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The medical heart of the unit … was centred around a group of male nurses … gentle and kind men who had devoted their lives in peace to the care of the sick and mentally ill.  


In the main the transition from peace to war came easily to them … they included the Kennedy brothers, Nick and Bill … their equal in the nursing world would have been hard to find.1 


– Sergeant A. J. ‘Bill’ Sweeting MBE




FOREWORD 


This book focuses on three years in the life of a man whose diary I first read 50 years after it was written. That man was my great-uncle, Nick Kennedy, and the diary recounted his experiences as a medical orderly in the Middle East and Papua during World War II. His cramped and careful words, inked on gossamer-thin pages, motivated me to return to university – and they continue to inspire my work as a historian and writer. His is the story of one young man who went to war without a gun. His aim was not to kill the enemy, but to save Australian lives. The personal cost was high; Nick returned old before his time and forever changed by his experiences. 


To the Australian Army, Private L. N. Kennedy was NX 21854, a soldier who served for 1907 days with the 2/4th Australian Army Field Ambulance, 7th Division AIF. To my father, Jack, he was a much-loved uncle and a direct link to his own father, Dennis Kennedy (Nick’s older brother), who died in tragic circumstances when Jack was not much more than a baby. To me, he was Uncle Nick, the brother of a long-dead grandfather I never knew. 


My memories of him reach back to my childhood in the early 1960s when family holidays were spent at his one-room fibro cabin at Ettalong on the New South Wales Central Coast. Nick owned a couple of houses in the area but lived in the staff quarters at what was then known as the Peat and Milson Islands Mental Hospital on the Hawkesbury River. He was a kind, funny, gentle, and generous man, with the appearance and air of someone much older. He wore long trousers held up by old-fashioned braces and smoked roll-your-own cigarettes, around which gravelly words slowly seeped from lips that barely moved. 


We looked forward to his visits to the cabin at Easter, when he would hand my brother, Dennis, and me a large amber glass jar of the type that once lined apothecary shelves. This precious vessel was filled with coins to count and share for our holiday spending money. In these pre-decimal days, the odd silver threepence or sixpence, shining like a tiny diamond amongst the dull copper pennies, was quickly pounced upon. 


Nick would sometimes bring a small group of the Island’s children to Ettalong on daytrips. Our mother, Beat, was a little on edge during the impromptu and chaotically unpredictable visits. I recall one teenaged boy with a fascination for plumbing and a tendency to remove sinks from walls. Immediately on arriving, he wandered around the cabin asking where all the sinks were. Uncle Nick replied in his straight-forward manner and low, raspy drawl, ‘Don’t you worry about the bloody sinks, son.’ 


Mum got along well with Nick and enjoyed the company of this man who was a father figure to her husband. Nick was particularly fond of the many cups of ‘coffee-with-a-dash-of-rum’ that she made for him while they all sat around the small Laminex table and shared memories of earlier times. As the night wore on and we were sent to bed, Nick’s requests for a little less coffee and a little more rum in his cup ensured that the tales of the old days flowed easily. My brother and I would lie on our bunk beds on the other side of the thick red velvet curtains that separated the small kitchen from the living-area-cum-bedroom and drift off to sleep listening to their stories, laughter and tears.




A NOTE ON 


FORMAT AND SOURCES 


Throughout the many conflicts of the twentieth century, thousands of Australian soldiers documented their experiences unofficially in diaries. Their writings varied in style and substance, with many best described as ‘spectator’ diaries – records of where the soldiers went, what they saw and did. Often the diaries favoured external observations over internal reflection. 


Insights into the soldiers’ thoughts and emotions were comparatively rare. Some of the men wrote for themselves – a way of recording their experiences for times when memory might fail them. Others wrote with an awareness of who might leaf through these pages in future years. Some diaries focused on the fighting, the weather, the routine, and the food; others wrote of mates and of women, of foreign peoples and exotic lands. Whatever the approach, the soldiers’ raw and authentic writings constituted history’s first draft, revealing both the uniqueness and the universality of war. And often it was the gaps and the words left unwritten that spoke the loudest. 


The diary of Private Lawrence Nicholas (Nick) Kennedy of the 2/4th Australian Field Ambulance, 7th Division AIF is the heart of this book.1 Nick sometimes wrote little, other times a lot. His account ebbed and flowed from day-to-day and year-to-year, depending on the circumstances of his war and his response to them. The words written in Papua, for instance, are very different from those penned in Syria. They are more detailed and reveal more – both of Nick and of the situations he describes. 


Nick also gathered photographs of the people and places that populated his war. He later collated these pictures, carefully labelled, and displayed them in an album he bought in the Middle East. A selection of the photographs is included in this book, to flesh out and personalise his story. The environment and nature of the war in Papua meant that there are just a handful of photos of Nick’s experiences during these months, compared to the many images from India, Palestine, Egypt, Syria and Lebanon that fill the pages of his album. We are left with far more written material than photographic evidence for the Papuan period, while the opposite is true of Nick’s training in Australia, his voyage on the RMS Aquitania, and his time in the Middle East. 






Nick’s diary entries have been reproduced as close to the original as possible, with minor changes made for the sake of spelling, standardisation, chronology, or clarity. The names of countries, cities, towns, and villages as they were in the 1940s have been used throughout. Quotations and primary sources using the terminology of the time have been included. Language that today’s readers might find offensive should, therefore, be considered in that context. 


Though this book should not be regarded as a history of the military campaigns, the author has undertaken extensive research to fill gaps in Nick’s narrative and assist the reader’s understanding in terms of context and chronology. Personal correspondence, letters, newspapers, official army reports, and other personal and unit diaries, have been consulted in an effort to give a more authentic voice to those long gone. 


