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… the soldiers of an army are, as a general rule, of one class in all respects, are in the prime of youthful manhood, full of fire, passion, and recklessness, and not brought into contact with the softening influences of old men and respectable women; they are men in growth, with the failings and high spirit of the schoolboy. Without strict discipline, such an assemblage would be a mischievous mob and not an army.


General Viscount Wolseley, 
The Soldier’s Pocket-book for Field Service, 1886









AUTHOR’S NOTE


History has a very real impact on people today. It’s shaped how I see the world. And so much of our history would be lost without the nation’s archives.


The backbone of The Boy in the Dress is the wealth of information from the 150 pages of correspondence between detectives in the case files on the murder and from the coroner’s inquest, which included testimonies from all the lead players – both held by the Queensland State Archives. Luckily, the seventy-five-year embargo on a related murder file (the case of Jack Lloyd) was lifted and the Public Record Office Victoria was able to grant me access just in time for publication.


Much of the dialogue in this book is drawn from these resources, or dramatised based on what they detailed. Digitised newspaper coverage in the Australian library database Trove was instructive, especially early in my research, and helped me paint the picture of Warwick’s final days, the characters involved and the police investigation. I have changed the names and identifying details of a few people to protect their privacy or memory.


Warwick Meale wasn’t a rich or famous historical figure, so it would have been impossible to gain such rich detail if not for the National Archives of Australia and their meticulously preserved documentation on the nation’s servicemen and women. Another precious resource was the Australian Queer Archives (formerly Australian Lesbian and Gay Archives), which provided access to testimonies from gay Australian soldiers in New Guinea.


While there are many sensory details in the book, none of them are purely drawn from my imagination; rather, they are educated guesses based on thorough research. I watched hours of interviews on the phenomenal Australians at War Film Archive, commissioned through the Department of Veterans’ Affairs in 2000 and held by the University of New South Wales. Photos and videos on the Australian War Memorial website helped me make sure descriptions of any settings or objects were as accurate as possible. The weather details are drawn from the Australian Bureau of Meteorology’s historical weather observations. I visited Townsville, Balcombe Camp and the Melbourne City Watch House in the flesh to get a sense of place, too.


Along the way, I spoke to many experts to make sure I was on the right track, including historians Yorick Smaal, Graham Willett and Noah Riseman; army veteran and military academic Ben Wadham; criminologist Gregory Stratton; the South Australian Law Reform Institute’s David Plater; author Mike Richards; and Queensland Retired Police Association President Greg Early. I also spoke to a then-current signalman in the Australian Army and as many family members as I could, including David Copeland, Norman Brook’s cousin. A few people also offered some anecdotal information through Ancestry.com.au. I am incredibly grateful for the generosity and depth of wisdom of everyone who contributed their knowledge and expertise. Any errors that have made it into the final edit are entirely my own.


I have spent innumerable weekends at the State Library Victoria researching the period of Warwick’s life and death. Some of the most instrumental texts were: Sex, Soldiers and the South Pacific, 1939–45: Queer Identities in Australia in the Second World War by Yorick Smaal (2015); Serving in Silence?: Australian LGBT Servicemen and Women by Noah Riseman, Shirleene Robinson and Graham Willett (2018); Sunshine and Rainbows: The Development of Gay and Lesbian Culture in Queensland by Clive Moore (2001); Signals: Story of the Australian Corps of Signals written and prepared by members of the Australian Corps of Signals (1949); We Were There: Australian Soldiers of World War II by John Barrett (1987); GI Jungle: An American Soldier in Australia and New Guinea by Ely Jacques Kahn Jr (1943); The Diaries of Donald Friend, volumes 1 and 2 (2001); Yanks Down Under, 1941–45: The American Impact on Australia (1986) by Eli Daniel Potts and Annette Potts; and All In!: Australia During the Second World War (1983) by Michael McKernan. I also drew on other published war diaries and letters.


The rest of the information was sourced from just about anything else I could get my hands on.


The full bibliography for this book can be found online at 
affirmpress.com.au/publishing/the-boy-in-the-dress.









