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For Lucy









A note on Slovenian pronunciation


The Slovenian language uses the Latin alphabet. There are some differences from English in pronunciation.


C is pronounced ts


(‘Latsko’ is written ‘Lacko’)


Č is pronounced ch


(‘Cholnik’ is written ‘Čolnik’ and ‘Semich’ is written ‘Semič’)


Š is pronounced sh


(‘Shentilj’ is written ‘Šentilj’)


Ž is pronounced zh


(‘Ozhbalt’ is written ‘Ožbalt’)









Prologue


Sydney, Australia, in late spring. Standing at the door is a tall stranger, asking for my father. It’s 1972, a Saturday afternoon; Dad is playing golf. Mum is out the back, gardening. It’s left to me to tear myself away from Tolkien and answer the door. I am fourteen. A man is waiting there, dressed to the nines: a grey silk suit, sky blue tie, tailored shirt, and Italian shoes. His grey hair and moustache are perfectly groomed, his nails manicured.


I’ve met many well-dressed salesmen by now; our house is often full of them, drinking, smoking, dancing, telling unlikely stories, paying court to my father. This man is not like that. The stranger is quiet, with an edge of nervousness.


‘I am calling to see Mr Ralph Churches.’ His accent is middle European.


Mr Churches is playing golf, I explain – might be out for a while.


‘I wish to wait for him.’


I’m now beyond my pay grade. I bolt through the house and down the stairs to the garden. ‘Mum, there’s this guy with an accent looking for Dad. He wants to wait until Dad gets back.’


From then on, it is Mum’s show: the polite enquiries and rituals of welcome – the weather, coffee, or tea? – while the stranger perches on the edge of his chair, ready to spring up. Fascinated, I hang around. This is far more interesting than Frodo moaning through Mordor.


Half an hour later, we hear Dad’s car turn into the drive. He must have won, as he is singing to himself in German. The key turns in the door; the stranger is on his feet. Unsettled, he is feeling all his pockets, as though he has lost something. Mum goes to the door and has a quiet word with Dad. By the time Dad enters the living room, the stranger has relaxed again. In his hand, he holds a small black-and-white photograph showing a column of men climbing a hill. The stranger reaches out his other hand. The handshake is firm, his eyes intense.


‘Ralph, it’s Čolo. I’ve been looking for you for over twenty-five years.’


Dad processes, brightens, then roars with delight. A bear hug turns into a shuffling dance. Mum brings out three glasses of slivovica. Čolo gives the photo to Ralph, my dad.


‘That’s me on the left, Švejk, Franjo, then you and Les.’


The party that follows lasts two days, Dad insisting that Čolo stays with us. It is during these two days of revels that I hear the ridiculous news. My boisterous, sarcastic father is a secret hero.


The story comes out in fits and starts. The photo: Dad has seen it before; Mum has seen it before. It shows a young version of Dad, wearing a slouch hat, in a pine forest. There are at least fifty men strung out down a hill behind him. Dad won’t give a straight answer to any of my questions, but Čolo and Mum become a double act to line up the bones of the past. Dad fleshes out a detail here and there. A lot of it sails straight over my fourteen-year-old head. I knew that Dad had been in the army during the war. That was the limit of my knowledge.


That day I learned that the Germans captured him in Greece. Why he had been in Greece was a mystery to me. He was held as a prisoner of war in a camp in what I knew as Yugoslavia. With his gift for mimicry, he taught himself German and was elected camp leader, negotiating on behalf of his fellow prisoners. He escaped, and in some woods came upon Partisans who were fighting against the Germans. He persuaded them to come back with him and liberate his camp. Then, a real adventure began. The photograph Čolo brought had been taken during the escape.


The whole episode was an official secret, and Dad was under orders not to talk about it. Čolo was one of the Partisans who had helped Dad: he was free to talk.


Now the last six months made sense! Over the previous winter Dad and Mum had taken their first long-haul trip together. He took three months’ long-service leave for a tour: Greece, Yugoslavia, Germany, France, and the UK. I’d stayed behind with Dad’s eldest surviving sister Claire.


Before his apprehension, villagers in Greece had helped Dad evade capture by the Germans, so on their grand tour Dad and Mum had thrown a thank-you party in every Greek village that had sheltered him. The Yugoslav consul in Sydney had given Dad introductions to officials in Yugoslavia, which enabled Dad to be reunited with the Partisans who had helped him all those years ago. The food, wine, stories, and dancing had gone on for days.


In the three months since they’d returned, the family diet had changed. Mum now made salads with feta cheese and olives; she cooked garlic lamb. We had bottles of imported mineral water at the table; Dad was barbecuing ćevapi, rich Balkan minced sausages.


During all these reunions one person had been missing. Even though he was a Partisan war hero, Čolo had fallen foul of the post-war regime in Yugoslavia and fled via Austria, settling in Melbourne in 1947. There he had established a thriving market garden and nursery and become a wealthy man. In 1972, by now an affluent Australian citizen, he’d decided he could now go back and visit his family. There he’d renewed many friendships, which had eventually led to an extraordinary conversation with his old comrades.


‘I’ve been looking all over Australia for Ralph Churches, but I’m damned if I can find him . . .’


There was an outburst of laughter.


‘Why are you laughing?’


‘Ralph and his wife were here a week ago! Here’s his address!’


So Čolo came to our front door, and I left Middle Earth.