One of those important voices belonged to Nick’s older brother, William (Bill) Kennedy, who served alongside him in the 2/4th Australian Field Ambulance. As far as the author is aware, Bill did not keep a diary or photo album. Indeed, Bill seems to have left little trace of his war experiences or his life, which has made it far more difficult to give him a direct voice. This should in no way diminish Bill Kennedy’s contribution to the broader story.
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Private Kennedy’s diary. 
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Private Kennedy’s diary.




AN OVERVIEW OF 


THE AUSTRALIAN ARMY FIELD AMBULANCE 


People with no association with the military may not be familiar with the origins and role of the field ambulance. The first field ambulance unit from Australia to serve overseas was a New South Wales Ambulance Corps of 34 men, five ambulance wagons and 26 horses. The unit accompanied the New South Wales Contingent that sailed for the Sudan in 1885 to fight for Queen and Empire. This was the first time that Australian military medical personnel served as a defined unit in an overseas conflict. 


The Second Boer War (1899–1902) saw 30 medical officers and more than 300 soldiers from the various Australian colonies provide medical support for the Australian Commonwealth Horse, a mounted infantry unit in the Australian Army. By 1902, the newly federated Commonwealth of Australia had amalgamated its six colonial armies into the Commonwealth Military Forces. The various military medical services were merged under a single umbrella organisation, the Australian Army Medical Corps (AAMC). 


The field ambulance was the largest component of the AAMC. Personnel were responsible for the medical care of sick and wounded soldiers. In World War II, each full-strength field ambulance unit comprised twelve medical officers and 225 other ranks. Each unit was divided into three companies, with differing responsibilities. Each division of the Australian Army numbered approximately 10,000 soldiers and was supported by three field ambulance units, with one allocated to each infantry brigade and attached troops within the division. By World War II, each infantry brigade comprised between 2500 and 5000 soldiers. 


The men in Headquarters Company were responsible for the Main Dressing Station, while the two stretcher-bearer companies (A and B) were allocated across the Advanced Dressing Stations. Each field ambulance unit included medical officers, nursing orderlies, ward orderlies, quartermasters, carpenters and cooks, and was supported by an Australian Army Service Corps (AASC) or Transport Company. 






The standard scheme of casualty treatment and evacuation saw the wounded attended to on the battlefield by their fellow soldiers, who applied field dressings if possible. Casualties were then removed from the battlefield by stretcher-bearers to Regimental Aid Posts, where Regimental Medical Officers administered a basic level of care. 


The field ambulance units assumed responsibility for the provision of more comprehensive treatment behind the Regimental Aid Posts via a series of medical establishments known as Advanced Dressing Stations and Main Dressing Stations. Casualties were moved back towards Casualty Clearing Stations and General Hospitals, with each located progressively further away from the front line and closer to the Base Area. In accordance with the Geneva Convention of 1929, field ambulance personnel did not carry weapons, unless to protect the casualties in their care.1




CHAPTER 1 


WIDOWS AND ORPHANS OF YARRAMALONG 


This is one of the saddest events that has happened here for some years. Indeed, I know of no sadder.



By the time 40-year-old Ellen Kennedy gave birth to Lawrence Nicholas ‘Nick’ Kennedy on 16 April 1916, she had already buried three of her nine children. Ellen Waters was 18 when she married Edward ‘Ned’ Kennedy – a pioneer of the Yarramalong Valley on the New South Wales Central Coast and 14 years her senior. The couple lost two young sons and a baby daughter to cholera in less than a month in 1905. The heart aches to read the local newspaper report of the family tragedy: 


On Tuesday week in Prince Alfred Hospital, Sydney, Mr and Mrs Kennedy, who have during the last three weeks lost two of their children, lost their eldest son, who was about 10 years of age. This is one of the saddest events that [has] happened here for some years. Indeed, I know of no sadder … Dr Scott Skirving, who attended the cases says the complaint is English cholera … the funeral of the poor little chap took place in the Yarramalong cemetery on Wednesday afternoon and was attended by a large number of friends of the parents. We all extend to them our deepest sympathy.1 


In November 1919, 56-year-old Ned Kennedy died, leaving Ellen a widow and sole parent to six children, including three-year-old Nick. The marriage of eldest daughter Margaret (known as Maggie) and British-born Albert Henry Sharp in December that year was a welcome respite from the sadness. Lieutenant Albert Sharp had served at Gallipoli and on the Western Front. He was awarded a Military Cross for his actions near the French village of Villers-Bretonneux during the Battle of Amiens on 8 August 1918 – a date that German commander Erich Ludendorff described as ‘the black day of the German Army’. Sharp singlehandedly rushed a German machine gun post, killing two enemy soldiers, took the survivors prisoner, and led his men to safety through dense fog that had caused others to become lost and disoriented.2


Three years after her husband’s death, the widow Ellen Kennedy passed away, aged just 46. Her six surviving children were now orphans. At six years old, Nick was the youngest. His eldest sister, Maggie, was 25 and had a child of her own. When Ellen died, Maggie and Albert Sharp welcomed her five surviving siblings (Grace, Dennis, Harry, Bill and Nick) into their home and raised them alongside their own children.3 Though life settled down for a time, tragedy and grief were never far from the Kennedys of the Yarramalong Valley. 
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The Kennedy family on their Yarramalong property c.1912.
Left to right: Edward holding Grace, Dennis, Ellen seated with baby Harry, Margaret, Bill (Nick was born in 1916).


In 1927, Nick’s eldest surviving brother, 22-year-old Dennis Kennedy, married 20-year-old May Clare Craft. The couple had three children in four years – two daughters and a son: Madge, Laurel, and Jack – the author’s father – known in the family as ‘Sonny’. The young family remained intact for five short years. On 10 April 1933, Dennis was killed while fighting a fire that engulfed shops and houses in the main street of Wyong. Dennis, May and the children had been living in this town that was just a few miles down the creek from the ancestral home in Yarramalong. 


