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Introduction: Searching For Joe


On 29 April 1935, the very day my great uncle, Flight Lieutenant Parker Hodge, commenced his career in the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF), Melbourne newspaper The Argus1 printed the following news:


‘Reports published in London that Germany has again violated the Treaty of Versailles by placing orders for the construction of a number of submarines are said to be substantially true. Her air force is also being increased at a rapid rate.


In Germany in future citizenship will not be granted as by right of birth or by naturalisation. “It will have to be won,” says a Nazi Minister.


On a training cruise two Japanese cruisers, the Asama and Yukumo, arrived at Port Melbourne on Saturday. They will remain in port until May 1. Fears and suspicions of Japan are due to a lack of understanding of the psychology of the Japanese, according to Dr T Kagawa, Japanese Christian leader and social worker.


Joan of Arc was at heart a Nazi, according to a German film which traces the life of the Maid of Orleans and derives from it justification for Nazism. The film emphasises that Joan of Arc, like Herr Hitler, saved the people from despair through her inspiration, and that it is the duty of everyone to defend the country against foreigners and to crush the enemies within the nation.


Brigadier-General Sir Carl Jess issued a warning to a gathering of returned soldiers that Australia must not neglect defence organisation ... He recalled that in the opening days of the war neither military aeroplanes nor high explosives had been developed to the extent that they were nine months after the war began. ‘We will be given no nine months again in which to make preparations,’ he added. US General F M Andrews, chief of the powerful new general headquarters of the United States Air Force, told a committee of the House of Representatives that in an emergency the United States must be prepared to seize the British and French islands near the United States ... Major Hugh J Knerr ... said: “I have been informed that a certain Asiatic Power has now about 100 instructors training the Peruvian army. It’s interesting to visualise how many of those are aviators. It’s not beyond the realm of possibility that some fine morning we may read of the fact that there has been a successful raid against the Panama Canal as an initial step to a declaration of war.’


In a letter to the newspaper, titled ‘Judge Foster Commends League’s Work’, the author urges a furthering of ‘the cause of the League of Nations ... the greatest crusade of all – the crusade for world peace ... The threat of war constantly with us, the disturbed state of Europe, and the rapid rearmament of the great nations prove the urgent need for the development of a powerful popular will to peace.’


Less than seven years later, on 12 January 1942, my uncle perished along with most of his crew. He was shot down off the coast of Indonesian island Sulawesi2 in his 2 Squadron Lockheed Hudson. He was twenty-eight-years old. Parker had a bright personality. He was smart, determined and socially intelligent. He had, I have since learned, an uncommon zest for life, and he squeezed as much into the short time allocated to him as the majority do in a lifetime.


Parker joined the air force in 1935, well before the outbreak of hostilities in Europe and the ensuing mass-mobilisation. He would see the RAAF grow from a relatively small enterprise in the pre-war years to a substantial force, fighting in multiple theatres of war. To think, not many years before Parker first made his way to the RAAF base at Laverton, Victoria – initially as a fitter general – there were ‘senior officers of the older services who believed a separate air force was not the best means of defending Australia.’ 3 It is unimaginable today.


As a result, most RAAF aircraft in 1935 were seriously outdated, useful only for training purposes. Australia didn’t have combat aircraft it could send anywhere, let alone use to defend the nation in the unlikely event, or so it was thought, that we came under attack. The nation was far from combat ready as it emerged from the Great Depression with difficult spending choices to make. Yet, as reports and commentary from the newspapers of the day demonstrate, there was much to worry about.


Brigadier-General Sir Carl Jess’s warning in The Argus was certainly prescient. There was, indeed, an urgent need for all of Australia’s armed forces to modernise and prepare for the worst. The clock was well and truly ticking, not that everyone with the power to influence policy seemed to realise it.


***


Parker’s much older brothers, Will and Jack, had both survived the First World War, also known as the Great War. They were among a surge of army enlistments who responded to news of the Gallipoli landings, and two of more than 400 enlistees born in Beechworth.4 In relative terms, aside from Jack’s experience with trench foot, they were less damaged than many of their fellow servicemen who returned from the war – much as this feels a risky assessment. It can be seen, perhaps, in photos of trips and events from the 1930s. Jack, my grandfather, especially, looks at peace with himself, a sometimes gregarious, smiling figure at the centre of social gatherings.