In 1977 my parents returned to Yugoslavia for another round of parties. Then, in 1985, Yugoslav television wanted to make a documentary about the escape story. With Australia’s SBS TV they developed the story, and then they approached Dad. Sorry, he told them: he was still bound by the Official Secrets Act. Eventually, after some negotiation between SBS and the Australian Army, Dad was allowed a special release to talk about his experiences. Later, I began to nag Dad to write his story down for his family, and the memoir he wrote became a book, A Hundred Miles as the Crow Flies. Dad made some enquiries of the Australian and UK authorities to clarify some details, but although he was now free to speak, officialdom would not, which he found incredibly frustrating.


Now some official records have opened a little, and more of the story can be written. Given Dad’s capacity for elaboration, I expected to be correcting his narrative. However, extraordinary research by Edmund Goldrick through the UK National Archives, and those of Slovenia, Australia, and New Zealand, shows I was wrong to doubt Dad. Edmund and I have pieced together evidence of a wild adventure, even though some details are still classified – Dad was true to his word to protect official secrets to the end. His yarn made Tolkien’s words pale for a fourteen-year-old boy in 1972. How a bloke from the Australian bush charmed his way out of prison, and then went back for his mates.
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Setting the Stage


Ralph Churches worked hard to put his farming childhood behind him. He did not talk of it much and he was not interested in nostalgic visits to where he began life. He enjoyed camping expeditions in the Australian wilderness but avoided anything agricultural that wasn’t a vineyard. Most Australians of his generation were urban and dreamed of life ‘in the bush’, but Ralph knew ‘the bush’ well and wanted to put himself as far as he could from it. He took pride in being a multilingual sophisticated European bourgeois. He created that identity through one escape after another, the first being from his roots.


In the 1850s, my great-grandfather Samuel Churches emigrated from the Somerset Levels in England. He chased his fortune in the Australian gold rushes and found it supplying provisions to the miners. Having become prosperous, he settled in the plains north of Adelaide, South Australia, where he built a significant business of four grocery and butcher shops. His eldest son James was the foreman and expected to inherit, but Sam had other ideas, and on his death in 1900 the business and property were split between his four sons. None of Sam’s sons could match their father’s success; each sold up and moved on.


James was the last to go. The outbreak of war in 1914 pushed his business in the small town of Mallala, north of Adelaide, to the wall. By 1915, James and his wife Emily found themselves nearly bankrupt, and turned to bush farming to scratch out an existence, selling up and moving to the arid scrubby plains of the Murray Mallee. It was a rather drastic move, from Mallala to a half-cleared Mallee farm near Kulkami. Ralph was born in Lameroo hospital in November 1917, the youngest of four boys and four girls, and before he was seven the family had moved twice more, each time to a smaller farm. The Churches scratched a living from livestock pasture until enough land could be cleared of stubborn mallee roots to sow grain. They ended up on half-cleared land near South Parilla, which was nothing more than a general store and a scatter of buildings, though James soon organized his oldest sons to carve a perfect bitumen tennis court out of the scrub.


They may have been a low-income family, but the Churches’ homestead was now a social hub for the region. James was the local champion, even in his late fifties the mainstay of the local football and cricket teams, as well as the pub’s chief raconteur and arbiter of sport. Emily, a forceful personality, keenly felt the family’s loss of income and status since leaving Mallala and was determined that her children should do well in life. She encouraged all her children, but Ralph was her favourite. He was also treated by his two elder sisters Rita and Clare, seventeen and fifteen years older than he, as their favourite pet, which was a source of resentment for the other children. Ralph was anxious and shy, with a significant stammer that he learned to master. Throughout his life it would emerge at points of high stress or fatigue. Emily instilled in him a thirst to improve his lot and had him learning to read long before he went to school.


[image: A map shows the towns in South Australia. From west to east, the towns are Streaky Bay, Wudinna, Cootra, Port Lincoln, Kainton, Mallala, Adelaide, Kulkami, Parilla and Renmark.]

Map 1. South Australia





Ralph had started school in September 1923 at Kulkami, a few kilometres from where they lived, but when the family moved to South Parilla there was a hitch. Allenby School was eighteen kilometres away. It took over an hour to travel there by pony trap and on the way Ralph’s brothers were merciless: he was not Ralph; he was ‘The Runt’. Verbal and physical humiliations were habitual. They encouraged their two younger sisters to join in, and the journey to and from school became a daily torture. To survive the family pressure Ralph pushed himself to upstage everyone in everything: school, sport, and style. Ralph alone had combed hair and a blazer in his primary school photo. Teased about it, he didn’t care; he would be better than them.


The family were Anglican churchgoers, but tolerant in their religious faith and ‘showed respect to any bloke with his collar turned back to front’.1 The different clergy who moved around the area would call by once a month or so to the little galvanized-iron building that served as a school, church, and dance hall. Someone different turned up every week to take the services. As Emily was the only keyboard player for miles, she pedalled the little harmonium and played the hymns for the congregation. Ralph stood beside his mother turning the sheet music, which she had taught him to read. Ralph became an accomplished singer through accompanying her. Music, reading, and religion were his foundations.


At the age of seven, Ralph found himself on a stock drive with his brothers, walking from the town of Keith to the new farm at South Parilla. His only shoes were for school – the family couldn’t afford a second pair – so he drove sheep, for a whole week, 130 kilometres, in bare feet. That was when Ralph decided a life on the farm was not for him.


He began to plan. In the early mornings and evenings, he would roam the paddocks carrying two hessian sacks. In one he would put wool that had been caught on branches and barbed wire; in the other, animal bones. It gave him a pretext to escape his brothers as much as he could and be alone with his thoughts. When the bags were full, he would walk to the Parilla railway siding, where each bag earned him a shilling from the local stock agent: the train would carry the sacks to Adelaide, where the bones became fertilizer, the wool became felt. His escape fund had begun.


