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PROLOGUE


The North Arm, 3 September 1939


Edwin Llewellyn Charles was a slim, handsome youth, but Terence John, his brother, was beautiful and he knew it. Technically, the boys were twins, but their personalities could not have been more different. Terry, older by 30 minutes, engaged with the world at full tilt; by contrast, Edwin was unsure of his place in it. Commercial photographers would, as a matter of course, capture this dichotomy. Their images show a relaxed and confident Terry looking straight into the camera or striding purposefully, arms swinging. Edwin, diffident in mien, is often half a step behind, with eyes downcast and arms akimbo; his face is averted—both from the lens and from his brother’s golden aura.


Terry and Edwin and their elder sister, Rosalie Elaine, were bonded to each other and to their mother, Beryl, by a single dominating misfortune. It was this: for reasons he vouchsafed to no-one, their father had estranged himself from his family.


Beryl and her three children had family links back to the earliest days of white settlement. The twins’ great-great-great grandfather, John Bray, was a red coat on the Second Fleet—a bay in the Parramatta River bears his surname. Their grandfather, Edwin Johnson, trained as a surveyor in Goulburn and the Lands Department sent him to the North Coast of NSW where in 1884, he married a local girl, Nina Bray.


In 1888, Johnson surveyed a line of road running beside the North Arm of the Tweed River, from the Bean Tree Crossing to the Kynnumboon Bridge. Johnson’s map shows the Tweed debouching onto its floodplain where, dead straight and a chain wide, the road cuts across a series of 320-acre blocks, all of which were owned by the family into which ‘Surveyor’ Johnson (as he was known) had married. A mile from the road’s terminus still stands the modest wooden house that gave the bridge its name. It was here 30 years earlier that Johnson’s future father-in-law, Joshua Bray, the red coat’s grandson, had built a home for his bride. Josh called the place Kynnumboon and opened a post office. Around it grew the town of Murwillumbah.


Rosalie Charles turned two in 1918, the year in which Josh died, aged 80, having held most of the district’s public offices. Bray had been ‘the man the old hands liked to talk of—athletic, venturesome, shrewd, far sighted—the true type of pioneer’ the local newspaper said, praising his public spirit. His obituarist might well have added the adjective ‘humble’. Bray’s lineage and his wealth would have qualified him for bunyip aristocracy, but as they gathered at his grave, his mourners would have noted that even unto death, their friend eschewed ostentation: a lorry had conveyed his casket to the cemetery.


Two years earlier, in 1916, after barely a year of marriage, Beryl’s husband, Clarence Painter Charles, the Sorbonne-educated scion of a Sydney retailing family, abandoned his wife and infant daughter on a dairy farm he had bought at Bilambil, in the hinterland of the north coast of New South Wales. Clarence returned only once, following which visit Beryl was delivered of Edwin and Terence, on 6 June 1919.


* * * *


With neither husband nor farming skills, Beryl had no income, so she took the children back to a house her mother, Nina, had inherited in town. The Charles family home stood on Old Ferry Road, which linked the Tweed River and Hospital Hill; so-named for the facility that Beryl’s father, Surveyor Johnson, had sited on its crest. Completing the family group was Beryl’s unmarried younger brother, Cedric, who worked as his father’s chainman.


Beryl’s great-uncle on the Bray side of her family had been the first Bishop of Van Diemen’s Land; high church Anglicans, she and the children often worshipped twice on Sunday. Young Edwin was a server at All Saints’ Church, where on Advent Sunday in 1931 he was confirmed, taking his first communion one week later. Terry sang in the church choir and Rosalie studied the piano, reaching Standard III as set by the Australian Music Examinations Board. Members of the scouting movement, the boys visited the sick at the hospital several times each week.
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Terence (Terry), left, and Edwin Charles, circa 1936.
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Edwin adjusts his dress, Sydney 1939.
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Terry collecting bank drafts; Murwillumbah, August 1938.
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Cedric, Beryl and Rosalie Charles, Murwillumbah, September 1944.