The events of that Monday afternoon left May with three young children to raise in an Australia still reeling from the Great Depression. Once again, family and the tight-knit community rallied around the mourning Kennedys as they grieved yet another life lost far too soon. As they had done when Nick’s three siblings died of cholera in 1905, the local newspapers recorded the death of his eldest brother. 


A young man was electrocuted, and three shops and two dwellings were destroyed in a disastrous fire at Wyong yesterday afternoon … One of a number of volunteers, Dennis Kennedy, 27, of Jennings Street Wyong, who was on a neighbouring roof with some other men, suddenly screamed and collapsed. It is believed that the water of a tank in which he was dipping a bucket became charged with electric current.4 


In the weeks after her husband’s death, a letter to May from her mother, Ivy Craft, gave some idea of the local goodwill and generosity extended to the family. A fund established by one of the leading citizens of the town, Mr Chapman, had already raised more than £42, and the local doctor offered free medical care to the widow and her children whenever he was in the district. As well as much-needed financial and practical assistance, the local people demonstrated a generosity of spirit in these extremely tough economic times, sending personal and heartfelt expressions of sympathy to the family. These were carefully written on whatever scraps of paper were to hand and trimmed with hand-coloured black borders. Ivy’s two-page letter also demonstrates the extended family’s efforts to support May and her children, ending with practical advice from a concerned mother to her heartbroken daughter: 


‘Well now May, do try and pull yourself together for the kiddies’ sake.’ 
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Letter to the widowed May Kennedy from her mother Ivy Craft, 19 April 1933. 


After the death of his brother, 17-year-old Nick moved in with the widow, May, and the three children. He worked around the Wyong property and contributed what little money he could to the running of the household. Within a couple of years, his work with the Main Roads Board took him to the Guyra district of the New South Wales Northern Tablelands, more than 600 kilometres from home. In April 1937, Nick motored back to Yarramalong with his brother, Harry (known as Jack), and a family friend to attend birthday celebrations thrown in Nick’s honour. A ‘large gathering of friends and well-wishers attended the party tendered to Nick Kennedy in Wyong Creek Hall last Saturday night on the occasion of his 21st birthday’ and enjoyed a ‘dainty supper’, birthday cake, and danced to the strains of Roy Waters’ Orchestra. After presenting the guest of honour with gifts, Mr George Palmer told the gathering that ‘he had known Nick from the cradle up, and he had never heard anyone say an unkind word of him.’5 






Two years later, with the world on the brink of war, Nick was working at the Peat and Milson Islands Mental Hospital, where his older brother, Bill, was a laundryman. Nick was attending lectures and practical demonstrations as he worked towards qualifying as a Mental Nurse. The hospital was situated on two islands in the Hawkesbury River north of Sydney, not far from Wyong and Yarramalong. Founded at the turn of the 20th century, the uncomfortable – often wretched – history of such places reflected society’s attitudes toward the treatment of people with mental illness. 


The facility on Peat Island (originally known as Rabbit Island) was initially intended to house female ‘inebriates’, while alcoholic males were to be sent to the larger Milson Island. In 1910, construction began on hospital accommodation and buildings on Peat Island that would be suitable for housing males with intellectual disabilities. In its early years, Milson Island variously served as a bacteriological laboratory, quarantine station, and a venereal disease (VD) hospital for veterans of the Great War (World War I), until the 1920s when it too became a site for those with an intellectual disability.6 


Those islands in the Hawkesbury – like the sands of Egypt and the mud of Papua – were to play a major part in Nick Kennedy’s life. 


We can only speculate on how the Kennedy boys were affected by the hardships and losses that marred their formative years. But looking back across the decades, it is easy to imagine that the premature and tragic deaths of three brothers, a sister, and both parents must have impacted them throughout their lives. The steadying influence of their sister Margaret, her war-hero husband, Albert, and the ever-present support of the Yarramalong and Wyong Creek communities helped shape them into the caring, compassionate, and selfless men they became. Men who tended the troubled, mended the wounded and buried the dead. 
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Rabbit Island, later known as Peat Island, Hawkesbury River c.1900s.
(Image 000/000307 courtesy of Central Coast Council)




CHAPTER 2 


BROTHERS, UNARMED


MAY–OCTOBER 1940 



Joined the Australian Imperial Forces, 27 May 1940.


Camped in Ingleburn and Bathurst.



It was the last Wednesday of May 1940. 


The German army had swept through Belgium, Luxembourg and the Netherlands into France. Amiens, still rebuilding from the Great War, lay besieged by Nazi forces. Winston Churchill had replaced Neville Chamberlain as Prime Minister of the United Kingdom less than three weeks earlier. The evacuation of 340,000 Allied troops from the beaches of Dunkirk was underway in the face of Hitler’s seemingly unstoppable conquest. Advanced units of the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) had arrived in Palestine and the Middle East but were yet to see action. And in Wyong, the small town on the New South Wales Central Coast where Dennis Kennedy had died seven years earlier, two of the three surviving Kennedy boys boarded a train. 


Setting out just a few miles from the old family home in Yarramalong, the train carried them south through what is now Brisbane Water National Park and over the Hawkesbury River. Had they looked to the west as they clattered over the steel spans of the railway bridge, raised from the river on huge sandstone pillars, they might have caught just a glimpse of the hospitals on Peat and Milson Islands. The brothers rode all the way to Central Station in Sydney. From Central, they made their way down Moore Park Road through Paddington, bound for the Engineers’ Drill Hall. Together, they enlisted in the Australian Army. 


