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Author’s note


The word ‘alien’ has a long history—from Latin via French into English. Its suggestion of a largely negative otherness—difference, foreignness—has been consistent through the centuries.


Names can be a marker of difference, including of nationality, language and class. It was not uncommon for ‘foreign’ names to be mispronounced, misspelled or significantly altered. Some of the ‘aliens’ in this book were given or chose an English-sounding version of their name; others were given, or opted for, spelling variations or even entirely new names. I have used the name and spelling provided by the men I interviewed, by family members, or as found in archival and published sources. I apologise for any unintended misnaming or misspelling.
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Introduction


How long does it take my father to persuade my mother that he should join the Australian Army? In June 1941 the Germans invaded the Soviet Union; in December 1941 the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, and Darwin not long afterwards. It’s time, my father says, for him to help defend us from a possible Japanese invasion. My parents have been in Australia for less than three years; they are struggling to master English and make a living. My father is barely 5 feet 4 inches in his socks, and weighs a modest 9 stone. But he is a persuasive man.


According to family folklore, my father writes twice to the Minister for the Army, offering his loyal service. When that fails, he persuades two more prominent members of the Melbourne Jewish community to sign a letter to the Minister with him. He is pleased when the reply this time is ‘Yes’: the government has decided to allow ‘friendly aliens’ to join the army. Soon, choice will be replaced by compulsion; military or civilian conscription is extended to all but neutral or suspect ‘enemy’ aliens.


On 16 May 1942—my mother’s thirty-third birthday—my father enlists in the Australian Military Forces. His army record book registers him as Szulem Faktor, and, under the heading ‘Restrictions Regarding Employment’, notes that he has ‘poor physique’. Very soon, he will be hauling large sacks of potatoes and helping move bombs and other ammunition at the Victorian–New South Wales railway junctions of Tocumwal and Albury. He becomes a soldier who never fires a gun. He wears the khaki uniform and the slouch hat until 15 September 1945; the next day, his young daughter’s birthday, he is in civvies again.


There are so many questions we wish we could ask the dead. I never thought to ask my father what the weather was like that first day, when he went to enlist at the Caulfield Racecourse in Melbourne. I never asked my mother what they promised each other before he walked away from our small, rented North Carlton cottage.


I have only fragmentary memories of my father in uniform—I was very young then. He was a great raconteur, but stories of his time in the army were rare; those early post-war years seem to have been filled with talk about how to bring the handful of family survivors from Europe to Australia. While I never forgot my father the soldier, it was not until quite late in his life that I began to ask questions about those army years. The stories of one anti-fascist Polish Jew have led me to a multitude of tales peopled by Italians, Greeks, Yugoslavs, Germans, Chinese … And to even more questions. How did these mostly non-naturalised men come to be in the Australian Army? What did the army want them for? What did it mean to be an ‘alien’ in the Australian Army? What did they do when not soldiering in their khaki uniforms, slouch hats and solid boots—the formal dress of all Australian soldiers? How did the locals view this polyglot collection of Diggers? How did the men with heavy foreign accents and unpronounceable names regard the locals? And, in the end, why does it all matter now?


‘Modern warfare is a potent generator of memories’, wrote the historian Catherine Merridale.1 Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that contemporary historians have found ways to access and disseminate war memories on a scale previously unimaginable. Oral history has played a significant role in this process.


But not all memories are equal. As in other spheres of life, groups on the periphery have little voice or visibility. This book is an attempt to restore to public memory a part of our history largely forgotten: the experiences of men like my father, many recent immigrants and refugees, who willingly or reluctantly joined the Australian Army and found themselves in the military’s Employment Companies (also called Labour Companies).


At the core of this book are the experiences of the participants: the ‘aliens’ whose military task was the hard physical labour needed to maintain the war effort and support the fighting forces. They were a heterogeneous lot: scholars and peasants, musicians and factory workers, communists and royalists, Jews and Catholics, animists and atheists. Diverse in nationality, and in their capacity to undertake demanding physical work, fastidious or rough-and-ready, they lived in tents and huts in crowded proximity.


A strong bond of solidarity developed from the men’s broadly common circumstances, the work they performed, and their widespread commitment to contribute to the defeat of the Axis powers. Each Company was a community of about three hundred to five hundred men, with subgroups as small as a tent full of friends or as large as a national, religious or language cohort. As well as work, there was sport, gambling, dances, concerts, political debate and hunger strikes—when, according to the painter Yosl Bergner, in the 6th Employment Company ‘we had home-cooking in our tents and ate more than ever’.2 A camaraderie among ‘the boys’ (as many of the Europeans called themselves) generally ensured fundamental stability when political or personal enmity erupted.


In writing this book, I have had the good fortune to sit at kitchen and dining-room tables in many homes, talking to the old about their youth, to the children about their fathers. Some of the men wrote memoirs, and some families have kept letters, photos and other documents from those long-ago days and generously shared them with me. As well, there is a wealth of material scattered throughout the Australian War Memorial, the National Archives and various other record depositories. These rich sources, together with the writing of historians, have provided layers of knowledge and understanding, and added the perspectives of politicians, military officialdom, the media, supporters and opponents to the central voices of the approximately four thousand Employment Company men who created a multicultural force in the Australian Army—long before the word ‘multicultural’ had entered the nation’s lexicon.





    1    


Coming to Australia: home is no longer home


Until well into the 1940s, almost everyone who came to Australia travelled by boat. It took about five to six weeks to come from Europe, a leisurely voyage via the Suez Canal, stopping at various ports in the Middle East and Asia along the way. Ships also travelled via the Cape of Good Hope, or through North America and across the Pacific.


For some of the people in this book, the journey was like a holiday—a calm interlude between the fears and anxieties they were escaping and a hopeful but uncertain future in Australia. Kurt Lippmann, an eighteen-year-old from Hamburg, who later served in the 4th Employment Company, remembered his family’s voyage on the Blue Funnel liner Ulysses—a ship appropriately titled for passengers travelling into the unknown. He called it ‘the highlight of our lives, chiefly because it was a complete relief from the past, and the worries of the new life were still in the future.’1 Most knew very little about Australia. ‘Full of black-fellows and kangaroos, that is about the sum total of what we knew of the country,’ wrote Robert Exiner, remembering, more than fifty years later, his reluctance to leave Berlin until interrogated by the Gestapo in 1938. ‘That finally forced me to see the light.’2 He too became a soldier, with a varied career in the 6th Employment Company.


