm hath bound the restless wave,


Who bidd’st the mighty ocean deep


Its own appointed limits keep;


Oh, hear us when we cry to Thee,


For those in peril on the sea!


O Christ! Whose voice the waters heard


And hushed their raging at Thy word,


Who walked’st on the foaming deep,


And calm amidst its rage didst sleep;


Oh, hear us when we cry to Thee,


For those in peril on the sea!


Most Holy Spirit! Who didst brood


Upon the chaos dark and rude,


And bid its angry tumult cease,


And give, for wild confusion, peace;


Oh, hear us when we cry to Thee,


For those in peril on the sea!


O Trinity of love and power!


Our brethren shield in danger’s hour;


From rock and tempest, fire and foe,


Protect them wheresoe’er they go;


Thus evermore shall rise to Thee


Glad hymns of praise from land and sea.


William Whiting, 1860









INTRODUCTION


On Christmas Eve 1974, Cyclone Tracy hit Darwin in Australia’s Northern Territory. By dawn on Christmas Day, at least fifty people were dead, seventeen lost at sea, hundreds injured and approximately 45,000 people were homeless.


I was one of about ninety Wrans based at HMAS Coonawarra, a Royal Australian Navy shore base on the outskirts of Darwin. The cyclone severely damaged our infrastructure and destroyed our headquarters at HMAS Melville. One Navy patrol boat was sunk with the loss of two crewmen and another patrol boat beached on rocks. One sailor lost his wife and two children, and another lost his young son. Most of us were left with only the clothes we were wearing and had no electricity, running water or sanitation.


My friends and I had started our service in the Women’s Royal Australian Naval Service (WRANS) with enthusiasm and youthful high spirits. We had no idea that in less than two years, we would endure one of the most devastating natural disasters in our country’s history and take part in Operation Navy Help Darwin, the Royal Australian Navy’s greatest effort to relieve suffering caused by a weather event.


In the first few months after Cyclone Tracy devastated Darwin, those of us who’d been there were asked, ‘What was it like?’ The sailors who travelled up to assist us in Operation Navy Help Darwin returned home to be asked, ‘What was it like?’


At first, many of us tried to explain but people couldn’t understand. We were met with incomprehension and often disbelief. ‘You had to be there,’ became a standard fallback. ‘It’ was too hard to describe. ‘It’ was too big, too complicated, too overwhelming, too distressing, too heartbreaking and too inspiring to put into words. We clammed up.


Years passed, and while we talked about having been in Darwin during Cyclone Tracy and working on the cleanup, few of us spoke in any detail about those experiences. Our memories were hard to relive, but I thought they were important. I thought there should be a record of our part in such a historic event in Australia’s history.


In 2013, my dear friend Ruth Turnbull and I spent a weekend together before she passed away after a long and courageous battle with cancer. We set up a recorder on the table beside us and chatted for hours about our life in the WRANS while Ruth’s wonderful husband John Clarke brought us endless cups of tea. We laughed about all the antics we had gotten up to. We cried over Cyclone Tracy and the effect that working on the clean-up had on us and our friends. We cried with mirth again, recalling our subsequent misadventures.


Ruth and I knew that everyone who’d been in Darwin at the time would have stories worth telling too. What was being done about that? I read a book on the history of the WRANS and only one paragraph mentioned that Wrans were in Darwin when Cyclone Tracy hit. A couple of books on the history of the RAN devoted only three paragraphs to the event and the Navy’s response. Something needed to be done.


The Australian cattlewoman Sara Henderson once said, ‘Don’t wait for the light to appear at the end of the tunnel. Stride down there and light the bloody thing yourself!’ Righto. If I wanted a book about the WRANS and the RAN during Cyclone Tracy and the clean-up, then I’d have to write it myself. Writing a book couldn’t be too hard. Lots of people did it. I’d have a red-hot go.


How could a woman of my years and experience have been so naïve? This has been yet another one of life’s lessons hard learned.


My mother had saved all the letters I sent to her, and they were excellent memory joggers. I then researched official reports and documents, which provided the bare facts: dates, times, actions and statistics. I quickly realised that I would need to confine the book to the RAN’s involvement, as what I knew about the Australian Army and the Royal Australian Air Force could be written on a postage stamp.


After that, I recruited the former Wrans and sailors I’d kept in touch with, so they could contribute their stories. That done, I put out the word for other former naval personnel, their dependants and civilian employees to provide first-hand accounts of Cyclone Tracy and the subsequent Operation Navy Help Darwin.


I was able to meet with some of the contributors face-to-face and record our interviews over cups of tea. Border closures and lockdowns due to COVID-19 made travel out of the question in most cases, and I conducted many telephone interviews in my little study, with my dogs snoring happily under the desk. Other people emailed their stories to me. Everybody gave their time generously, sharing with me their memories of that extraordinary period in their lives.


Few of the contributors had written about their experiences before. Few had talked in any detail about the cyclone and the clean-up apart from ‘I was there’ or ‘I worked on the clean-up’.


The official documents, objective reports, have been available online from sources such as the Australian War Memorial and the National Archives of Australia for years. Now, many of us are telling our own stories, providing our subjective human impressions. After all this time, many memories of the cyclone and the clean-up are hazy. That period of our lives passed in a blur, but some events made an indelible impact. It isn’t important that we can’t remember dates, times or places precisely; that’s what the official reports are for. What’s important is what we did, what we saw and what we felt. Our impressions and the vivid memories that have stayed with us bring the cold facts to life.


Readers won’t be able to hear the wind sounding like a freight train passing directly overhead. They won’t be able to feel the sting of the rain on their skin or feel the pain of muscles straining and bracing. They won’t smell the rotting food and decaying bodies. After all this time, however, this is our attempt to answer the question, ‘What was it like?’