PREFACE


On the evening of 15 August 1944, beside a creek in northern Queensland, a figure strode up to a young, sleeping soldier and swung a blacksmith’s hammer three times into his skull. The first two blows punctured the twenty-year-old’s brain, spraying blood onto a nearby fence. The third blow created a deep gash across his face. The attacker kicked his victim in the crotch and face, too; a tooth rolled onto the ground. The soldier was left for dead on the cold grass. His mates soon found his broken body, his mouth choked with blood, and rushed to find help. Medical staff at a nearby army hospital monitored his condition for two days but he didn’t once stir from his coma. With head injuries so severe, there was next to no hope of recovery. At 8.30am on 17 August 1944, thirty-six hours after the bludgeoning, he was declared dead.


The victim was Warwick Meale and, though he died almost fifty years before I was born, his murder changed my life. Warwick was family. He was my grandmother’s cousin, but I’ve always felt much closer to him than that.


My first encounter with Warwick was in the form of a photograph, taken in 1928, which I adored as a child. It was enclosed in a wooden frame decorated with pressed flowers, and it hung next to my parents’ bed. My mother had placed it on her side, so she saw it before she slept and when she woke. I’d often crawl on top of the fluffy doona to get a better look at the faded sepia image.


In the photo, two smiling children stand on a patch of grass in front of a wooden fence in Warwick’s family home in Sydney. They are playing dress-ups, with one child dressed as Daddy, the other dressed as Mummy. The ‘Daddy’ is my maternal grandmother, Winifred, wearing a homburg hat, floppy tie and oversized suit jacket. ‘Mummy’, in a dress and heels a few sizes too big, holds a doll in one hand and a parasol in the other. This is Warwick.


As a child I found it soothing to gaze at that image of a boy in a dress. It offered me hope that maybe I wasn’t so different. The older I got, the more I struggled with an alarming feeling growing inside me, a feeling I couldn’t name at the time. It was an urge to wear my sisters’ clothes, play with dolls and be free from typical ‘boy things’: behaviour that resulted in worried looks from my parents and taunts from my sisters. But that photo of Warwick was evidence that I wasn’t broken, and that little boys from the olden days also sometimes slipped on a dress for fun. I found it exciting that a camera-wielding adult had celebrated Warwick’s cross-dressing. No shame. No hiding. It was a stamp of approval sent to me across time and space.


The photo had a different significance to my mother, Rosemary. She loved to tell stories about Winifred and Warwick. In her mind, they were an iconic duo, like Vada and Thomas J from the movie My Girl. For my mum, the photo was a rare, precious glimpse of Winifred in her early years, long before the hardships of her adulthood.


My mother also knew that the little boy in the photo never grew old, that he was mysteriously murdered in Townsville, a mere sixteen years after the photograph was taken. But that was the extent of her knowledge. Winifred grew up to be an intensely secretive woman and shut down any mention of her cousin. The void around Warwick’s brief life and early death frustrated my mother. When Winifred died in 1985, many family stories and secrets went with her.


By the time I was born, my mother had formed a theory that Warwick could have been gay and that his murder had something to do with his sexuality. But it wasn’t until I was in my teens that she told me what little she knew of the tragedy and what informed her theory about that boy in a dress. I was devastated. What had once been a symbol of hope became a cautionary tale of the dangers of being gay.


Haunted by this unsolved, unfathomable crime, my mum and I started our own cold-case investigation in 2008, when I was sixteen years old. With the launch of the National Library of Australia’s online archive, Trove, in 2009, we were able to transport ourselves to the Queensland World War II home front. The headlines alone from that time made it clear that Warwick’s death had caused a nationwide sensation:


Fiendish assassin batters Sydney soldier to death


Search for Townsville killer


Ross Creek slayer still at large


Brutal murder of soldier without motive


North Queensland police are searching for a murdering madman!North Queensland police are searching for a murdering madman!


Despite an eight-month national investigation, the identity and motive of the perpetrator who had wielded the hammer remained a mystery. The coroner concluded that Warwick had been murdered, entirely unprovoked, as he dozed under the Queensland sky. I knew that couldn’t be the whole story. How does a soldier survive the New Guinea campaign but die in Townsville? Why would someone brutally kill him, miles away from enemy lines?