By now Ralph’s eldest sister Rita had married. Her husband, Jack Bowden, was a farmer near Kainton, 400 kilometres away. Rita had survived rheumatic fever in her early teens, which had left her heart damaged, and she and Jack needed some help with childminding their new daughter, so she offered to have Ralph move to York Peninsula with them. The local schoolteacher had an excellent reputation and Ralph could complete his primary education free of his tormentors. The surrounding countryside was more fertile; life was pleasant. It was 1927; he had two good years, flourishing at school and making friends.


Late October 1929 gave Ralph an unpleasant early twelfth birthday present. Wall Street crashed. His parents’ farm at Mallee was already struggling and they needed his help there. His mother presented him with a stark choice: he had to win a scholarship to Adelaide High School or return to the family farm as an unpaid labourer. Thirty pounds a year for two years was on offer annually to six rural boys, and Ralph made sure he won a scholarship. It covered board and lodging but not the cost of textbooks or stationery. His family couldn’t pay for his books, but his escape fund did: the years of gathering bones and wool meant Ralph had enough.


His mother arranged to board him with a friend from her youth. Her house was near South Terrace, in the poor heart of Adelaide, and from there, for two years, he went to Adelaide High School. The world he entered was not one of dazzling city lights. Fewer than 40,000 people lived in Adelaide at the time, and the nearest large settlement was over 600 kilometres away, in Victoria.2 The Great Depression had hit Australia hard, more than any developed country besides Germany, and of all Australia’s cities Adelaide was worst affected. Two years into the crisis, one in three Adelaide residents had no work and no income.3 Many lived in crude shelters dug out of a rubbish tip along the Torrens River.4 Ralph knew genteel poverty well, but not this kind of utter destitution. On the farm, if they were short of food, they could shoot a rabbit.


But Adelaide High School proved an oasis amid the poverty. The youngest and smallest in his class, bullied once more, this time as the country bumpkin, Ralph learned to hide his Mallee upbringing. He even changed his name: he was still Ralph to his family, but at school he was now Rory. Rory was always better groomed than his peers, his uniform always immaculate. He got good reports, was placed in the top stream, played well in all the sporting teams as opening batsman, ruckman, striker, and earned for himself a grudging respect.


Then, of course, the two years ran out, and all he had was an Intermediate Certificate. He wanted to matriculate; he might yet get to university. But there was no more money, and there were no further scholarships. A high-school family took him for a year as a non-paying guest in exchange for him informally tutoring their son. Rory managed to get his Leaving Certificate, which should have offered him matriculation, but his results weren’t up to the standard required for someone of his social status. At the time it was notoriously difficult for a member of the working class to enter a university – most university admissions were granted to private grammar school boys from the ‘Old Adelaide Families’ (known to the rest of the city as the OAFs). After a Mallee Christmas he returned to Adelaide, where he had persuaded another family to have a live-in tutor for a year while he repeated his matriculation studies. He was in time to watch the ‘Bodyline’ cricket Test match and witness the near riot when Bert Oldfield copped a fractured skull. Rory read more than the sports pages, and when Hitler came to power in Germany in January 1933, Ralph wrote to his mother saying what bad news it was, but nobody else saw it that way.


[image: A map shows Adelaide and North Adelaide. The areas mentioned in and around Adelaide are the cemetery, South Terrace, racecourse, North Terrace and Adelaide High School. A cricket ground is near North Adelaide. The River Torrens-Karrawirraparri is between Adelaide and North Adelaide.]
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This time ‘Rory’ got a high credit in history, but it still didn’t help him much. This was now late 1933, and the depth of the economic crisis; there was no way he could afford university even if he secured admission. Ralph loved his family, but the idea of going back to the farm and doing unpaid work filled him with dread. He spent the Christmas holidays writing letters to any firm that might need a clerk – eighty-three of them, each with two handwritten copies of character references.


Finally, he struck a bargain with a family friend in North Adelaide called Frank. An electrical engineer struggling for work, Frank had taken to shoe repairs. Rory proposed door-knocking for business in return for 20 per cent of any sales. He rode his bicycle to the mansions of North Adelaide. He knocked on the front door of the first house he tried. A butler answered the door in tails.


‘Yes?’


Rory began his pitch.


‘Not here, boy – trades’ entrance, around the side.’


Rory went around the side. The door opened, the same butler, now in shirtsleeves.


‘Righto, mate, what’s your story?’


He gave Rory a trial with some of the servants’ footwear, then the family’s. Soon the butler had become an ally, teaching Rory the manners of the well-to-do. With encouragement, Ralph learned to soften his Mallee twang: when required, he could switch to Old Adelaide posh. On a good day, putting on his school tie and ‘Old Adelaide’, Rory would get shoes from several families. Within six weeks, he was making three pounds a week, an astonishing sum in 1935 for an unqualified seventeen-year-old.


Then Ralph’s father, now past sixty, decided that he was too old for heavy farm work, and so James and Emily sold the farm and retired to the city. In his mother’s eyes, shoe sales lacked prestige, so Emily persuaded Ralph to apply for a job at the State Bank. Rural Australians had a high regard for bank workers at that time: bank clerks handled money, possessed good arithmetic skills, and were considered trustworthy. However, of all the banks, the State Bank was the poorest. Rory got the job, but took an eye-watering two-thirds drop in income. The party in Adelaide was over. For the last two months of 1935, Ralph stayed with his parents in the new suburb of Flinders Park while completing the bank’s clerical training.


In January 1936 the State Bank transferred Ralph to its branch in Renmark on the Murray River. In a new town, he introduced himself as Rory once more. He developed a taste for beer, spirits if he was flush, wine if he couldn’t afford beer. Rory had very little in the way of brass in his pocket: by the time he’d paid twenty-five shillings a week board out of his weekly wage of thirty-two shillings, it was hard going.


