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CHAPTER 1


THE EARLY DAYS




This is the story of an Australian boy who spent six years of his life away from his home during World War II. His story begins at Blaxland in the Blue Mountains. Born in 1922, I was brought home to a tent where I spent the first four years of my life. That tent with the sides rolled up features among some of my earliest memories.


My father, Charles, had returned from the First World War with a leg that had been badly wounded in France in 1917. A Soldiers Settlement grant of 52 acres in Rusden Road, Blaxland, allowed him to set about single-handedly building a poultry farm. Dad always had a streak of adventure in him. He was born in Sweden in a place called Karlskrona and ran away to sea at the age of 13 to become a cabin boy on a sailing ship. Most of his sailing was done on windjammers transporting wool and wheat.


What would possess a boy to leave his home at such a young age? I remember him once telling me that life in Sweden at that time was almost unbearable. Food was scarce and he had no desire to stay and starve. From what I understand he spent most of his twenties and thirties traversing the globe, often in horrendous weather, before finally settling in Australia.


He never returned to Sweden and was naturalised in 1913. He had visited many different countries but thought Australia was the only one worth living in. He clearly also felt it was worth fighting for and a year after war broke out in Europe he joined up. But for some strange reason he joined the AIF in 1915 and not the Navy. I don’t know exactly why but I reckon it had a lot to do with a mate or two.


After the farm was up and running, my father – who everyone called ‘Bob’ – bought a ready-cut home from George Hudson which was delivered to Blaxland on a train. We had a big Clydesdale mare called ‘Kitten’ and a dray. Dad and Kitten made numerous two-mile trips to the railway station to bring all the materials to the farm.


It was only a one-bedroom home and when my sister Mary joined us (she had been living with my Aunty in Paddington) we both had to sleep on the partly enclosed verandah. A second bedroom was added later and my sister and I moved in there.


It wasn’t just my father who had the urge to travel. My mother, Charlotte, who everyone called Lottie, was born in the north of England. She headed to Australia with her sister, stopping first in Perth before ending up in Sydney where she met Dad. She had never been on a farm in her life, but she had no alternative but learn to be a farmer’s wife, which she appeared to do with good grace. She had to learn quickly because my father was forced to visit Randwick Military Hospital every year by complications with his wounded leg. At one stage the doctors wanted to amputate but he wouldn’t have any of that because he feared it would end his farming. He was a very tough man.


I started school at Blaxland Primary School when I was five. It was two-and-a-half miles from the farm and each day I walked there with my sister. Blaxland was a very small school with about 12 pupils. The teacher was Mr Bill Worth and looking back I think he probably taught us well.


Bill’s two great loves were cricket and gardening. In the park opposite the school was a concrete cricket pitch. On one side was the railway line and on the other was the Great Western Highway. Bill taught us to play a straight bat to any ball on the wicket but to hit anything off the wicket as hard as possible. He fostered in me a love for cricket and although only a very average player it has given me much pleasure all my life. I didn’t, however, inherit the same love of gardening.


Old Bill was a very good cricketer, having played for NSW Colts in his younger days and he was a good coach. At the far end of the park was a German machine gun mounted on a concrete plinth with the usual inscription, “To our Glorious Dead”, or something like that. It was, I believe, erected in honour of a local man, Harold Campbell, who had died of wounds he suffered fighting in Europe in 1916. We used to gather at this Memorial on Anzac Day, Armistice Day and, I think, Empire Day; when we sang the Recessional and other similar hymns designed to stir patriotism in our hearts.


This was the time of the Great Depression and there were many swagmen on the road going out west looking for work for there was none in the city. Many “swaggies” had a kelpie or blue heeler dog and their trademark was a billycan hanging from their swags. If old Bill saw one passing through, he would bring him in to the school for a mug of tea, which the swaggie drank sitting against the school wall in the shade. There was always a bowl of water for the dog. The Depression days were grim, although as a young boy it didn’t concern me too much. I do remember one Christmas when there were no presents. Fortunately, the bush around us was alive with wild flowers and my sister and I used to pick Waratahs and Christmas bush to brighten our home for the festive season.