My investigation over the next ten years took me on an unexpected journey through a time and place that certainly wasn’t covered in my Year 10 World War II syllabus. Article by article, I pieced together extraordinarily ugly and ungallant truths about this era, including state-sponsored homophobia, military disgraces, corruption, lies, substance abuse and extreme violence at every turn.


My secret determination to find evidence of Warwick’s sexuality kept me on the case all these years. I, like countless other queer people from across the world, have had many external and internal battles over my sexuality. But what I gained in the process of my research was cathartic. It helped me reflect on my own life and discover the truth about Australia’s queer history. I spoke to experts who had helped disprove the long-held myth that only straight people served in our country’s wars. I also learned about Australia’s shameful, government-supported homophobia, and the joy of the gay communities of yesteryear, who loved despite the odds.


The day I came out as gay to my mother, when I was seventeen years old, I became Warwick in her eyes. I was the one sleeping by the banks of Ross Creek in Townsville as a killer dealt those hammer blows. It was a terrifying vision and one that stopped her from accepting who I was for a long time. But, through sharing in my research into Warwick’s case, she came to see that the worrying inequalities and risks for queer people are reasons to act, not shy away. Somewhere along the way, I started to accept myself, too.


This is a story that scratches away the varnish of military valour that we hold so dear as a nation to reveal the difficult, uncomfortable reality beneath. It is a reality that, kept hidden, can only leave us incomplete as a country. Without open minds, we are destined to perpetuate myths and repeat our mistakes. Look no further than Australia’s Defence Minister Peter Dutton who, in 2021, scolded defence personnel for celebrating the International Day Against Homophobia, Biphobia, Interphobia and Transphobia. He ordered his department to stop pursuing a ‘woke agenda’. His comments harked back to the decades of repression and mistreatment queer service people have endured in the armed forces.


Only through reckoning with the diverse stories from our military past, like Warwick’s and those of the people around him, can we find peace with who we truly are today.









CHAPTER 1


‘OUT COLD’


Signalman Clyde Neumann burst through the entrance of a Townsville Military Police tent at 11.40pm, Tuesday 15 August 1944. He had fresh blood on his hands and down his front. Breathless and sweating, he wiped at his damp hair with the back of his hand.


‘One of my cobbers has been booted pretty bad, maybe hit over the head with a bottle or something. He needs a doctor, quick!’ Neumann said.


Provost Corporal John Colquhoun, the Military Police officer on the graveyard shift, sat up and pushed his papers aside. A single light globe illuminated the tent, which had a temporary wooden floor and just enough space for a few pieces of repurposed furniture. There had been a dance earlier in the evening and Colquhoun would have been used to seeing thirsty young men – emboldened by the carelessness that comes with a limited stay – flooding into Townsville to get drunk, get into fights and get lucky. And there was no doubt the man who’d just rushed into the tent had been drinking.


‘He’s out cold. Where’s the closest hospital?’ said Neumann.


‘We’ll need to drive,’ Colquhoun replied. His depot wasn’t important enough to have one of the rationed Australian Army vehicles. Colquhoun picked up the phone and dialled the number of the nearby American Military Police station. Compared to the Australians, the Americans seemed to have an endless supply of resources, including vehicles.


Moments later, a pair of American Military Police arrived in their jeep, and the two Australian soldiers jumped in. Neumann directed them towards Ross Creek, the waterway that snakes its way through Townsville and divides the city in two. Along the way, they passed the Toc H services club. People were stumbling out of the venue and onto the street. The war had tripled Townsville’s once-modest population and now there were servicepeople everywhere. As the jeep approached Victoria Bridge, at the end of Hanran Street, Neumann told them to pull over.


The beam of the jeep’s headlights lit the otherwise pitch-black creek bank. In the pool of light lay the limp body of a young, uniformed Australian soldier. His head was cradled in the lap of a fellow signalman, Thomas Ambler, who was sitting in front of a fence that adjoined a concrete air-raid shelter. Ambler looked up with relief. The group from the jeep ran towards the injured soldier. Dry blood covered the victim’s entire face.


‘He hasn’t spoken a word,’ said Ambler.


Colquhoun could immediately see that this was a bad one. ‘We need to get this soldier into the vehicle,’ he said. The unconscious man was carried up the grassy bank and lowered into the back of the jeep.