He was there for twelve months until a road trip with colleagues to see the cricket in Adelaide went wrong: on the return journey their soft-top car skidded and rolled off a causeway near Blanchetown. Everyone escaped with minor injuries, except Rory: Ralph was in Waikerie hospital for six weeks with significant head injuries. Discharged, disoriented, and confused, he couldn’t go back to work. Ralph recuperated with his parents without pay for two months, and that ended Rory.


In May 1936 he was fit to return to the bank and was sent to Wudinna on the Eyre Peninsula, boarding a boat to Port Lincoln, then a day-long train ride to the west. Though it was on the frontier of viable agricultural territory, Wudinna had once been prosperous, serving as a fuelling stop for planes between Perth and Adelaide. But now the flights didn’t need a pit stop, and the town was hard-up.


Ralph was quick to make friends and drinking buddies, most of all with Ted Wreford and Tom Patrick. Tom was a young Methodist minister who had arrived in Wudinna, his first posting, on a motorcycle with his luggage in the sidecar. He did his parish rounds on his motorbike. Ted Wreford was the junior clerk for the rival bank across the street, and he and Ralph would spend hours cycling together at weekends. Both Ralph and Ted had trouble paying their boarding house rent on their small salaries; Tom had a large manse to himself, so he invited Ted and Ralph to move in, and the manse became an unlikely lads’ house. Ralph took over the amateur dramatic society, opened for the Wudinna cricket team, was ruckman for the Aussie rules football team in winter, and represented the town in the inter-club tennis league. He even persuaded Tom and Ted to dig a swimming hole for the town with him.


In September 1937, Ralph was bowling leg-spin for Wudinna’s cricket team at Cootra, a dusty collection of farms eighty kilometres south-east of Wudinna with a parched oval and a matting wicket. Two tall and attractive young women were doing the scoring, and while he was fielding Ralph teased them about Cootra’s paltry total. They turned out to be sisters. The taller of them was called Olive, born in 1919, the year of peace, into a family of nine children and, like many other girls, sick of rural life. Like Ralph, she was the only one of her family to attend high school, also at Adelaide High. When it was Cootra’s turn to bowl Olive became so frustrated by the lack of progress that she took to the field as a fast bowler herself – and annihilated half of Wudinna’s batting order. Only Ralph could withstand her assault. He was smitten.


Tom had a circuit to follow, taking church services to isolated communities every Sunday. These tiny towns had no choirs, so Ralph suggested to Tom that he needed an extra voice to lead the singing, and soon found himself slumped, hungover, in the sidecar early every Sunday morning as Tom rode through big-sky country towards one of these remote churches. Once a month, that circuit took him to Cootra, where Olive’s mother Muriel, like Ralph’s, was the organist and leading parishioner.


The two young men got to know Olive and her family well. Her father, Jasper, was dour, hard, blind in one eye, and prosperous, the absolute opposite of Ralph’s father James. Jasper and his three sons were all enormous – even the youngest, ‘Shorty’, was six feet tall. It baffled Olive’s parents that their daughter took a liking to this junior clerk, but over the next two years they met in dance halls, on tennis courts, at dusty ovals, and every month Tom made sure to have long conversations at the church door with every single member of the parish so that Olive and Ralph had time to talk down the road. But Ralph and Olive – or Ronte, the family nickname she preferred to be called – knew that marriage was not an affordable option on a junior bank clerk’s pay. They were going to have to plan for the long term.


Meanwhile life went on. Ralph organized the local dramatics society into the Wudinna Vaudevillians Revue and booked the hall in Streaky Bay, the big town 150 kilometres away. He knew Ronte’s family would come to see it. The show they put on, with twenty songs, sketches, and playlets, was the hit of the Agricultural Show weekend.


Ralph would rage about the danger of Hitler and the Nazis to anyone who would listen, be it his bank colleagues, Ronte’s family, the cricket team, or the regulars at the Wudinna pub. In late 1938 the Czechoslovakian crisis came and went: the area of Czechoslovakia primarily inhabited by ethnic Germans, Sudetenland, was handed over to the Reich. Ralph felt ashamed of the Western democracies and their appeasement of Hitler. A year later, on a Sunday evening in the manse, Ralph, Ted, and Tom heard Neville Chamberlain on the radio declaring war on Germany. The radio then immediately broadcast Australian Prime Minister Robert Menzies announcing, ‘Fellow Australians, it is my melancholy duty to inform you officially that in consequence of a persistence by Germany in her invasion of Poland, Great Britain has declared war upon her and that, as a result, Australia is also at war.’ There was no patriotic rush to enlist. Few of the early Australian Imperial Force (AIF) dispatched to Europe were idealists. Most were sick of unemployment or dull work at low pay.* The force was purely volunteers, intended specifically for overseas service, and its members had to be at least turning twenty-one.


Then came 1940. Germany’s armies were smashing through Denmark, Norway, Belgium, the Netherlands, and France. All eyes in Wudinna were on Ralph. He hated violence, having experienced more than his fair share at his brothers’ and schoolmates’ hands, but he’d banged on about Hitler for a long time, and he now believed people thought he ought to sign up and were saying, ‘He’s not married . . . he’s been going on about doing something for long enough . . .’