For the Charles family, the 1930s, though not hungry years, were nonetheless difficult. In 1932 Edwin and Terry started high school and Rosalie matriculated. But none of Josh’s estate, which although large, was yet disbursed among his 13 offspring and their children, and Beryl could not find the fees to send her daughter to the university in Sydney. In the circumstances, Rosalie was fortunate to secure employment as a secretary with the family’s solicitors, Halliday and Budd.


At Murwillumbah High School the twins were good students and debaters. Against Lismore High at the age of 12, Terry’s free trade line on the proposition that ‘the continuance of a policy of high tariffs is ruinous to the development of Australia’s primary products’ prefigured his adult view. In the annual debating contest with Lismore in 1935, Edwin argued counter-intuitively because his intellectual interests were eclectic, that ‘modern economic and social conditions demand a specialised rather than a general education’.


Terry and Edwin enjoyed sport—although with differing degrees of success. Edwin’s enthusiasm exceeded his talent. At school carnivals, Edwin might come second in the sack race; during the cricket season he would make a duck batting at number eight. Terry excelled at games. Collecting track and field prizes nonchalantly, he opened the innings for the high school’s First XI. He was passionate about rugby league; he had played in the First XIII by the age of 15 and in his Leaving year captained the team.


In March 1936, Edwin commenced work at David Jones’ Elizabeth Street store in Sydney, where he hoped to become a commercial artist. Edwin was to have boarded with an aunt, but shortly after he arrived she told him that her ‘nerves’ could not cope with the extra work his presence represented. Edwin moved to a boarding house at Turramurra, where his fellow tenants included a number of invalided veterans of World War I. Although thrilled with big city life, Edwin soon concluded that it was unlikely his career in retailing would match that of his paternal grandfather, who had been a director of David Jones’ major rival, Farmer’s.


Edwin applied for jobs in banking, the AMP Society and the Commonwealth Public Service in Canberra, which had resumed recruiting after a freeze during the Depression. When offered a clerk’s position in the Department of the Interior, Edwin resigned immediately. He took the train to Canberra, arriving on 1 June, and moved into Gorman House, one of the capital’s many hostels, where his department had arranged a room.


Clarence Charles had not contacted his son while Edwin was in Sydney, but the absconder’s relatives on the North Shore kept in touch, so the pain of separation from the family on the Tweed was not so great. In the capital, however, Edwin felt desperate and isolated. On 2 June 1936, his second day in the city, he wrote plaintively to his mother: ‘I hate Canberra. It makes me laugh and yet is so horribly out of the way. I’ve never felt more away from home and from you. It’s terrible. Canberra might be beautiful but it’s ridiculous. A great white pile in the distance and then another one.’ Aching to get back to Sydney, he wondered if he could obtain a leave of absence.


Edwin’s homesickness passed of course, and he soon revelled in his independence, filling letters home with observations about national politics and its practitioners, and office gossip. As Edwin made new friends, many of whom were older and worldlier, Terry would have envied the social opportunities his brother had before him. Besides hockey, Edwin played tennis, engaged in amateur theatrics, attended crazy whist evenings and danced enthusiastically. Continuing his strong association with the Church, Edwin joined the Anglican Servers’ Guild at the church of St John the Baptist in Reid, where he became an acolyte of the Archdeacon of Canberra, the Ven. Charles Shearer Robinson.


In November 1937, the Department of the Interior decreed that Gorman would become an all-female hostel, forcing Edwin to find private lodgings. He eventually joined three friends as boarders in Hobart Avenue, Forrest: Noel Kilgour, employed by the Department of Works; Harold Amos who worked in the Treasury; and a parliamentary official, Roy Bullock. Their widowed landlady, Mrs Muir, had a daughter Isabel, Edwin’s age, who was a nurse in Sydney.
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Noel Kilgour, unknown, Harold Amos, Mrs Muir and Edwin at Coppin’s Crossing, Federal Capital Territory, circa 1939.