Most of the approximately four thousand men who served in the ‘alien’ Employment Companies arrived in the 1920s or 1930s.3 The majority came from Europe; a smaller number from Asia.4 Some were young single men; others older, with families of their own. Diverse in nationality, religion, class, culture and language, they shared the need to find a country that would take them.


Australia was not everyone’s first choice of haven. Keith Steinhardt’s eldest sister went from their home in Bad Nauheim, Germany, to Frankfurt in 1938, to see if she could arrange for the family to go to South America. Nobody from that large continent was available to interview her on the day, but the Australian office was open.5 Sheer chance. Others preferred the United States, but its severely restrictive quota system made some turn to Australia. One Hungarian applied for entry permits to Rhodesia, Canada and New Zealand as well as Australia; when, in 1939, only the Australian permit had arrived, he was desperate and took it.6 For many, as one of the men pointed out, ‘it was not a question of which country to choose, rather which country would choose to take you.’7


Some saw Australia as a fresh opportunity: the promise of a new life. That was particularly true for those escaping privation. Many were leaving families, and sometimes whole districts, that were wretchedly impoverished. Through word of mouth, they heard this was a country where hard work would allow peasants and working men alike to live in modest comfort. Orpheus Kandiliotis’ father was one who acted on this hope. Orpheus was born in Ithaca, Greece, in 1920. His father fought in Greek wars for years and got ‘sick and tired of it’; leaving his wife and five children, he bought a bag of salted bread (‘which wouldn’t rot’) and sailed with a friend to Australia. Orpheus, the last of the children to be brought over, arrived in 1939, aged seventeen.8 For Joe (Giuseppe) Zammarchi, born in 1901 in Parma, Italy, penury and oppression were a double spur. He arrived in Australia in 1927, escaping both Mussolini’s fascist regime and poverty. ‘It was hard to live, wages were very low. I thought Australia was a better place to live than Italy.’9 Jankiel Waligora (anglicised to Jack Waller), a Jew from Poland, travelled to Australia with his small family in 1938. According to his son, Louis Waller, his father emigrated because life in Poland was hard: poverty, not politics, or fear of another war, was the major motivation.10 All three men—the Greek, the Italian and the Polish Jew—became comrades in arms in the 6th Employment Company.


Cruel regimes stimulate emigration. For the majority of those who came from the European Axis countries (initially, Germany and Italy), and from countries occupied or threatened with occupation, it was a peaceful and humane sanctuary they sought: ‘a chance to work and live in freedom’.11 In the Berlin of 1938, Wolfgang Sievers knew it was impossible for him to study his chosen profession of archaeology: his family was Lutheran but there was one Jewish grandparent. His father had been an art historian in charge of the cultural department of the German foreign office until dismissed by the Nazis in 1933. He urged both his sons to leave Germany soon after the Nazis came to power. When Wolfgang, initially reluctant, finally asked his father where he should go, he replied, ‘Well, two things. As far away from Europe as possible. And go to a British country.’ Wolfgang asked: ‘Why to a British country?’ ‘Because it is better to be suppressed by the British than by anyone else,’ said his father. More than fifty years later, Sievers remarked, ‘And I think he was right. He was very sensible.’12


That practical advice, plus the help of a South Australian nurse studying childcare in Germany who arranged for sponsors, brought Sievers to Australia in September 1939, and, three years later, into the 4th Employment Company.13


Some came involuntarily. The British used the grand ship the Queen Mary to bring to Australia 266 Europeans (mainly German and Austrian Jews), many of whom had sought temporary refuge in the Straits Settlements of Penang, Singapore, Malacca and Labuan. Fear that all those born and bred in an enemy land could pose a danger to security was the reason for transporting them.14 And, in an action echoing a practice long familiar during the early settlement of Australia, refugees were sent as prisoners from Britain, deported during the panic after the British defeat at Dunkirk in June 1940. They were mostly German and Austrian men and boys, chiefly Jews, who had escaped to Britain before the war. They were detained there as ‘enemy aliens’, a bitter irony made plain in the first stanza of a song composed at a detention centre near Liverpool:




We have been Hitler’s enemies for years before the war,


We knew his plan for bombing and invading Britain’s shore;


We warned you of his treachery when you believed in peace,


And now we are His Majesty’s most loyal internees.15




With protests mounting at home, the British Government persuaded a reluctant Australian Government to take approximately two and a half thousand of these detainees and imprison them here.16 (Churchill later referred to this episode as ‘a deplorable mistake’.17) The men endured a grim voyage under armed guard on a ship called the Dunera, followed for many by internment in rural New South Wales and Victoria; and, finally, late in 1941, gradual release: some to return to Britain to join the British Army’s Pioneer Corps, some to live in the community, and others to become soldiers in the Australian Army.18 ‘The strangest boatload ever to reach this country’, according to the sociologist Sol Encel,19 was to provide more than five hundred volunteers for the 8th Employment Company.20 These men were surprised to discover their destination was Australia. ‘Few of us knew anything about the country,’ one of them later recalled. ‘I think that, generally speaking, we knew of it as the place “bottom right” on the map, or, more disrespectfully, as the arse of the world.’21


Whether emigrants leaving their homeland while they could, or refugees expelled or escaping, all those fleeing fascism and war saw Australia as a temporary safe haven, a quiet place in which to live until the disasters at home were ended. In the beginning, few thought of Australia as their new home.



Enough scum here already?