Looks, of course, can be deceiving. Family was one thing; like many returned soldiers, Jack was not one to talk about the war. What he and Will spoke about together or with their mates down at the Lodge of Remembrance (where Jack was the Worshipful Master in 1938–1939 – equivalent in Fred Flintstone terms to the ‘Grand Poobah’) or in the pub was something altogether different, I imagine. As he grew older, young Parker, it seems likely, would have probed his brothers about their Great War experiences. And yet, although he joined the armed forces, my uncle was not destined to follow in their footsteps. He had plans of his own.


Parker would have grown up looking at many of the same souvenirs of Jack’s time abroad that I have in my possession today, and hearing stories about the brothers’ journeys, when on leave, to the likes of Paris, Brussels and London. However, perhaps most of the brothers’ stories were of ‘Sunnyside’ – the family home in Gunnislake, Cornwall. It was a pretty farm on lush hillside below the town centre, sloping down to the River Tamar.


Parker would have known all about Uncle Peter (who I am named after), and cousins Alice, Kate and Lottie, who corresponded regularly with Jack and Will. They were among the Hodges who stayed in the old country. Parker’s father, John Henry Hodge, was one of the Hodges who left, in 1886.


Arriving in Sydney, my great-grandfather made his way to Beechworth, Victoria, attracted by the opportunity of work – constructing cottages at the old asylum where, almost 140 years later, one can do a ghost tour. There, in Ned Kelly country, John Henry established a successful stonemasonry business, Hodge & Hughes, with his partner, Charles Hughes.


John Henry also became a United Shire of Beechworth councillor from 1908 until his death in 1921. This included a stint as shire president from 1918 to 1919. Most of the businesses in town were draped in black for two days following his passing.5 It was a measure of the esteem in which he was held by the local community and, perhaps for some, a token of regret – which I will delve into in due course. It was not long before the Hodge family, aside from Parker’s eldest sister, Edith, who had married, left Beechworth for good.


Whenever I drive through the centre of historic Beechworth, usually a detour on my way to or from Bright, I look at the magnificent old stone buildings and wonder which of them John Henry might have had a hand in building. Then, there are the stone gutters, deep enough to cope with tropical downpours; you can do yourself an injury falling off the footpath in Beechworth! Clearly though, Hodge & Hughes’ work on monuments, which can still be seen around town and especially in the cemetery, was a large component of their business. It was in Beechworth that John met and married Ellen Cornelius in 1892.


Both families had their origins in Cornwall, although my great-grandmother was ten years younger than her husband. William Cornelius, Ellen’s father, arrived in the Ovens district in 1856, at the height of the gold rush and just two years after the Eureka Stockade. Prior to that, he had worked in California with his father. There, William gained valuable experience installing mining machinery, which he put to use in the goldfields of Victoria and New South Wales. He lived in Beechworth but, seemingly, was forever on the move, hopping from one goldfield to another. William’s wife, Elizabeth, and two eldest daughters, Grace and Elizabeth, joined him in 1870. Ellen, Beechworth born in 1871, was the baby of the family, like her beloved youngest son, Parker.6


William was also a mason. Quite possibly, he was of great help to John Henry as he endeavoured to establish himself in the town and region. Through their common work interests and Cornish roots, it seems likely that John Henry knew William before he met Ellen; perhaps it was William who thought John Henry would be a good match for his daughter. Regardless, the two families were very close: William, Elizabeth, John Henry, and Ellen lie in adjacent plots at Beechworth Cemetery.


Together, John Henry and Ellen, my staunch Methodist great-grandparents, had fourteen children over twenty years, although only eight lived to adulthood. Parker was the youngest, born in 1913.


John Henry’s death in 1921, and Will and Jack’s return from the war, precipitated the family’s migration from Beechworth to Essendon, a growing northwestern suburb of Melbourne. Unlike many returned soldiers who struggled to find work back in Australia, Parker’s older brothers both had jobs with the Victorian Railways – Will as a clerk even before the war, and Jack, after the move to Melbourne, as a fitter and turner. Consequently, they were able to support their many dependents. Within a few years, though, all of Parker’s sisters were also working, substantially boosting the family income.


For Parker, still in school, this meant choices and experiences substantially different to those of his older brothers and sisters. Compared to Jack and Will, Parker was next-gen. He was the best educated member of his family by far. He was raised mostly in the big smoke (although he maintained a strong affinity to the country), and began commuting to the city to attend school when he was only twelve. Parker played all manner of sports, including football, cricket and lacrosse. He rowed, he skated, he skied, and he travelled far and wide long before joining the air force. At some point, he decided he wanted to fly planes and – as I will highlight later – worked damn hard to realise his dream.