Terry did not work in 1936, but by the following year the Commonwealth Bank saw better times ahead and took him on as a junior in Murwillumbah. He continued to live at home but football took him all over the North Coast. Terry visited Sydney for the first time in March 1938. From his base at the Mansions Hotel in Kings Cross, he called on family, watched the tennis at Rushcutters Bay, and the cricket, and dined in restaurants. Such was Terry’s nature that it was unlikely he resisted the lure of the nearby red light district. While the newsreels showed Hitler’s troops marching into Austria, the city prepared for the Easter Show. ‘The buildings are all floodlit ... Admiralty House and the gardens are just too beautiful to describe,’ Terry wrote to Beryl. On the harbour one day, his ferry passed close to the Empress of Britain as the tugs nudged her alongside at Woolloomooloo. When he arrived at Circular Quay, Terry joined the throng watching the passengers disembark from the huge Canadian liner.


In early 1939, Terry visited his brother in Canberra. Terry’s diary notes an appointment with Miss Joyce Blewitt of the Statistician’s Branch in the Treasury. We have no evidence that the meeting was connected with Terry’s duties with ‘the bank’; more likely it was an assignation, perhaps arranged by Edwin. Terry was back on the Tweed by March, where, playing as a wing three-quarter in his first game for the Murwillumbah Wallabies reserves in the district competition, he scored two tries in a 15–0 win against the Wanderers.


On 3 September 1939, the day Australia declared war on Germany, Edwin was playing hockey in Canberra for a team consisting of local militia members. That Sunday, as Prime Minister Robert Menzies discharged his ‘melancholy duty’ in a national radio broadcast, Terry was returning to Murwillumbah with his football team. The Wallabies had competed in Grafton, but Terry had not taken the field. Injured seriously enough in a game the previous week to spend three days in hospital, he had not recovered fully.


In that last season before the war, the Wallabies finished fourth in a seven-team competition but out in the centres, Terry saw little action. ‘Match after match I didn’t get the ball once,’ he complained to his diary. His greatest moment had come against the Tweed Heads Seagulls, when he caught a short punt and ran 75 yards, beating his opponent and the winger, before stepping inside the fullback to score the winning try. A ‘nigger player’ from Bilambil, Cec Largo, impressed him. Predicting that he ‘should do well in a few years,’ Terry paid tribute in doggerel:


Down the wing comes Charles flying


Largo close behind him crying:


’White man! You no get away,


You no win this match today!’




1


It’ll fair break my heart


As Europe re-armed in the mid-1930s, Australia’s defenders were part-time troops who trained with obsolete equipment on weekends, or in the evenings after work. While the implications for national security of this arrangement were yet to be tested, this was good news for Edwin. His salary on arrival in Canberra in 1936 was £96. A shilling was now twelve pennies, not three milkshakes, he observed to Beryl. The 80,000 members of the Australian Military Forces (AMF), known informally as the militia, were required to spend six days in training camp each year. Public servants still received their salary when they undertook this obligation, and if they lived in a residential hostel, they received a rebate on their board.


Most militia members were required to be at least 18 years old, but schoolboys in the Cadet Corps could join their elders learning the art of war at suburban drill halls, local rifle ranges and under canvas at camp. Edwin enlisted as a 17-year-old senior cadet in E Company, 3rd Battalion, AMF (the Werriwa Regiment), in November 1936. He confided to his mother that his motives were pecuniary rather than patriotic. There was little risk—the Defence Act precluded the militia from serving overseas—and the training was great fun.


Clever and artistic, Edwin had ambitions to be an architect, and started night classes in January 1937 to gain the additional leaving certificate credits. But the classes clashed with drill, and in February, he discontinued his studies. Later that year, the 3rd merged with Sydney’s 53rd Infantry Battalion, forming the 53rd/3rd Infantry Battalion. The merger did not last long, however, and by August 1937, the 3rd returned to its own identity. Edwin resumed the classes at the Canberra Technical College in 1938, but academic application ran a poor second against his militia instructor, ‘a huge man from Goulburn ... a real old diehard’, whose soldierly bearing and lurid barrack-room language impressed him greatly. By December, Edwin was in the militia reserve as a private with the Werriwa Regiment.