A mixture of idealism and peer pressure saw Ralph enlist, along with tens of thousands of others shocked by the Allied collapse in Europe. Ralph’s head injuries should have disqualified him but the alcoholic local doctor, another friend, ignored the injuries and gave him a clean bill of health. He also gave Ralph the keys to his car: ‘Go out to Cootra on Sunday and say goodbye to that girl of yours.’5


Ralph told Ronte and her family that he was enlisting, and that it wouldn’t be fair on her to wait for his return. There could be no immediate future for them if he went off to Europe. It didn’t work out quite like that. Ralph and Ronte both burst into tears, and somehow a break-up became a marriage proposal. Ralph signed his enlistment papers on 29 May 1940, just as the UK began the evacuation from Dunkirk. Tom sorted a fast marriage licence and, ten days later, both families travelled to Adelaide for a June wedding in a shoebox church. It was the last time Ralph’s family were all together.
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Becoming a Soldier


Ralph made his oath to the King and collected his uniform on 24 June. He’d joined the 2/43rd Battalion of the AIF, but when he learned Ted and Tom were in the 2/48th he succeeded in getting a transfer. With a few months’ training they progressed from marching practice with broom handles for rifles in the Adelaide Showgrounds to bayonet practice in the local park. Weekend visits to Ronte were like gold dust, but Ralph had only a short stint as a footslogger. He had far more education than most enlisted men, and battalion staff picked Ralph out and sent him to train as a mapmaker. Private Churches became the map specialist for A Company, 2/48th Battalion, and so a very junior member of military intelligence. Other privates, with less education, but taller heads and broader shoulders, were being raised to sergeant, and then commissioned as officers, with more pay.


Every soldier got six days pre-embarkation leave, and when he received the call, Ralph spent a few days at a seaside guesthouse with Ronte, then went by train to Rita’s farm, which he had promised to visit before he left the country. Rita had been a second mother to him, protecting Ralph from his brothers and the world beyond. Her heart had become much weaker in the past few years. When it was time to leave, Ralph said, ‘Well, I’ll see you when I come back, darling.’


‘Oh, Ralph,’ she said. ‘I don’t think so.’1


Ronte took the impending departure of her husband quite philosophically. Ralph’s parents had retired and moved to Adelaide, so Ronte found work at a munitions factory there and moved in with them. ‘In truth, I didn’t know Ralph when we got married,’ she admitted later. ‘He seemed nice – but he was my ticket off the farm.’2 Ralph had married a kindred spirit.


He said his last farewell and marched in the parade to Port Adelaide. On Sunday 17 November 1940, they boarded the Stratheden, a luxury liner that had been gutted to be a troopship. Ralph was well down below the waterline in hammocks, but if he didn’t like the hammock, he could sleep up on deck in the open air. The Stratheden pulled out in the early hours of the next day and steamed to Fremantle. They remained there for six days due to a German merchant raider scare in the Indian Ocean. Then they headed north-west until they reached port at Colombo. Ralph had a day’s leave: a ride in a rickshaw, and a curry – food hotter than he’d ever tasted before. No matter how much he had read, he was still a boy from the Mallee. Everything about Ceylon (modern-day Sri Lanka) was exotic to Ralph, yet (apart from the heat) his barracks, Galle Face Green, was very British. On the next leg of the journey Ralph had a first taste of what might lie ahead. During the nights, as they crossed the Arabian Sea, some unpleasant sergeants disappeared overboard – a story he told later in life, still shocked at some of his comrades’ behaviour.


Arriving at the Red Sea strait of Bab-el-Mandeb, Ralph had his next sight of land; he could see the coastline on either side of the ship: Somaliland to one side, Yemen the other. The Stratheden sailed right up to the northern entrance of the Suez Canal, El-Qantara, and there they disembarked and got on a train that took them to Dimra in Palestine. There, practical combat training began.


Ralph’s war then separated from the mates he had made the previous July. He was transferred on temporary secondment to Corps Headquarters just outside Alexandria in Egypt, and never returned to his battalion. Now he was a clerk for the Allies’ North Africa campaign to push the Italians back west along the Mediterranean coastline. His job was to correct the existing military maps of the Western Desert, Egypt, and the two provinces of Libya the Allies had advanced in to. It was a long way from parading with broom handles at the Adelaide Showgrounds.


[image: A map shows the countries in southern Europe and northern Africa. From west to east, the countries in southern Europe are Switzerland, German Reich, Italy, Hungary, Yugoslavia, Albania, Greece, Romania, Bulgaria, Turkey and the Soviet Union. From west to east, the countries in northern Africa are Tunisia, Libya, Egypt and Palestine. The Battle of Cape Matapan took place in the Ioanian Sea, to the south of Greece.]
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After a few weeks at Corps HQ, he was sent to Marsa Matruh, a dowdy Egyptian port halfway along the coast between Alexandria and Tobruk, which was now the British headquarters. Here Ralph became a driver. In civilian life his boss, the Captain, was a licensed surveyor in Sydney; Ralph described him as the wildest man he ever met.* The days became just the two of them, in a small Chevrolet half-truck, driving the stony desert on surveying missions, usually on goat tracks, far from the coast, camping under the African stars. Often Ralph didn’t know whether he was behind the enemy line or not.


The recent British advance had captured over 200,000 Italian prisoners of war. They didn’t want to fight, and many spoke excellent English as a result of living in the USA before the war. This gave Ralph his first experience of a phenomenon he would call ‘the eternal Yank’: wherever you were in the world, there would be someone speaking English with an American accent. He got talking to a group of prisoners who were being kept occupied digging a trench in the desert, then filling it in again. ‘Well, look,’ an Italian captain said to him, ‘if you want to scrap over all this rock and rubble here, be my guest. But you know, I’ve got Mum and the kids back home, and we’re not interested. I mean, we know you are civilized people and we’ll get back after the war, but we’re not fighting. It’s Mussolini’s idea.’3 Ralph knew many of his mates thought of the Italians as cowards. He didn’t; he was sure it would be different if they were fighting for the defence of their homeland.