PART 1


LIFE AS A WRAN




‘Gentle ladies, you will remember till old age What we did together in our brilliant youth!’


Sappho












CHAPTER 1


RECRUIT TRAINING, HMAS CERBERUS


Rain blasted horizontally across the room. In all my nineteen years, I had never seen rain flying sideways.


The cyclonic wind forced the torrential rain through the gaps in the louvres, flooding my room on the first floor of the Wrans quarters. I was soaked to the skin and the air was so thick with moisture that breathing was difficult. I took shelter in the built-in wardrobe, pushing my clothes, naval uniforms and shoes aside to make room.


Surely, this couldn’t get any worse.


The fire alarms went off.


Sod all our training to respond instantly to alarms. There was no way there could be a fire with all this rain. Sod doing my duty to investigate. I was not going into that hell outside. No way. Not me.


That said, shuddering with apprehension, I climbed out of the wardrobe and waded through ankle-deep water to the door. The wind was fiercer out in the hallway, and water raged in rapids to the stairwell at the far end of the building.


I struggled against the wind along the corridor. I gripped the floor-to-ceiling metal louvres on the cabin walls and pulled myself along, desperately trying to stay on my feet. Clearly there were no fires and evacuating the building was potentially suicidal. The alarms were most likely caused by an electrical fault.


The wind almost knocked me down when I crossed to the phone on the far wall, rang the duty Quartermaster Gunner and reported the alarms. We had to shout at each other to be heard over the roaring wind. He said to ignore the alarms. Thank goodness. I had never been so pleased to obey an order.


I crossed to the other side of the corridor and headed to my cabin with the wind at my back. A particularly strong gust knocked me off my feet and the water swept me along the corridor, feet first. I grabbed at the metal louvres along the walls, desperately trying to stop, and finally succeeded after sliding about ten metres. A ceiling fitting crashed at my feet. I lay on the floor gripping the louvres, being buffeted by the torrent of water flowing down the corridor as I tried desperately to control the panic. How much worse could this storm get?


* * *


Less than two years earlier, I had joined the WRANS, the Women’s Royal Australian Naval Service. When I was in Grade 5, my sister Sandra joined the WRANS. She wore her uniform when she came home on leave and she looked so wonderful that I immediately decided to join up too when I grew up. And that’s what I did, signing up on 23 February 1973, aged seventeen, straight after matriculating from high school. Like my sister, I was called up as a radio operator.


The previous year, 1972, had been momentous. We were thrilled to see the American Mark Spitz win seven gold medals in swimming at the Munich Olympics. But then we were horrified when Palestinian terrorists murdered an Israeli coach and athlete in the Olympic Village and took nine other Israeli athletes hostage, before killing them too.


Australian troops were still involved in the Vietnam War. The US President, Richard Nixon, was embroiled in the Watergate scandal. Ageing hippies were still singing ‘Kumbaya’. Flared trousers and platform soles replaced kaftans. Gough Whitlam replaced William McMahon as Australia’s Prime Minister.


Who knew what 1973 would bring? It started well for me as I travelled by train, an old rattler, from my hometown Rockhampton to Brisbane, where we Queensland Wran recruits were sworn in. We were all strangers from various towns in Queensland and were on our best behaviour. All this would change over the next few weeks as we all got to know one another, relaxed and let our personalities shine. After signing up, our group travelled by train to Sydney where we met up with the New South Wales recruits and had lunch at HMAS Watson, which must have been on the most picturesque site of all naval establishments. The back wall of the chapel had a huge glass window, giving worshippers a magnificent view of Sydney Harbour.


We Queensland and New South Wales recruits travelled by train from Sydney to Melbourne, and then there was another train to Frankston in Victoria. Then finally, we took a bus to the naval training base HMAS Cerberus on Westernport Bay, where we met up with recruits from all around Australia. We were a tired, motley bunch of young women. When we disembarked from the bus, we were lined up by a Wran reception party who tried to form us into a cohesive squad. A member of the reception party told us we were going to be assigned cabins. Cabins? Were we really going on board a ship on our first day? I didn’t think women went to sea.


We discovered that the terminology used on the Navy’s shore bases was the same as that used on board ships. Our bedrooms were referred to as cabins, floors were decks, walls were bulkheads, toilets were the heads and leaving the base was going ashore. Having cleared that up, we settled into our spartan accommodation in the Wrans quarters, Grant Block. This was a two-storey red brick building with no pretentions of style and elegance. The only decorative features were the anchors painted on the fire extinguishers.


I was assigned a small room, which contained two bunk beds against one wall and four small wardrobes along the opposite wall. We were each issued white sheets, a pillow and a blue and white bedspread with a picture of an anchor in the centre. Every morning, the beds had to be made up using hospital corners on the sheets and the bedspread needed to be positioned correctly. If our instructors found anything amiss when they did their daily rounds of the quarters, we would have to remake our beds to their satisfaction.


Two of my roommates were in my recruit Wrans intake. I had met Lyn Alderton, a fellow Queenslander, when we signed on in Brisbane. She was a blue-eyed blonde who quietly and intelligently took in everything around her. Joan Czarnecki, a bright young woman from Adelaide, South Australia, had short brown hair and soft brown eyes. She was of Polish descent and said that her schoolfriends could never pronounce her actual first name and called her Joan instead. I liked them both immediately. Our fourth roommate was a recruit Wran from the intake prior to ours. I couldn’t have asked to be in better company. Lyn, Joan and I are still in touch after all these years.


An instructor told us that ‘10As are the rig of the day’. I surmised that she was speaking English but had no idea what she was talking about. She explained that our sets of uniforms were called rigs and were numbered for ease of identification. 10As consisted of a white short-sleeved shirt, navy blue skirt, beige stockings or white socks, black leather shoes and a white cap with a black tally band.