Until recently, the only photo of Parker I had ever seen was a dark mug shot included in his RAAF service record. I thought I saw a little of my father, Chester (Jack’s son), in his somewhat bulbous forehead.


But there were other photos. Lots of them, in fact. And in all of them, he looks nothing like the man I thought was my uncle. In fact, we (the family) became convinced that this was not Parker at all. ‘You can always tell by the ears’, said Louise, one of my recently discovered cousins. Clearly, the RAAF got its mug shots mixed up.


Roz Turner, of the Office of Air Force History, later confirmed this. It is, in fact, a photo of one Alfred Harold Hodge, a high school teacher from Bondi, who also became a RAAF flight lieutenant. He survived the war.7 It begs the question: where, then, is Parker’s photo? In the file of another Hodge? Not Alfred Hodge’s file, as I checked there. Assuming there was an image, finding it (as the National Archives of Australia confirmed when I posed the question) would be like locating the proverbial needle in a haystack.


I had grown accustomed to believing it was Parker’s image. Acquainting myself with the real Parker took a little while, I must confess. Alfred’s image was tattooed in my mind and wouldn’t be erased easily.


As revelatory as the new photos were, there was also a precious letter, and a will I was able to access via the Public Records of Victoria. Most importantly of all, there is a living relative, Myra Anne, Will’s daughter and Louise’s mother, who knew Parker well as a young girl. For much of the previous year, as I conducted my research, I felt I was painting around an outline of Parker and that was the best I would manage to do – provide context. More than eighty years after his death, the central figure of my enquiry had been rendered featureless by the destructive passing of time. I am happy to say I was proven wrong. There is still time to preserve some of his features, to gain insight into what was a short but remarkable life, at least from the perspective of his family.


One of the biggest surprises was learning that the rest of the family called him ‘Uncle Joe’. At first, I thought I must have the wrong Hodge. But ‘Joe’ it was – and still is – for the family members who still remember him. Throughout the book, I refer to him by his proper name and his family nickname interchangeably.


***


Parker, his crew, and three other Hudson crews were lost on the same day, little over a month after the attack on Pearl Harbor. In terms of losses, it was one of the worst days the RAAF has ever experienced.


I did not know any of this and a great deal more when, roughly ten years ago, I began to explore Parker’s air force career and the historical context of his death. All I knew was that he was my grandfather Jack’s baby brother and a RAAF pilot, shot down in the Pacific War. Growing up, my earliest memories of Parker are linked to several RAAF-related history books that my father, Chester, had bought; Parker merited a mention in both. Embarking on this project, it was a good place to start.


For Australian forces, the first two years of the war had been fought mostly in Greece, Crete, North Africa, and the skies over northwest Europe. By early January 1942, however, with Japan making rapid progress in its occupation of South East Asia, the war was very much on Australia’s doorstep. Parker died roughly a month prior to the fall of Singapore and the bombing of Darwin. British assurances that there was little to worry about proved to be, well, inaccurate. With the bulk of Australia’s armed forces engaged in fighting the Germans and Italians in Europe and North Africa, was there another time in the nation’s post-Federation history that has given Australians greater cause to feel vulnerable?





Parker would be one of many Australians who, through duty, courage and sheer necessity, helped to bridge the gap in his nation’s capacity to defend itself, in this most difficult of times.


Attacked by the Japanese, but not quite in the manner General Andrews had warned of six years earlier, the United States had finally been drawn into the war. Soon enough, Americans would be fighting in our neighbourhood, playing the major role of stemming then reversing the Japanese advances. American servicemen, in camp or on leave, would become a feature of Australian cities, like the soldiers who passed candy over the back fence to my mother, Margaret, and her friends, who were living in Flemington at the time. Meanwhile, however, Australia was horribly exposed. Our leaders and the British government had massively underestimated both the threat and potency of the Japanese forces heading our way. Hence, Australia’s armed services were woefully unprepared for the tasks ahead of them.


Aside from men such as Parker who were killed in battle, in the seemingly futile endeavour to avert a Japanese conquest of much of South East Asia, more than 22,000 Australian servicemen became Japanese prisoners of war, mostly in the early months of 1942. More than a third of these men perished before the war ended in 1945.8 Some, including RAAF men Parker would have known, were executed; others died from various forms of mistreatment and neglect.