At his depot, Colquhoun ordered Neumann and Ambler to lay their injured friend down on the floor while he phoned for a military ambulance. With the ambulance on its way, Colquhoun tried to rouse the soldier, to no effect. The only evidence that he was still alive was a faint pulse. Blood still trickled down his face, matting his hair into clumps. Colquhoun unbuttoned the soldier’s shirt in search of an identity disc to confirm the soldier’s name, but his neck was bare. Picking up his slack arm, he noted that he was wearing a watch. He then checked the soldier’s pockets. Along with a few coins, he found a small piece of paper. Pulling it out into the light, he instantly recognised it as a leave pass. In the top-right corner was written ‘Sig Meale W.S.’ – Signalman Warwick Sidney Meale. The pass was valid for another fifteen minutes, until midnight.


A few minutes later, Colquhoun watched as the ambulance disappeared down the dark street. Back in the tent – where a pool of blood was smeared on the floor – Colquhoun ordered Neumann and Ambler to sit down. It was time for them to explain what the hell had led to this mess.









CHAPTER 2


THE WAR IN WARWICK


In the Sydney of 1923, construction had just begun on the Harbour Bridge. A telephone link between the harbour city and Brisbane had opened for the first time. A forerunner of the modern Anzac Day dawn service, commemorating World War I and the massive toll of war, was held on 25 April. And, on 9 November, Irene and Sidney Meale welcomed their second son, a boy they named Warwick Sidney.


Warwick’s family home was on Cameron Avenue in the south-western Sydney suburb of Earlwood. By the 1920s, 40 per cent of Sydney’s population growth was happening around Warwick’s home, as World War I veterans snapped up cheap farmland that had been rezoned. Record numbers of houses and factories were being built, the streets were newly lit by electric lights and the scales had just tipped towards motor vehicles over horse-drawn carts.


The Meale home had a front veranda enclosed by two columns, a red-tile gabled roof, impeccable hedges and a deep-brown brick-and-white-plasterboard facade. There was a compact backyard with a patch of grass and a shed. It was in this backyard that Irene took the photo of young Winifred and Warwick playing Mummies and Daddies.


Warwick’s mother, who went by the name Rene (pronounced Ree-nee), was a boisterous and energetic woman with social ease and creative flair. She liked to dress her boys up in costumes, though Warwick’s older brother, Neville, preferred sailor’s uniforms to dresses.


As a girl, my maternal grandmother, Winifred, lived only a short bike ride from her cousin Warwick. She would babysit him often, making sure that he was fed and in bed before her aunt and uncle returned from a night out. Warwick and Winifred were nine years apart, but they didn’t let the age gap come between them. In fact, it drew them closer. They shared a special bond. They were pseudo-siblings, brought closer by the shared scars of being forgotten by their considerably older brothers and sisters.


Warwick’s family was more financially stable than Winifred’s. Winifred was forced to leave school when she was just twelve to start earning an income to bolster her father’s salary as a builder. Warwick’s father, Sidney, worked as a clerk at the local Canterbury council, earning a salary in today’s terms of approximately $34,500 (£264 8s 1d). The salary was enough to keep Warwick in school for three years more than Winifred. It also protected them from the worst of the Great Depression in 1929. Many houses were foreclosed in Warwick’s suburb and the poorest families were evicted for failing to pay rent – many had no choice but to move to an unemployment camp.


Earlwood Public School, an austere building crowned with many chimneys, was only a four-minute walk away from the Meale family home. Children between the ages of seven and fourteen were required to attend school for only two hours in the morning and two hours in the afternoon. Warwick passed his final primary exam and continued on to secondary school, completing the three years to obtain his Intermediate Certificate.


From there, Warwick landed a job as a sales assistant. He would ride the tram into the city to work the shop floor. Much glamour and excitement must have greeted the sixteen-year-old, with new high-rises and fast trains that zoomed over the awe-inspiring Sydney Harbour Bridge.


But dark clouds were looming. On Sunday 3 September 1939, the Meale family gathered to celebrate Father’s Day with Sidney. Later that evening, at 9.15pm, the city ground to a halt. Cinemas stopped rolling film, bands stopped playing and radio serials were cut short. The voice of prime minister Robert Menzies could be heard on every radio station, making an announcement that would change the course of so many lives forever.