My father, who had very little bush knowledge, employed a water diviner to pick out a spot for a well. He found one close to the house. Dad sank a well and sure enough there was water. Although it was wonderful to have a good source of water all the time, it brought snakes by the dozen. We lived with snakes around the house, snakes under the house and snakes in the house. One even found its way into Mum’s clothes basket. One day our cat bailed up one outside. The snake was weaving its head from side to side as the cat, with intense concentration, followed every movement. Dad went inside and got the shotgun and blew the snake’s head off. Not surprisingly, a shotgun going off right next to the cat’s ear sent it straight up in the air in fright. He came down running and we didn’t see him for days.


My father employed a chap called Gordon Hutchison for five shillings a week plus his keep. He lived in an old shack on the property. When the Depression really bit, Dad could not pay Gordon any more but allowed him to stay on in the hut. I remember Gordon getting a weekly dole coupon for five shillings worth of groceries and a packet of tobacco and papers. He had to walk seven miles to Penrith to get his coupon and buy his groceries and then carry them all the way back. He was a very capable young man who was badly affected by the Depression. His situation wasn’t unique. When the economy finally picked up he got a job with a large tourist bus company and later became manager.


About half a mile from our place was a property, little better than a shack, which was owned by quite an important employee of the Sydney City Council. He spent weekends and holidays there with an Aboriginal woman called Daisy. During the week Daisy got very bored and often came over to our place and had a meal with us. I suppose it was unusual at that time when race relations were not what they are today. I think my parents’ varied experiences and backgrounds meant they were more accepting than some. Sometimes Daisy went “walkabout” and would be gone for weeks but she always came back. She was a friendly, kind soul and I liked her.


Running a farm in the 1930s was a constant battle and one year we were in the path of a very bad bushfire. Dad, bad leg and all, had to fight hard to save the farm. He could not leave the fire and my mother sent me off to find him with a billy of tea. It was getting dark but I eventually found him. On the way back I got lost because there were burning tree stumps everywhere and it was hard to pick out the lights of the house. Eventually I made it home and it was a great relief after a big fright for a child who wasn’t much older than about eight. The trees used to be home to many koalas but the fire wiped them out. To my knowledge they never came back.


It was about this time we were given a pony called Queenie because its original owner could not afford to feed her. She was a lovely, quiet horse on which I learnt to ride. We had a sulky, which made the trip to Blaxland much quicker. When I rode Queenie into Blaxland I had to keep at her all the way, but on the way back I could almost go to sleep as she cantered along.


I can only remember being very sick once as a boy. The illness was “scarletina”, which is now more commonly known as scarlet fever. Seeing the doctor was quite a challenge. Dr Barrow was in Penrith and this involved Dad using the pony and sulky to go into Blaxland to ring him. Dr Barrow caught the train to Blaxland and Dad had to take him out to the farm before taking him back to the station. It was about this time my father got a Chevrolet truck. It had a fearful wheel wobble and was broken down almost as often as it was running. It could, however, carry a bigger load than the horse and dray and could do the trip to Blaxland a lot quicker.


There were times during the depression that we were stony broke. I remember Mum once saying to Dad: “Bob, we’ve got no money in the bank.” Eggs were only a tuppence a dozen so they were never going to make Dad a fortune. Thankfully we were on a farm so we had food and never went hungry.


While times were tough I think we learnt to enjoy the simple pleasures in life. In January Mum would sometimes take Mary and me to Manly for a week. I loved going over in the ferry, especially when there was a heavy swell coming through Sydney Heads and the spray wet the decks. Mum would park us on the suitcases and head off to find a room; not far from the beach we hoped. The room would accommodate the three of us and there was invariably a gas-ring in the corner, although fish and chips were a big part of our holiday diet. I thought Manly was a magic place and still do, despite my holiday often comprising of only about two days on the beach and the remainder with bad sunburn.