Nick was 24 and single. His occupation is listed on his Attestation Form as ‘Mental Nursing’ and his permanent address is given as ‘Mental Hospital Hawkesbury River’. His sister, Margaret Sharp of Wyong Creek, is named as next of kin. Two small head-and-shoulders photographs attached below the signed Oath of Enlistment, show a young man looking slightly ill at ease in uniform, a shadow of a smile playing around his lips, his clear eyes seemingly fixed on a point beyond both the camera lens and the times. 


Bill Kennedy’s occupation is recorded as ‘Laundryman’ at the same hospital. Although Bill’s wife, Joyce, is listed as next of kin, they are living apart – she is at New Farm in Queensland, while Bill’s permanent address is ‘Peat Island Hawkesbury River’. Bill and local girl Joyce Marshall had married at Wyong a decade ago, when he was 22 and his bride just 20 years old. It seems the marriage was not a happy one and in 1936 Joyce successfully petitioned the Courts for the ‘restitution of conjugal rights’ – a term that centred on continued co-habitation as husband and wife, not necessarily on the restoration of sexual relations as suggested by the phrase.1 






What happened in the intervening years is unknown, though Bill’s enlistment photographs show a man looking past the camera with the world-weariness of someone much older than his 32 years. Despite their very different roles at the hospital on the Hawkesbury, both brothers were to serve as nursing orderlies in Specialist Group III of Headquarters Company, 2/4th Field Ambulance, 7th Division AIF.2 
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NX21854 Private Lawrence Nicholas Kennedy. 
(Image courtesy of the National Archives of Australia) 
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NX17737 Private William Claude Kennedy. 


(Image courtesy of the National Archives of Australia)


A short time after the brothers enlisted, the Wyong Creek Hall on the Yarramalong track was again filled to overflowing. Built by the community and opened barely a month after the start of World War I, the pioneering Kennedy family had marked many an occasion here. In September 1915, Ned Kennedy proposed a toast to ‘Our Hearths and Homes’ for the six young local men who were leaving for World War I. Regret was expressed that ‘Private Albert Sharp had to leave for the front so hurriedly’ and there was no time to give him a proper send-off. It was hoped he would soon return with his comrades ‘to receive the welcome that awaited them’.3 Almost four years later, in May 1919, Albert Sharp did return to Yarramalong – as a Lieutenant with a Military Cross. Sadly, Ned Kennedy did not live to see his daughter Maggie marry the local war hero that December. 


Three years had passed since Nick celebrated his 21st birthday in this hall, and now the community gathered to farewell the brothers and Ian Marsh, another local who had enlisted. The toasts and speeches reflected pride in the fact that ‘the Kennedy boys were the first to enlist from the Creek’, and the three men were presented with fountain pens to mark the occasion. Perhaps this was the pen that Nick would pick up in the Middle East and Papua to record his experiences of war. The gifts and the farewell party were much appreciated and ‘the three soldiers responded in true “Digger” fashion, with dancing that continued until midnight.’4 






Nick and Bill were among the deliberately disparate bunch of field ambulance recruits who arrived in Ingleburn on the south-western outskirts of Sydney in New South Wales at the end of May 1940. The hope was that the spread of skills and experience within the unit would be reflective of the wider society and serve them well in war. Some of the men were married with families, others were single with no dependents, some had previous military service, others knew nothing of army life. Amongst those who were well-educated were quite a few who had tough upbringings and little formal schooling. It was clear that these young Australians, some of whom were described as ‘unusual men’, came ‘from every walk of life [and] valued their independence fiercely’.5 


Lieutenant Colonel Stanley Hains Lovell was appointed as the Commanding Officer (CO) of the 2/4th Australian Field Ambulance, 7th Division AIF. Among the first officers to join him at Ingleburn Army Camp were Captains Ian Firth Vickery and Munro Scott Alexander. A nursing sister and ten female nurses from the 5th Australian General Hospital were temporarily attached to the unit to assist with training the hundreds of new enlistments who marched into camp that month.6 


In March 1942, Lieutenant Colonel Arthur Hobson replaced Lovell as Commanding Officer of the 2/4th Field Ambulance; he would remain with the unit for the rest of the war. At 35, Hobson was the oldest of the officers and was well respected by the men. Nick-named ‘Silent Sam’, the new CO was regarded as ‘a man of few words, but whenever the need arose, they were well chosen’. The men under his command affectionately referred to their unit from this point on as ‘Hobby’s Circus’.7 


Nick and Bill Kennedy’s comrades in the field ambulance included Arthur Mowbray Moodie, a ‘lean and handsome Scot’ from Glasgow. An accountant in civilian life, Arthur was fluent in French and Hindustani and madly in love with his girlfriend ‘Tuppence’, to whom he wrote long, romantic letters.8 The unit’s cook, ‘Doover’ Brown, was an army heavyweight wrestling champion who still enjoyed a bit of a dust-up, sanctioned or otherwise. His trainer was ‘Squeaky’ Joe Walker, who knew plenty about whipping greyhounds and horses into shape, less about doing the same with men. Squeaky struggled to keep both himself and his pugilistic protégé, Doover, off the grog. A range of imaginative and ironic nicknames were bestowed on these tram conductors, railway officers, wharfies and nurses. There was Mumbling Minnie, Sweet Pea, Charlie the Crane, and ‘Tiny’ Flowers. Hailing from Bangalow on the north coast of New South Wales, Tiny was a ‘six-foot tall bullocky, who preferred bare feet to boots, and on long route marches invariably swung his No 13s over his shoulder.’9 
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Members of the 2/4th Australian Field Ambulance at Ingleburn Camp, 1940. Private Nick Kennedy is crouched at the far left with his arms on the shoulders of the man in front. 