We were just getting our heads around all this new terminology when we discovered the slang. Soft drinks were called goffas, meals were scran, and showering was having a dhobey. On top of all our other training, we had to learn the whole new language of the Navy.


Then there was the all-important rank structure, which had to be studied carefully. There were not only Royal Australian Navy ranks, but their equivalent in the Australian Army and the Royal Australian Air Force. We had to salute officers and call them sir or ma’am, or we’d be in deep trouble. If we saluted petty officers and called them sir or ma’am though, we’d be bawled out loud and long and told never to do that again.


I spent the first week in such a state of bewilderment and confusion that I just wanted to sit down and cry, but there was never enough time for that. We were kept busy from ‘wakey, wakey, wakey’ at 0600 (6 am) to ‘lights out, pipe down’ at 2230 (10:30 pm) every day.


Eventually we learned enough to get by. Speaking the same language as everybody else in the Navy gave us a special feeling of belonging and we loved it.


* * *


During our training, we learned some of the history of our organisation. The WRANS was established in April 1941 when the RAN enrolled fourteen women at HMAS Harman, the wireless telegraphy station near Canberra. The WRANS was a non-combat branch of the Royal Australian Navy that alleviated manpower shortages resulting from men being assigned to combat roles during the Second World War. We learned that WRANS, upper case, was the Women’s Royal Australian Naval Service and that the women who served in it were called Wrans, lower case.


We were told that the Wrans were there to ‘release’ the sailors so they could go to sea, not ‘relieve’ the sailors. The correct terminology was strongly stressed!


I really wanted to go to sea and was disappointed that women weren’t allowed to serve on ships.


The WRANS was disbanded in 1948 but re-formed in 1951 to help the RAN cope with more manpower shortages. By 1959, the organisation was incorporated as a non-combatant (non-seagoing) part of the permanent naval forces. Women were finally permitted to serve aboard Australian naval ships in 1983 and the WRANS was incorporated into the RAN in 1984, but that was after my time.


* * *


Our divisional officer was 3rd Officer Maxine Kupke. She was blonde, beautiful and elegant, and I had the utmost admiration for her.


For some reason, WRANS officers didn’t hold the same rank as RAN officers but had the rank structure of the Merchant Navy. WRANS 3rd Officers were equivalent to RAN sub lieutenants, 2nd Officers were equivalent to lieutenants, and so on. They were addressed as ma’am instead of sir. Behind their backs, all WRANS officers were known as ‘Ma’am Dragon’.


The cold weather steadily intensified at Cerberus while we were undergoing our recruit training and basic radio operator training. After being raised in the subtropics, the cold wind in the usually hot months of February and March came as quite a shock to me.


The Navy only had summer and winter uniforms. No concessions were made for spring and autumn. It wasn’t winter until the Navy said it was winter. We poor Queenslanders froze in our summer uniforms, only allowed to add cardigans until the Navy officially changed to winter uniforms. We were convinced that the wind at Cerberus came directly from the Antarctic.


* * *


We were a big group and it took time to get to know one another, but some people stood out from the start. Ruth Turnbull from Sydney, for instance, was the tallest woman in our intake. She was slim, olive-skinned and had long, shiny black hair. She reminded us of the American singer Cher, but while Cher was languid and drawling, Ruth was a ball of nervous energy. She was direct and didn’t have an ounce of tact but was one of the most steadfast and loyal friends you could ever have.


We had been issued with navy-blue overalls and, of course, none of them fit well. Short recruits had to roll up the trouser legs to stop them dragging on the ground. In contrast, the trouser legs of tall recruits only reached partway down their shins and were said to be riding at ‘half-mast’, like flags on a flagpole. Ruth was so tall that there were no women’s overalls long enough to fit her. She had to wear men’s, but they were too wide across the shoulders and they swamped her.


We wore our overalls and anti-flash gear – white cotton gloves and hoods – for the exciting challenge of firefighting and NBCD training: Nuclear, Biological and Chemical Defence. Fires at sea are extremely serious and our firefighting training was comprehensive. At one stage, an instructor told our group that we were going to put out an oil fire with water. I didn’t think that was possible, but the instructors gave us a two-gallon fire extinguisher each and told us the procedure to use them. Then two at a time, we had a go.


The nozzle of the hose of one extinguisher was set on ‘spray’, extending out over the oil fire and protecting the two of us from the flames and heat. The nozzle of the other hose was set on ‘jet’ and was trained steadily onto the far side of the fire. It took a while, but the flames were eventually smothered by the spray from both water extinguishers, which deprived the fire of oxygen.


From that, I learned that when the Navy said that something could be done, it could. When a lawful order was issued, it was entirely possible that the order could be carried out successfully. Less than two years later, the Navy told us that we were going to clean up Darwin after Cyclone Tracy devastated the city, and that’s exactly what we did.


Wrans were not required to undergo all the training that the sailors did; not surprising, because at the time we were not allowed to go to sea. Occasionally though, we were given the option to perform some of the sailors’ training. One option I chose was to navigate through a smoke-filled building. Recruits were required to wear a gas mask, enter through one external door, make their way through a maze of dimly lit, smoke-filled corridors and exit through another door at the other side of the building. I put on my gas mask and entered with some trepidation. The smoke was dense. I dropped low and slowly made my way along, but the smell was acrid. As it worsened, my air passages increasingly stung, so I gave up and returned to the entrance.


Once outside, I told the instructor my gas mask was leaking and letting the smoke in. He brusquely said that the seals on the mask were fine.


‘But I could smell the smoke,’ I wailed.


He roared, ‘The rubber and leather of the mask smell because they’ve absorbed the smoke!’ And he sent me packing.


I later discovered that I’d been three-quarters of the way through the building when I turned around and came back. By the time I exited, I’d covered one and a half times the distance required. Clearly, I was more than capable of completing the course. By turning back, I made the task much more difficult for myself and failed.