War was once again declared in Europe, just as the worst of the Depression had begun to ease and Warwick was entering adulthood. Soldiers in their freshly minted uniforms were everywhere he looked, marching through the streets of Sydney and in his mum’s magazines. US president Franklin D Roosevelt and British prime minister Winston Churchill stipulated a ‘beat Hitler first’ strategy for the Allied forces, which prioritised defeating Germany, even in the event that Japan entered the war. Shiploads of Australian soldiers were sent to the Northern Hemisphere to aid in the war effort in the European Theatre.


Two years later, the country was rocked again. Japanese forces were advancing through the Pacific towards Australia, and in January 1942, a month after Japan’s surprise attack on the US naval base at Pearl Harbor, Warwick went to the enlistment hall in the nearby suburb of Belmore. The government had only just dropped the minimum enlistment age to eighteen from nineteen years old, and Warwick had celebrated his eighteenth birthday two months earlier. But, because he was under twenty-one, Warwick needed his father to accompany him and grant consent for his youngest boy to join the army.


Inside Belmore Hall, boards divided the space into cubicles for interviews. Other areas of the hall were sectioned off for aptitude testing, photographs and medical examinations. The air was stiflingly hot. The day before had been a sweltering 42 degrees, the hottest day Sydney had seen for three years. Warwick and Sidney took a seat in the rows of benches next to the other men. All around them, railway surveyors, carpenters, bricklayers, bootmakers and salesmen sat sweating in their high-waisted trousers and wide-collared shirts, all ready to swap their day jobs for a job with the armed forces.


It must have been difficult for Sidney to watch his youngest boy follow in the footsteps of Sidney’s brother, Frederick, who had died on the Gallipoli Peninsula at the age of twenty during World War I. The Australian Army didn’t know exactly which day Frederick had been killed: his military files state that it was sometime between 6 and 9 August 1915. Frederick’s battalion had been among the third wave of troops to land on the peninsula, desperately wading ashore through a hail of bullets, scaling cliffs and battling the enemy with bare hands and bayonets. Though it was ultimately a disastrous and crushing defeat, the Australian media of the time portrayed the ‘landings’ at Gallipoli as ‘a cheerful, quiet, confident, nerveless race of athletes’. Frederick was one of more than 8000 Australian casualties at Gallipoli. His belongings were shipped back to his grieving family: a hymn book, a soap case, a pack of cards, letters, eight coins, camera film, a money belt and photos. Sidney and Rene would later preserve Frederick’s memory in the middle name of their first son, Neville Frederick Meale, who was born a year before the end of World War I.


It’s a mystery as to what motivated Warwick to enlist on that sunny summer’s day in 1942. He had a good job. He’d lost an uncle to World War I and conscription wouldn’t begin until several months later. It seems unlikely that there was any pressure from Warwick’s family for him to sign up. His father and older brother never did. His cousin Winifred loathed the war. And Warwick was probably aware that some new recruits faced social stigma, being labelled ‘economic conscripts’ or even ‘5-bob-a-day murderers’ for signing up in the name of employment security. But perhaps he, like so many Australians at the time, genuinely feared for Australia’s future. Or perhaps he liked the prospect of adventure, far away from his family and the small Sydney bubble he had been confined to growing up. There was the allure of the personal challenge, too. He may have simply wanted to prove to himself that he could be a soldier.


~


‘Next,’ called the attendant at the enlistment desk.


Warwick took a seat and started to fill out his paperwork, now preserved in the National Archives of Australia. It is one of the precious few primary documents I have of Warwick’s life. The attendant pulled out a small blue form and reeled off the questions:


‘Can you drive a motor vehicle?’


‘No.’


‘Can you cook?’


‘No.’


‘Can you use a typewriter?’


‘No.’


‘Do you have any experience in signalling wireless?’


‘No.’


‘Do you have any experience in Morse code?’


‘No.’


‘Can you write shorthand, keep accounts or play a band instrument?’


‘No.’


