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Introduction


What is an infantryman, and what is an infantry battalion?


The dictionary definition of an infantryman is simple: infantrymen are soldiers who are specifically trained for the role of fighting on foot to engage the enemy face to face. Their role, as defined by the Australian Army, is to seek out and close with the enemy, to kill or capture him, to seize and hold ground, to repel attack, by day or by night, regardless of season, weather or terrain.


However, Field-Marshall Earl Wavell, in an article ‘In Praise of the Infantry’ (published in The Times on 19 April 1945) gave a more in-depth evaluation of an infantryman. Wavell, whose career as an infantry officer spanned nearly five decades and saw him serve in four wars, obviously had a high opinion of the men who served under him:


Let us be clear about three facts. First, all battles and all wars are won in the end by the Infantryman. Secondly, the infantryman always bears the brunt. His casualties are heavier; he suffers greater extremes of discomfort and fatigue than the other arms. Thirdly, the art of the Infantry is less stereotyped and far harder to acquire in modern war than that of any other arm. The infantryman has to use initiative and intelligence in almost every step he moves, every action he takes on the battlefield. We ought therefore to put our men of best intelligence and endurance into the Infantry.


Infantrymen serve in battalions, units of (usually) 800–1000 men commanded by a lieutenant colonel. Each battalion is made up of five to six companies, each commanded by a major or a captain, and each company has three or four platoons commanded by lieutenants. Each platoon is then made up of three or four sections of ten men, including a corporal as the section commander. A battalion is considered to be the smallest military unit capable of independent operations (i.e., not attached to a higher command).


This is a very dry description of a battalion, one that most ‘outsiders’ (that is, those who have not had the rare privilege and honour of serving in an Australian infantry battalion) can easily understand. But those of us who have served in an infantry battalion can also relate to the words of Henry ‘Jo’ Gullet:


An Infantry battalion at battle strength is made up of about six hundred men, but six hundred men do not make a battalion. The six hundred men have to learn the soldiers’ trades and disciplines. Even then they are not a battalion. An effective battalion, in being ready to fight, implies a state of mind – I am not sure it is not a state of grace. It implies a giving and a taking, a sharing of almost everything – possessions, comfort, affection, trust, confidence, interest. It implies a certain restriction, and at the same time a certain enriching and widening of the human spirit. It implies doing a hundred things together – marching to the band, marching all night long, being hungry, thirsty, exhausted, filthy; being near but never quite mutinous.


It involves not the weakening but the deferment of other bonds and interests; the acceptance that life and home are now with the battalion. In the end it is possible to say ‘the battalion thinks’ or ‘the battalion feels’ and this is not an exaggeration.


Henry Gullet, Not as Duty Only: An Infantryman’s War,
Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 1976.


Field Marshall Earl Wavell, in his article in The Times, went on to say:


Yet the Infantry in peace or war receives the lowest rates of pay, the drabbest uniforms, sometimes even the least promising of recruits; most important of all, it ranks lowest in the public estimation and prestige. This is all wrong and should be set right by methods more important than a capital I.


This book is my attempt to set right the public perception of the infantry and, in particular, one battalion: the 25th Battalion, the Darling Downs Regiment.


In 1918 the 11th Australian Infantry Regiment (the Darling Downs Regiment), a Citizen Force unit based in Toowoomba, Queensland, was renamed the 2nd Battalion, 25th Australian Infantry Regiment in order to create links with the First Australian Imperial Force (AIF) by renaming Citizen Force units with ‘the names of the battalions from their respective districts, which have earned renown on European battlefields’. Later retitled the 25th Battalion, the unit served through the lean years of the 1920s and 1930s as a Citizen Force and later militia battalion, before being called up for full-time duty following the Japanese attack on Milne Bay in December 1941.


As part of the 3rd Division’s 7th Brigade, the 25th Battalion trained in Queensland before embarking for Milne Bay in New Guinea. In late August 1942 Japanese Marines landed at Milne Bay as part of a two-pronged assault on Port Moresby (the other assault was over the Owen Stanley Range through Kokoda). Blunting, and finally halting, the Japanese advance, the 25th Battalion (along with other units of the 7th Brigade) gained valuable time to allow the veteran 18th Brigade AIF to counterattack and destroy the Japanese forces at Milne Bay.


For the next 18 months the 25th Battalion trained in New Guinea before returning to Australia for more training on the Atherton Tableland. In mid-1944 the battalion returned to New Guinea, conducting clearing patrols and training around Madang. In November 1944 the 25th Battalion was deployed to Bougainville along with the rest of the 3rd Division to clear the Japanese garrison from the island.


Fighting initially in the central sector of Bougainville (where the battalion captured Pearl Ridge – the highest point of the island), the 25th Battalion then spearheaded the Australian advance along the coast towards Buin. During this advance, Private Reg Rattey was awarded the Victoria Cross for his gallantry in a bayonet attack. Easter 1945 saw the battalion withstanding several major Japanese counterattacks, culminating in a regimental-sized attack on two under-strength companies on Slater’s Knoll. This was the battalion’s last action; withdrawn for a rest after nearly four months of continual fighting, the 25th Battalion was preparing to move back into action when Japan surrendered in August 1945.


In four years of campaigning, 68 men of the 25th Battalion were killed or died, and another 172 were wounded. Its members had been awarded one Victoria Cross, three Distinguished Service Orders, three Military Crosses and 13 Military Medals. Disbanded in 1946, the Battalion was re-raised in 1948 as a Citizen Military Forces (CMF) unit and continues to serve on the Darling Downs of Queensland as an Army Reserve unit – the 25th/49th Battalion, Royal Queensland Regiment.


This book is the story of that battalion and the infantrymen who served in it. To those who have no close connection to the battalion, this is the story of an infantry battalion that trained in peacetime in preparation for the war in which it later fought. To the families of those men who served in the battalion, this is the story of what your husbands, brothers, fathers, uncles, grandfathers and great-grandfathers did in those years. And to all those who have worn the black over blue diamond-shaped colour patch, this is the story of our battalion – the 25th.


Bob Doneley
Toowoomba, Queensland
2012




Foreword


I met Lieutenant Bob Doneley when I was a newly promoted second lieutenant who had been posted back to the 25th Battalion. My enduring memory of marching into the 25th Battalion that Tuesday night was of Bob Doneley trying to convince me that second lieutenants should salute lieutenants.


Bob is typical of the soldiers and officers he has spent the better part of his life researching. A real character. Doctor Bob, as he is affectionately known today, is an incredible and dedicated historian who has brought life to the history of the 25th Battalion throughout the years I have known him.


It is with great pride that I accept Doctor Bob’s invitation to pen a foreword to this, his latest work. I am proud not only because I served the battalion as one of its commanding officers, but because many of the people who Bob has written about in this book are known to me and my soldiers. Sadly, their numbers are declining each year, but their cheekiness certainly isn’t. Some of the 25th lads you will read about shortly still gather for a beer on a Thursday at a local Darling Downs pub or RSL. I have been blessed to have joined them and heard first-hand their personal stories and their thoughts about the soldiers who currently serve in the battalion. The battalion’s soldiers are on active service again in our region, helping bring stability and security to our neighbours. The old lads of the 25th are equally proud of the new lads wearing the black over blue diamond today.


Through all of the battalion’s trials and tribulations, the 25th has always stood out as a battalion that had character and would do what was asked of it with humble determination. In this, his second book about the battalion, tracing its road to war in Papua New Guinea, Bob has given the reader a unique insight to the stories of the people and the story of the 25th. Whilst the facts and war diaries can provide the framework for the story, it is the characters who bring it to life. Bob has managed to capture both and brings us the people, the ‘characters’ of the battalion, in a compelling historical read.


I reflect with a great personal satisfaction on the stories of the soldiers and the battalion that Bob has brought together for us. I encourage you to read the story, to know these men and to know more about our great battalion. I know that you will take great satisfaction from knowing that men like this are not lost to us. They are serving still today and doing so with the same robustness, selflessness and, of course, character.