From that, I learned that if many people have successfully completed a task before me, I can do it too. And that if I commit to a task that’s worth doing, it’s usually much easier in the long run to see it through. That, too, kept me going through the worst of the clean-up after Tracy.


A couple of years ago, I mentioned the gas mask incident to Joan, and she said, ‘The masks did leak. I was coughing up orange stuff for days!’


* * *


Our swimming test was a comedy of errors. We had to don our overalls, dive into the twenty-five-metre indoor pool, swim one and a half laps, tread water for five minutes or so, take off the overalls while still treading water and then swim to the end of the pool.


I had done lifesaving training at school, and we had always been instructed that if we were wearing heavy clothing we should do a star jump into the water and then swim breaststroke because freestyle is too tiring. When the whistle sounded, I did a spectacular star jump into the water and surfaced to see that the rest of the squad had dived in and were tearing down the pool doing freestyle! I was being left behind! Sod lifesaver training. I took off after them with a furious freestyle, belting down the pool. The sleeves of my sodden overalls rode up and down my arms with every stroke.


Ruth found her overalls a tremendous hindrance. She started swimming freestyle but said, ‘[I] was just going flop, flop, flop. In the end, I had to do breaststroke. It was the only way I could do it.’


Afterward, we went into the changing room to dry off and put on our uniforms. Few of us, including Ruth, had ever seen men’s urinals before and had no idea what they were. Ruth entered, saw the urinal and thought, Hey, this is really handy. She began washing her feet in it.


Horrified, Lyn asked, ‘Do you know what you’re doing?’


‘Washing my feet.’


‘But you’re in the men’s urinal!’


‘Oh, shit!’


After that, Ruth spent several anxious days waiting for tinea or some other exotic tropical disease to develop.


Our usually competent and capable Joan struggled in the water. She recalls:




The swimming test! I couldn’t swim and had to go several nights to try again and by the time you got back, the mess was closed, and you were lucky to get a bread roll. After that, I made sure I always had a packet of biscuits or something in the room just in case. I finally passed: doggy paddled the length of the pool and kept afloat.





* * *


Recruit Wrans had to stay on board for the first few weeks of training and spent Saturdays doing ‘clean ship’. We wore our overalls and had to clean everything by hand. After finishing our assigned tasks, we gathered on the lawn and waited until our work was inspected thoroughly by WRANS officers and petty officers. If any fault was found, the offending recruits had to go back and clean their assigned area properly while the rest of us waited. We all just wanted to get it over and done with. Everyone was annoyed by offenders, so the standards of cleaning improved quickly.


Our class was particularly unfortunate because the Director of WRANS (also known as the Holy Chief ) visited Cerberus on her last inspection tour before retiring. The cleanest base every year earned a trophy, and we were told that Cerberus had won it for decades. As this was the director’s last visit, the pressure was on to make sure that we won the cup again.


Cleaning our cabins and the corridors in the Wrans quarters was particularly hard work. Firstly, we scraped back all the polish on the floor with knives. Then the floors were scrubbed and mopped, at least twice, then we had to lay polish down on them again. Most of this was done on our hands and knees.


We received inoculations for just about every disease known, even ones like smallpox, which had been eradicated. Some had nasty side effects and I think it was the one for yellow fever which had the worst effect on us. At least one of our recruits was hospitalised. We still had to clean ship for inspection, and we were dropping like flies from sickness and exhaustion while scraping back the polish on our corridor floor. Only one Wran recruit was left to finish the job of polishing our section and she earned our eternal admiration and gratitude.


We had been issued with stockings, which we never wore. We all preferred pantyhose, but the nylon stockings were useful for laying polish on the floors and shining our black leather shoes. We used to spit polish our black leather shoes and buff them afterward with stockings, which gave them an extra gleam. We were proud of our shoes and thought they were beautiful.


Our lectures were interesting and sometimes intense.


I wrote to my mother: We had a security lecture the other day. Talk about James Bond stuff. We feel rather frightened now about talking about anything. And we don’t even KNOW anything yet. Honestly.


* * *


After a few weeks, we were given weekend leave and travelled to Melbourne by train. At seventeen, I was still underage. I needed written permission from my mother to go to the city and had to stay at the YWCA. That still seems bizarre to me. Even so, I had a marvellous time. Coming from a large but regional town, I was completely overwhelmed by the size of Melbourne. I even managed to get lost in the Myer department store. I went in one entrance, being careful to take note of my surroundings, but two hours later emerged from the store on a different street. Who knew the shop covered a whole block, back and front?


Ruth and a few other recruit Wrans were staying in the Southern Cross Hotel when there was a train strike, and they couldn’t get back to Cerberus. For some reason, the Cerberus bus couldn’t come to pick them up, so the Southern Cross put them up for three days, providing breakfast, lunch and dinner. As Ruth recalls, they ‘had a ball’.


At one stage, they were in a shop that had a mirror outside and saw a Navy officer passing by. Oh God, there’s an officer, Ruth recalls thinking. They decided to wait inside until he went past so they didn’t have to salute but hadn’t realised what they’d seen was his reflection in the mirror.


‘We thought he’d gone past, but we walked out straight into him, so we saluted. We didn’t know what else to do and he just laughed. I don’t know who he was,’ she says.


* * *


The parade training was hard, but in many ways it was the most memorable aspect of our recruit training. We were divided into two squads, one instructed by a petty officer (PO) and the other by a leading seaman (also known as a kellick). The chief instructor was Chief Petty Officer Quartermaster Gunner Berry. He was a tall, imposing man with a fierce red beard, and he had a booming voice that could paralyse a recruit at fifty paces.