The 3rd, which recruited from Mittagong in the Southern Highlands to Delegate on the Victorian border, and inland to Yass and Cooma, was among the first units called up for 16 days’ training under stage one of the defence mobilisation in September 1939. Two weeks after the declaration of war, Edwin was in camp with 3000 other militia on the escarpment of the Great Dividing Range, behind Dapto, on the NSW south coast.
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Private Charles poses for the camera with bayonet fixed in his new army uniform (minus cap badge) Canberra, early 1939.


Assigned to a Lewis gun section, and eager to learn unfamiliar new skills such as camouflage and concealment, Edwin woke before reveille each morning. There were, however, also more mundane tasks, and he was pleased when a stiff arm caused by a typhoid inoculation, enabled him to avoid peeling potatoes for the battalion when his company had kitchen duty. Edwin was pleasantly fatigued in the evenings and had little interest in visiting nearby Wollongong, which was in any case, hard to reach.


As reports from Europe began to provide a picture of the Nazi occupation, he expressed his reaction to Beryl:


Isn’t it infuriating to read about the treatment of the Poles and Jews? The Poles have to step down off the pavement when a German comes walking along, and the unfortunate Jews aren’t even allowed on the pavements at all. Ridiculous n’est ce pas?


Edwin returned briefly to Canberra, but by November, he was back in camp at Dapto where this time, he found himself in the company of a rough crowd. The NCO in his tent was assaulted and bled on Edwin’s blankets, and he was called as a witness in the resulting investigation. In mid-month, domestic matters intruded. Claire Garrett, with whom Edwin had a close but not romantic relationship, wrote to advise that Mrs Muir had sub-let the room in her house that he shared with Harold Amos, who was also away. Apparently the local grocer had offered accommodation to a family of five and then changed his mind, and had prevailed upon Mrs Muir to accept the family as short-term tenants. Adding insult to this injury, Mrs Muir continued to charge Edwin board for the time he was away in camp. In Edwin’s absence, Claire had sought to protect his interests. ‘They arrived on the Saturday afternoon and left next Friday so they weren’t here quite a week,’ she wrote ...


as for your clothes and things, they are all right and there isn’t any need to worry about them. When Mrs Muir told me the first time that these people were coming ... I mentioned to her that it was a bit hot, and I think she talked about a refund. However, I think everything will be cleared up when you come home. If she doesn’t mention that we’ve had guests, we can find some way for me to bring up the subject.
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Claire Garrett, Canberra, October 1940.


Later, a ‘most pathetic appeal on the radio’ that civilians correspond with ‘the boys in camp’ touched Claire’s heart. She suggested that she had grown ‘quite sad to think of you only getting about 6 letters a week, so this will make it 7’. Claire had little to report, but entreated Edwin: ‘for heaven’s sake don’t come back with a beard. A moustache would not look quite so bad because they give one quite a military air.’ Claire was a young woman of firm convictions. In another letter in which she told Edwin he should avoid joining the AIF, she expressed a view that he, in time, would share:


I don’t think a single man should leave Australia. We can help Britain quite well economically but we need every man to guard our own shores. What’s the use of spending the amount we are on defence works if all our manpower goes overseas? I won’t go on in this strain anymore because you may think I am quite silly.


I hope you are not getting too bloodthirsty. I heard that men in camp get very hard and bitter towards the enemy. We are all to blame for this war. I think it is very wicked and un-Christianlike. Someone must dominate Europe and it is the considered opinion in London that this will be the last European war that England will enter into. It doesn’t matter if England is not a world power as long as the keeps out of war. Nationalism is the curse of the world and I can’t see any hope of stopping wars in the future if every country thinks that she should dominate the world.


Forgive me for saying such things but I just feel like weeping and you are the only one at present to whom I can offer myself without some immediate retaliation. When you answer this, my little fit will have passed.