PRO ARIS ET FOCIS
[For hearths and homes]       


Lieutenant Colonel Duncan Schultz
Commanding Officer,
25th Battalion, Royal Queensland Regiment
2008–10
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1.


A new battalion


1911–39


1911–18


On 1 January 1911, in answer to a perceived need for a stronger home defence, the Australian Government introduced compulsory military service – Universal Training – for boys and men aged 12 to 26 years (Universal Trainees). This was done in response to recommendations (the Kitchener Plan) made by Lord Kitchener1 after his inspection tour of Australia’s defences in 1909.2 Boys aged 12 to 14 years were obliged to serve in the Junior Cadets at school. From 14 to 18 years they were enrolled in the Senior Cadets, training either at school or at the local drill hall. As they reached 18 years of age they were allotted to a local Citizen Force unit and served part-time until they turned 26. Exempted were men and boys living more than 5 miles from the nearest training centre, the medically unfit, theological students, school teachers qualified as instructors for drill, men with criminal records or of bad character, and members of the Permanent Military Forces (PMF). Also exempt were men over 26 years of age; they were not required to register. Training was conducted on weeknights, weekends and at an annual camp, with attendance enforced by law. It was hoped that by 1919 Universal Training would see a strong citizens’ army trained and ready for the defence of Australia.


Under this scheme, the country was divided into Military Districts, based on state borders. Each Military District was then divided into Training Areas, each under the direction of a PMF officer known as the Area Officer. Training Area 11, covering the region from Oxley in western Brisbane to Roma in western Queensland, was the recruiting grounds for the 11th Australian Infantry Regiment (AIR) – the Darling Downs Regiment.3 Headquartered in Toowoomba the regiment, at its peak, numbered some 1450 men. One of its first commanding officers was Major James Campbell Robertson,4 who would later play an important role in the coming war.


World War I forestalled the Kitchener Plan. The Defence Act (1903) specifically prohibited conscripted soldiers (that is, the Citizen Force) being forced to serve overseas. This meant a volunteer force, the Australian Imperial Force (AIF), had to be raised. With the AIF seen as the main focus of Australia’s war effort, the Citizen Force was left to fend almost for itself.


Like the Citizen Force, the First AIF was recruited largely on a territorial basis. Although recruits were usually allocated to a unit raised in their own state, there was often also a regional bias in this process. Many of those who enlisted from Toowoomba and the Darling Downs found themselves serving in the 25th Battalion AIF. Raised in March 1915, this battalion served in Gallipoli and France, having the unfortunate distinction of suffering more casualties than any other AIF unit during the war.5


Over 450 members of the 11th AIR, especially many of the officers and non-commissioned officers (NCOs), enlisted during the war and many of its resources (weapons, equipment, etc) were diverted to the AIF. Nevertheless, training continued; the previous restriction on voluntary enlistment was lifted, and men who were, for any reason, unable to join the AIF could enlist in the Citizen Force for the duration of the war and four months after.


But by 1918, with all attention focused on the bloodbath in France and despite legal action being taken against Universal Trainees who failed to attend parades,6 interest in the Citizen Force was dropping off rapidly. In an attempt to increase recruiting and attendance, the government moved to create links between the Citizen Force and the AIF by renaming Citizen Force units with ‘the names of the battalions from their respective districts, which have earned renown on European battlefields’.7


And so, on 1 October 1918, the 11th AIR was split in two. That part of the regiment east of Toowoomba became the 2nd Battalion of the 4th Pioneer Regiment.8 The remainder of the unit, including Toowoomba, was retitled the 2nd Battalion, 25th Infantry Regiment (2/25 AIR),9 now based in the 25th Training Area. Likening itself to a British regiment, the 25th AIR had two battalions; the 2/25th AIR was the home depot battalion, with another battalion – the 25th Battalion, AIF – in the field in France.


The 2/25th AIR at this time consisted of Battalion Headquarters and three companies.


Battalion Headquarters (Toowoomba)





	Commanding Officer

	Capt HD Hall10





	Second-in-Command

	Maj AE Aitkin11





	Adjutant

	Lt AR Biggar12





	Transport Officer

	Lt MT Fleming13







A Company (Toowoomba East, Pittsworth)





	Officer Commanding

	Lt TR Beamish14





	Platoon Commanders

	Lt APJ Herzig15





	

	Lt RG Hooper16





	

	Lt EK Bedwell17







B Company (Warwick, Allora, Clifton, Killarney, Goondiwindi)





	Officer Commanding

	Capt BT De Conlay18







C Company (Toowoomba West, Roma, Dalby)





	Officer Commanding

	Capt WS Hinton




	Platoon Commanders

	Lt RL Chrystal19





	

	Lt JW Friedlien






Many of these officers were returned soldiers, determined to contribute towards Australia’s defence even if no longer fit for active service. Others had been serving with the battalion since before the war, and were continuing their Citizen Force service.


The total strength of the 2/25th Regiment at this time was approximately 800 men. To supplement this, an Australian Army Reserve was formed from returned AIF men and former Australian and Imperial (British) permanent forces. These men, while not part of the Citizen Force, were to train for a few weeks each year alongside the Citizen Force to keep up their skills. By January 1919 there were 22 705 members of the Citizen Force throughout Australia. (The number in Toowoomba and the Downs is unclear.) At the same time, Citizen Force camps were increased from 8 days to 24 days.
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The Darling Downs region of south-east Queensland, the recruiting area of the 25th Battalion (the Darling Downs Regiment).


1918–20


Despite these changes, there was still little interest in the Citizen Force in the last quarter of 1918. The Armistice had been signed on 11 November and the newspapers were full of happenings in Berlin and Russia and, more importantly, the daily lists of returning soldiers. The nation wanted to heal after four years of bloodletting, and part-time soldiering had little interest for families who had endured the horrors of the real thing. But the Department of Defence made few allowances for public sentiment. Announcing the next annual camp dates would be 4–27 March 1919 at Newtown Park, the department reminded parents and guardians of boys turning 14 in 1919 that they must register them for compulsory training by the end of February. Men aged 18 to 26 years were similarly reminded that they must register for training. Failure to do so would incur a £10 fine. Men who had served in the AIF overseas, or for at least four months in Australia, were granted automatic exemption from further military service.20 Non-commissioned officers and men serving in the Citizen Force were discharged at the end of the training year (30 June) in which they turned 26 years of age. Exceptions to this were men who had enlisted voluntarily and men who had not completed their service due to being inefficient.21


Returning soldiers were offered the opportunity to enlist in the Citizen Force, and in 1919 new officers were appointed to the 2/25 AIR. They included Lieutenant David Stuart22 (acting quartermaster), Lieutenant David Weir23 (A Company), Lieutenant Alex Dark24 (C Company) and Lieutenant Ebenezer Lewis25 (Signalling Officer). All four had served as NCOs in the AIF. In May, Lieutenant Alex Walker26 was appointed quartermaster, and Lieutenant Stuart was posted to A Company.27


Notable additions to the battalion in 1919 and 1920 were Captain (temporary Major) Charles Fortescue, DSO, MC28 and Lieutenant Neville Hatton, MC, MM.29 Both had been commissioned in the 11th Australian Infantry Regiment in 1914 before the outbreak of war. They had joined the AIF shortly after the war began, serving on Gallipoli and in France. Both had then safely returned, and had taken up postings in the battalion; Fortescue as the officer commanding the newly raised Machine Gun Platoon, and Hatton as a platoon commander in C Company. Both were to have long careers with the battalion, and both would command it during the next 20 years.


Another posting in 1919 was the return of Lieutenant Colonel (temporary Brigadier General) JC Robertson. As a major, Robertson had commanded the 11th AIR before the war. Enlisting in the AIF, he had a distinguished war career, including commanding the 9th Battalion on Gallipoli and the 12th Brigade in France. Although on paper ‘Cam’ Robertson was the new commanding officer of the 2/25 AIR, he was posted as the ADC30 to the Governor General, and never took up the command of the battalion.31 He later became the Honorary Colonel of the battalion.