Emil Witton (Witkowski), born in Berlin in 1919, seemed destined for a comfortable life. His father was a doctor, his mother the daughter of one of the founders of the German publishing house Rudolf Mosse Verlag and famous daily newspaper the Berliner Tageblatt. A happy family life, a first-class education—but when Witton finished school in 1937, further study was impossible: he was a Jew. That also meant he was stateless: the Nuremberg Laws of 1935 declared that ‘A Jew cannot be a citizen of the Reich. He has no right to vote in political affairs and he cannot hold public office.’22 A year later, the German State Secretary went further: ‘The fundamental principle of all measures is to foster the emigration of the Jews.’23


By the time Witton arrived in Australia in April 1939 he had experienced some of the Nazis’ ‘measures’, including Kristallnacht, the regime’s organised attacks on thousands of Jewish shops and synagogues on 9–11 November 1938, and the temporary imprisonment of his father in Buchenwald concentration camp. More than half the Jewish population of Germany had already fled the country.24 In a letter he wrote many years later, Witton remembered:




It had been clear for a long time that emigration was going to be an absolute necessity, but when it actually came, it turned out to be a traumatic experience. Not so much the daily difficulties and troublesome dealings with hostile officials, than that everything I had taken for granted during my youth, was now negated for ever. I grew up being a German. My family had lived in Germany for many generations. My father had been an officer in the First World War (Oberstabsarzt, EK1 and EK - Major in the Medical Corps, with the medals of the Eiserne Kreuz [Iron Cross] first and second class) and was not anymore allowed to practice, and all that culminated eventually in the deprivation of my nationality.25




Taking advice to depart Germany, Witton and his girlfriend, both just nineteen years old, hastily married, and the young couple and Witton’s parents applied to emigrate to Australia. It was, he explained, an imperative decision to leave. As to where to seek refuge, he and his family were fortunate: Emil’s brother Paul was already in Australia and could sponsor them. The young immigrant cum refugee arrived in Australia just months before the beginning of World War II, and in 1942 became a soldier in the 3rd Australian Employment Company.26 But before he was transformed from an ‘enemy alien’ into an Australian soldier, much had to change in government policy and community attitudes.


In 1940 Prime Minister Robert Menzies received a letter from a woman in Western Australia:




I have heard on the wireless the news that Australia would be willing to receive internees from England. I beg to protest; we have enough of the scum here already, too many in fact. I am not a vindictive woman, these aliens are God’s creatures just the same as we are. All the same I sincerely trust that a U-boat gets every one of them.27




The ‘scum’ she rejected so emphatically were the German and Austrian refugees, predominantly Jewish, soon to travel to Australia as prisoners on the Dunera. That they were European, white and, with few exceptions, anti-fascist made no difference: for this woman, and many others, non-British foreigners were aliens in more than just the legal sense.


There is an oft-quoted line from LP Hartley’s memorable novel The Go-Between: ‘The past is a foreign country: they do things differently there.’28 Australian society in the 1930s and early 1940s was markedly less heterogeneous than it is now. The population was 7 million when World War II began in September 1939. For at least a decade before the war the country suffered what is still called the Great Depression, with a peak of 29 per cent of the working population unemployed in 1932.29 Its people were predominantly of Anglo-Celtic origin; few had travelled overseas, and, when they did, mostly visited ‘Home’—the British Isles or Ireland. Information about the world was available chiefly from local newspapers and radio stations. This was a relatively isolated community, not highly educated, generally unaccustomed to foreigners, and uneasy with unfamiliar languages and traditions. The official term ‘alien’, which applied to those who were not British subjects, carried emotional as well as legal weight.


In the same period, fascism in Italy, and its even more pernicious variant, Nazism in Germany, moved from brutalising and murdering its internal ‘enemies’—parties and people on the Left, unionists, religious opponents, Jews, gypsies and homosexuals—to invading neighbouring countries. In Asia, Japan’s assault on China, begun in 1937, was followed by the bombing of the US naval base at Pearl Harbor in December 1941 and a subsequent powerful military attack on a series of South-East Asian countries.


Terror and war in Europe and Asia produced a cascading sea of refugees seeking asylum. Between 1933 and 1939 alone, more than ninety thousand German and Austrian Jews fled,30 some first to neighbouring countries, and then, if they could, to safety beyond the reach of the encroaching fascist regimes.


For the Australian Government, the inheritor and advocate of a policy of preferencing British immigrants, international pressure to accept non-British ‘aliens’ created significant political and ideological difficulties. Something of the government’s attitude can be gauged from a discussion that took place just a few months before the war began. On 17 February 1939 Brian Fitzpatrick, an historian and the Secretary of the Australian Council for Civil Liberties (ACCL), led a deputation to meet the Minister for the Interior, John McEwen, and the head of his department, Joseph Aloysius Carrodus. The deputation had been arranged by the Victorian International Refugee Emergency Council, a body closely associated with the ACCL and chaired by Professor Woodruff from Melbourne University. Fitzpatrick’s report to the ACCL included the following:




The deputation had been informed that there were already 40,000 applications [for landing permits]; these could not all be dealt with, even with increased staff … At present refugee immigration was being considered first – applications from concentration camps were considered urgent. It had been necessary to depart to some extent from the policy of not discriminating on grounds of race and religion, in order to prevent the growth of anti-Semitism in Australia. Thus Australia House [in London] would be empowered to grant permits to suitable non-Jewish applicants under 45 with £200 capital, to Jewish & ‘Aryan Christian’31 applicants with £1000 capital. Sub-quotas had been established within the quota, but the Minister would not divulge them … [T]he suggestion … that only persons with capital would be admitted, was wrong; some poor persons would be admitted, with a strong preference for young non-Jews … Only Austrians, Germans & Czechoslovakians subject to political discrimination, and Italian Jews covered by a recent decree, would be classed as refugees … [The Minister] said he could not give first preference in all cases to persons in concentration camps, as there were more than 15,000 of such applications, but offered to give preference to them all things being equal. He acknowledged the value of refugees to Australia, and stated that he had referred to the Prime Minister the question of protesting to the German Govt about their persecution.32





The Australian Government expressed regret for having to depart from ‘the policy of not discriminating on grounds of race and religion’ while proudly upholding its White Australia policy, and limiting Jewish entry with the specious argument that it would encourage anti-Semitism. Not surprisingly, Fitzpatrick and his ACCL colleagues were not impressed.33 They were dismayed at the entry restrictions for Jews, the most vulnerable of all the applicants for refuge, as well as the consideration of a preference for moneyed applicants. Perhaps they recalled a statement by Robert Menzies (then Deputy Leader of the governing United Australia Party) on his return from a visit to Germany in 1938: ‘Hitler is not an administrator as Mussolini is. He is a dreamer, a man of ideas, many of them good ones.’34


Despite the government’s determination to limit the groups who could be called refugees, international circumstances were making such distinctions implausible. More and more Europeans were fleeing the threat of persecution and extermination, and the British Government was applying polite pressure for Australia to accept a larger number of asylum seekers than it wanted.35 Consequently, the differentiation between immigrants and refugees is much less in evidence at this time than in the post-war period. Government documents from as early as 1938 refer to ‘Jewish refugee migrants’;36 and the term ‘refugee alien’, one of the categories of aliens, becomes the label for many who had in fact paid for a landing permit and did not require financial assistance on arrival.