After finishing primary school I went to Penrith Intermediate High at age about 11. Now I had to ride my bike two miles to Blaxland station, take the train to Penrith and walk a good mile to school before heading home the same way at the end of the day. To see my friends at weekends, or during the holidays, meant walking or riding to Blaxland and back. This, combined with a rather basic diet, kept me in good nick.


I was a slightly above average student and played cricket and rugby league in the seconds. We usually played Richmond or Katoomba as part of a three-team competition. On one occasion I played with the First XI on Richmond Oval. I don’t think I did anything notable but I was happy just to play on an oval with a grandstand.


Boys of that age generally don’t have much appreciation of beauty. However, there was one moment that has always stuck in my mind. I was riding my bike to the station about 7.00am one winter morning. It was a very cold but clear morning after a heavy frost. On the side of the road among some low scrub, the frost had settled on a myriad spider webs. As the rising sun shone on them it looked like a million diamonds. That thing of great beauty has stayed with me, an example perhaps – like the Manly ferry and fish and chips – that my boyhood, with its simple pleasures, was indeed a happy one. I had two wonderful parents and felt quite secure. The Blue Mountains were a great place to grow up. Blaxland village had grown and I had quite a few friends. Holidays and weekends were spent playing cricket and tennis or swimming in our pool in Florabella creek. I joined the Boy Scouts and went camping at various bush locations. My friend Bob and I used to paddle his canoe from Emu Plains, up the Nepean River, past where the Warragamba Dam is sited today, to Bents Basin where we would camp.


Meanwhile, my father, who hadn’t known the difference between a cricket bat and a shovel, also developed a passion for cricket to rival my own. These were the glory days of Tests between England and Australia and I would often ride my bike to Blaxland to get a newspaper to keep up with the scores. Cricket was front page news in those Depression days and the names of Bradman, Woodfull, McCabe and Grimmett were household names then as are Ponting, Gilchrist, Waugh and Warne today. One day Dad bought a one-valve radio which required a dry battery and a wet one. Now we could follow the cricket on the radio. The best nights were when the Australians toured England and we could listen to the broadcast together. I could listen to Australian Tests when I was at home, but Dad was too busy working. The only drawback was the wet battery did not last long and Dad would have to harness up the pony and sulky and take it into the local service station/store which would lend him one while ours was being charged.


Dad was proud of his poultry farm, particularly the day it was inspected by a Mr Hadlington, from the Department of Agriculture, who gave it top marks. When I was 12 I was sent to learn chicken-sexing on a Saturday from a Mr Evans at Dundas, about 30 miles away. The ideal accuracy was 98% but I could only achieve 95%, which was good enough to sex our day-old chickens and those on nearby farm.


It was about this time that my family life changed forever. My father, who had endured so much, suffered a massive stroke that left him badly paralysed and unable to speak coherently. Gordon had left by then, but Mum was able to employ a young English migrant, whose name I can’t remember, for five shillings a week and his keep and between the three of us we were able to keep the farm running.


My father died in my last term at school, just before the Intermediate Certificate. Tragically for the last few years of his life he was little better than a vegetable; his final days spent in the hospital that was part of the Lidcombe Old Men’s Home. Going to this place of last resort was always feared and it was said that the gates only opened one way, but we had no money for anything else.


It was tough few years. I visited him a number of times but was always saddened by the experience. The proud man who had boldly struck out from Sweden at just 13, fought for his adopted country, and built his farm despite a debilitating war wound was now almost a skeleton. What made it harder was he could no longer talk and I was just getting to know him when had his first stroke. In many ways his passing was a relief. He was 64. I was 14.


In later years I have come to realise that this kind, honest, hardworking man had taught me some basic principles of life that never left me. He always used to say: “one hand for the ship and one for yourself”.