In early 1919 a new threat to Australia arose. Spanish Influenza reached Australia. Pneumonic ’flu, as it was then known, would eventually kill more people around the world than had died in World War I. Australian health authorities quarantined returning troopships, state borders were closed, and public meetings and gatherings were banned or discouraged. On 13 February it was announced that all Citizen Force camps were postponed indefinitely. Parades were also discontinued, not to be resumed until the end of June 1919 when the flu epidemic had started to abate. Even then, there was only one parade in the last half of 1919.


Throughout the country there was still little interest in the army, despite returning senior officers and the newspapers repeatedly warning that Australia would face another bloodbath if it failed to maintain a strong peacetime army. A proposal to form seven Citizen Force divisions, one of which would be in Queensland, was put forward by General CB White, the new Chief of the General Staff. This was greeted with little enthusiasm – the state of the economy and the public attitude towards the young men continuing to serve in uniform after four years of warfare was hardly conducive to forcing men to undergo military training. Young men were still required to register for training, but there was little interest in following up those who failed to do so. The much-vaunted Kitchener Plan had failed to produce its objective, a field army ready for deployment; instead it had been necessary to raise a volunteer army while still maintaining the Citizen Force. With that in mind, and with the huge debt owed by Australia to Great Britain after the war hanging over its head, the government did not see defence and the army as a big priority.


The defence policy, announced by the government in September 1920, was that the Citizen Force would remain the mainstay of Australia’s defence. The PMF ‘would be maintained only in sufficient strength to administer and instruct the Citizen Force, and provide a nucleus for certain technical services’.32 Moves were also underway to have new Citizen Force enlistees complete a 70-day camp to start their military careers, and shorten their term of enlistment by five years. The army had the uniforms, weapons and equipment – but not the men to use them. The strong opposition to this proposal eventually saw it dropped and eight-day camps remained in force, although senior officers felt little could be achieved in one week.


1921–29


In Toowoomba there was no camp in 1920, just a few scattered parades. But by early 1921 military life was beginning to return to a peacetime normality. Parades began on 5 February, a Saturday afternoon. A Company (Major Fortescue) mustered five officers and 100 men, C Company (Captain Biggar) three officers and 38 men (only Toowoomba personnel were required to attend), the machine gun platoon one officer (Lieutenant Bedwell) and 18 men, and the signals section one officer (Lieutenant Lewis) and 13 men. The rest of the battalion was not required to parade although, as of the 8th, regular parades were held. At the same time members were advised that new enlistees (the so-called 1902 quota – men born in 1902, as well as men of earlier quotas who had received exemptions previously) would be obliged to attend a seven-day camp conducted by Permanent Force officers at the Toowoomba Showground from 2 March until 9 March.


The 1921 camp (the No 4 Camp of Continuous Training) was under the command of Major JHF Pain, DSO, MC, a Permanent officer. His adjutant was Captain Robert McIlroy (late 41st Battalion AIF) and his quartermaster was Captain Lewis Kimber33 (late 46th Battalion AIF and current Area Officer). The 300 men expected to attend would come from all over the Darling Downs, and represented the 2/25 AIR (250 men), the 11th Light Horse (56 men) and members of the Army Medical Corps and the Army Service Corps.


On 2 March the men began to arrive, on foot from the Drill Hall or from the train station. They came from Toowoomba, Warwick, Stanthorpe, Killarney, Allora, Clifton, Pittsworth, Wyreema, Westbrook, Goondiwindi, Roma and Dalby – the whole of the Darling Downs was represented. The training they were to do would take them from Senior Cadets to the Citizen Force, and focused initially on drill and then musketry (although no live ammunition was fired). Camp routine was simple:





	5.30 am

	Reveille




	6.00 am

	Early morning tea




	6.30 am

	Early morning parade and sick parade




	8.00 am

	Breakfast




	9.00 am

	Morning parade




	12.15 pm

	Orderly Room




	1.00 pm

	Dinner




	2.00 pm

	Afternoon parade




	5.30 pm

	Tea




	9.30 pm

	First Post




	10.00 pm

	Last Post




	10.15 pm

	Lights out






The men were divided into 14 squads, each of approximately 24 men under the command of a member of the PMF. On arrival they were issued with boots, dungarees and a white hat – a uniform they would wear for the rest of the week.


After a few days learning to drill, the training turned to musketry. On the Sunday afternoon, after church services, general leave was granted and the camp opened to local visitors. The show pavilions provided shelter against some rain that appeared in the last few days of camp, and prevented any disruption to the training.


A stream of distinguished visitors came through the camp. They included the Queensland Governor (Sir Matthew Nathan), the Inspector General Commonwealth Military Forces (Lieutenant General Sir Harry Chauvel) and the District Commandant (Major General Godfrey Irving). All commented on the fine physique of the men and their enthusiasm, and pronounced themselves well satisfied.


Finally, on 8 March, arms, dungarees and equipment were cleaned and handed in. The men were then issued with the khaki service uniform that they would wear when parading with their new units. The next day they returned to their homes, wearing their new uniforms, and marching with a new style and enthusiasm.


The absorption of these new trainees into the battalion now gave it a strength of 36 officers and 1050 men, spread out over a huge area – from Ipswich, Toogoolawah, Esk and Boonah in the east to Roma, Stanthorpe and Goondiwindi in the west. (The next month troops in North Ipswich, Silkstone, Toogoolawah, Esk, Lowood and Boonah were transferred to the 49th Battalion.) The battalion also now had a new commanding officer – Lieutenant Colonel Fortescue – who took command on 31 March 1921.34 Born in Toowoomba in 1893, educated at Toowoomba State High School and Toowoomba Grammar School, and a jeweller by trade, Charles Fortescue had been soldiering all of his adult life. A Senior Cadet at school, commissioned into the Senior Cadets in 1911 at 18, and then commissioned into the Citizen Force a year later as an officer in the 11th AIR, he was one of the first to enlist from Toowoomba in 1914. As a platoon commander with the 9th Battalion he had participated in the landing at Anzac Cove; within three weeks he had been awarded the Military Cross and had been Mentioned in Dispatches, and was twice wounded – the second time seriously enough to see him evacuated from the peninsula for the remainder of the Gallipoli campaign. In 1916, when the 49th Battalion was raised, he was posted to it as a company commander and was awarded the Distinguished Service Order at Mouquet Farm in September 1916. He remained with the 49th Battalion until the end of the war, being wounded twice more and receiving another Mentioned in Dispatches for his service.35 Then, at the age of 27 years, one of Toowoomba’s finest and most experienced soldiers was tasked with holding the battalion together and building its strength.


With the dissolution of the AIF in 1921, the regimental system of unit naming was dropped and the battalion became known simply as the 25th Infantry Battalion. Further ties with traditions of the AIF were cemented in May with the announcement that the battalion would wear the colour patch of the ‘old’ 25th Battalion, AIF – a black over blue diamond.36 The Rising Sun badge, made famous by the AIF, was to be worn on the hat and jacket collars.
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The 25th Battalion band in 1937, competing in the coronation band competition. Back row, left to right: W Jackson, L Quigley, E Peek (Sgt), AC Jones, H Muller, N Sanderson, C Plummer, R Robinson, D Secomb, F Ward, J Jackson. Second Row: NE Merrin (Lt), G Bunworth, J Weimers, F Crompton, A Hodge, A Cousins, N King, S Bowtell, L Mays, G Allen, LT GJ Royal (drum major).Front Row: G Donovan. F Royal, L Maurer, F Warnecke (WO), F White (Bandmaster), WJ Burgemeister (Conductor), R Kenyon, J Caves, V Royal, F McNeill.


On 23 July 1921 the formation of a 25th Battalion band was authorised, recognising ‘the influence of band music in the acquirement of alertness, esprit de corps and general efficiency’.37 The band’s establishment was set at one band sergeant, one drum major, and 20 bandsmen, attached to battalion headquarters. (Although authorised in 1921, it was not until 1925 that it became fully established.) The bandmaster, Warrant Officer WJG Lyon,38 gained the commanding officer’s full support and threw himself into the task of recruiting and training the band. An extra bonus for the bandsmen was that their practices and performances counted as military training, exempting them from further service!