These, then, were the men initially tasked with providing medical support for the 20th Infantry Brigade.10 Many had little or no medical or military background, and they underwent months of intensive training alongside the brigade, with the medical component covering topics ranging from anatomy, gas warfare and medications, to the treatment of head and abdominal wounds. To improve fitness levels and toughen them up for what lay ahead, these fresh recruits were regularly sent on long marches carrying stretchers and full kits.11 


Members of the field ambulance provided care for the troops as they made their way across the Blue Mountains to Bathurst in the depth of winter, a distance of roughly 200 kilometres, each soldier carrying some 14 kilograms of equipment.12 The 2/4th Field Ambulance provided ‘the whole and complete medical service’ during the march itself; casualties who needed further attention were transferred to the 2/5th Australian General Hospital, staffed by female members of the Australian Army Nursing Service.13 One motor ambulance with medical personnel accompanied each column of soldiers. 


On his arrival in Bathurst, the commanding officer of the 20th Brigade, Brigadier Murray, declared the march ‘a splendid success’ and stated that ‘the men had thoroughly enjoyed it’. Just how much the soldiers actually enjoyed the long trek over the mountains is questionable, given Murray himself admitted that the army boots ‘were not entirely satisfactory’; the soldiers’ feet were constantly jarred by the horse-shoe shaped metal heel plates. The youngest member of the 2/4th Field Ambulance, 23-year-old Private Victor Formby, would remember the pain of this march all his life and recall how the men’s feet were ‘so swollen and blistered that they were not game to take their boots off’. 


Vic’s future wife, Grace, recalled how he resolved that day in Bathurst to never march again once he left the army ‘and he didn’t – not even on Anzac Day’.14 Seemingly oblivious to the harsh reality of the men’s experiences, the only other issue that Brigadier Murray identified was that more substantial sewing of buttons onto uniforms was needed. That the two most ‘important lessons learned’ focused on boots and buttons suggests that more significant issues, such as adequate medical care, were either overlooked or ignored.15 


As well as being responsible for medical services during the arduous march, the unit maintained a Dressing Station at Ingleburn and established 25-bed auxiliary hospitals at Katoomba and Lithgow. Any soldier suffering serious illness on the trek was admitted to hospitals in the towns along the route. Unsurprisingly, this march across the mountains and into the Central West of New South Wales in the middle of the winter of 1940 resulted in a high percentage of ‘wastage’ due to illness, and brought to light numerous administrative problems.16 That the move to Bathurst was undertaken many months prior to the establishment of appropriate camp hospital facilities there certainly did not help the situation, with the men facing ‘veritable pioneer conditions’ while also attempting to initiate the camp medical service.17 


Private Nick Kennedy was one of 30 or so personnel from Headquarters Company assigned to work in the Bathurst Auxiliary Hospital. Here they treated soldiers suffering health issues ranging from respiratory illnesses and skin ailments to mumps, venereal disease and meningitis.18 As there was no military hospital yet established in Bathurst, the auxiliary hospital was set up in the old police barracks – an unsuitable building, never intended to house such a facility. Medical officers of the field ambulance also assisted local GPs in the District Hospital, and the unit established a daily ambulance service to transport casualties from Bathurst Camp to their No. 3 Auxiliary Hospital in William Street.19 


The initial influx of 4000 soldiers into this small country town of less than 13,000 citizens was welcomed, though the arrival of the soldiers’ wives and families led to a shortage of accommodation. With the camp situated 6 miles (10 kilometres) from Bathurst, many local businesses saw big increases in trade – especially the pubs. One enterprising publican knocked down the café on his hotel’s premises and installed an extra bar! Unsurprisingly, religious groups were concerned about the soldiers’ easy access to alcohol, with the Bathurst Methodist Synod arguing that ‘the policy of dry canteens was in the best interests of the armed forces’. Other religious leaders favoured wet canteens, believing it was ‘far better for soldiers to get drunk in the camp, than to save up for a week-end orgy’.20 


On Friday 30 August 1940, more than 20,000 locals and visitors lined the wide streets of Bathurst. Nick and Bill Kennedy were among the soldiers who marched to the red-brick War Memorial Carillon on Kings Parade where the Governor General, Lord Gowrie, took the salute.21 Over the following weeks, the soldiers and residents of Bathurst and surrounds interacted through day tours, concerts, church suppers and fundraising balls. Soldiers from the area, such as Orange local Victor Formby, had earlier arranged to bring their cars to the camp; Vic and his mate Harry Pattinson motored back home whenever they could. 
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Nick (on left) and mate on the road to Orange, NSW, 1940.


The town was much quieter toward the end of the September, when the majority of the 7th Division left the fresh air of Bathurst for the bright lights of Sydney on pre-embarkation leave. With the overseas voyage scheduled for mid-October, this was to be the men’s final extended leave period in Australia for quite some time. It was regarded as ‘different from ordinary leave’, with stricter controls implemented in an effort to rein in the soldiers’ behaviour. This particularly applied to their conduct on the trains between Bathurst and Sydney, and the consumption of intoxicating liquor in the many hotels around Central Station. History may never know just how well the men complied with the directive that ‘drinking to excess will not be allowed’.22 


Training intensified on the soldiers’ return to Bathurst Camp, as they undertook their final preparations. On 18 October, all huts were cleaned out and the men assembled on the parade ground. The order to embark was announced: they were leaving for the Middle East. The following afternoon, alongside units of the 20th Infantry Brigade, the men of the 2/4th Field Ambulance received their orders, listing procedures and duties for the voyage ahead. Having stood on the platform in Wyong just months earlier, watching for the Sydney train to emerge from the bush and take them to the city to enlist, the Kennedy brothers now prepared to sail to war. 