Parker’s Hudson A16-46 was a capable aircraft, recently acquired and the best the RAAF could throw at the Japanese at the outset of the Pacific War. A jack-of-all-trades type of plane, it could be used to transport passengers but also as a bomber and even a fighter when needed. The Hudsons were perhaps at their best in the reconnaissance role they would very often play, especially after the retreat to Darwin. Parker had been flying for four years when he died and had trained for many of the contingencies he faced. What, however, could have prepared this Melbourne boy for the heat of the tropics, the radically different local culture, and the superior birds of war he would face in the skies above the Netherlands East Indies (now Indonesia)?


The latter would prove to be an unsolvable dilemma for the home-based RAAF at this stage of the war. But Joe’s adventurous spirit, I learned, had taken him a lot further than I imagined, even before he was accepted into the air force. He was ready and able, I realise now, as any of the personnel who headed north when the orders were issued.


The Allied forces in the Pacific, however, were desperately short of modern frontline fighters. While the Hudson crews could take on most of the Japanese aircraft they encountered as the Japanese advanced, they struggled against the nimble Zeros that had already wreaked havoc on Pearl Harbor.


Flight Lieutenant Ted Howard, Parker’s second pilot, was the only survivor among the four crewmen of A16-46, intercepted by Japanese Zeros on 12 January 1942. In Parker’s casualty file, I found Howard’s formal and factual, yet dramatic, account of what are likely to have been my uncle’s final minutes and actions. Brought unexpectedly closer to this relative who perished a full quarter-century before I was born, and who had been rendered enigmatic by the passage of time, I wanted to know more. A lot more, as it turned out.


Below is an excerpt from Ted Howard’s statement made after the war:


‘While making our bombing approach at 13,500 feet we were attacked from the starboard beam by Jap Navy aircraft. The pilot, F/Lt. Hodge, attempted to make a head on attack, so as to bring the 2 forward fixed guns to bear. Our oil tank in the Port wing was set afire by fire from cannon or incendiary shell. As we had not released our bombs, I remained in the bomb aiming position in the nose of the aircraft until, from the attitude of the aircraft, the sound of the escape hatch above the pilot’s cockpit being released, and the amount of smoke in the aircraft, it became obvious that it was to be abandoned. I was not equipped with wireless i/c gear and therefore received no instructions. I returned to the pilot’s cockpit and saw the radio operator retiring through the doorway of the main cabin, having received instructions from the captain to abandon aircraft. I had, about 3/4 hour previously, seen that everyone had parachute gear in readiness, but was not able to observe the order of abandoning aircraft owing to the density of the smoke in the fuselage cabin. The pilot was already standing on his seat half in, half out of the aircraft, but still maintaining control so as to facilitate the crew’s bailing out. He instructed me to abandon aircraft, which I did from the roof hatch, passing over the turret and between the 2 rudders.


During my descent I observed clearly, 1 other parachute a mile or so further seaward than I, but cannot answer to having seen more than one. I entered the sea at about 0800 hours, some miles from the coast, and swam ashore reaching there at approximately 2400 hours.


During my descent I had been able to observe our aircraft, the port wing of which fell away some little while before the aircraft struck the water … ’9


Ted Howard saw the radio operator ‘retiring’ through the doorway of the main cabin. What a way to put it. ‘The pilot was already standing on his seat half in, half out of the aircraft, but still maintaining control so as to facilitate the crew’s bailing out.’


Blimey, that’s my uncle he’s talking about!


This is almost the stuff of movies. How startling it was, the first time, to read of a relative acting out a leading role. But, of course, this was not a role. Parker and Ted Howard were not actors or characters in a war story. Joe’s second pilot is describing decisions and actions that were, quite literally, a matter of life and death for those impacted by them. Consequently, Ellen would soon receive a telegram, informing her and the family that her youngest child was missing but presumed to have lost his life. After an anxious wait, Ted Howard’s family would learn first, that he had survived the crash and later, that he was being held by the Japanese as a prisoner of war. I will expand on his remarkable tale of survival later in the story.


Importantly, Parker did not just die on 12 January 1942. He displayed courage, skill and duty, all too common among his peers, but incredible to those of us who have never faced the same challenges. It is evident that all his work to become a RAAF pilot and the training thereafter counted when it really mattered.


Eighty years after Parker’s death, I cannot expect to recover the past. In truth, it is difficult enough to determine what really took place ten minutes after it happened. A partial reconstruction is the best I can hope for. Thinking for a moment about the many ancient cities I have visited – please allow me this indulgence – I must avoid the temptation of Knossos, where British archaeologist Arthur Evans did rather too much in his restoration program. Delphi and the Roman Forum are better models, I think, where columns and buildings were pieced together where they could be and left as rubble where they could not be.