Warwick’s eighteen years in the city hadn’t given him the opportunity to develop any vocational skills, but he had received a good education. He scored well on the aptitude test. Next up was the medical examination. After clearing him of ingrown toenails and dandruff, the medical officers looked in Warwick’s ears, tested his eyesight and made him cough to check for piles. A cold stethoscope was pressed to his chest and back, and they took note of his blue eyes and brown hair. They searched for distinctive marks, finding none. Finally, they took his body measurements, noting his slim physique.


Two weeks later, he received a letter from the Australian Army. He was in.


~


I have two photographs of Warwick as a teenager. The first is a group shot of the Meale family, taken in the backyard of their Cameron Avenue home. Warwick is already wearing his informal summer military uniform, so it was sometime between him enlisting in January and commencing his basic training in February. Tucked behind his father, he looks strained, his lips pulled over his teeth, eyes straining against the bright sun.


The second photograph is of Warwick and his mother, dated March 1942. It was most likely taken at Warwick’s graduation parade, after his six weeks of basic army training. Warwick stands erect next to Rene, who is beaming under her white boater hat. She is dressed in her Sunday best, her pale gloves matching her stacked-heel, lace-up Oxford shoes. Warwick appears less at ease, in a baggy shirt with perfectly rolled sleeves. His face has lost the roundness of youth, but he still looks painfully young, with his thin legs poking out the end of his high-waisted shorts. A slouch hat covers most of his face, but you can see that the cheeky grin of the boy in the dress has been replaced with a stern expression. There’s a hesitation about his stance, his shoulders forced back for the photo. His knee-length socks stop just short of his bony knees. His shoulder is pressed against his mother; the strap of his hat is tight under his chin.


When I look at this picture, I hear the calls of the people milling about the mother and son. I can sense Warwick impatiently wanting to get to where he needs to be, but Rene insisting on capturing the moment, Sidney, peering down over the box camera, taking his time: snap. ‘Time to go.’


The Meale family received only limited updates about Warwick’s movements once he shipped out. Newspaper articles were rarely enlightening and sections of Warwick’s letters were literally cut out by censors. All his mum, dad and brother could do was wait and hope for the best. It was two and a half years before they saw him again, when he returned for home leave – what would be the final time all four of them were together.









CHAPTER 3


THE LINESMEN


New Guinea looked like a tropical paradise from where Warwick was standing on the deck of the troopship MV Duntroon on 20 June 1943. An expanse of cloud-covered mountain peaks sloped into the ocean, mottled navy blue and cyan. As the troopship sailed closer, idle warships and army sheds came into view. A fleet of transport planes roared overhead. He had arrived at the front line.


Warwick swung his kit over his shoulder and joined the single file of soldiers slowly shuffling off the ship and onto the gangway. He leaped off at the end and planted both feet firmly onto the pier. It was the first time he’d stepped onto land overseas. The climate wasn’t too different from Townsville, where he’d been four days earlier: warm and dry. The dock was an ant’s nest of soldiers coming and going. Ambulances full of wounded soldiers were waiting to be loaded onto a hospital ship.


New Guinea had seemed much more exotic from a distance than it was up close. Two months earlier there had been an air raid on the main town of Port Moresby, and there were piles of corrugated iron, crumbling roads and destroyed structures everywhere. Warwick huddled in the back of the troop truck, shoulder to shoulder with ten other men, as it bounced along the wide, dusty road. He tried to take in as much of the town as he could before it disappeared again: a few wooden hotels and warehouses, a church with a peaked rusted-iron roof, a graveyard full of freshly painted small white crosses. Only the air-force pilots were allowed to stay at one of the local hotels, so Warwick, being a lowly soldier, had to camp further inland. The air smelled of fuel from the convoys of military vehicles. It wasn’t quite the New Guinea that Warwick had imagined. The only difference from Townsville he’d noticed so far was the few Papuans wearing traditional clothes.


By the time Warwick arrived in New Guinea, the most serious battles of the South West Pacific had already been won by the Allied forces. The Japanese were no longer a threat here; their advance overland along New Guinea’s Kokoda Track had been stopped and the Allies were picking off the last few outposts of Japanese occupation. The urgency of the war had eased, but, for Warwick and his colleagues, it wasn’t over yet.