CHAPTER 3 


FAR OFF, AND RATHER LIKE A DREAM 


OCTOBER–NOVEMBER 1940 



The Aquitania reached Fremantle Western Australia 25 Oct 1940. Sailed out of Fremantle 6 am 27 October 1940. 
The Queen Mary, Mauritania and a Destroyer, the Perth, accompanied the Aquitania.  




Clocks were put back 2 hours behind Sydney time at Fremantle.
Reported a man overboard at 9 pm 30 October. 
Reached Bombay, India 4 November 1940.  




Disembarked from the Aquitania 7 November 1940. Journeyed 150 miles into the interior of India, to Deolali, arrived at this camp at 8 pm.
Left Deolali 10 November 1940 at midnight.  




Arrived at Bombay 11 November – Armistice Day. 
Embarked on the Christiaan Huygens, a Dutch liner at 9 am on 11 November 1940.



Six hours’ leave was granted to the troops in Bombay, during this leave we saw the sights of Bombay, including Grant Road.
Sailed out of Bombay on 12 November, accompanied by a convoy of fourteen other ships.  




Three Italian planes were sighted on 18 November. These were driven off by one of the battle ships. 


With her grand staircases and promenades, her dining saloons and smoking lounges, her art gallery, gymnasium and verandah café, the RMS Aquitania certainly earned her nickname ‘Ship Beautiful’. Five metres longer than the RMS Titanic, she was launched in 1913, set to sail the North Atlantic as one of the famed Cunard Line’s grand trio of luxury vessels, alongside the RMS Lusitania and Mauretania. 


History, however, soon scuppered those plans. 


Barely one year after her maiden voyage, and with just a handful of Atlantic crossings to her name, the Aquitania was given over to the British military and refitted to serve in World War I. Utilised by the Admiralty as both a troopship and floating hospital, she was anchored for a time off the Dardanelles, giving refuge to the casualties of the Gallipoli Campaign. While the dazzle paint of war was a far cry from the red, black and white of her early days as a grand liner, the Aquitania nevertheless survived the war intact. Her sister ship, the Lusitania, was not so fortunate, sunk by a German torpedo off the coast of Ireland in 1915 with the loss of more than a thousand lives. 


After World War I, the Aquitania and Mauretania were returned to their civilian owners and once more sailed the high seas as passenger ships, part of a Cunard Line fleet bolstered by the addition of the Queen Mary. The Mauretania – once the world’s largest ship – was retired in the 1930s and replaced by a second ship of the same name. The ageing Aquitania was also earmarked for retirement – until world events once more intervened. 


By the time the Kennedy brothers walked up her gangway in Sydney Harbour, hardly a trace of the splendour and majesty of the golden age of ocean liners remained. Gone was the Louis XVI dining saloon and the Palladian smoking lounges; in their place were a dental surgery, a dispensary, a main hospital, an isolation hospital and a bulk medical store. Refitted in New York Harbour earlier in 1940, the Aquitania was a troopship once more, ready to carry almost 3000 personnel around the world.


That Nick mentions no more than the ship’s name in his diary suggests it made little impression on him and Bill. All the same, this very ship that sat off the Turkish coast while their uncle, Lieutenant Albert Sharp MC, fought on the beach at Gallipoli was about to carry them as far from home as they could ever imagine. 
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The Aquitania before her conversion from luxury liner to troopship. This coloured postcard shows the ship with a black hull, white upper decks and four red funnels topped with black. 


The Kennedy brothers were among the thousands of troops on board the Aquitania who received an ‘enthusiastic send-off’ from the Sydneysiders lining Woolloomooloo wharf on Sunday, 20 October 1940. Their departure was described by their Commanding Officer, Lieutenant Colonel Lovell, as ‘undoubtedly the most stirring and memorable occasion in the life of the 2/4 Field Ambulance up to this date’.1 With her four famous funnels now battleship grey, the Aquitania sailed through Sydney Heads, 245 men of the 2/4th Field Ambulance and 100 tons of equipment among her cargo. 


The total military personnel on board numbered 2765.2 Lovell was appointed Senior Medical Officer on the Aquitania and, while twelve female nurses from the Australian Army Nursing Service were also on board, the field ambulance men were given responsibility for the ship’s hospital during the first stage of the voyage. The war in Europe might have been half a world away but, with 100 soldiers already sick, the battle began in earnest for the field ambulance. Medical officers were instructed to ‘wear a brassard, Cross Geneva, left arm’, just as they would in the theatre of war, and adhered to Standing Orders issued prior to embarkation outlining procedures for hospital admissions, sanitation, diet, stores and water rations.3 It was hoped that the 7th Division AIF would avoid the numerous dramas that plagued the departure of the 6th Division. 


As those first Australian troops had sailed for the Middle East in January 1940, major medical issues became apparent even before the convoy left Australian waters. Red Cross items and other equipment intended for the 2/1st Battalion, 16th Brigade, for example, had been so poorly labelled, loaded and stored aboard the Otranto that they sustained substantial damage soon after the ship left Sydney Heads for the open sea. The stores situation was aggravated by the discovery that Comforts Fund items, including cigarettes and chocolate, had been stolen on the voyage to Western Australia. Compounding the other problems was the failure of several soldiers to report back to the Otranto while it was docked in Fremantle, and the evacuation of at least a dozen others who were assessed as medically unfit and thus were lost to the initial battalion.4 


Now, ten months later, the Aquitania docked at Fremantle. Here the soldiers of Western Command came on board, and they set sail now as part of a convoy, including the RMS Queen Mary, Mauritania and the destroyer, HMAS Perth, bound for India on their way to the Middle East. Having watched Australia’s shores slip beyond the horizon – the last glimpse of home that many of the men would ever see – the more studious soldiers may have taken time to peruse the Handbook of Arabic and Hebrew included among their kit.5