One day, when we were marching along during training, Ruth’s bra strap came loose and fell down her right arm. She was only able to swing her left arm and the PO charged up to her and bellowed, ‘Recruit Wran Turnbull! Swing your arms!’


‘I can’t, sir, my bra strap has fallen down my arm.’


As they marched along, the PO tried to pull up Ruth’s bra strap, all the time berating her for calling him ‘sir’.


Ruth and I speculated this was probably the first time he ever tried to help a woman put her bra on instead of taking it off.


When we attended Divisions, which was the big parade involving all the troops on the base, our class didn’t split into the two squads, but stayed in one big squad. The Wran officer called the orders but in the general din, Ruth, the right-hand marker and the front half of the squad didn’t hear one of the commands. They marched straight ahead, while the rear half did a left turn, leaving the instructors scrambling to get us all together again.


We must have been a sad trial for our instructors.


* * *


The most lasting lesson of our recruit training was the importance of mateship and teamwork. At any given time, it seemed at least one of us was suffering from homesickness, tiredness, illness or felt overwhelmed. The friendship and support of our fellow recruits eased our anxieties, and we became a cohesive and supportive group. Our most enduring memories are of smiling faces and laughter. We Wrans developed a strong bond and that’s what helped us cope, two years later, with the devastation of Darwin. We faced it together.


* * *


On 30 March 1973, our recruit training finished. Our service record states:




This course is designed to train personnel in the basic principles of naval discipline, routines, conditions of service affecting a junior Wran, parade training, first aid and firefighting. It also encourages the development of high standards of personal behaviour, hygiene and self-discipline.


The course includes:








	General Service Training


	43 hours







	Parade Training


	23 hours







	First Aid


	14 hours







	Firefighting


	7 hours







	Communal Living


	23 hours







	Course Administration and Sport


	43 hours













When we finished our basic training, we had a passing-out parade and I was awarded the prize for ‘The Most Outstanding WRANS Recruit’ of our intake. Without false modesty, this came as a shock to me. I had never topped my class or won so much as a book prize throughout my entire twelve years of schooling. I didn’t top our recruit class in any subject either, even though I did my best, so being presented with a lovely pewter candy dish engraved with Presented to Patricia Collins as the Most Outstanding WRANS Recruit – Class 140.1973 was unexpected and surreal. Perhaps it was my love for the WRANS that tipped the scales in my favour.









CHAPTER 2


COMMUNICATIONS TRAINING


After graduating from Recruit School, our intake was divided up for training in our assigned specialties such as sick bay attendants, stewards, writers and cooks. We recruit Wran radio operators transferred to the Communications School at Cerberus and undertook basic radio classes, which included Morse code. Some of us loved Morse, and the rhythm of it suited me well. Lyn and Ruth were to be in comms like me. I thought Joan would have done well as a radio operator but she was recruited to be a steward.


The Communications School was a complex of old wooden buildings on the far side of the base to our Wrans quarters. We marched there in the mornings, marched back to the quarters for lunch, marched back to comms school for the afternoon lessons and marched back to the quarters at the end of classes for the day. We had to line up smartly in the squad at the appointed time, stand waiting for further orders, then march smartly to our destination, where we again waited for further orders. This was typical of the armed services routine of ‘hurry up and wait’.


It wouldn’t have been so bad if we’d had time to eat our meals. Often, though, by the time we arrived at the mess for lunch, the cooks were starting to shut down the servery. It was against the rules to remove food from the mess, but we would quickly butter bread rolls, wrap them in serviettes and hide them in our hats or handbags to eat later, then race outside to form up our squad.


Despite the odds, we became reasonably good at marching. We worked out which was our right hand, which was our left hand, kept in time and avoided square gaiting. Mostly. Then the sport was to see how much we could get away with. When we marched to the comms school one day, Ruth, who started out as right-hand marker at the front of the squad, ended up down the back. We swapped all the way, with the one in front missing a step and the one directly behind doing a double step, all without being caught out.


Another day, as our squad was marching sedately down a narrow road at the comms school, a squad of recruit sailors came pounding around the corner toward us, doing double time. The guys in front were huge. We parted like the Red Sea, scattering right and left and flattening ourselves against the surrounding buildings, while they thundered past us. Our supervising Wran officer was incandescent with rage and gave us a furious dressing down for ‘breaking ranks’. We took the criticism on the chin. Being trampled underfoot by a squad of sailors was not mentioned in our Conditions of Service.


The restrictions on us as recruits loosened a bit, and we had more freedom to go to the movies and to a few dances at the base. We had to wear our uniforms to the dances at Cerberus and, by this time, we were blessedly in our winter uniforms. The hall was always packed with recruit sailors and Wrans, and we danced nonstop to a great variety of music, old and new. The classic ‘Rock Around the Clock’ by Bill Haley and his Comets had everybody up and singing along. We always kept clothes brushes in our handbags as our uniforms had to pass scrupulous inspections at any time. Under the fluoro and strobe lights, the fluff showed up on our jackets and, as Ruth says, ‘Everyone thought they had dandruff and they’re going brush, brush, brush.’


We were also allowed to personalise our cabins with our own sheets and bedspreads, although our beds had to be made with the navy-issue sheets and bedspreads for weekly inspections.


At the end of our basic radio operator course, we were again divided up for further training as radio operators teletype and radio operators Morse. To my great delight, Lyn Alderton, Ruth Turnbull and I were chosen for the latter category.


* * *


The ten of us selected for further training in Morse were posted to HMAS Harman in Canberra. Harman was affectionately known as the ‘Stone Frigate’ because it was far inland, not on the coast where you would normally expect to find a naval base.


We spent the entire winter there. The brittle dry cold in the ACT was different from the harsh Victorian winds, but just as hard to endure.