Far more significant for the government at the time was the attempt to regulate and, where possible, curb the arrival of so many people of non-British stock. The policy was spelled out by the Australian delegate to the international conference on Jewish refugees held in Évian-les-Bains, France, in July 1938:




… it will be appreciated that in a young country manpower from the source from which most of its citizens have sprung is preferred, while undue privileges cannot be given to one particular class of non-British subjects without injustices to others. It will no doubt be appreciated also that, as we have no real racial problems, we are not desirous of importing one by encouraging any scheme of large-scale foreign migration.37





Five months later, in December 1938, the same Minister ended a speech in parliament about the Évian Conference and Australia’s refugee commitments with the words:




The British people should be told that there is room in Australia for them and their families. We must encourage them to come here so that we shall maintain the predominance of Britons in our population and have the right kind of manpower to ensure our safety and progress.38




The glib reference to ‘no real racial problems’ not only ignored the Aboriginal community but also non-white residents and refugees such as the Chinese. With a White Australia policy largely implemented by the Immigration Restriction Act’s dictation test, first passed in 1901,39 the arrival of refugees from places such as China and the East Indies caused the government considerable anxiety. But refugees from Japanese invasion could not easily be turned away, and many of these men became Australian soldiers. When Prime Minister John Curtin, in his famous broadcast to the United States in March 1942, declared of Australians, ‘We are all the one race, the English-speaking race’,40 he was conveniently ignoring all the aliens—non-British by definition—whom his government was in the process of recruiting into military service.


At the time of the Évian Conference, Australia had a quota per year for Jewish immigrants: 1500 refugees were guaranteed entry; another 3600 might be accepted but entry was not guaranteed.41 As a result of international pressure at Évian, the government agreed to increase its quota of refugees (of any faith) to 15 000 over three years. This was only ‘a slight increase on previous admissions’, the aptly named government representative at the conference, Lieutenant Colonel Thomas W White MP, assured the parliament: ‘Australia having pursued a policy as liberal as that of any other country.’42 These refugees were required to be healthy, of good character, have an Australian sponsor or provide £200 landing money.43 ‘Preference would be given in the selection of refugees to artisans and industrialists who could give some help to Australia.’44 White then went on to urge the Opposition to support ‘the admission to Australia of people of our own [British] race … our own kith and kin.’ Unfortunately, there was an ‘excess of departures over arrivals of persons of British stock.’45 It is clear the government considered the refugees a very poor substitute for their own ‘kith and kin’.


Nine months later, Germany invaded Poland, and France, Britain and most British Empire countries, including Australia, declared war on Germany. That ended all but a trickle of refugees from Europe; only about six and a half thousand of the 15 000 Jews Australia had promised to take actually arrived.46


It is not difficult to build a strong case to show how governments of this staunchly Anglo-Celtic outpost of the British Empire resisted the efforts of thousands of people desperate to find refuge here. Despite this, there were 53 037 aliens registered in the country in 1940. While some were longstanding residents who had never been naturalised, a considerable number were official or unofficial asylum seekers.47 For them, in Sievers’ words, ‘there was no way back’.48





    2    


Life before the army


Even in the best circumstances, emigration is a major enterprise. When it is the result of trauma and fear, and sometimes involuntary, often organised hastily, with limited choices and even more limited knowledge of the destination, then settlement is unlikely to be easy. Torn from the familiar, separated from loved ones, infantilised by a foreign tongue and foreign ways, not everyone who arrived in Australia in the 1920s and 1930s was initially enthusiastic about this new land.




I saw Australia and hated it immediately. At first I was homesick and wanted to go back to Poland. Father sent me to buy eggs in a store, so that I’d learn English. I came in and said I wanted ‘six exs’ and they said they had only one ax.1




That was the response of 17-year-old Yosl Bergner, brought to Melbourne in 1937 by his father, the writer and Polish Jewish community leader Melech Ravitch. Having seen with his own eyes the fate of Jews in Germany under the Nazis, Ravitch urged Polish Jews to leave: ‘You must get out of here!’.2 True to his conviction, he brought first his daughter and then his son to Australia; and later, his wife.


Ravitch, an inveterate traveller, shortly left for Mexico, never to return.


Bergner and his sister went to board near the cemetery in working-class Carlton, where the landlady gave them bread pudding for supper: ‘poor folks’ food’.3 He took on a series of unskilled, poorly paid jobs. Often hungry, he was always drawing and painting. ‘What saved me was the knowledge that I wanted to paint. Nothing could stop me; I never stopped painting.’4 And gradually his view of Australia changed. Although his travels into the countryside with a fellow artist to paint proved unproductive—‘I hated the Australian landscape, hated the eucalyptus trees’5—the poverty he saw in the city was reassuringly familiar: ‘The minute I came to Melbourne I felt very comfortable … From the Warsaw street I moved straight into the Melbourne street.’6


My father, Saul Factor, remembered his ‘first shock in Australia’ when, in 1938, he went to Queen Victoria Market:




I saw people picking out rotten tomatoes from the dustbins. I thought to myself: I ran away from a country, a very poor country, and came not to a country but a continent, large and rich, with a population of only six and a half million people. Seeing that made a terrible impression on me. That such a country couldn’t afford even to feed her own people … Later on, when I learned the history of Australia, when I realised that the Depression existed here in this rich country, I thought to myself: you can run and run and you always find the same thing.7