The Second AIF, whose formation the government had announced on 15 September, was plundering the ranks of the militia. The government had moved to fill the vacuum on 5 October, with a ‘universal trainee’ scheme, which would conscript for home defence men turning 21 years of age during 1940. Terry enlisted in the 41st Infantry Battalion the next day.


Raised in 1885 as the Upper Clarence Light Horse, now known as the Byron Regiment, the 41st saw action with the First AIF at Messines Ridge and Amiens, and between 1922 and 1936, was linked with the Werriwa Regiment. Headquartered in Lismore, the battalion recruited from the Queensland border, south to Kempsey and inland to Casino. Like many militia units, it offered to transfer en masse to the Second AIF. The authorities declined, ordering the unit into Rutherford military camp near Maitland.


As Terry travelled south he was thrilled by the warm send-off the battalion received from the people of the north coast. He described his journey:


The feeling of the people was the same all the way down. Crowds at every station—the [Byron] Bay and Mullumbimby, and people waved and cheered from every dairy and house all the way some people were even waving union jacks. The whole school and staff were lined up at Woodlawn College waving and yelling to us ... It was really a wonderful expression at the feeling of the people all over the place.


A brass band was on hand as Terry entered camp at Rutherford, located on a hillside sloping down to a plain near Maitland racecourse, and he thought the sight of between four and five thousand men marching in ‘looked marvellous’. The camp itself, the surrounding countryside and even the sky above it, swarmed with activity: new wooden huts were being erected amid hundreds of tents, and bitumen roads ran in all directions; signallers and dispatch riders went about their business; and as Terry noted to Beryl ‘staff officers ride around on horses, looking very colourful’. A field artillery battery was camped nearby and there was an RAAF aircraft circling overhead.
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The first picture of Terry in uniform. Terry, (right) and a mate, Jeff White, enjoying time off from Rutherford Military Camp, November 1939. ‘My hat has since been knocked into shape, thank God’, he noted on the back of the photograph.


Operating from a tent near to Terry, the YMCA provided a wireless, piano, darts, ping-pong, papers and magazines. In the still, warm evenings, men played the piano, ‘hot trumpet’, cornets and bagpipes. Maitland, a ‘huge place’, was nearby, and as Terry wrote to his brother, although it was filled with ‘plenty of “nice” women ... after a chat by the MO, we decided to give them the go-by’.


Terry received equipment. Bedding consisted of two blankets, a ground sheet and a bag filled with straw. Clothing included loose-fitting khaki drill work uniforms, puttees and boots, which he found very comfortable. Due to a shortage, he did not receive his steel helmet immediately, as some other units had done. Sleeping more soundly than ever in his life, he felt as fit as possible in camp.


Terry’s only disappointment was the food, which although wholesome, he found was ‘coarse and rough’. Butter was only served once each day, and initially there was no sugar; even bread was in short supply. Mutton stew was a staple meal and Terry learned to consume porridge without milk. On 13 November, the entire battalion of 800 men protested over the food, ‘counting out’ the cooks. A brawl broke out, which the officers quelled, but the incident achieved its objective because there was an immediate improvement in the rations. Butter became more plentiful and strong coffee was provided at night.
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Terry’s militia unit, the Byron Regiment, on parade at Rutherford Military camp, November 1939.


In the same letter in which she told Edwin of her view that he should not join the AIF, Claire Garrett also mentioned another matter which was perhaps closer to Edwin’s (and certainly to Terry’s) heart, being as they were, about to attain the age that would allow them legally to buy what the Defence Act described as ‘intoxicating or spirituous liquors’, the sale of which was banned at military camps where men were undergoing compulsory training.


‘You may get your “wet canteens”,’ Claire wrote, referring to a debate that was dividing the nation. ‘There has been a lot of controversy about it but there are quite good arguments on both sides. If you can’t get a drink officially I suppose there are sly grog shops. It is expected that this question will come up in the House any day.’