At this time, Ralph drove immense distances in Northern Africa: out into the desert with the Captain, then back to HQ to pass on their mapping intelligence. He would never know accurate details, but at HQ he could track his old battalion and find out what his mates were doing and roughly where they were. They were advancing in their training but had not been moved to the front line yet. Knowing these vague details enabled him still to feel connected to them and wonder what they were going through.


Then the orders changed. Ralph and the Captain were to finish all calculation and mapping details and leave. Ralph packed and drove the long stretch back to the docks of Alexandria, where Brits, Kiwis, Aussies, Cypriots, and Palestinians were loading into ships. There were so many rumours. Was it Syria, Cyprus, Crete? Most troops agreed Greece was the destination.
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Greece


Corps Headquarters and the AIF 6th Division were indeed going to Greece. They would be part of Operation Lustre: a plan to move around 58,000 troops from Egypt to Greece in March and April 1941.


The Greeks were fighting the Italians, who had invaded at the end of October 1940. The Italian attack was Mussolini’s way of asserting his independence when Hitler failed to consult him before German troops entered Romania. It had the potential to satisfy Mussolini’s unfulfilled ambition to dominate the Balkans.1 But in heavy rains the Italian advance had bogged down after only a week, and by late November Greece had begun a counter-offensive. Britain occupied the island of Crete to allow Greek forces there to leave and move to the front further north, but this only made Hitler worry that the RAF would be within range to strike at the precious oilfields Germany had just occupied in Romania.2 From their cracking of German codes the British knew that the German High Command was planning a spring invasion of Greece. By mid-January 1941 Churchill, under the impression that if the British were in Greece, Turkey would join them, had ordered the British Middle East Commander-in-Chief Archie Wavell to send what forces he could.3


The British had learned from their mistakes in France, where messy chains of command had sabotaged operations. Now all Allied forces in Greece would be under a single commander-in-chief. That man was to be General Papagos, who was already in command of the Greek Army. It seemed a sensible choice: pick the man who already knew the fight. Churchill believed the campaign would be popular in neutral America. The Greek counter-offensive was front-page news for The New York Times on six days in one week of November 1940. Britain was also coming to the aid of the Greeks when the Lend-Lease Act, vital to reducing Britain’s crippling supply issues, was about to face the US Senate.


From 4 March, a series of convoys at regular three-day intervals moved from Alexandria to Athens, with Royal Navy and Royal Australian Navy warships providing an escort. This deployment included the British 1st Armoured Brigade, the New Zealand 2nd Division,* and the Australian 6th Division. On 26 March 1941, British, Australian, and New Zealander logistics staff, with Ralph, the Captain, and the Chevy truck among them, crammed aboard six hulking transport ships and left on the high tide after dark. Most of the combat troops had gone in the preceding weeks.4 Logistical staff usually went ahead of a force, not after it; Ralph thought it was odd, but he buried these doubts for now.


Ralph’s ship was full to bursting, the cabins crowded and noisy – he was hardly able to breathe, let alone move. Standing on deck provided fresh air but was often as crowded as inside. He found himself among elements of the 6th Division, a battle-seasoned group from New South Wales and Victoria. Its soldiers had a harder edge to their humour and conversation. Ralph was now grateful for the two months he had been able to spend with the Captain: they had prepared him for these big-city blokes from Sydney and Melbourne. He and thousands of others had to sweat, chat, and stew for three days. There was a mixture of excitement and fear in the convoy: excitement that ‘Lusterforce’ would fight alongside the Greeks, legendary after their victories over the Italians; fear that the undefeated Wehrmacht (German armed forces) would destroy them.


The Greek and Italian lines had stabilized in Albania to the north-west, and it was expected that Germany would attack from the north-east via Bulgaria. The British wanted Papagos to withdraw some of his forces and establish a short defensive line further south, near Mount Olympus. There the Greco-British force could hold if the Germans smashed through the border defences.5 However, the prestige of besting Mussolini had swollen Papagos’s head. He committed, irrationally, to defending that prestige instead of Greece. Papagos wrote, ‘[We] decided that in the event of a German intervention . . . the Greek Army should not jeopardize its position as victor in the fight against the Italians.’6 Though the British thought they had an agreement, only a token Greek force would end up joining them at Mount Olympus.


Ralph’s ship was in danger. An Italian fleet had gone to sea to destroy the convoy and stop the British intervention before it began. On 28 March 1941, their third night at sea, there was little moonlight as Ralph and hundreds of others stood on deck. It was so dark that they could see distant flashes of shell fire that were deciding their fate. They had no details, but they knew a great battle was underway. At 22.20, after a long pursuit, the Royal Navy’s Admiral Cunningham and his fleet found part of the Italian fleet and had opened fire at close range.7 A savage four-minute barrage sank five ships and damaged another two in what became known as the Battle of Cape Matapan. The Italians retreated. 2,300 Italian sailors were dead, and over 1,000 more were rescued, to become prisoners of war.8


The following day, 29 March, Ralph arrived in Athens, where the convoy received the exciting news that an Italian fleet had been defeated. Spirits soared as the soldiers formed ranks and marched through Athens to camp, cheered by joyous Athenians.


Here in Athens Ralph saw his first German soldiers. Greece and Germany were still at peace, so German guards stood outside the German Embassy in full dress uniform. It felt bizarre. It must seem crazy to them too, he thought. Everyone knew the situation would change in a matter of days.