Poverty was a problem common to locals and newcomers alike. Language, however, was a particular difficulty for immigrants, and went well beyond Bergner’s mispronunciation of ‘eggs’, or locals’ constant mispronunciation of their non-Anglo names. Speaking a foreign language in public, especially German, could arouse suspicion and outright abuse. Richard Langfelder’s son Kurt recalls his parents’ story of a truncated tram trip in Melbourne, when they were ordered off because they spoke to each other in German.8 Bob Exiner only spoke German with his mother: ‘Even amongst our friends we spoke English, it was advisable anywhere in public to speak English because people used to object if you spoke German.’9 ‘In those days,’ wrote George Strauss, a refugee from Vienna, ‘a foreign accent attracted immediate attention’:




A foreigner asking for a tram ticket loudly enough to be heard caused heads to turn. People avoided speaking a language other than English in public, as if not being Australian was something to be ashamed of, and explained their German accents by saying they were Dutch. The refugees resented this, but their previous experiences had taught them that it was best to avoid stares, hostile comments and awkward situations by lowering their voices.10




Opposition to the use of foreign languages in public could also come from well-established immigrants and their organisations. Before the influx of European Jews in the 1930s, the majority of Jews in Australia were either locally born or came from Britain. They deliberately differentiated themselves as little as possible from their Anglo-Celtic neighbours, seeking, in the words of one historian, ‘group invisibility and non-distinctiveness’.11 The marked difference in the newcomers’ appearance and speech was recognised by both the new arrivals and the Anglo Jews. Stephen Lovas, a Hungarian immigrant, describes the way the Middle Europeans stood out from Australians: ‘As an immigrant of the 1939 period, I remember that we would recognise each other from a distance. The style of men’s suits, ladies’ costumes, the length of our overcoats, the kind of briefcase we carried and the English we talked gave away our origins.’12


As for the government, there was ample correspondence on the subject of ‘Use of Enemy Languages in Public Places’.13 Much of the correspondence reflected the conflicting suspicion of such use with the danger ‘that the prohibition of the use in public of tongues of allied nations or of neutral nations may be undesirable for reasons of diplomacy.’ However, there was support for prohibiting ‘the use of the spoken languages of all nations with which we are at war.’14 No such prohibition eventuated, but there were restrictions on enemy language publications.15


Both foreign language and appearance caused many of the Anglo Jews considerable unease. Their discomfort was defended in an editorial in The Westralian Judean, which asserted that ‘it is a simple but irrefutable fact that no society in its earliest stages of development can receive with ease an alien in vast numbers. Almost invariably the young sinews would regurgitate the unaccustomed dose.’16


More prosaically and urgently, the President of the Australian Jewish Welfare Society, Mr Saul Symonds, advised ‘a large gathering of [Jewish] migrants’ in Sydney in April 1939 to be on their best behaviour. The report of his remarks included a warning:




Mr Symonds spoke on the objectionable impressions created by congregating in groups, and speaking in a foreign language on trams … The Jewish community has incurred serious responsibilities – and it was expected that the new comers would so act that there would not be distinguishable any difference between local members of the community and the new arrivals.17




He was followed by another leader of the Australian Jewish Welfare Society, who offered his listeners a simple road to happiness in the new land: ‘In Australia there is but one language – English – so make up your mind to speak English and to think in it. That is the way to become Australian and be happy.’18


Problems with language, including adjusting to the constant Anglicising of people’s names, are common among immigrants. It is one of the reasons they may suffer a sense of dislocation and sometimes alienation. For the pre-war immigrants, there was also the difficulty of finding work and a decent place to live. Wolfgang Sievers, one of the few with a reasonable grasp of English, and helpful connections, rented his first flat in Melbourne’s salubrious South Yarra.19 The majority, lacking either the new language or connections, and with very little money, lived in cheap boarding houses or shared a rented room with others recently arrived. Some, more fortunate, were welcomed by relatives already here, but these families also generally lived in poorer neighbourhoods. Like Bergner and his sister, many arrivals found their first dwelling in working-class suburbs in the inner city—in the Bergners’ case Melbourne’s Carlton, then ‘the densest enclave of Melbourne’s Jewry’20 and also the ‘heartland of the Italian community in Victoria.’21


Difficulty finding satisfying work in their original trades or professions is an experience familiar to many immigrants to this day. Richard Langfelder was an engineer in Vienna, but his qualifications weren’t recognised here, so for a time he worked as a fitter and turner.22 Jack Waller (Jankiel Waligora) had been a carpenter in Poland, and worked in that trade briefly on his arrival in Melbourne in 1938. He earned a little over £2 a week, not enough to live on, so he chose to learn to be a cutter and sewer in his brother-in-law’s handbag factory.23 Albert Marius Ceen (Achille Menotti Coen), with a degree in business (Dottore in Scienze Commerciale), had been a prosperous commodities trader in Rome. Strongly opposed to Mussolini’s fascist regime, he brought his wife and two small boys to Melbourne in March 1939, and at first managed to get work in a similar role. But once Italy declared war on the Allies in June 1940, he was informed by the managing director of his firm that he could no longer do this job: ‘an enemy alien could not be seen to represent the company.’24 Yet he was still required to come to the office every day, with nothing to do but read the newspaper. Ceen was saved from depression by winning a scholarship for a correspondence course for cartoonists; until he was able to join the 6th Employment Company, his ‘desk was covered by cartoon sketches’.25


Not all employers were honest. Robert Exiner, with a modest training in textiles, worked night shift in a weaving factory, making elastic ribbons. He was paid about £4 a week, the basic wage then, with a few shillings extra because he worked at night. But there was a catch:




On Fridays, after I got paid, I had to go and see [the boss] and hand him back £1! This practice of undercutting the basic wage was then quite a common practice amongst employers, both Jewish and non-Jewish, who gave jobs to refugees. As the money had to be handed back in cash no breaking of the law could be proved. Low language skills and lack of technical know-how by these employees was used as an excuse for the bosses.26




Necessity is also the mother of resourcefulness. Joe (Guiseppe) Zammarchi arrives from Italy as a twenty-six year old in 1927, having previously worked at labouring jobs in Europe. He is unemployed for a few weeks, then gets a job in the building trade in Melbourne. The job peters out and he heads off to rural Victoria, timber cutting and carting wood, then fruit picking; back to Melbourne, working for a blanket factory; to the country for harvesting; then, with another man, buys a second-hand truck and wins a contract to cart wood. Later he’s in the Northern Territory prospecting for gold. When he appears before the Aliens Tribunal in 1941, challenging the government’s decision to detain him as an enemy alien, his lawyers have no difficulty acquiring glowing references from his previous employers and fellow workers.27


Speros Polites, who, in 1937, came to Australia from Greece as a twenty-two year old, stayed for six months with an aunt in Melbourne, where he was well looked after. But when he determined to get a job and live independently, it was hard. The Depression, he remembers, meant that ‘Australians didn’t have enough jobs to keep themselves and their families—how could I, with no language, no trade, a foreigner, ask for a job? It was impossible.’28 He finally, through contacts in the Greek community, was given work in a Swanston Street milk bar, earning £1 10s a week and paying twelve shillings a week rent for a room in Brunswick Street, Fitzroy.