Our rooms in the Wrans quarters at HMAS Harman were divided in two by a partition wall, with two beds on one side and two more on the other. We were issued the inevitable white sheets and blue-and-white Navy bedspread but were allowed to use our own bed linen and could even put posters on our walls. One of the young women in my room put up a romantic black-and-white poster of Olivia Hussey and Leonard Whiting in the 1968 movie Romeo and Juliet and we loved it.


Heating was supposed to be provided by column heaters connected by water pipes, but they rarely worked. I’d go to bed every night wearing a spencer, flannelette pyjamas, dressing gown and bed socks and wrap myself up in a couple of blankets. Yet I would still wake up shivering during the night.


In the depths of the Canberra winter, we Queenslanders would rug up in as many clothes as we could possibly wear. For work, this usually constituted bra and panties, singlet, spencer, two pairs of pantyhose, petticoat, white uniform blouse, tie, serge skirt, navy blue woollen vest, navy blue cardigan, black serge jacket, navy blue Burberry (overcoat), black leather shoes and brown leather gloves, all topped with a white cap. With our little spindly legs topped by so many clothes, we looked like walking mushrooms.


From Monday to Friday each week, we’d travel by Navy bus from HMAS Harman to the Navy radio station and training facility in the middle of the Bonshaw sheep property. Bonshaw Receiving Station was an old wooden building with no insulation and inadequate heating. Our leather gloves were thin and provided little warmth, so our hands were stiff with cold by the time we entered our training room. That made it hard to write or type, so we’d take turns standing on chairs and thawing out our hands in front of the strip heaters mounted high on the walls. In the communications branch, petty officers were known as radio supervisors (RS) and our instructor, RS Lyn Hinge, would give us a stern lecture if she caught us, citing the probable development of chilblains. Lyn was short, slim and dynamic. Whenever she entered our classroom, she would quiet our chatter by telling us to ‘keep it down to a dull roar’. I thought we were very lucky to be trained by her.


A civilian, Jerry Albert, taught us the technical aspects of radios. Unfortunately, the science went right over my head. I loved operating radios but had no idea how they worked, no matter how carefully Jerry explained the phenomenon.


When Ruth became extremely tired, Jerry was the one who realised she was unwell and urged her to be checked out by the Navy doctor. She was diagnosed with glandular fever and given the option of being admitted to hospital on the RAAF Base or going home to Sydney for six weeks to recover. She said, ‘So what self-respecting person’s going to go to the hospital in the RAAF Base?’


The inter-service rivalries were strong!


So, she went home. That put her a long way behind in the Morse training, and she felt that she never quite caught up. Alongside the rest of us, she still passed all the exams, however, and we were very relieved and pleased for her.


Sport was played every Wednesday afternoon. There were tennis courts on base and some of us really tried to play well. My balls often lobbed over the high fence though, and I swear I spent more time walking around picking up my balls than hitting them back over the net. Another activity was a cross-country run out to the Bonshaw Receiving Station and back. A couple of us would head out from Harman, trotting, pretending we were just warming up, and would drop to a walk as soon as we were out of sight. We strolled along, trying not to startle the sheep and chatted happily until we were back in sight of the base, when we would work up to a trot again. I doubt anybody was fooled. My childbearing hips and lumpy legs were not made for running. I loved swimming though and if the base had a swimming pool, I would have trained there every day. The best I could do with the other sports available was to turn up and, as the Brits say, ‘show willing’.


The radio operator Morse course was the longest of all, so, although our training would continue until November, we picked up our rate in August, the same as the rest of our recruit Wran intake who had finished their training and were considered qualified as stewards, cooks, sick bay attendants and so on. We were now classed as radio operators and our new rank was Wran – the equivalent to an army private.


We eventually finished our training on 8 November 1973 and then the category was changed to Radio Operator Special. Of course, we preened over our new designation. The Powers That Be insisted that the word ‘special’ applied to the work we did, not to us personally, but we happily ignored them.


The year 1973 had been huge for us and was also a cultural touchstone. The movie American Graffiti starring Ron Howard, Richard Dreyfuss, Cindy Williams and Harrison Ford was released, as was The Sting starring Paul Newman and Robert Redford, which I particularly enjoyed. The Sydney Opera House opened, and Princess Anne married Captain Mark Phillips. On the political front in 1973, the last Australian and US troops were withdrawn from Vietnam, but there was much unrest still around the world. The Irish Republican Army (IRA) bombed King’s Cross and Euston train stations, Whitehall and the Old Bailey in London, and Manchester City Centre, but a referendum in Northern Ireland still resulted in a vote to stay part of the United Kingdom. The Yom Kippur War started when Egyptian and Syrian troops attacked Israel.


I don’t think there was a television in the Wrans quarters at Cerberus, but there may have been one in the recreation room or the Junior Rates Club at Harman. In any case, I can’t remember watching any TV shows. Some of us listened to little transistor radios to keep up with new music and current events. My downtime was spent playing sport, going to the movies, window-shopping, reading books and sightseeing. The Australian War Memorial was fascinating, and I went there a few times. I had learned a bit about the Great War and the Second World War at school but hadn’t seen the uniforms, weapons, military vehicles and aircraft before now. To me, seeing equipment that had actually been used in those conflicts made the dry textbooks come alive. I was proud to be serving my country, even though I had no expectation of experiencing war.


When our training finished on 8 November 1973, we were fully qualified and ready to take on the world. I was to have a couple of weeks leave in my hometown, Rockhampton, and then travel to Darwin to undertake watchkeeping duties. I could hardly wait to get going and packed my belongings in record time.









CHAPTER 3


DARWIN


After a couple of weeks leave in November 1973, I travelled by plane to HMAS Coonawarra in Darwin in the Northern Territory. The heat and humidity hit me the moment I emerged from the aeroplane at the Darwin Airport. The tarmac rippled in a haze of heat waves. It was worse than Rockhampton had ever been. I’d joined the WRANS eager for new experiences but hadn’t reckoned on going from a frostily cold Canberra winter to the heat and humidity of Darwin in the wet season.