Port Moresby gave way to fields. Dangerously muddy roads threatened to bog the truck as it rumbled onward. The landscape changed again when the road turned to cut through a field of head-high kunai grass that infamously had a horrible rotten smell. After a few more miles, the truck arrived at the campsite. This one didn’t even have the relative luxuries of Townsville’s camps. There were no sports ovals or cinemas within easy reach, just tents and a latrine, although Warwick would later discover one spectacular advantage here: there was a beautiful waterfall only a few minutes’ walk away.


Warwick spent the next two months continuing his training and helping with mundane logistical tasks before he was finally assigned a real mission by the leader of the 5 Line Section, Lieutenant Olaf Anderson. The Allies had reclaimed some land from the Japanese forces, and linesmen were now needed to connect the newly erected signals headquarters to the main network with telephone cables. Unlike radio, cable could transmit Morse code through dense forests and evade enemy interception. Signalmen had to go to great lengths to make sure the telecommunications network was functioning and secure; communication was the lifeline of the army. Without a functioning signals network, entire units could be cut off from the rest of the force, with no way of receiving advance warning of an enemy assault.


The mission would take two weeks and need four men. Lieutenant Anderson selected Warwick, Tom Ambler and two others out of the ten in his section. After a year and a half of training and drills, Warwick was finally able to test his skills as a linesman, or ‘linie’, in the real world.


Like Warwick, Tom had enlisted after the bombing of Pearl Harbor. In Tom’s case, he had left his job at a paper mill and gone to the enlistment office the same day he had read about the Japanese attack in the papers. He’d been nineteen at the time and they’d initially drafted him into an infantry battalion before transferring him into the Australian Corps of Signals to work as a linesman in the second half of 1942.


As the work began, Tom and Warwick decided they would each carry a handle of the cable barrow, while the other two would go up ahead and clear the clinging vegetation. Though Warwick was a head taller than his new mate, they made a good team.


Roads were often studded with landmines, so, to avoid destroying the cable or losing a foot or their lives, the linies had no choice but to trek through the swampy marshes and knee-deep mud of the jungle. It made Warwick’s training in Sydney and Townsville feel quaint by comparison. He had been very proud of his results when he had taken the linesman test a few months earlier: 76 per cent in theory and 87 per cent in practice. But the Papuan jungle was something else. The equipment felt heavier than it ever had before and it took hours to cover even the smallest of distances. The weather was another challenge. Torrential downpours made waterways surge, turning everything into mud and destroying bridges. Lightning would fry the cable that they had already painstakingly laid. Any damage had to be fixed immediately. In more exposed areas, they climbed trees to secure the line, or improvised and used sticks when all else failed.


‘Hold up!’ shouted one of the men from the front. They had cut away a dense section of vegetation and, to their horror, found a cliff.


‘Back it up. We’re going to have to go another way.’


Tom and Warwick mainly worked in silence, but would occasionally chat over the grinding drum barrow. Though Tom was something of a ruffian compared to Warwick, they got along just fine playing to their strengths. Tom’s experience working machinery in a paper mill helped him quickly master the signals equipment. Warwick had the upper hand with brains and was the one most often troubleshooting to solve problems. Tom and Warwick didn’t like the other two – one complained too much and the other wasn’t very good at his job – but at least they had each other.


The permanent dampness of the jungle made sleep uncomfortable. It was so hard to keep dry that the men eventually resorted to sleeping nude. A concert of strange and loud animal and insect sounds tested their patience. If they weren’t so exhausted, they wouldn’t have been able to sleep at all.


As the days wore on, Warwick started to find his rhythm. Though they hadn’t crossed paths with anyone, they had to remain alert. The occasional suspicious rustling in the shrubs would send Warwick’s imagination running – was it a strange creature or a Japanese soldier? He had heard stories of the Japanese forces cutting the Australians’ cables to lure signalmen like himself behind enemy lines. Stories of ‘sigs’ being killed by the enemy were pretty rare, but there were many other dangers. With its impossible terrain and tropical diseases, the jungle was just as deadly an enemy. By January 1943, half the soldiers on the Papuan front line had been evacuated because of malaria. The mosquito-borne disease was killing many more soldiers than guns or bombs were.