Training cutbacks were evident everywhere. It was announced in late July 1921 that for the coming year, while new enlistees had to complete four days home training as well as an eight-day camp, older soldiers would only do four days home training. Soldiers over the age of 22 years were advised that their training was suspended until 30 June 1922. The exception was the officers and NCOs, who were required as instructors on the eight-day camp. Indifference to Universal Training was still a problem, with several incidences reported in the local paper of men failing to attend compulsory parades and being brought in front of the local magistrate. Invariably the soldier was fined or sentenced to further training in lieu.39


The government was having trouble justifying spending further money on defence. Despite initial enthusiasm for better preparedness and warnings that the White Australia policy40 was a direct provocation to Asia (and that Australia had better be prepared to back this policy with force if needed) the government was under a lot of pressure to cut defence expenditure. The Washington Naval Treaty in November–December 192141 was seized on as an opportunity – with Japan agreeing to reduce its navy, it was claimed there was little need for a strong army. Accordingly, in February 1922 defence spending was slashed. The PMF and the Citizen Force were pared back, annual camps were suspended in all areas except major cities and towns, and rural training centres were closed.42 By July 1922 only the 18- and 19-year-old men living near major training centres were compelled to serve in units that were only a quarter of the size they had been.43


There were now two Citizen Force units operating in Toowoomba, the 25th Battalion and the 11th Light Horse Regiment. Eight-day training camps were held each year, usually as part of a brigade camp. Service in one unit or the other was compulsory for eligible men, and the two units became almost interchangeable, with men unable to attend the camp of one unit being required to attend the camp of the other. Each year one unit would train at Enoggera in Brisbane, while the other trained at Newtown Park in Toowoomba. The camps in the early 1920s were fairly elementary in their training, with the focus being on weapon handling and drill. In 1925 the local military authorities announced that the level of training would now be raised to unit and sub-unit level.
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1939 Camp. The final review parade at Enoggera.


The battalion’s 1925 camp was held in Enoggera as part of the 7th Brigade camp, under the command of Colonel Robertson. In February the dates for the camp (21–28 April) were announced to the public, along with the warning that attendance was compulsory. Those who would be unable to attend were required to submit a leave application before 24 February. But it wasn’t to be as easy as just applying for leave – only two reasons were acceptable – sickness and work commitments. Certificates from a doctor or an employer were required to justify a soldier’s absence. Furthermore, those unable to attend the 25th Battalion camp were required to attend the 11th Light Horse camp (at Newtown) instead.


Clothing and equipment were issued from the Drill Hall in Margaret Street two weeks before the camp. The battalion congregated in Toowoomba (130 men from Toowoomba and 52 from Warwick) and travelled by train to Brisbane and then marched to Enoggera. Lieutenant Colonel Fortescue commanded the battalion; the other officers attending were Captain Hatton and Lieutenants EK Bedwell, AEG Campbell,44 MH Hardy, JS Andersen,45 RN Graham,46 and EL Norris.47 As earlier announced, the training that year focused on field exercises. Platoon and company attacks, outpost schemes and defensive positions proved to be popular with the men, and were reinforced by competitions between units of the brigade. The 25th Battalion proved to be winners of many of these competitions, with victories against the 26th and 49th Battalions to take away the brigade prize for field exercises. The battalion was also successful in winning the trophies for best platoon, the best pair of signallers and the best Lewis gun team in the brigade.


Anzac Day fell during the camp and training was suspended for the day. Captain Rosenskjar,48 who served with the 25th Battalion in World War I, gave an address to the men on the battalion’s achievements during the war, after which there was a minute’s silence. The rest of the day was given over to unit competitions.


At the completion of the camp the battalion entrained for Toowoomba, to be met with a ‘rousing reception’, with the Toowoomba City Band marching them back to the Margaret Street Drill Hall for dismissal and their return home.


No sooner was the camp over than the training staff had to start planning for the next intake of cadets. Men and boys who were born between 1905 and 1907 were now eligible for training and were obliged to attend a camp of eight days and four days of home training to fulfil their requirements annually. Recruits had to pass a medical examination before enlistment, but if they were found to be temporarily unfit they had to undergo another examination each year until they were 26 years old. Men who failed to register for enlistment, or who failed to attend training, were still brought before a magistrate. In one case in September 1925, a Mr Edward Cochrane pleaded guilty to ‘absenting himself from military training without lawful excuse’. He was committed into the custody of the Warrant Officer Class One Roy Thomas49 (the Area Officer) for 14 days, with another three days ordered if he did not pay the court costs.


The 1926 camp was held at Newtown Park between 9 and 16 March 1926. An advance party of four or five men erected the tents in just two days, in time for the battalion to march in. Battalion HQ and A Company (Toowoomba) assembled at the Margaret Street Drill Hall on the morning of the 9th and, led by the Battalion Band, marched to Newtown Park. B Company, coming from Warwick by train, marched from the railway station to the Park. After spending the week training, a battalion sports day was held on Saturday, 13 March (to which the public were invited to view) and on the following day the camp was open to families wishing to visit. The camp concluded on 16 September, with B Company catching the midday train back to Warwick while the Toowoomba men were released later in the evening.


On the same day Brigadier Cam Robertson (now retired) was appointed the battalion’s Honorary Colonel. The position of Honorary Colonel originated with the British Army and called for a distinguished member of the community, usually a former officer of the unit now retired from active service, to act as the guardian of unit traditions and history, to promote the unit’s identity and ethos within the community, and to advise the commanding officer on virtually all issues other than operational matters. Cam Robertson fulfilled this role superbly, and served as the battalion’s Honorary Colonel for nearly two decades.


The 1927 camp was held again at Newtown Park, from 24 February till 3 March. Greatcoats and kitbags were issued a few weeks prior to the camp, and medical examinations were conducted for the boys born in 1913 who were now required to register for military service.


On Thursday, 24 February 1927 the main body of the battalion formed up at the Margaret Street Drill Hall and, led by the band, marched through the streets of the city to Newtown Park. A total of 229 men, including 22 officers, attended the camp. After getting settled, the first day was spent on individual training, such as signalling, small arms and the Vickers machine gun. This was continued the next day with a Lewis gun course conducted at the Toowoomba Rifle Range.


It was during this camp that the battalion was presented with its King’s and Regimental Colours.50 Originally Colours had been presented to all the AIF battalions in 1919, but with the disbandment of the AIF in 1921 these Colours were laid up.51 The decision was made shortly after that they would be entrusted to the Citizen Force battalions bearing the names of the original AIF battalions. Battle Honours, the names of significant actions a battalion had fought in, were awarded to each battalion and some were embroidered onto the Colours.52 A public appeal had been made for donations to purchase the new Colours from England. With sufficient funds raised (£100), the Colours arrived in Toowoomba on 23 February, and were consecrated during a parade on Sunday, 27 February. Former members of the 25th Battalion were especially invited to attend and were given the best vantage points available.


The rest of the week was spent on further individual training, culminating in a route march to the rifle range, followed by tactical exercises there for two days. The camp concluded on Thursday, 3 March.
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Firing the Vickers machine gun, Enoggera 1939. Firing the gun is Pte Charlie Webster (later Major Webster ED, 25th Battalion); No. 2 on the gun is Pte George Robertson (later Flight Lieutenant Robertson DFC, RAAF); directing fire is Corporal Bob Dodd (later Brig Dodd DSO ED).


This camp was particularly important to the battalion for a reason other than the presentation of the Colours; it was also Lieutenant Colonel Fortescue’s last activity as the commanding officer of the 25th Battalion. He had commanded the battalion for six years, and the time had come to move on. On 31 March 1927 Lieutenant Colonel Neville Hatton, MC, MM, was appointed as the new commanding officer. A commercial traveller in Toowoomba before World War I, Hatton was commissioned into the 11th AIR on 1 March 1914. He enlisted in the AIF on 1 September 1914 as a private in the 9th Battalion and served with them on Gallipoli. In 1917, while serving with the 52nd Battalion in France, he was awarded the Military Medal for his actions during the battle of Bullecourt. A year later, and now a lieutenant, he received the Military Cross for courage and leadership during the Australian counterattack at Villers-bretoneux. On his return from France he returned to Toowoomba and joined the 25th Battalion.