A determined and resourceful man, Polites sought a new job at a coffee lounge that required him to speak English. When interviewed for the job, he said, ‘I want to work with Australians to learn the language.’29 By the time he was conscripted into the 6th Employment Company, in September 1942, he had worked at the Hotel Australia, and later bought his own milk bar and coffee shop. He was helped by advice from someone he trusted—an older Greek man who had been a schoolmate of his father and came from the same village to Australia in 1905.


Such examples of support from more established members of an immigrant’s home community feature in many of the stories of the men who served in the Employment Companies. Robert Exiner, finding difficulties with both work and accommodation in Sydney, travelled down to Melbourne, and remembered with special gratitude and affection the generosity to a number of new arrivals of a large, well-established Jewish family there, the Mushins:




All the Mushin crowd was terribly nice and helpful to us. They opened their homes to us, fed us copiously with very welcome meals, introduced us to interesting people, such as the writer Judah Waten, and gave us good advice and information on the Australian scene … They were open to all cultural and political influences, and this was reflected in the high spirited and interesting conversations at social evenings.30




Like Exiner, Bart Srhoy (Bartul Srhoj), from Dalmatia, found a welcoming Yugoslav community when, aged seventeen, he arrived in Fremantle in 1938. But he learned quickly that he was expected to work very hard to earn his keep:




Initially I worked long hours in the market gardens, for twenty-five shillings a week. I carted horse manure and wheat from farmers in various country towns. I worked in quarries and shovelled coal … I was exploited, used and cheated by many. But I was too young and too naïve to confront people, especially those who were experiencing the same tough life I was. At the time, it was almost impossible, especially for migrants, to break through the economic and social barriers.31




For those called enemy aliens, it was government regulations that made their lives the most difficult. At the outbreak of war, the 1939 Aliens Registration Act required a register of all aliens in each state, and the National Security (Aliens Control) Regulations, which followed, obliged the details in these registers to be held by the police and the security service.32 These regulations also placed severe restrictions on those non-British subjects who were classified as ‘enemy aliens’: ‘a person, enjoying His Majesty’s protection, [who] possesses the Nationality of a State at war with His Majesty’.33


‘Enemy aliens’ was a classification that, until the government in February 1942 created the new category of ‘refugee aliens’, included anti-fascists and Jews from Germany, Austria and Italy.34 These men and women, many of them refugees from fascism, had restricted rights to travel beyond their suburb or district, were required to report to the local police once a week, and couldn’t change their names or seek naturalisation. There was a special Aliens Control (Prohibited Possessions) Order, which carefully listed banned items. The order prohibited ‘all aliens of enemy origin’ from possessing or using ‘signalling apparatus’ (such as a torch) and maps and charts ‘without permission’. Enemy aliens were also forbidden to possess, ‘without authority, wireless apparatus, petrol or other inflammable liquid, motor vehicles and boats, aircraft or cameras or other photographic apparatus.’35 Bold young men like Robert Exiner were undeterred—he concluded that ‘these regulations were silly and went on my bike wherever I wanted to.’36 But for most people, the classification was an insult, and the restrictions a hardship and a humiliation.


For some seven thousand of those designated enemy aliens, government policy was even more severe.37 Yet, internment in detention camps did not reach the level of the incarceration of people of German extraction during World War I. The Menzies government’s temperate policy on internment was spelled out in September 1939:




The general policy which it is intended to adopt is to intern the minimum number of persons consistent with the requirements of national security. Whilst the national interest must be paramount, sympathetic treatment will be accorded to enemy aliens who, having left their own country on political, racial or religious grounds, or having been in this country for many years, are known to have lost sympathy with the country of their origin.38




However, this nuanced policy lasted only briefly. After the swift conquest by Germany of a series of European countries, the fall of Dunkirk in May 1940 and Italy’s official military alliance with Germany in June 1940, Britain was under threat, and the Australian Government followed it in imprisoning enemy aliens in internment camps. At its peak, in June 1942, six months after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, and with the Labor Party in government, there were more than 12 000 people interned, without trial, in detention camps around Australia.39 Some were born-and-bred Anglo-Celtic Australians suspected of pro-fascist sympathies, but the vast majority were not ‘natural born or naturalized British subjects’.40 They included 4022 Japanese (almost all detained until the war’s end); 3836 Italians (some for many generations Australian-born); and 2661 categorised as German, even though German Jews had been made stateless by the Nazi regime.41 With the exception of the Japanese, and some Germans, such as the Christian Templers, almost all the detainees were men.42


Among the internees was Julius Guest (Weingeist), a young Viennese Jew who became a soldier in the 8th Employment Company in April 1942. After Germany annexed Austria in March 1938, he decided it was time to leave: ‘I immediately thought—if I don’t get out of Austria, I won’t have many more birthdays.’43 He managed to get the necessary documents to leave the country and take refuge in England, where, at first without any English, he worked on a farm, and later as a milkman in London. In Britain, he was initially classified as a friendly alien—a refugee from Nazism. But after the British defeat at Dunkirk and the German threat of invasion, Guest was picked up by the police and interned with thousands of other German- and Austrian-born men—now declared enemy aliens.