Although every minute was precious, Ralph’s first order was to take a few days’ leave. During that time, he got to explore the Acropolis and the Agora, like many of the other men on leave. He found a few who were as interested in history as he was – even the Captain crossed his path in the ruins. He purchased an English–Greek dictionary and tried to talk with the locals. Before long, Ralph came face to face with Greece’s crippling poverty, seeing malnourished children everywhere in Athens, and respectably dressed women loitering around the Australian camp scavenging the soldiers’ food scraps.9 For Ralph it brought back memories of the shanty town along the Torrens in Adelaide ten years before.


Meat was impossible to get, but the exchange rate meant even the poorest Allied soldier ate like a king. Basking in the spring sun, they gorged on oiled vegetables and rice, washing them down with a coffee substitute made from roast acorns, or with alcohol. The Australians at advanced positions made a nuisance of themselves with drunkenness10 – the British called them ‘Blamey’s Bludgers’, a reference to the Australian commander, Lieutenant General Thomas Blamey.11


[image: A map shows Greece and its neighbouring countries. The towns and cities in eastern Greece, from north to south, are Thessaloniki, Elassona, Larissa, Lamia, Thermopylae, Athens, Corinth, Nafplion, Kalamata, and Monemvasia. Mount Olympus is in north-eastern Greece, and the Corinth Canal is in south-eastern Greece. The countries in the north are Albania, with its capital Tirana, Yugoslavia, with its capital Skopje and Bulgaria, with its capital Plovidiv.]
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At the beginning of April, his leave was over. Ralph was reunited with the Captain and the pair journeyed north to the village of Gerania, the Australian HQ and the best spot from which to communicate with Lusterforce HQ to the south and the New Zealand HQ to the east. The Gerania HQ, situated on the western slope of Mount Olympus, also had direct command of Australian combat troops further north. The locals were hospitable, but the village was poor, and the HQ itself was less than impressive. It was in a damp, mosquito-infested forest and was described as ‘a collection of wretched hovels, and its inhabitants had a bad record of malaria . . . the houses were infested with vermin and the yards with savage dogs’.12 Day and night, Ralph was eaten alive by mosquitos.


Ralph, the Captain, and the Chevy resumed their work, mapping the landscape near Mount Olympus. It was beautiful: the countryside shimmered green and gold after the spring rains. Olympus was still capped with snow, the first Ralph had ever seen. Tales of the Greek Army’s courage against the Italians were legendary but, worryingly, since leaving Athens Ralph and the Captain had not seen a single Greek soldier. Where were the Greeks? They weren’t coming.









PART TWO
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Debacle


On 6 April 1941 Germany crossed the Bulgarian border and invaded Greece. Lusterforce was at Olympus, while the Greek Army was on the frontier with Bulgaria, or fighting the Italians in Albania. The Allied defence was a disaster. The Germans smashed through the 70,000 Greeks on the Bulgarian border and simply bypassed the holdouts. In no time, German tanks were in Thessaloniki.1 Once the German infantry had caught up with the armour, their assault on Olympus would begin. With an attack imminent, Ralph’s mapping work ceased, and he became message runner at General Blamey’s Australian HQ. Lusterforce prepared to make its stand on Olympus, with or without help from Papagos.


Ralph was present at the formation of the Second Australian and New Zealand Army Corps (ANZAC). The hope was that the troops would rally to the name, which recalled Australian and New Zealand resilience in the Gallipoli campaign of 1915. The appellation ‘gives all ranks the greatest uplift’, declared Blamey. ‘The task ahead, though difficult, is not nearly as desperate as that which our fathers faced twenty-six years ago. We go together with stout hearts and certainty of success.’2 The announcement was greeted with a certain amount of eye-rolling. This was not a new combined Australian–New Zealander force: it was just Australian HQ with a new title. It ‘could never be more than a name’, the New Zealand staff noted, ‘when all the personnel on the headquarters were Australian’.3


Ralph and his fellow Anzacs prepared for the German assault, but it never came. The Germans did not attack Olympus; they smashed into the rear of the Greek Army on the Albanian front instead.4 Outflanked, Lusterforce had no choice but to retreat to Thermopylae, where it hoped to make a stand before evacuating from Greece.


On 15 April the retreat began. Ralph boarded an Anzac HQ truck on a cold, foggy morning that then filled with rain. At least the fog shielded them from air attack. Morale was low; all the side roads turned to slush so the entire force had to merge onto the main highway south. Fleeing Greek civilians and soldiers completely crammed the road, on foot or on skeletal, dying horses, in wagons or battered cars.5 As the clouds cleared, the Luftwaffe (German air force) tried to trap Lusterforce by bombing a bridge ahead of it. The attacks missed, but a British ammunition truck caught fire and exploded just past the bridge, leaving a crater metres deep. The convoy was held up for hours in the spring sun. Finally, Royal Engineers filled the hole and got the convoy moving again.6


After this, instead of mounting large assaults, the Germans ran relays of the column. A single plane would fly in low and fast from the rear and run the whole length. Many soldiers leapt from their vehicles and fled to the fields. The German planes passed by most of the column, saving their ammunition for any truck at the front: if they could immobilize that, everything behind would be stuck again, until troops could push the wreckage aside. As one plane finished its run, another would begin the process anew.7 By such means the Germans hoped to delay Lusterforce, preventing it from creating defensive positions.


Despite the Germans’ tactics, however, on 19 April Lusterforce reached Thermopylae. Ralph went with Anzac HQ to a new base at the town of Livadia.8 At Thermopylae, Lusterforce dug defences and waited. The only way this would work was if the Greek Army to the west could delay the Germans.