One of Lieutenant Colonel Hatton’s first functions was the visit of the Duke and Duchess of York53 to Toowoomba on 5 April 1927. In Australia for the opening of the new Federal Parliament in Canberra, the Royal couple were touring Australia to ‘meet the people’. Toowoomba was their first stop on their tour of Queensland, and the city was beside itself with the preparations. A guard of honour was selected from the battalion and was waiting on the platform of the railway station when the visitors arrived on the day. The band was also present to greet them. After the usual greetings from local dignitaries the Duke inspected the honour guard before departing for the Showground for the official welcome. The battalion was later complimented on its fine turn-out.


The battalion’s participation on Anzac Day 1927 had been planned well in advance by Lieutenant Colonel Fortescue and Warrant Officer Wilkinson,54 and was made especially poignant when the former AIF servicemen present formed up and marched through the ranks of the battalion. The symbolism of passing over the torch of responsibility was not lost on those present.


There were still more ceremonial occasions for the battalion before the year was out. On 9 May 1927 the new Federal Parliament was opened in Canberra by the Duke of York. As part of the opening ceremony, over 2000 troops were paraded for a review by the Duke. Every military unit in Australia sent their Colours, escorted by a colour party. The 25th Battalion Colour Party, carrying the new Colours, consisted of Lieutenant Francis Murdoch,55 Lieutenant Edgar Norris, Warrant Officer Class Two Len Erbacher, MM,56 Corporal JE Jackson,57 Corporal KB Jones, Corporal EG Taplin, Corporal CB Swenson,58 Lance Corporal AB Lindley,59 Private SM Taylor, Cadet RG Cochrane60 and Cadet EL Dixon.61 Both the officers and Warrant Officer Class Two Erbacher were returned soldiers, Erbacher having been awarded the Military Medal in France. The colour party left Toowoomba on Saturday, 30 April, for the long train journey south.


The opening of Parliament House was a gala occasion. Invitations were issued to 500 national and international official guests and a further 5000 tickets were distributed throughout Australia for seats in outside stands. The ceremony included the review of a guard of honour by the Duke of York and a reading in the Senate chamber of a message from the King. After the official proceedings, a review of 2000 troops and a Royal Australian Air Force fly past were held in York Park. The troops, including the colour parties of all the Australian infantry units, trooped past the reviewing stand to salute the Duke of York. When it was all over, the battalion colour party returned home on 11 May.


Later in 1927 the battalion was granted a territorial title, the Darling Downs Regiment, along with the Regimental motto: Vestigia Nulla Retrorsum ‘Not a backward step’. New uniforms were issued, still with the Rising Sun badge, and the battalion was able to wear them to the parade marking Armistice Day on 11 November.


There was a change to the battalion’s structure in 1928. The machine-gun platoon was expanded into a company of three platoons, each with four machine guns. Four rifle companies, each (on paper) of four platoons, and a HQ Wing completed the battalion.


The 1928 camp was held again at Newtown Park, from 15 to 23 February. Attendance was good, with 230 men entering camp. For most of the camp it was raining and windy, totally miserable conditions as The Chronicle recorded, ‘eight days in rain, mud and dirt’. At the completion of the camp the battalion, led by the band, marched through the city streets in service dress, helmets and field equipment to be reviewed by the Military District commandant (Brigadier General Foott, CB, CMG) and the Mayor (Alderman JD Annand). The Colours were carried and hundreds of people came to view the spectacle. Lieutenant Colonel Hatton led the parade, with the men divided into four companies under the command of Lieutenants WF Smith, HV Johnson, H Carstens62 and R Weppner.63 The Colours were carried by Lieutenant VJ Rogers64 and Lieutenant ES Miles.65


The 11th Light Horse went into camp immediately afterwards and the opportunity was taken to hold a dinner for the officers of both units, the visitors from Army Headquarters in Brisbane, and former officers of both units, including Brigadier Robertson and Lieutenant Colonel Fortescue. The mayor and dignitaries from the Toowoomba RSSILA also attended. This was a unique gathering of some of the most distinguished officers and soldiers in Toowoomba and gave all an opportunity to renew acquaintances and compare and exchange ideas.


Once again the battalion participated in the Anzac Day ceremonies, with both the unit and the band marching. Armistice Day (11 November 1928) was the 10th anniversary of the end of the war, and the parade was well attended in Toowoomba.


August 1928 saw the battalion win the Queensland Rifle Association trophy. This shield, still on display in the Officer’s Mess, 25th/49th Battalion, Royal Queensland Regiment in Toowoomba, was originally presented by the officers of the Queensland Defence Forces in 1895. It had been held by the 9th Battalion in Brisbane and this was the first year the battalion had competed for it. The battalion team, under the command of Lieutenant Vince Crain,66 was one of 30 to 40 teams competing, and won easily.


The 1929 Camp was held at Newtown Park, from 13–20 February. Senior cadets and Citizen Force men erected the tents on Saturday, 9th, and the advance party went into camp the next day. On Tuesday, 13th, the battalion, 280 men under the command of Lieutenant Colonel Hatton, paraded at the Drill Hall in Margaret Street and marched to the camp. Eight days later, on Wednesday, 20th, the battalion marched out of camp and was reviewed by the Honorary Colonel, Brigadier General Robertson, and the Mayor of Toowoomba, Mr JD Annand.


1929–34


In October 1929 the newly elected Labor Government announced plans to abolish compulsory military training, suspend training camps, and allow conscripted recruits to take their discharge immediately. This had long been a Labor Party policy, and the new government wasted no time in implementing it. It was announced that the new militia would consist of 35 000 officers and men, down from the current 48 000. The impact this had on long-serving officers and soldiers, who had devoted a considerable period of time over the last decade to maintaining and strengthening Australia’s defences, can only be imagined. They, and many prominent Australians, argued that compulsory service was not only fair to everyone; it was also more effective and cheaper to conduct than the older voluntary system which had broken down completely. The provocative White Australia policy, still in force, was again held up as just one example of the necessity for a strong defence force. But the government would not be swayed and the disbandment of conscription went ahead on 5 November. The government did give an undertaking that a replacement for compulsory service would be implemented, and that the system of volunteers serving in the military would not be affected by the new changes. Existing trainees, men who had completed their compulsory service and AIF veterans were asked to volunteer their services. Pay and uniforms were to be improved, with the aim of attracting new recruits. The new system was to take effect from February 1930.


Like all other Citizen Force battalions, the 25th Battalion saw its strength drop dramatically at first – only a small number of volunteers remained, with a small cadre of permanent Australian Instructional Corps officers and NCOs providing instruction and administration. A review conducted in late 1929 of Queensland units found that, while practically 100 per cent of officers and 60 per cent of NCOs were determined to continue their service, only 25 per cent of the men opted to enlist under the new system. Meetings were held in Toowoomba to outline the new volunteer system, while arrangements had to be quickly made to pay those former members of the battalion who chose to leave, while at the same time withdrawing items of uniform and equipment on issue to these men.


Enlistment in the newly named militia was now open to men aged 18 to 40 years. They could enlist for an initial period of three years, and then extend their service by one year at a time. Training would consist of 16 days annually, to be done as eight days continuous training in camp and the remainder in full days, half days and night parades at the Drill Hall. Courses, schools and classes could be done as additional training for those selected for specialist training or promotion.


New daily rates of pay were set:





	Private

	4/-




	Corporal

	9/-




	Sergeant

	10/-




	Company Quartermaster sergeant

	10/6




	Warrant Officer

	11/-




	Lieutenant

	15/-




	Captain

	22/6




	Major

	30/-






New uniforms were also introduced – the khaki serge of the old AIF service dress being replaced by a lighter khaki with green facings and brass buttons, and the new unit badge worn on the collars. The old uniforms were to be used as working dress, with the newer uniforms saved for parades and as a ‘walking out uniform’. Leather equipment was also withdrawn, to be replaced by webbing equipment similar to that worn by the AIF.