Guest was one of the more than two thousand men and boys, some Nazi and Italian prisoners of war, but the majority refugees from Nazism, who travelled to Australia on the notorious ship the Dunera: ‘the first convict ship since penal days’44—arriving in Sydney on 6 September 1940.45 For some of the young men, the voyage provided an education. Felix Werder, another 8th Employment Company soldier and later a leading Australian composer, remembers the lectures on a variety of subjects provided by fellow internees: ‘We had so many German professors, there were enough to start several universities!’46 But the opportunity to learn from professors did not nullify the humiliation and ill-treatment experienced by the majority on the voyage.47 For most, including Werner and his sick father, it was a miserable time. ‘We hadn’t shaved for two months’, Guest recalled. ‘We were a raggedy lot, louse-infested, really on the nose.’48 Kurt Lewinski, another Germanborn refugee who later joined the 8th Employment Company, wrote that day in his shipboard diary:




Fifty-eight days, almost two months, on the Dunera! Fifty-eight days on the way to Australia, and we volunteered for a voyage of a fortnight at the most to Canada! ...49 Two months … without a toothbrush, without shaving gear, without a change of underwear, almost without soap, bad and insufficient rations, almost uninterrupted diarrhoea! Fifty-eight days exposed to the attempted bullying of the Nazis [on board], and also to the ‘kindness’ and the bayonets of the guards … The chapter Dunera is closed for us at long last!50




In contrast with their Dunera experience, the men found the Australian soldiers who guarded them on the trains to the Hay internment camp in southern New South Wales generally both relaxed and friendly. That may explain the widespread repetition of a story that has become apocryphal—told by many of the men as if it had happened to each of them—of the guard who asks a detainee to hold his rifle while he rolls a smoke, has a pee, gets a cuppa … In one man’s account, the story is embedded in a larger narrative of welcome change:




After disembarking, we got into this train and an old sergeant walked round with a whole pile of sandwich loaves. He chopped them into huge slices with his bayonet and opened tins of bully beef. Real meat two inches thick, and there was tinned butter too! ... He said, ‘Have a sandwich, boys.’ So we chewed away on these bloody great Dagwood sandwiches. They were three inches thick, the best food I’ve ever tasted. And these soldiers were completely different. We could move through the whole train. One soldier said, ‘I’m going for a piss. Hold the rifle!’ and he gave one of our chaps his rifle and bayonet! I took a liking to Australians. Talk about the lucky country, and it was only a beginning!51


Another man wrote, many years later, of the guard in his carriage who said, ‘Just hold my rifle for a sec while I roll myself a smoke’: He later sat down with us in our carriage for a chat, making clear that he considered us human beings entitled to a fair go. I shall always remember that fair dinkum Aussie. It was a heart-warming introduction to Australia.52




Of all the aliens who were later to become soldiers in the Employment Companies, the ‘Dunera boys’ are the only significant group to have had books written about them, to have been the subject of a television series and an exhibition in the National Library of Australia.53 They alone have some recognition in public memory.


What is not so widely known is that their experience of internment—in Hay, and in Tatura, in rural Victoria, and Orange in New South Wales—was, with some variations, also the experience of many other equally innocent enemy aliens. These included about two hundred and seventy refugees from German fascism who had taken refuge in the British-controlled Straits Settlements—Penang, Singapore, Malacca and Labuan—and then been transferred to Australia on the grand Queen Mary, converted into a troop ship.54 A number of this group also became Employment Company soldiers.


Detention in internment camps was an unexpected and unwelcome experience for the new arrivals. Scattered across several states, and sometimes holding both internees and prisoners of war, the camps varied in size, and in standards of care. In some, such as Hay and Tatura, the guards—mostly World War I veterans—were generally kindly disposed to their civilian prisoners. There was ample food. Religious Jews at these camps were able to maintain kosher kitchens.55 Some Jewish and Christian organisations, as well as civil liberties groups, offered material and political support.56 There was a range of scholarly and cultural activities, including concerts and lectures. The men produced their own newsletter, enlivened with cartoons drawn by the gifted artists among them. According to Erwin Fabian, who later joined the 8th Employment Company, and in civilian life became a leading artist and sculptor:




The Australian military presence, right from arrival [on the Dunera] was minimal and tolerant … At Hay, the academics continued teaching … I think a lot of people started their academic careers at Hay … There was a lot of activity in camp: students read and discussed, others organized and practised music, any artistic or intellectual pursuit was acceptable … A library had been established, and there were some art books.57




Julius Guest was one of the young men who benefited from the ‘first-class university’ established by the internees at the Hay and Tatura camps.58 He saw it as an ‘accidental’ benefit of internment:




We had some mathematicians there … and I was taught by three or four of them … One gave me lessons every day. By the time I was released, I was already a third-year mathematician … it only took me about a year. And that was very good indeed. I had my future mapped out as becoming a mathematician, which did happen.59




But even a detention centre with friendly guards is a prison, and it would be an error to focus only on the positive experiences of some internees. A petition to the Governor-General, Lord Gowrie, signed by 126 adults on behalf of the refugees from the Straits Settlements and Malay States interned at Tatura, conveys the disbelief and shock felt by many internees. In the four-page petition, dated 2 March 1941, they say:




Your Excellency will understand that it is very hard for us to believe that there should be no possibility of finding a more satisfactory solution to our problem, if even only for the duration of the war, the more so as our fate must be considered undeserved and our present internment unjust … All our hopes were shattered when we were delivered into this Internment Camp, where until now we are kept interned together with Italian, Nazi and other anti-British internees.60




In a number of detention centres, including Orange in New South Wales, Loveday in South Australia, and Tatura in Victoria, supporters of fascism were indeed housed in close proximity to Jews and other anti-fascists. In Loveday, where many Italians were interned, an Italian anti-fascist was murdered.61 A former Australian member of the pro-fascist Australia First Movement who spent time in the Tatura internment camp later commented sardonically ‘It is ironical to contemplate that the only institution dominated and run by Nazis in the Second World War in Australia was an internment camp.’62 An exaggeration, but there were numerous appeals from detainees to be separated from the fascists: ‘my life is absolutely hell in Tatura for me, being an anti-Nazi,’ wrote one desperate German to the government’s Aliens Tribunal.63 Military Security was worried enough to report Nazi activities at Tatura, including ‘lectures on National Socialism’ and ‘ardent Nazis’ endeavouring ‘to inculcate the principles of Nazi ideology on new arrivals’.64 The report neglected to mention the Nazis at Tatura celebrating Hitler’s birthday and Kristallnacht (Crystal Night)—the night in November 1938 when the German regime organised violent attacks on Jewish shops and synagogues throughout the country, and sent thousands of Jews to prison and concentration camps.65


Most of the men were deeply frustrated at being imprisoned by the enemy of their enemy: they had sought shelter here from German and Austrian Nazis and Italian fascists, and were being treated as if they were allied to the hated regimes they had fled. Some gained their freedom by appealing to their state’s Aliens Tribunal.