Five months after arriving in New Guinea, in November 1943, Warwick turned twenty. The previous year in Townsville he had celebrated his nineteenth with a movie and a drink at a pub. There were no such celebrations to be had a year on. He spent the night sheltering in a tent so small that his feet stuck out the end. The weather was worsening: the wet season was coming. He hadn’t done any typical teenage things in the last year of his teens. He imagined what his life would have been like without the war, back in Sydney with his parents and brother, still working in the city as a shop assistant. It sounded predictable and comfortable: two things in seriously short supply now.


It was in early 1944 that Warwick started to develop a dull headache. He knew that it was an early symptom of malaria but thought that with any luck, it would subside. After all, he had managed to avoid the dreaded disease for eight months. But, as the days passed, the headache only grew worse. It wasn’t long before his entire skull was pounding. He started sweating profusely and couldn’t stop shivering from chills. His joints ached and a debilitating pain shot through his muscles and bones, and behind his eyes. As Warwick struggled to wash in a river, Tom noticed a bright-red rash on his friend’s skin. The jungle had claimed another victim.


On 2 February 1944, the call was put out to evacuate Warwick. He was taken to the nearest Casualty Clearing Station, a makeshift intensive-care unit where the most sick or wounded soldiers were treated. This small medical tent was overrun with sick and wounded men lying cheek by jowl on stretchers a foot off the ground. Warwick couldn’t resist staring as he was led by a nurse to his bed. One soldier had a bloody wad of gauze over his gut, another had one on his head, and a third looked like he had a broken leg. The rest didn’t seem to have any physical injuries but were gaunt and pale. The tent smelled like vomit and urine. The nurse squeezed through the tiny gap between the stretchers and bent to inspect Warwick. He had told them he had malaria, but she noticed that his symptoms were more in line with dengue fever. Warwick had been vomiting and felt sick constantly. The nurse ordered him to keep his fluids up and rest. If the fever got any worse, he could start bleeding internally.


Warwick spent two weeks at the Casualty Clearing Station, where his condition slowly improved. There was no treatment for dengue, so the medical staff could only keep him hydrated, reducing the inflammation and fever. Some doctors prescribed eating raw minced liver to treat the disease. Once Warwick had regained enough strength, he was evacuated to a base hospital to free up a bed for the next sick soldier.


By 10 February 1944, Warwick was well enough to be moved to a hospital at the 5th Division camp at Mililat Harbour on the north coast of New Guinea. The camp had been a plantation before it was claimed by the Japanese Army. After the Allies had successfully taken back the camp, they moved in themselves. Much better equipped than the Clearing Station, 5th Division camp had enough supplies for the doctors to perform surgery and the medicine cupboards were stocked.


Accessed by a barge that crossed the harbour, the camp had small thatch-roofed huts, a mess, a shower block, a signals headquarters and rows of pitched tents. Tall coconut palms caught the sunlight and cast triangles of shade over the forest floor. Huge butterflies and spiders lived in the undergrowth, while hornbills, birds of paradise and flying foxes flew between the treetops. A few remaining headstones etched with Japanese characters were scattered around the outskirts of the camp.


On arrival, a nurse handed Warwick a fresh pair of button-up pyjamas and he was directed to rest. Warwick’s favourite part of the camp was the smell of bread baking in the morning; there was an entire team assigned to baking loaves to feed the large population of hungry soldiers.


Within a month of Warwick’s arrival, another soldier named Norman Ralph Brook was also transferred to Mililat Harbour. He had contracted malaria. A truck driver by trade, twenty-year-old Brook was a short, lithe and muscular man with dark-brown hair and beady eyes under constantly furrowed eyebrows. Assigned to an infantry corps when he enlisted in 1941, Brook had later switched to the Australian Corps of Signals and become a dispatch rider. Though there is no evidence to prove it, it is possible that Norm Brook and Warwick had met during their time as patients at the 5th Division camp at Mililat Harbour.


One year later, Brook would be charged with murdering a 5th Division signalman while on leave at an army camp in Victoria, in circumstances strikingly similar to those of Warwick’s death. In fact, the two attacks had so much in common that Townsville detectives would pose the question: had Brook also killed Warwick?
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