On 1 November the War Cabinet had decided that as garrison battalions comprised former members of the first AIF, ‘wet canteens be permitted in the camps of such units, where canteens exist’, but militia camps would remain dry. Needless to say, this provoked a heated reaction. A fortnight later, the Anglican Synod endorsed this by voting 40 to 36: ‘the Synod fully appreciates the difficulties and dangers associated with the beverage use of alcohol. It feels duty bound to stand behind the Government in its effort to minimise the evils of drinking.’ An amendment put by Edwin’s bishop (Burgmann of Goulburn) that the government take a ‘fresh and impartial look into the question’ was defeated on the casting vote of the synod’s chairman, Archbishop Morwill.


On the same day, militiamen in Sydney were reported to have been made to ‘stand by and watch’ while permanent soldiers drank in wet canteens. ‘It’s torture—I’ll be glad when my 30 days training is finished,’ one unfortunate was reported by the press as saying. A Mr Teece, K.C., believed he was foreshadowing what was to come when he told the synod that his own son, who was in the Second AIF camp a Ingleburn, ‘tells me that the reaction of the men there is that, because they can’t get beer at the camp, they have an exaggerated desire to get it outside’.


It was perhaps unfortunate that the Catholic Bishop of West Maitland chose Sunday 20 November to tell his flock that the behaviour of most soldiers was exemplary, and that it was ‘unfair’ that they should be penalised for the possible shortcomings of a small minority. Wet canteens would do much to teach young men temperance, which was as much a virtue as abstinence, he said. When men were unable to get a drink in camp after a hard day’s training, the spirit of bravado sent them into town. Drinking in army canteens where supervision was strict would tend to strengthen a man’s self-control.


As His Grace was delivering this homily, 150 troops at Ingleburn camp burnt down a small canteen. Bitterness had been simmering for several days. Soldiers felt that basic goods were being sold at exorbitant prices (razor blades were tuppence each compared with outside; pipe cleaners three pennies each, usually they cost tuppence; and khaki shirts, nine shillings and six pence (versus four shillings and six pence). And a day earlier, men had declared ‘black’ sour milk being sold in chipped or cracked glasses, pouring eight gallons of it down a drain. The men were not placated when an officer assured them that their complaints were being investigated. A reporter from the Daily Telegraph recorded a voice from the crowd: ‘We have declared one canteen black and will burn this one the same colour.’ The Daily Telegraph had no doubt that the incident was connected to the ‘mens’ exasperation with the Government’s refusal to let them have wet canteens’.


As Claire predicted, questions were indeed asked in the House. But neither Prime Minister Menzies nor his Minister for the Army, Geoff Street, would comment on the incident at Ingleburn. This prompted observers to suggest that support for wet canteens was growing among all political parties but ‘no section ... appears anxious to demand that the government reverse its decision’ including, it appeared, members of the opposition.


As required, Edwin reported for enlistment in early January 1940, but on the 22nd he wrote to his commanding officer at 3rd Battalion requesting an exemption from camp, indicating that his department had already made the necessary arrangements with the Department of Defence. Edwin appreciated the reasoning behind his remaining at work in Canberra, writing to Beryl ‘there’s no doubt that the Depts. can’t be given up to old chaps and people inexperienced’, but at the same time, he wished the Menzies government would introduce conscription for overseas service: ‘it would save a lot of worrying.’


There were no exemptions for Terry, whose employer, the Commonwealth Bank, would provide 2750 men (more than 70 per cent of its male clerical staff) to the armed forces by the end of the war. While Terry’s view of events overseas was perhaps less influenced by the circumstances of his employment than Edwin’s, he recognised that his carefree days were drawing to a close. In the pocketbook in which he had recorded details of the previous year’s sporting triumphs, Terry noted on 6 March 1940 that Australia had been at war for six months with this observation: ‘looks like little or no football this year for me’.