Ruth Turnbull and another Wran were in Canberra Airport, in uniform, preparing to depart for Darwin when they saw a group of officers walking toward them. Being conscientious young Wrans, they stood to attention and saluted, only to realise the officers were pilots in the commercial airline TAA. The delighted pilots walked past them, grinning from ear to ear.


I was assigned a cabin in the so-called ‘new’ Wrans quarters at HMAS Coonawarra. This was a three-storey brick building with accommodation on the first and second floors, and a recreation room, laundry and undercover car parking on the ground floor. Joan Czarnecki remembers the goannas we would encounter on the stairs of the Wrans quarters: ‘Some were huge; you ended up using the other stairs until they left.’


The old Wrans quarters was a two-storey building across the lawn from the new one, with the sick bay located on part of the ground floor. We had a bed, wardrobe and desk each. A ceiling fan was positioned over each bed and the foam mattresses were covered in plastic – very necessary considering how much we would sweat in the heat and humidity.


After showering, we would dress under the whirling fans, otherwise our clothes would stick to our sweaty skin and be almost impossible to pull on. We were permitted to wear brown sandals with our working uniforms, instead of shoes and socks or pantyhose, thank goodness.


A great joy for me was having a twenty-five-metre swimming pool on the base, just over the paddock from the Wrans quarters. I loved going for a swim to keep fit and cool off after work or on days off.


The beaches around Darwin were long and beautiful, but swimming in the sea was prohibited from October to May every year due to the dangers from box jellyfish. Even paddling in the shallows was risky and many adults and children were stung in ankle-deep water. Adding to that peril were the saltwater crocodiles, huge monsters whose territories encompassed not only the sea but also the great fishing spots inland.


* * *


The headquarters of the Royal Australian Navy North Australia Area was in Darwin and Captain Eric Johnston was the Naval Officer Commanding (NOCNA).


The two shore establishments were located on unlikely sites. HMAS Melville, also under the command of Captain Eric Johnston, occupied quarters at the Army’s Larrakeyah Barracks. Melville supported the patrol boat base and provided some logistical support for visiting ships.


HMAS Coonawarra started life as a wireless telegraph station, which was built several kilometres inland from Darwin during the Second World War. When the war ended, the station continued its communications role. In 1954, the telegraph station was renamed the Darwin Naval Radio Station. It wasn’t until 16 March 1970 that the area was formally commissioned into the Royal Australian Navy as HMAS Coonawarra, under the command of Commander Williams. By that time, according to Commander Williams, the wireless telegraph station was ‘held up only by virtue of the bodies of countless dead insects’.


Fortunately, new communications facilities were under construction at Shoal Bay. In the meantime, sailors, Wrans and Army personnel from 71 Signal Squadron worked together at the old radio station, along with civilians such as Michael Pilkington. Michael and his wife, Christine, moved to Darwin in 1971 when he was appointed to the position of technical officer working with the Department of Supply, Navy.


Michael, along with the Navy techs, maintained all the receivers at Coonawarra’s radio station. We Wrans were usually at the top of our game when operating the radio sets but knew the bare minimum about their repair and maintenance. That’s where the technicians came into their own.


Michael says, ‘I soon got to realise that what the Wrans were saying about the radios was usually right. If something was wrong, they’d tell you. They were working on the damn things eight to ten hours a day, so they must know what was going on.’


Michael and I both worked at the old radio station. I met up with him and Christine in 2020 and we reminisced about our time in Darwin. Christine says that when Michael was offered the job in Darwin, he ‘actually got two jumps up in grade, so he couldn’t say no really’. Christine had just found out that she was pregnant and the move to Darwin, although good for Michael’s career, was challenging. They later lost their son when he was only two days old, and he was buried in Darwin.


* * *


When our little group of newly qualified radio operators arrived in November 1973, HMAS Coonawarra was under the command of Commander Stanley A Hall, and it operated from two sites on the Stuart Highway, Coonawarra West and Coonawarra East.


We were very excited to be qualified radio operators at last and relished being on watchkeeping duties. At first, our shifts consisted of two 1600 to midnight shifts, called the first watches, followed by two day watches from 0800 to 1600, followed by two days off. We also took turns at a 0900 to 1700 shift, Monday to Friday for a week at a time.


I was amazed at how much free time we had. It was a bit hard to get together with so many people on different shifts, but we managed lots of ‘smokies’ (parties), especially after the initial first watch, which finished at midnight. There was certainly no time after the second first watch to party, as we had only eight hours to travel, bathe, sleep and have breakfast before the first day watch.


Despite the grief of losing their newborn, Michael and Christine Pilkington also loved life in Darwin and made many friends. Christine says, ‘I tell you what, they were a damned good mob. We could have partied every night. We tried in the beginning, but we couldn’t keep up. We had two young boys then, two sons you know. We tried, but we couldn’t do it.’


We Wrans were young, fit and single and had no trouble keeping up! Our free time was generally filled with activity. Most sailors and Wrans played sport, often in local civilian competitions. I swam most days and played squash regularly with my Navy and Army mates. Mind you, I wasn’t much good. Not being well coordinated, my squash ball ended up in the neighbouring courts a bit too often. Still, I enjoyed the game and the exercise.


The Stuart Highway was the only road out of Darwin and stretched to Adelaide in South Australia. Anyone travelling south from Darwin along the highway was said to be going ‘down the track’. We loved spending the day down the track at Berry Springs or Howard Springs, splashing around and swimming in the cool water, fishing and picnicking. We had to be careful of the wildlife. Water buffalo and huge goannas abounded. Saltwater crocodiles thrived in the conditions and preyed on almost anything edible, including people. The crocs were between three to four metres long. I was constantly on the lookout for them.