The Aliens Tribunal was a semi-judicial body established under the National Security (Aliens Control) Regulations in November 1940, to hear pleas from enemy aliens against restrictions, or for release from detention.66 The members of the tribunals, many of them lawyers, were not bound by the rules of evidence, and their recommendations could be rejected by the Minister for the Army, but the tribunals provided an avenue for enemy aliens to detail their grievances and, in some cases, to gain release from internment. While the ‘Observations for the Guidance of Aliens Tribunals’ made it clear that ‘In cases of doubt the benefit should be given to national interests rather than to the individuals’,67 there is evidence that a number of tribunal members gave serious and sympathetic consideration to the appeals before them. One Victorian Tribunal report in March 1941 politely but firmly rejected the attempt by a representative of the Minister to suggest that the Tribunal’s assessment of risk couldn’t compare with that of the Defence department:




[T]he task of reaching their own conclusions is imposed on the Aliens Tribunal by law, and a Tribunal can but form its own opinion on the material submitted to it. The proceedings before the Tribunal moreover may have afforded the first opportunity of fully investigating the matters which led to an objector’s detention, or may have supplied fresh evidence which throws new light on his record.68




In 1940 Joe (Guiseppe) Zammarchi tried for months to gain release from internment, but was strongly opposed by the Intelligence section of the military in the Northern Territory, where he had been working. Their reasons: ‘Zammarchy [sic] was a member of the Victorian Council Against War and the Argus unit of the Communist Party. He was still actively interested in Communism at the time of his arrest.’69 His possession of a number of books distributed by the Left Book Club in Britain was regarded as evidence of his communist attachment.


Zammarchi was finally able to present his circumstances and arguments before the Aliens Tribunal in Victoria in May 1941. His barrister, JV Barry (instructed by the legal firm Slater and Gordon), pointed out that he had been interned with Italian fascists at Hay, where ‘he had been threatened with the baton and the razor’.70 Zammarchi denied being a Communist,71 declared his hatred of fascism—‘I will never go to Italy as long as there is the Fascist Regime there’—and when asked why he had joined the Left Book Club, replied: ‘For cheap books to read.’72 He said he read Hitler and Europe, Hitler and Russia, and Mein Kampf.73 Such evidence elicited a firm comment from the tribunal’s chairman, Mr C Book KC: ‘It is not the Minister’s practice to intern men because of their social views.’74


Witness after witness testified before the tribunal to Zammarchi’s admirable character and loyalty to this country: ‘I have always regarded him as a fine type of citizen obeying the laws of the land that was giving him protection,’ said one employer.75 A man who worked with Zammarchi declared: ‘He has been with me for two years on the Tennant Goldfield and one could not wish for a more honest and considerate mate and partner.’76 The Hay internment camp commandant reported that his behaviour ‘has been excellent – he conducts a class of ten or fifteen internees in English, twice daily’.77


In June 1941—more than a year after his arrest—in a unanimous decision, the three members of the tribunal recommended Zammarchi’s release from internment:




The Tribunal was greatly impressed by the directness and straight-forwardness of the objector as a witness. He has been ever since his arrival in Australia a very active anti-Fascist. No doubt his social views are of a radical kind. But the Tribunal is satisfied that he is not a Communist and that he has no subversive tendencies … The Tribunal is satisfied that the continued detention of the objector is neither necessary nor advisable for the public safety, the defence of the Commonwealth or the efficient prosecution of the war, and that his release would not be likely to occasion unrest in any Australian community.78




No further objections came from the military, and Zammarchi was released, joining the 6th Employment Company on 6 April 1942.


By that time, government policy towards the undifferentiated ‘enemy aliens’ category had already changed. There had long been critical articles and letters in the press, as well as considerable lobbying of ministers, to reform a policy that treated opponents of the Axis powers and refugees from their depredations as if they were allies of the enemy.79 The British Government sent an emissary to persuade the Australian Government to release the very enemy aliens the British had sent here as prisoners.80 But the main reason for the change in policy was practical. The war was going badly, and the new Labor government had urgent need of more men in agriculture, industry and the military.


Barely a month after the Labor Cabinet was sworn in on 7 October 1941, the Minister for the Army, FM Forde, was authorised to release from detention refugees from Nazi oppression who had been sent from Britain and the Strait Settlements.81 By the following January, Forde was recommending that ‘excluding technicians and other specialists who can be of use in a civilian capacity … it seems that [the] services … of these persons of active military age … should be used under the Defence Act rather than that they should proceed abroad (a return to England is a course open to the majority) or be released to undertake, to the possible chagrin of the public, some non-essential civil occupation.’82 (The government was always worried about public reaction to the subject of aliens.)


And so, in large part, it came to pass. In February 1942 the government amended its legislation to permit the enlistment of ‘refugees from enemy countries when no objection from a security aspect was seen’,83 and declared most of the ‘enemy’ aliens on the Dunera and from the Straits Settlements to be worthy ‘refugee’ aliens, no longer subject to detention or to civilian restrictions. Before they were released, some of the men were sent to pick fruit in places like Shepparton, Victoria, where labour was in short supply. Helmut Newton (Neustaedter), with his unblinking photographer’s eye, describes the scene on arrival in the town:




On one side of the factory yard stood two hundred Jews of different ages – anything from eighteen to twenty to decrepit old Jews of fifty or more, professors, teachers, doctors, writers, and musicians, all this intellectual flotsam and jetsam from Berlin that had washed up on the factory yard in Shepparton – and opposite these two hundred guys, about fifty Australian fruit-growers from the Shepparton area looking for a workforce to do the harvesting in their fruit orchards.84
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