Given the state of the Commonwealth public service, it was unsurprising that Edwin’s superiors decided that he was of more value to the war effort out of khaki. The Commonwealth Public Service Act contained what was effectively a sheltered workshop provision, under which returned servicemen from the 1914–18 war enjoyed preferential employment. In 1939, as it applied to three-quarters of the public service, the 32,250 members of the so-called fourth division—messengers, Postmaster General’s (PMG) staff, tradesmen, maintenance workers, gardeners and the typists—this was a humane policy that recognised the sacrifice of the original Diggers. In the third division, however, where slightly fewer than 11,000 officers performed the bulk of the government’s professional and administrative work, it had been disastrous. So diluted was the pool of talent, that between 1918 and 1932, when the Commonwealth ceased recruiting as an economy measure, out of 1779 permanent appointments, only 49 had been made at Leaving Certificate standard. There were perhaps 50 middle managers aged between 30 and 40 with 10 to 20 years’ experience, and the service was almost wholly deficient of educated men in their twenties, like Edwin.


There were three ways to enter the third division. When public service recruitment resumed in 1936, Edwin had been among the first to pass an entrance examination based on the school Leaving Certificate. His friend and colleague Phillip Fothergill Burroughs took another route. Phil’s father, Fred, had worked for the PMG as a line foreman around southern NSW and by 1935 the family was living at the Causeway in Canberra. Phil, who was two years younger than Edwin, sat the Intermediate Certificate in 1936 and, employed as a messenger, followed Fred into the fourth division. In February 1939, Phil passed a promotion examination set at a standard slightly lower than the Leaving Certificate then joined Edwin in the Accounts Branch of the Department of the Interior. Good looking and popular with girls, Phil played rugby league, Australian rules and cricket; his fondness of dancing, fishing and shooting the legacy of adolescence spent in the bush.


Another of Edwin’s friends, Bernard Kuskie, was one of the elite, from whom the Public Service Board expected it would select the next generation of its senior executives and departmental permanent heads (the first and second divisions). Born in Maryborough Queensland, in 1914, Bernie attended the grammar school there. With a Bachelor of Commerce from Melbourne University College in Canberra, in 1934, he was among the very first graduates appointed to the Commonwealth Public Service, joining the Department of Trade in Sydney, transferring to head office Canberra in 1937, from where he soon joined the fledgling Department of External Affairs.


For Edwin, then, life retained much of its pre-war rhythm. He continued as a server at St John’s and to play sport. There were tennis parties at the Hotel Canberra, and Edwin was named on the radio among the best players for his hockey team, the university reserves, although this was no great honour. As he reported home, ‘we could only field eight players so we were licked’.


Edwin’s social life, which often involved Claire, was full of ups and downs. In April, after a Church of England ball which he described as ‘the foulest dance I’ve yet been to here’, he wrote to Terry that Claire, ‘for the last few weeks, has been getting me down. Last night was the end for me. That’s that.’ Edwin danced with a Miss Helen Robertson, one of 10 debutantes who that evening were presented to the Canadian High Commissioner, but the highlight was the time he spent with a colleague from the Accounts Branch, Miss Peg Bacon. ‘All night I was looking forward to a dance with her,’ he told Terry. ‘The 3rd last it was, and was it worth waiting for ... she is, I reckon, one of Canberra’s most charming young women, and fortunately, she’s not too well known. It was the one bright spot of the evening.’ As far as Edwin was concerned, the problem with the ball (apart from Claire) was ‘the music—Jimmy Jones—[which] was vile’. There was no such difficulty the next night at the tennis club dance at the Hotel Kingston, which a ‘great show’. The hotel had a ‘super’ ballroom off the main lounge and the music by ‘Higgs and Pogson’ was far superior to that supplied by Mr Jones.


[image: image]


A tennis party, Hotel Canberra, June long weekend, 1940. Edwin is at the extreme right; Claire Garrett (wearing the dark coat) is on his right.