Cadets were not done away with; school boys aged 14 to 18 years could join the Junior Cadets while men aged 16 to 18 years could join the Senior Cadets and enlist in the militia when they turned 18. The Senior Cadets trained alongside the militia, making the transition to the militia an almost automatic process.


Employers’ associations were also involved in meetings with the military, as the new volunteers could find that their training commitments conflicted with their work. Employers were rightfully concerned that several of their staff could be away at the same time, and solutions were required to overcome the difficulties that this would present. Public servants were guaranteed leave to attend parades and training camps; private employers were exhorted by both the government and the military to meet ‘a moral obligation to assist in the defence of the country’.


Recruiting started in earnest in January 1930. Even Warrant Officer Wilkinson, now the Regimental Sergeant-Major (RSM), became involved, writing a letter to the paper calling on young men to enlist in groups that could remain together for training. He emphasised the comradeship fostered by military service and how military training could turn boys into men. The new uniforms, he stated, were ‘a means to an end; and that end is to make an efficient unit’. 67


The papers reported an enthusiastic response to the recruiting drive, with 120 men enlisting almost immediately. But these numbers were still far short of what was required. Brigadier General CH Brand (Deputy Chief of the General Staff), in a speech at a Rotary luncheon in Brisbane on 18 February, discussed the new training scheme. He outlined what he saw as two reasons for the shortfall in enlistments: first, the belief that natural leaders could be found in any group and so there was no need to train them; and, second, that the average citizen believed an army could be trained quickly – after all, weren’t Australians natural soldiers? So, if it would take little training and time to raise a strong army with strong leaders, why soldier in peacetime? To refute these beliefs Brand reminded his listeners that, in the last war, it had taken eight months to recruit and train the original AIF – and even then this was only achieved because the original officers and NCOs had pre-war militia training. He described the first days at Anzac – where the early loss of leaders led to chaos and confusion – as a classic example of why Australia needed a strong militia to identify, train and develop the officers and NCOs needed for the next war. He also reminded them that, in the early days of the war, the British Regular Army had held the Germans at bay to give the Territorials time to reach a standard such that they could be employed – and that Australia had no regular army. While agreeing that maintaining a regular army, or a militia of 180 000, was impossible in Australia because of financial restrictions, he argued that ‘Leaders cannot be trained when war is thrust upon us. They must be trained in peacetime and to effectively do so there must be a reasonable number of personnel, otherwise two important factors – command and manoeuvre – are missing.’68 This, he argued, was why Australia needed a strong militia.


But, he believed, the main reason recruits were slow to enlist was their belief that training would interfere with their employment. He called on employers – many of them Rotary members – to cooperate with the military and guarantee their employees that their jobs were safe if they decided to enlist: ‘The attitude of the employer will be the deciding factor between success and failure of Australia’s voluntarily enlisted nucleus army.’69


The Citizen’s Recruiting and Welfare Committee (25th Battalion), under the direction of the Mayor (Alderman FJ Paterson), was established to assist recruiting and to gain the backing of prominent businessmen and citizens. It held its first meeting at the Toowoomba Town Hall on 3 May and was addressed by Lieutenant Colonel Hatton. The commanding officer outlined the battalion’s current strength and shortfalls in recruiting. Representatives from the Returned Soldiers and Sailors Imperial League of Australia (RSSILA – the forerunner of the Returned Services League), the Chamber of Commerce, and the Retail Traders’ Association were present and assured Lieutenant Colonel Hatton of their members’ support for the militia.


But other events, outside the control of both the military and the employers, were taking their toll. The worldwide economic slump, later to be known as the Great Depression, (1929–35) had a major impact on the army. Members of the PMF were forced to take periods of leave of up to 14 days each quarter without pay. The movement of men around the countryside looking for work saw fewer volunteers able to give up their time, and the militia’s strength dropped even further. It became increasingly difficult to maintain the level of expertise required in an infantry battalion. Unable to maintain four battalions in each brigade, the Defence Department decided to amalgamate some battalions. On 1 July 1930 the 25th Battalion was linked with the 49th Battalion (The Stanley Regiment) to become the 25th/49th Battalion. This new battalion, under the command of Lieutenant Colonel J Craven, DCM,70 saw the HQ Wing (as Battalion HQ was now known) at Kelvin Grove in Brisbane. The 49th Battalion provided A and D Companies (Brisbane and Ipswich), while the 25th Battalion formed B and E (Machine Gun) Companies.71 Both of these companies were based in Toowoomba, but some of the platoons were located in Warwick and Dalby. Members of the previously Toowoomba-based HQ Wing, mainly specialists such as signallers, were absorbed into the two companies. Lieutenant Colonel Hatton was transferred to the unattached list, as were Captain Bedwell and Lieutenants K Gaydon, R Elder and S Wilson. The adjutant, Lieutenant CC Macquarie (a PMF officer), was transferred to the new HQ Wing in Brisbane.


At the evening parade on Monday, 7 July, Lieutenant Colonel Hatton formally handed over the battalion to Lieutenant Colonel Craven. He addressed the battalion and thanked all members for their assistance and cooperation during the previous three years, and asked them to extend the same to the new commanding officer (CO). He appealed to them to give their best to uphold the battalion’s standards, and those of Toowoomba. He finished off by expressing his desire to see the battalion returned to its former status in the not too distant future.


At a farewell dinner for Lieutenant Colonel Hatton later that evening the Honorary Colonel, Brigadier General JC Robertson, responded to a toast to the battalion. His speech was prophetic:


I believe the Battalion will be back to its old status in a few years. In the late war several nations had received a severe drubbing and they will not come into conflict again at any rate during the present century. There are other countries, however, which had not received a drubbing and are still full of the fighting spirit. Some of those nations will be casting eyes at Australia.


I feel sure that some of the young men present, who think that war is not likely for some time, will be very much surprised in a few years.


I don’t think the nations are going to be at rest. Fighting is inherent in us all and it is only a matter of time before a nation wants its fighting. Then excuses are made and the nations embroiled in warfare before they know where they are.


The point I want to make is that the indication will be given long before the war comes. It is always so. We all talked about the late war seven years before it came. When that talk starts the politicians will begin to put their house in order. That will be the time when your Battalion is reinstated.72


Lieutenant Colonel Hatton, in his farewell speech to his officers, reflected on the turmoil in the army over the last 10 years, including two reorganisations and the suspension of compulsory training, and asked if things could have been done differently and better. Nevertheless, he urged his fellow officers not to become disillusioned, but to keep serving. ‘Just let us all hope that some day we will all join together again and be one happy family.’73


The new structure in Toowoomba saw B Company commanded by Captain Ted Miles, with Captain Carstens as his second in command.74 E Company, the machine-gun company, was commanded by Captain Ralph Weppner, with Captain Rogers as his second in command.75 WO Wilkinson, formerly the RSM, was appointed Staff Sergeant-Major, allotted to E Company, while Staff Sergeant-Major Thomas was allotted to B Company. Lieutenant Colonel Craven advised the battalion that the annual camp would be held at Enoggera between 4 and 11 October. Evening training would continue as normal.


A typical night’s training was described in the Toowoomba Chronicle on 22 July 1930:


The NCOs, under the direction of S.S.M. Wilkinson, assisted by Sergeant Millard,76 commenced a new series of classes. Bayonet training and the organisation of platoons, etc., occupied the major portion of the evening. The machine gun class, under Lieutenant Pollock,77 received instruction in mechanism and elementary handling. Captain Miles gave an interesting lecture to the officers on military sketching.