We often went camping further down the track on our days off. The physical training instructors (PTIs) kept camping gear in their stores and would loan them out to us. There was no way we could sleep in tents in those hot and humid conditions, so at night we’d lay on top of sleeping bags on the ground with hoochies (plastic shade cloths) pegged over us. There was no such thing as ‘glamping’ in those days. By day, we’d cook our freshly caught barramundi on open fires and drink tins of beer. It was a great life.


The only fly in my ointment was the complete lack of fresh milk in Darwin. We had to make do with powdered milk, which most of us disliked. The cooks provided us with flavoured syrups such as chocolate and strawberry to mix with the powdered milk to make it more palatable.


There was a public telephone on the ground floor of the Wrans quarters, and I rang my mother once a week. We would all save our coins to put in the slot of the telephone every three minutes when prompted by the telephonist at the exchange. Sometimes, the telephonist might forget or be too busy to interrupt us and we’d talk for free for a few extra precious minutes.


Other than that, we kept in touch with family and friends by letter, although mail to Darwin wasn’t always reliable. I once received a Christmas card from an aunt in March.


* * *


The Third Australian Patrol Boat Squadron (AUSPABRON3) was also based in Darwin. It comprised the Attack class ships HMAS Attack (pennant number P90), Assail (P89) and Advance (P83). When in harbour, the patrol boats normally berthed at either Stokes Hill or Fort Hill wharves, but they spent most of their time at sea.


Pennant numbers are used by the Navy to identify ships. Every ship in the Royal Australian Navy has a unique identifier that is painted in white on both sides of their hulls. Ships such as Attack class patrol boats look alike and have the same silhouette on the horizon. The number on the hull enables individual ships to be identified even from a great distance. In recruit training, we learned the pennant numbers of all the RAN ships and could pick them out at a glance.


My dear friend Dot Wright, who had been in my comms class, had friends on board HMAS Attack and I drove her to the wharf one day to catch up with them. I was very excited to be on a patrol boat, even as a visitor. I envied the sailors who were able to go to sea in them. While we were having a beer in the petty officers mess, a young PO emerged from the showers. He had not expected women to be in the mess and was embarrassed to be caught out wearing only a towel. He sped past us and exited the room, returning a short time later, fully dressed in his working uniform. I was smitten.


Bernie Kloss was exactly what he seemed: a country lad, fair-haired, young, capable, and enjoying the adventure of a lifetime. He was a leading hand, second engineer on HMAS Attack, which he joined at the end of July 1974. Bernie’s younger brother’s birthday was on 3 August, and Bernie phoned him then, just before Attack had to do a rushed sail down the West Australian coast to investigate illegal fishing activities.


The patrol boats were actively involved in controlling incursions by foreign fishing boats, mainly Indonesian, in Australian waters. The foreign sailors dived for trochus shells, which they took back to Indonesia to make items such as buttons and watch faces. The little wooden fishing boats rarely had refrigeration and the sailors mainly lived on salted fish and dried foods, but some carried live chickens. The Australian government was not only concerned about the large-scale illegal fishing in Australian waters and drug running, but also about the threat of foot and mouth disease. The three patrol boats spent a lot of time at sea, patrolling from Thursday Island around to Port Hedland. They were effectively Australia’s Coast Guard for almost a quarter of Australia’s coastline. Typically, HMAS Attack would sail from Darwin and patrol the northern waters to Broome in Western Australia where they would fuel up and sail back to Darwin, usually passing another patrol boat en route.


The intensification of illegal activity stretched the capabilities of the three patrol boats and a decision was made to augment the Third Australian Patrol Boat Squadron with a fourth vessel, HMAS Arrow (P88).


Arrow had been a RAN Reserve patrol boat in Melbourne until early 1974. The reserves struggled to maintain and man the vessel and she was in a poor condition when the 28-year-old Lieutenant Robert ‘Bob’ Dagworthy, RAN, was appointed her new commander and a new crew was posted on board.


Coincidentally, this was not the first time Dagworthy had commanded Arrow. Before his patrol boat commands, he had served in the Daring class destroyer HMAS Vendetta (08), which finished a refit in Melbourne and underwent trials in 1973. Targets were required to be towed for gunnery trials and, even though Arrow was a reserve vessel, she was loaned to the permanent Navy for that task. As one of the watchkeeping officers on Vendetta, Dagworthy was given temporary command of Arrow and drove her out of the training base HMAS Cerberus. His executive officer (XO) for that task was Sub Lieutenant Russ Shalders, who later became Chief of the RAN.


After Arrow was taken over by the RAN, much had to be achieved in a short space of time. General repairs and maintenance were carried out, stores brought on board and properly stowed, and training and sea trials undertaken. According to Dagworthy:




The whole ship’s company came together superbly. They were an outstanding team. The command team included the energetic, positive executive officer (XO) John Jacobi. The Coxswain Barry Spencer was a ‘rock’, a superb leader, full of sensible ideas. The Charge Engineer Danny Grosse was an outstanding technician who was a perfectionist in managing the ship’s engineering systems. The seamen on board were led by the ever reliable, cheerful and colourful Buffer, Les Catton, who sadly lost his life during Cyclone Tracy. Of all the ships that I have served on, I regard Arrow as the happiest, the most competent and the most unified team that I have worked with. I also remember Ian Rennie who we called ‘Jack’. He also lost his life during Cyclone Tracy. Jack was one of the stoker team, a really solid citizen. He was quiet, but whenever work had to be done after secure [the end of the working day], Jack was first to put up his hand and was prepared to soldier on to get things completed. I remember whenever I kept a watch with him, he made a great egg and bacon sanga.
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