* * * *


By March 1940, following consultations with the Australian Temperance Union, the Minister for the Army, Geoff Street, having won the support of his colleagues, the Ministers for Social Services, Sir Frederick Stewart, and External Affairs, John McEwen, felt able to recommend the War Cabinet’s approval of wet canteens, including at militia camps. There would, however, be provisos. There was to be no ‘shouting’ or credit to be given for drinks, and hotels within a certain radius of camps were out of bounds after trading hours. Cooperation was also to be sought from the states for the suppression of sly grog shops adjacent to camps and hotel trading hours were to be strictly enforced.


The following month, when the press carried reports suggesting that the ‘wets’ were getting the upper hand in the great canteen debate, the Victorian Local Option Alliance (VLOA) wrote to Menzies arguing strongly for the retention of the status quo and expressing its firm conviction that wet canteens would ‘seriously imperil the best interests of the troops’. The alliance quoted the testimony of a string of military officers on the injurious influence of alcohol to a Senate inquiry in 1918. Other World War I-era figures invoked in support of temperance case included Lloyd George and Lord Kitchener.


The VLOA noted that the press had carried no reports ‘of sly grog or any unseemly scenes’ made by soldiers seeking unlawful liquor. The alliance in fact submitted evidence to the contrary: an investigation by the Shepparton Advertiser had concluded that troops in camp at Seymour had been slandered by claims that they had been sly grogging. ‘Shops illegally disposing of liquor are non-existent,’ the paper concluded confidently.


The commander of the AIF’s new Sixth Division, Lieutenant General Thomas Blamey, may have undercut this contention less than a week later by observing that sly grog shops were always found near dry camps. But the VLOA’s claims that the consumption of alcohol increased the risk of accidents and infection and prejudiced recovery from illness, and in particular, that ‘no argument is needed to prove that the dangers of careless speech are hugely increased by the use of liquor’, were all probably fair points.


At Dapto, Edwin had been at one of the three military camps in NSW that had been provided with milk bars and refrigerating cabinets. Dapto camp and others at Ingleburn and Wallgrove had retained the profits accruing from the sale of milk and other non-alcoholic drinks, and they had been disbursed to ‘the various canteen committees for the purpose of providing for the comforts of troops’.


In early May, Beryl was ‘rather dreading’ the coming days. She had made an appointment to have her teeth extracted, believing that they had been the cause of the rheumatism that plagued her, and which had been especially bad that year.


On 10 May Germany attacked the Low Countries, and two days later, she expressed her dismay to Terry at Rutherford:


We were generally shocked, tho’ not surprised at the war news. I hope and pray that it may bring everything to an end more quickly. If only they could all rush into Germany and just stamp it out of existence.


I think there is something rather sad about Chamberlain’s resignation—did you hear his speech? [Churchill] is a wonderful man, and I hope things get moving quickly. Chamberlain was too much of a gentleman for Hitler.


I hope you are well, dear son, ever so much love, and may God bless and keep you always.


Your loving Mother


Terry was also pleased to see ‘a virile personality in Churchill’ succeed Neville Chamberlain as Prime Minister of Britain, but immersed in training, he spared few thoughts for events on the other side of the world. He was, he told Beryl, busy ‘doing great work in the field these days, making reconnaissance patrols. It’d great fun crawling up the gullies’. Wearing greatcoat and gloves, Terry was also among a dozen men from his company designated to guard the camp gate, where together with his colleagues he cheerfully accepted bribes of pies and bottles of beer from men returning without leave passes.


* * * *


In terms of athletic ability, as Edwin was to Terry, so Terry was to Brian Redmond O’Connor, a strapping 26-year-old Irish Catholic, who had recently begun to call on Rosalie. O’Connor had been transferred to Murwillumbah by his employer, the Commonwealth Bank. His father was Queensland’s first Sheffield Shield captain, ‘Lion Hearted’ Leo O’Connor, a wicket keeper-batsman whose record of 1700 runs at an average of 44 was not enough to win him a test cap in the era of the brilliant Bert Oldfield. The young O’Connor had also been a NSW shield cricketer and a state representative in Rugby Union and Australian Rules football.
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