By now the Greeks were cut off, with little fight left in them. On 20 April the Greek Army’s field commanders mutinied and asked the Germans for an armistice. The terms were that Greek soldiers handed in their weapons and returned home, though officers would keep their sidearms. Greek forces still fighting the Italians would continue for a few hours, for the ‘prestige’.9 The Germans had cut the Greek Army to pieces: the supply lines were gone, the Italians were marching in from Albania, and the longer the Greeks waited to surrender, the more soldiers would die, the more civilians would be bombed. Even so, the principal concern was honour in beating the Italians – the sentiment that had led Papagos to abandon Lusterforce at Olympus. But Greece’s allies were now in mortal danger. For Allied commanders, hopes of a heroic stand at Thermopylae ended. After the mutiny, the only option was urgent evacuation.


General Blamey held a midnight conference with Royal Navy officers to discuss details. The navy told him that a daylight evacuation would be too dangerous: the British had too few planes to stop the Luftwaffe from attacking Allied shipping.10 Evacuating from Athens was impossible – its port had been devastated by an ammunition explosion – so evacuation would begin on the night of 24 April from beaches across the Greek south coast. Just as at Dunkirk nearly twelve months before, it would be slow: without deep-water ports, infantry would have to be ferried out to the ships in smaller craft. All heavy equipment would have to be destroyed and left behind. During a hazardous evacuation, strong leadership and good communications would be critical, with plans undoubtedly changing by the minute. At 07.00 on 22 April, Anzac HQ issued the order to evacuate.11


Lusterforce withdrew from Thermopylae. Engineers engaged in tactical destruction while rearguards held off the Germans.12 Behind the front line, Ralph ran evacuation orders to field commanders and rejoined HQ on the 23rd. Anzac HQ established its last base at the town of Mandra on the road from Athens to the south coast. Thoroughly frustrated by now with the whole business, Ralph determined to do his part to get everyone home.


That evening a courier arrived with a message for Blamey: he was to report to Athens. When he arrived there at midnight his superiors directed him to return to Egypt immediately with his senior staff. He protested in anger that he needed to oversee the evacuation.13 It was a dangerous blunder on the part of the high command: now over 60,000 troops were being deprived of their primary commander in the field. Blamey was told he could take five senior officers and confidants. For the last spot, the General wrote the name of his own son, Major Thomas Blamey Jr, an artillery officer already seconded to HQ.14 By prioritizing his only surviving son, General Blamey opened himself to great criticism. But he was only human.


In Ralph’s recollection he was the one to deliver Blamey Jr by car to the sea plane.* At 02.00 on 24 April, the Blameys left Greece by flying boat. Ralph returned to Mandra, dog-tired. He’d been awake for over twenty-four hours.
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Stragglers


Ralph woke late, to find headquarters gone. All that remained were a few non-commissioned officers (NCOs), papers, and furniture. The unfortunate few who remained had drawn the short straw. They gathered every scrap of paper that might be useful to the enemy and burned it. Ralph saved and pocketed a map of Greece. The burning done, they exchanged nervous looks before a sergeant major ordered them on their way. They wouldn’t catch up with the rest of HQ, but their order was to get to the evacuation point at Nafplion. Ralph Churches was now a straggler without a unit; his time at Anzac HQ was over. That night, 24 April, most HQ staff boarded ships and evacuated.1 Behind them lay a country in chaos, Blamey gone, Papagos resigned. Anzac HQ had left in such a hurry they forgot to inform their Kiwi counterparts in the New Zealand 2nd Division.2


The 2nd Division commander, Brigadier-General Freyberg, had similar orders to Blamey, though they came by cable, not in person. Freyberg asked who was to take over from him. Unhappy with the vague response, Freyberg disobeyed his orders and stayed.3 He was now the senior field commander, and his HQ kept the evacuation together. The same day as Anzac HQ departed, he had to issue revised orders for new beaches and new times. Priority would go to intact fighting units. Rearguards would remain in place to hold off the Germans.4


For Ralph, reaching Nafplion would be a slog. Between Mandra and the south coast port lay the enormous Corinth Canal, with a single bridge over it. Ralph’s map showed it was over sixty kilometres to Corinth and another fifty to Nafplion. Separated now from the rest of Lusterforce, his only companions were a few NCOs. Behind Ralph, the last car out of HQ rumbled down the road with an orderly at the wheel, and a major in the passenger seat; it was an open-top with running boards mounted on the sides. It pulled over and the Major told them to jump on, so Ralph and his companions clambered aboard.


The car meandered along bombed-out roads, slowing to manoeuvre around recent craters. The drone of an aircraft engine became audible: a German fighter was swooping towards the vehicle. Someone shouted, ‘Bail!’ The Major and the orderly opened their doors and threw themselves on the ground. The standing passengers leapt off into the nearest crater – still hot, it scorched their hands. The drone became a roar, and guns opened fire, spraying bullets across the crater’s edge. Dirt showered over Ralph. As he pressed himself down into the earth the heat burned through the entire front of his uniform. Into his mind came the memory of gunning down rabbits in the Mallee: now he knew how it felt to be a bunny. The plane peeled off and did not return. Ralph and the others climbed out of the hole and brushed off the dirt. Everyone was okay; so was the car. They all climbed back aboard and drove on.


Halfway to the Corinth Canal the car halted at a supply dump. The Major needed to destroy the supplies to avoid them falling into the invaders’ hands. He told his passengers to take anything they could carry and go on their way. They stuffed their pockets and haversacks with food and water and headed off on foot. That night they slept out in the open. One of the NCOs had grabbed a fire starter, so it was roasted tinned beef for dinner. Like the others, Ralph found himself being woken by the pain of burned skin and blisters from the spell in the crater.
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