For this leg of the journey, the men of the 2/4th Field Ambulance manned the hospital facilities on the various ships of the convoy.6 And while lessons had been learned from the somewhat shambolic saga of the 6th Division’s departure, it was not all plain sailing for the men aboard the Aquitania. The chronology of events around Kennedy’s report of a man overboard are difficult to verify, but records do refer to an incident where two of the ships in the convoy stopped while the Aquitania and HMAS Canberra, an escort ship, ‘turned and searched with light flares in consequence of “man overboard” alarm at 21.15hrs’. The convoy resumed its voyage 15 minutes later.7 


For most of the long voyage, however, boredom was one of the main challenges to overcome. While the entertainment included movies, quizzes, band recitals and music concerts, the focus was on physical activities to maintain the soldiers’ fitness, such as swimming, competitive sports and Army Boxing Tournaments. Training exercises with and without troops were also held, while lectures on a wide range of subjects helped to pass the time as well as educate the men. Topics included evacuating the wounded, treating tropical diseases, and first aid instruction. 
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On board the Aquitania, bound for the Middle East via India, October 1940. Nick (far left) is wearing a lifejacket. His note on the reverse reads: ‘I had been seasick for two days and had just come up on deck for a while when this was taken.’
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Nick (far right) and three mates on board the Aquitania. His note reads: ‘The weather was extremely hot at this stage of the voyage. Those are our identity discs around our necks, not necklaces.’ 


A list of illnesses and injuries treated by the 2/4th Field Ambulance between leaving Fremantle on 25 October and arriving in India on 4 November 1940 gives some insight into the range of complaints encountered at sea. Of the 656 medical conditions recorded, 207 soldiers were treated for Upper Respiratory Tract Infections; 100 for a variety of foot problems, fractures, or sprains; 51 for cuts and abrasions; 45 for dental problems; and 41 for boils and abscesses. Among the more interesting cases recorded were two ‘gunshot wounds (secondary treatment)’.8 On reaching the first port of call since leaving Australia, the troops disembarked at Alexandria Docks in Bombay (present-day Mumbai), India. And while Divisional Headquarters settled into their accommodations at the Taj Mahal Hotel – overlooking the Gateway of India, a triumphal arch originally built for the visit of King Edward VII – the troops packed onto government trains bound for Deolali, a small town and British Army Transit Camp in the north-east hill country. Synonymous with the ‘Doolally Tap’, a particular madness said to afflict British soldiers eager to sail home from the Raj, Deolali functioned as a training camp and embarkation point during World War I. 


For Nick and the men of the 2/4th Field Ambulance, the disembarkation of thousands of troops from the ships did not result in a decreased workload: as the last unit to leave, they were required to attend to any casualties who remained on board.9 Nick and Bill Kennedy eventually disembarked three days later and joined the rest of the unit in Deolali. They were greeted by fine weather and spent their leave visiting the local villages, where a degree of caution was recommended. The Standing Orders sensibly advised that the presence of snakes and scorpions in the area meant that the men should not walk around bare-footed in the dark.10 Presumably, the same advice also applied during daylight hours. 


Upon entering the Deolali camp at dawn, one soldier, Lance Corporal A. J. B. Wright, was impressed by its cleanliness and captivated by the sight and sound of large flocks of native birds overhead. However, the rising sun soon revealed the surrounding villages and bazaars, where ‘there were such contrasts of wealth and poverty, beauty and filth, modern and primitive, that at times I almost found the whole place beyond my comprehension.’11 


Barely one week away from Australian shores, there was already much for the soldiers to comprehend – and plenty more lay ahead. After six days in Deolali, the troops travelled back to Bombay by train, boarded the MS Christiaan Huygens at No 18 Wharf, and were granted six hours leave in the sprawling, teeming, fascinating city. 


In soldiers’ diaries, the things that are not said – or mentioned only in passing – are often just as intriguing as the words on the page. Being young men far away from home, they were naturally eager to commit their experiences to memory, but at the same time wary of the possibility their families (or indeed their commanding officers) might one day read their words. For these reasons, we can only speculate on why 24-year-old Nick Kennedy casually mentions seeing Grant Road during this period of leave.
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Nick (seated at rear), Bill (resting on wheel) and their ‘mates from Morisset’ seeing the sights of Deolali, November 1940. 
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Nick (far left), Bill (second from right) and mates with local children, Deolali, November 1940. 


Australian soldiers past and present had long been familiar with this part of Bombay. On the day the Aquitania berthed at Alexandria Docks, those on board received official warnings regarding venereal disease, Grant Road in the Kamathipura neighbourhood, and an area known as ‘The Fort’.12 When the Assistant Director of Medical Services (ADMS) for the 7th Division AIF, Frank Kingsley Norris, visited these areas – purely ‘in the interest of the health of the troops’ – he recommended they be placed out of bounds for all Australian soldiers.13 Advice from medical officers published in the on-board daily newspaper highlighted the potential for diseases such as malaria, hookworm and typhus, ending with a timely reminder that ‘venereal disease is very widespread in the area to which we are going’.14 Indeed, since the 19th century, Grant Road had been one of the best-known red-light districts in Bombay, with a 1917 guidebook tactfully noting that ‘Kamathipura is commonly used to denote the prostitutes’ quarter … Grant Road and Suklaji Street [are] names which connote a good deal more than geography.’15 