Monthly training nights were held for the men, while officers and NCOs attended classes each week. In particular, Captain Weppner taught classes on the use of the machine gun in both the advance and the defence.78


In August 1930, the Military Board directed that personnel of the two battalions would continue to wear the colour patches and regimental badges of the unit in which they were serving immediately prior to the linking. New members enlisted into the linked battalion were issued colour patches dependent on the former unit area from which they were recruited. Thus, those companies drawn from Toowoomba (B and E Companies) were issued the former 25th Battalion patch, while the Brisbane-based elements (HQ Wing, A and D Companies) were issued the 49th Battalion patch. The Toowoomba members still did not have a regimental badge, and so continued to wear the Rising Sun badge.


The October 1930 camp, held at Enoggera, was the first training camp to be held under the new non-compulsory training scheme. Given that it was no longer a legal requirement for employers to give their employees time off work to attend the camp, appeals were made to employer organisations to recognise the value to both their businesses and the country in having men attend the camp. Concerns were evident three days before the camp began when it was noted that, out of a strength of 11 officers and 133 men, all 11 officers but only 32 men had signified their intention to attend. Within two days, however, another 30 men were able to gain time off work.


The companies assembled at the Drill Hall at 6.30 am on 4 October and were issued with their rifles and other equipment. They then marched to the railway station and entrained for Brisbane. As well as the battalion, the camp was also attended by the Field Engineers, the 7th Field Ambulance, the 5th Field Hygiene Section and elements of the Army Service Corps. The activities in the camp focused on tactical manouevres rather than drill, and were judged a success by the participants. Everyone returned to Toowoomba on the 11th, enthused and proud of what they had achieved in such a short time.


A notable event in 1930 was the announcement of an alliance between the 25th Battalion and the King’s Own Scottish Borderers (a British regiment). These alliances had become common in the early 20th century as many regiments throughout the former British Empire sought to establish and maintain bonds as the Dominions gained greater independence from the ‘Mother Country’. Alliances, which have to be approved by the monarch, are most commonly formed between regiments which fought together in a notable campaign, or share a similar role (eg rifles and light infantry), or items of dress (such as kilts among Scottish regiments), or which happen to share the same regimental number. The King’s Own Scottish Borderers (KOSB) had been raised in 1689; from 1751 till 1881 they were known as the 25th Regiment of Foot – hence the alliance with the Australian 25th Battalion. (The alliance that began in 1930 continues today. During World War II the battalion regularly received messages from the KOSB updating them on the regiment’s activities in Europe; in 1989 a contingent from the 25th Battalion, Royal Queensland Regiment, travelled to Scotland to celebrate the KOSB’s tercentenary.)


A social night for the officers and senior NCOs was held in early November, reinstituting a lapsed tradition. The sergeants’ mess challenged the officers’ mess to a shooting competition on the miniature range; Lieutenant Colonel Hatton, an honorary member of the officers’ mess, shot a score of 34 out of 35, contributing greatly to the officers’ win for the night. (It was also noted that some participants – of no particular rank – would have benefited greatly from some elementary rifle training!) After the competition, all retired to the sergeants’ mess to continue with card games and a meal of army ration biscuits and cheese, washed down with soft drinks. It was also an opportunity to get some business done – recruiting was discussed informally, as was the design for the battalion’s new badge.


Although the battalion had been wearing the Rising Sun badge for most of its life, there had long been a tradition in the Australian Army, passed down from the British Army, of regimental badges rather than general service badges. Although the old 11th AIR, from which the 25th Battalion was descended, had a hat badge approved in 1911, there is no evidence it had ever been issued. Members of the battalion now thought the time was right to produce a regimental badge for the 25th. Captain Weppner, an amateur artist and professional signwriter by trade, had given a lot of thought to the design.
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A sergeant of the 25th Battalion (Darling Downs Regiment), wearing the new battalion badge.


The new badge consisted of a shield displaying the cross of St George (in recognition of the battalion’s affiliation with the KOSB), overlaid with a diamond (representing the battalion’s colour patch) with the numeral ‘25’ in the centre. Surmounting the shield was the Rising Sun with the King’s Crown in the centre. The shield was supported on either side by a kangaroo and an emu. The shield and supporters were mounted on a scroll reading ‘Darling Downs Infantry’. The badge was approved in late 1930 and was issued in mid-1931.


After a Christmas break, training resumed in February 1931. Range practices were conducted for both companies, as well as the Senior Cadets, in February. The militia fired the Lewis gun after which the Senior Cadets fired four practices as part of the Earl Roberts’ Cadet Trophy Competition. It is interesting to look at these practices, given the restrictions on today’s school cadets. Starting with a deliberate practice conducted at 500 m, the cadets then conducted a ‘fire and movement’ practice from 500 yards to 100 yards. This consisted of a series of short advances at the double, with a single shot fired at each successive range (500, 400, 300, 200 and 100 yards). A rapid fire practice at 200 yards and a snap-shooting practice at 200 yards then completed the day. Cadet Townsend is recorded as having achieved the best score.


Weeknight parades continued as normal. Classes included rapid fire training, Lewis gun handling and company drill for B Company, and theory and practical classes in the use of machine guns for E Company. Attendance was starting to drop off as the impact of the Depression continued to make itself felt; men had to leave the district looking for work and were unable to attend parades.


Easter 1931 saw a 10-day school for Queensland officers and senior NCOs conducted at Enoggera. Only two applications were accepted out of eight from Toowoomba; Lieutenant Jackson attended a course on small arms, while Lieutenant Vince Crain attended the machine-gun course. Both courses were designed to give participants a sound knowledge of the basic principles of these weapons, and then go further into more advanced training in their use.


An ‘extra-curricular’ activity that had always been popular in Toowoomba was participation in the local Rifle Club. The Australian Rifle Club movement, which had its origin in 1888, had long been part of the Australian military system. Its original purpose was to provide a reserve of expert riflemen to be available in times of national emergency and, as such, the formation of clubs was originally provided for in the Defence Act 1903.79 The movement was headed by the Commonwealth Council of Rifle Associations, which had dual roles: to act in an advisory capacity to the government; and to promote the inter-Empire and interstate rifle competitions, state associations, district unions and clubs. Prior to 1931 the administration of the organisation was the responsibility of the Secretary for Defence. From that year its control reverted to the Military Board and rifle clubs were affiliated as reserves to militia force units.80 Ownership and responsibility for maintenance of rifle ranges remained with the government, and funds were provided each year for ammunition for use by rifle clubs.


Now known as the 25th Battalion Rifle Club, local members (which included both militia soldiers and civilians) competed regularly on the Toowoomba Rifle Range. With the suspension of compulsory military training it was noted that interest in shooting – and membership of the club – actually increased. Competitions were held, both against other clubs (eg Crows Nest, Warwick, Dalby, Gatton) and within the club, for a variety of trophies donated by local businesses and former (and serving) members of the battalion. Lieutenant Colonel Hatton proved to be an excellent marksman, and was the holder of several trophies.


Another side of the club’s activities was trialling for the King’s Medal for shooting. Originally instituted by Queen Victoria on 30 April 1869 (and known then as the Queen’s Medal), it was awarded to the best shot of the British Army. It lapsed in 1883, but in 1923 the medal was reintroduced by King George V and was entitled ‘The King’s Medal’. The countries eligible to compete for the award – each country awarded its own King’s Medal – were the United Kingdom and the military forces of India, Canada, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa (including Rhodesia). The medal was competed for at an Annual Meeting in each of these countries ‘under Battle Firing Conditions’.81


The trial for the King’s Medal was open to all members of the battalion, who attended a voluntary range practice in full uniform and equipment in November 1930. Lieutenant Vince Crain, the captain of the 25th Battalion Rifle Club, won this competition and was selected as the 25th/49th Battalion’s representative for the Queensland trials in Brisbane in February 1931. Winning these trials, Lieutenant Crain won the right to represent Queensland at the King’s Medal shoot in Melbourne on 20 March, but was unsuccessful in bringing home the Medal.