My Intermediate pass was two As and five Bs from seven subjects. Dad had always wanted me to go to the Royal Australian Naval College or Duntroon and my pass was good enough to sit the entrance exam. However, there were very few vacancies and it was necessary for me to get a job as soon as possible. Most of the jobs available were assembling radios at AWA or with Fleets Messengers. A family friend arranged an interview with Legacy and I was sent to Major Bros., a well-known paint manufacturing firm in those days. The Director was a returned serviceman who had lost an arm in France. There were a lot of other applicants but he took a shine to me and at 14 I started work. My first job was as a messenger boy with other duties. My pay was five shillings per week. The hours were nine to five weekdays and nine to noon on Saturday.


The steam train running down the Blue Mountains was called “The Fish” and I had to catch that at 7.30am. It arrived at Central Station at 8.40 am which meant I had to sprint across to the electric train to get to Wynyard and then another sprint across Wynyard Park to Australia House in Carrington Street where the office was. It was a reverse sprint at 5.00pm because The Fish left at 5.20pm. If I missed it I had to wait for the next one at 7.30pm and then, of course, there remained the two-mile walk home.


In 1938 my mother sold the farm, which was a stroke of good fortune because nobody wanted to buy poultry farms in those days. It was a deal with little cash attached to it but we got a weatherboard house in Blaxland village, white ants and all, as part of the deal. It really was a good move because it took all the pressure of running the farm off my mother and I now had a short walk to the station. Things were starting to look up. I had a good job, my wages had increased to eight shillings a week and I had a girlfriend called Marjory. My mother had a war widow’s pension and, with what I was able to give her, we managed quite well.


I decided I needed to learn to dance as this seemed a very desirable thing for young men like me to do. Lessons were being held at the local Scout Hall so I went along to learn. The first lesson involved the waltz. The teacher was a large lady in a black dress with a spectacular red rose on her breast. As she whirled me round and round, all I could do was fix my eyes on that rose and hang on desperately. When this agony was over I rushed outside and was violently ill. So ended my dancing career. Even now I can’t turn round twice without feeling giddy.


Despite my lack of dance skills, Marjory and I had some good times together. We went to the pictures once a week, normally on a Saturday afternoon. It was sixpence for the front stalls but ninepence for the back. I wanted to impress, so it had to be the back stalls for us. With a packet of Columbines for sixpence, it came to two shillings all up. When the opportunity presented itself we went in for some teenage experimentation, which led to nothing conclusive, but the promise of things to come – which never did.


In mid-1938 my mother let the home in Blaxland and we moved to a flat in Burwood. I enlisted in the Militia – 30th Battalion (NSW Scottish Regiment) – and this began my interest in all things military. I took my holidays to go to camp and thoroughly enjoyed the life.


With the outbreak of war in 1939 my mother decided to go back to Blaxland for the duration. I decided to join the A.I.F. and put my age up from 17 to 19 to do so. Like a lot of blokes at the time, I felt a sense of adventure despite seeing what war could do to a man like my father. At 19 you still had to have parental permission and I pressured my mother to sign. Afterwards I felt very sorry for the anguish I caused her. She didn’t want to sign because she had seen how Dad had been badly knocked about and no doubt she held grave fears for her only son. She did not tell me not to go, but I knew she wasn’t happy about it. I was a bit nervous someone might put me in and my real age would be discovered. I knew mum wouldn’t, but I was not so sure about my sister, Mary.


Even so I was knocked back at my first attempt to enlist because of bad tonsils.


Mary was by now a nurse at Penrith Hospital so I immediately went to see her and arranged for my tonsils to be removed. When I was better I headed straight back to the Recruiting Depot at Moore Park where I was duly sworn in and posted to the 2/4th Battalion at Ingleburn. My father had been in the 4th Pioneer Battalion and our next-door weekend neighbour, Bon Tomkins, had been in the 4th Battalion in World War I where he lost his right arm. When I was all kitted out in my service uniform with the white over green patches on my shoulders I went to see Bon where he worked at Customs House. He was so overjoyed to see me in his old battalion colours you would have thought it was the second coming. He regaled me at great length with tales of the capture of Pozieres after months of heavy fighting and how they beat the Prussian Guards at Le Barque. I went back to camp feeling like a Greek god.
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