There were, of course, other sights in Bombay for the troops to explore beyond the brothels; many of them were keen to engage with the people, sights, sounds and smells of the Indian metropolis. Like the officers whose ‘days in Bombay passed very pleasantly’ as they took to ‘wandering down the fascinating bazaars and relaxing at the Yacht Club’, exploring this lively city was quite an experience for the young soldiers, most of whom had rarely crossed state borders, let alone ventured beyond Australian shores, before joining the army.16 One soldier, Private J. Cassidy, was particularly struck by the way that Bombay assaulted the senses: 


… squalor and magnificence, poverty and opulence were to be seen in sharp and pitiful contrast … native peddlers, offering all sorts of wares from contraceptives to cameras, betel nuts and bangles … fortune tellers, snake-charmers, bootblacks and cripples … beggars who writhed and scampered about the pavements … the all-pervading smell that hangs over the city and which has been likened to the stench of over-ripe bananas and old clothes – a curious blend … there is nothing like a scent to awaken memories long dormant.17


The Kennedy boys of Yarramalong were eager to make the most of their short time in Bombay, with photographs showing Nick and Bill posing with their mates and soaking up the atmosphere of this strange, exotic land. 


When their leave was over, the men of the 2/4th Field Ambulance returned to the docks and boarded their new ship. As they prepared to depart, all personnel were now required to surrender wireless sets and cameras for storage under lock and key aboard the Christiaan Huygens.18 The largest ship built in the Netherlands to date, it had  once sailed the Dutch East Indies service between the Netherlands and Batavia. It was named after the Dutch scientist and mathematician who invented the pendulum clock, refined the design of the telescope, and made detailed studies of the rings of Saturn. 


Fittingly, all eyes on board soon turned to the heavens. 






As they crossed the Arabian Sea and entered the Gulf of Aden, the chief concerns among the men were far less majestic and considerably more urgent than those that occupied the Dutch stargazer whose name graced their ship. Italian planes thought to be undertaking reconnaissance were sighted as the convoy passed enemy territory on their course into the Red Sea. At least one ‘friendly’ aircraft was seen to plunge into the waves as anti-aircraft shots were fired by a cruiser escorting the convoy, the pursuit of the Italians by British planes undoubtedly creating plenty of excitement on board.19 


The increased threat of aerial attack also led to increased responsibilities for the 2/4th Field Ambulance, with small groups from the unit tasked with manning each of the 15 air-raid medical stations established onboard. In addition to administering medical and hospital care on the crowded vessel, unit personnel were also responsible for the medical supervision of those on board four other transport ships in the convoy. 


As the men drew ever closer to war, the general health of the soldiers was described as excellent. Nevertheless, conditions aboard the Christiaan Huygens were less than ideal, and many casualties needed treating, including at least 20 members of the field ambulance unit itself. Lovell’s reports tell of blocked toilets and shortages of medical stores. While the equipment proved generally satisfactory, there was a lack of basic stores such as Argyrol (antiseptic), Calamine (soothing lotion for skin) and aperients (purgatives or laxatives).20 In less than two weeks at sea, 64 patients were treated for a range of complaints, including urinary tract infections, colic, diarrhoea and measles – with 11 patients admitted to the ship’s hospital. One soldier was evacuated back to Bombay after sustaining a blow to the kidneys in a boxing tournament.21 This then was the situation faced by the 2/4th Field Ambulance as the Christiaan Huygens sailed towards the Suez Canal.
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The Mediterranean and Middle East theatre of war.




CHAPTER 4 


WHAT OF PALESTINE?


NOVEMBER 1940 – JANUARY 1941 



Reached Port Suez 9 pm 22 November 1940. All clocks were then seven hours behind Sydney time. The Christiaan Huygens steamed up the Suez Canal on 24 November. The road and railway line run practically parallel with the canal. Many interesting sights were to be seen during our voyage up the canal. The canal was approximately only one hundred yards wide in places.  




Disembarked off the Christiaan Huygens at El Kantara 26 November 1940. From here we journeyed through the desert to our destination in Palestine.  




Received first mail from Australia 17 December 1940. Visited Tel-Aviv 19 December 1940.  




Xmas Day was spent in camp at Kilo 89. All the boys had their share of beer [on] Xmas eve. Officers and other ranks joined in and exchanged Xmas greetings. 




Boxing Day sports were held at the camp. Darby races were the big item. Many of the Officers proved to be good jockeys. Ceremonial march on 31 December 1940. Goodbye old 1940.


1941 greets Palestine a beautiful sunny day, like a sunny day in mid-winter in Australia. Thursday on parade with 1941 glaring at us. 2nd of January and we were granted leave to visit Holy City, Jerusalem. Stayed at the Hotel Fast, Australian Soldiers’ Club. 




The next morning, we left the club at 8.30 am and visited the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. This consists of a wonderful old church, built over the spot where Christ was crucified, the anointing stone, and tomb where he rose from the dead. Curtains draped with gold and silver were to be seen here – lamps of gold, and mountings worth thousands of pounds.  




The jewellery on a statue of the Virgin Mary were valued at over a million pounds. Rich people from all over the world, Kings and Emperors, visit this sacred spot and leave their different types of jewellery on this statue.  




In Bethlehem, we viewed the spot where Christ was born, and the manger he was laid in. This consists of a big area with this very old historical church built over it. We also visited the Mount of Olives.  




We also viewed the spot where the shepherds watched their flocks by night and the three angels appeared as a star and directed them to the spot where Christ was born. Bethlehem is undoubtedly regarded as the most sacred place on earth.  




4th Jan, we visited the Holy Mosque – the Moslems’ place of worship. This is built over the rock where Abraham offered his son Isaac up to God as a sacrifice. Before we entered their place of worship, we had to remove our boots or don slippers. This building is many centuries old, and like the interior of other sacred places in Jerusalem, the interior was most elaborate. The pillars consist of solid marble. 
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