The new battalion spread its activities between both major centres. Anzac Day 1931 saw the 25th/49th Battalion paraded in Toowoomba. Drill rehearsals were conducted prior to the day itself, under the floodlights fitted to the Drill Hall. About 20 members attended these rehearsals and practised until the Permanent Staff instructors were satisfied. The RSSILA expressed concern that this year saw Anzac Day fall on a Saturday, and attendance might be lower than previous years. Returned soldiers were urged to attend and set an example for the youth of Toowoomba. The parade itself was commanded by the former CO, Lieutenant Colonel Hatton, and reviewed by Major General CF Cox, CB, CMG, DSO, VD. Despite the RSSILA’s misgivings, the ceremony was well attended.


Training continued as usual on weeknights, with a busy programme including weapon handling, navigation and drill. Lieutenant Colonel Fortescue (now commanding the 11th Light Horse Regiment) continued his relationship with the battalion, lecturing the officers and NCOs on subjects such as leadership, and addressing Rifle Club functions. He took a keen interest in the 25th/49th Battalion, having served with the 49th in France and then commanding the 25th Battalion after the war.


The Senior Cadets paraded on weeknights as well, and began training for the annual cadet competition to be held in Brisbane at the end of May. This competition was won by the 31st Battalion, with the 25th Battalion Senior Cadets failing to gain a place in any events. The competition was, however, quite stiff, with teams from most of the Queensland-based units (infantry, light horse and artillery) attending.


In July 1931 the battalion, having reached it authorised strength, suspended recruiting, although the Senior Cadets still had vacancies for young boys aged 16 to 18 years. In the same month B Company (under the command of Captain ES Miles) was judged the best shooting company in the battalion for the training year just past. This entitled the sergeants and corporal in the company to wear a ‘Crown and Crossed Rifles’ insignia on their right sleeve. Sergeant OF Hodgsen was awarded a similar badge, with a wreath, to wear on his left sleeve as the best shot amongst the battalion’s sergeants.


B and E (MG) Companies planned a bivouac for October. In order to raise funds for this activity the company organised a Victory Dance for 7 August, commemorating the Battle of Amiens (8 August 1918). The dance was held in the Soldier’s Memorial Hall and a good sum of money was raised for the battalion’s Comfort Fund, which provided little ‘luxuries’ for the men while they were camped out on the Toowoomba Rifle Range. The bivouac, held on the weekend of 17–18 October, was successful, with over 60 members of the battalion (70 per cent of its strength) participating. B Company conducted a night attack on Tick Hill on Saturday night, while E (MG) Company (under the command of Captain H Carstens) engaged in a night firing practice. E Company’s Company Sergeant-Major (CSM) (Warrant Officer Class Two Hindmarsh) had fixed electric bulbs in front of the targets’ bullseyes, and predicted none would be touched. Firing tracer, the machine-gun sections engaged each target and, despite many rounds landing on the bullseyes, the CSM’s prediction proved correct. Once the Vickers had finished firing, a Lewis gun team, consisting of Lieutenant Crain, Sergeants Hodgsen and Slater and Corporal Merrin,82 demonstrated the night firing ability of the Lewis gun.


After the night activities the men bivouacked on the rifle range for the night. Sunday morning saw reveille at 5.30 am, followed by another B Company attack on Tick Hill. E Company practised saddlery and limber drill. At 11.00 am a demonstration of the use of the rifle grenade was followed by a lecture from Lieutenant Colonel Craven on the grenades used in World War I. After lunch, training continued and concluded with another Vickers gun shoot, after which the men returned to the Drill Hall, cleaned and handed in stores and then were dismissed and went home.


Lieutenant Colonel Craven was ‘most satisfied with the work carried out’.83 Before dismissing the men he addressed them; after stating that he still hoped to see the 25th Battalion re-established as a unit in its own light, he reminded the men that they still had their own identity within the 25th/49th Battalion, as demonstrated by their colour patch and the new badge to be issued very shortly. He then gave the welcome news that the battalion was authorised to start recruiting again to increase its strength. The battalion’s current strength was 85 men, and plans were made to double that number. Appeals were made to the RSSILA for assistance in recruiting: ‘… if this matter was put to the boys in the right way, as only dad and the elder brother can do, we would have no difficulty in getting the quota required’.84 Conditions of service were not onerous; to meet his training obligation a recruit was required to attend a weekend bivouac and a four-day bivouac, and 42 hours of home training. Initial efforts, including newspaper advertisements, were disappointing – despite several inquiries in November, only six men enlisted.


The first training activity in 1932 was a parade on 18 January to prepare for the four-day bivouac at the end of the month. This began on Saturday, 23 January, under the command of Captain ES Miles (Officer Commanding (OC) B Company). The bivouac was held at Newtown Park in Toowoomba and culminated in Military Sports on the Sunday afternoon, attended by large numbers of the public and the Toowoomba City Band. Tug of war, pillow fights, foot races and other activities were hotly competed and enjoyed by everyone. It wasn’t all just play however; 62 men attended the camp and trained at both unit and company level, and the CO (Lieutenant Colonel Craven) was impressed with both the physique of the men and the level of training they displayed by the conclusion of the bivouac on the 26th. The senior officer was Captain Ted


Miles (OC B Company); other officers attending were:





	OC E (MG) Company

	Capt R Weppner




	2iC E (MG) Company

	Lt V Crain




	2iC B Company

	Lt G Barter85






	Platoon Commanders

	





	Lt JE Jackson

	Lt JE Duggan86





	Lt N Hodgen87


	Lt DP Pollock




	Lt SJ Wilson88


	Lt AJ Greville89






	Instructing Staff

	





	WO WT Wilkinson, MC

	WO HG Hales






The Toowoomba Chronicle reported:


The standard of physique of the members at present in camp is high, and their discipline is all that could be desired. With more men of their type Toowoomba would be able to regain its own Battalion.90


The bivouac was followed in February with the annual range shoot for both Toowoomba-based companies. The service rifle, Lewis gun and Vickers machine gun were all fired. Privates JF Clarke and KC Wilkins both qualified as marksmen, although overall the standard of shooting was not considered high and in need of more instruction and practice. Further range practices were conducted in March; fire and movement drills and section competitions were conducted. Again, it was noted that there were some deficiencies, this time in fire control orders, and further training was planned to remedy this. Training was now being held on Wednesday nights, with NCO training on Thursday nights. Wednesday night training consisted of three training periods: drill, weapons and map reading.


On a national level the militia strength remained steady, with the Adjutant General (Major General TH Dodds) reporting its strength as 93 per cent of its authorised establishment. Queensland held 3104 men in the militia and another 356 in the Senior Cadets, exceeded only by New South Wales and Victoria. Recruiting was keeping pace with discharges, and recruiting officers reported that many unemployed men were enlisting for the pay.91


On 7 May a colour party (Lieutenant N Hodgen, Lieutenant DP Pollock, Sergeant J Millard, Sergeant OF Hodgen92 and Private J Cloake93) escorted the Colours to Brisbane to participate in the Military Tattoo held at the Exhibition Grounds.


The last weekend in June saw a mess function held in the Sergeants’ Mess at which Lieutenant Colonel Craven DCM and his adjutant, Captain AB MacDonald, were the invited guests. This was followed the next day by training for all officers and NCOs in map reading and topography, conducted by the adjutant.


On 29 June the training year 1931–32 drew to a close, with pay and prize money for the last year being distributed to those members who were able to produce or account for all items of equipment on issue to them. The prize money was for skill at arms in the annual musketry course, and prizes ranged from 15/- to £1/8/9.


The Rifle Club held its annual dinner in July, with over 60 members attending, most in uniform. Captain Miles, the president of the club, highlighted its importance to the battalion when he commented that ‘the rifle club stood as a bulwark behind the battalion, and it helped to create an esprit de corps within the battalion’. Lieutenant Colonel Fortescue, DSO, MC, still commanding the 11th Light Horse Regiment but a guest for the night, highlighted that the spirit of the AIF was still being carried on under the voluntary system as it had been under the compulsory system: ‘In speaking of the rifle club, they were really speaking of the unit, as under the voluntary system, the fellow who was of any use was a member of the Rifle Club.’94
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A NEW BATTALION
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