And so, I commenced this project expecting to tell the story of Uncle Joe’s war, and little else. As it turns out, I will be able to do rather more than that. Parker’s story, I realised, cannot be told in isolation from the broader family, the eight branches descending from John and Ellen. In learning about Parker, I have been very much learning about family and myself, too. Memory, the past – what remains of it and how it lives in each of us. Perhaps, that is what this story is really about.


But where to begin? Of course, it has to be the two centres of the Hodge universe: Beechworth and then the house at 81 Buckley Street, Essendon. I will include my own memories of the latter, a house I grew up in, and Parker’s home until he left for war in the Netherlands East Indies.




CHAPTER 1


The Boy from Beechworth


‘… until you do me justice.’


John Henry Hodge


   


A question hanging over this project from the beginning, neglected perhaps because I thought the answer might be out of reach, was: what, in fact, prompted the Hodge family to move from Beechworth to Essendon? John Henry’s death and the return of Will and Jack from the Western Front were clearly important factors, marking the end of an era and the start of something new. But was there anything else?


Before enlisting in 1915, Will was already working in the railways as a clerk while Jack worked for a local grocer. Young Joe was only two years old. Notably, the eldest male siblings had not followed their father into the stonemasonry business. Hewing stone from the local quarries was no easy task and, possibly, John Henry wanted something different for his sons. Long before he died, John would have known the damage his work was doing to his health. Like all soldiers, Will and Jack would have thought about and talked about what they wanted to do after the war. In their minds and via their discussions with soldier pals, Melbourne must have presented many opportunities.


But what else might have provoked the migration to Essendon? Louise (Will’s granddaughter) dropped the following bombshell in one of our earlier email communications:


‘Papa and Uncle Jack moved the family to Essendon because Grandpa Hodge’s business partner ripped the family off after Grandpa’s death.’


There it is, I thought, the catalyst for a fresh start. I was a little shocked that this information had been somewhat buried. As I was to learn, however, there were other factors – linked to John Henry’s council work and the end of the Great War – that are likely to have soured the family’s love affair with Beechworth. I will get to this remarkable discovery in due course.


***


As big a move as it was for seven of her eight living children, the relocation to ‘Marvellous Melbourne’, as it had been known since the 1880s, must have been enormous for my great-grandmother, Ellen. Born in Beechworth in 1872, she gave birth to her first child, Edith, in 1893 and spent the next twenty-seven years raising her brood in their High Street home.10 Ellen was pregnant for much of this time.


Little is known about my great-grandmother’s life prior to her marriage. We can assume that Ellen acquired at least a primary school education, although what she liked doing, what she was interested in, is, sadly, entirely unknown.


Ellen had beautiful handwriting, evident in the one example of it I have seen – a form she completed to obtain a certificate of death from the RAAF. The absence of other correspondence robs us of the insights they might have provided, so important when – as in her and John Henry’s obituaries – a woman’s life is reduced to her role as a wife, mother, and daughter of another prominent member of the community. Not, I think, that Ellen would have seen it that way. The insights we do have come secondhand in a letter, filtered by John Henry’s understanding of the young lady he was courting.


In a letter to Ellen, John Henry addressed her fears that he may have fallen in love with another girl. For his part, Parker’s father complains that after seven long weeks waiting for a letter, he had almost given up hope that Ellen was still in love with him.


But Ellen, it seems, was just as keen. The remainder of the letter (although the final page is missing) is a discourse on ‘spooning’ each other, which is to show amorous affection, in the nineteenth-century sense of the word. Towards the end of the letter, John Henry writes:


‘You know that I did like to have a spoon with you and as regards falling in love with another girl do you know that a man cannot fall in love more than once and that [is] how it is with me, for you know that.’


Here we see an Ellen very different to the strict matriarch Anne remembers, who doted on her sons, but left her granddaughters to eat on the rear verandah when there was a family gathering.


Their large family is possibly the best evidence of the love my great-grandparents felt for each other. The ‘spooning’, it seems, endured long after their courtship. As I’ve already mentioned, Ellen and John had fourteen children together. In chronological order, they were:


Edith Francis (1893–1960) – grandmother of Heather


William Ewart Gladstone (1894–1975) – grandfather of Louise, father of Myra Anne


John Morley Cornelius (1895–1973) – grandfather of Peter


Evelina (1897–1904)


Elsie Elizabeth (1899–1904)


Hessel Rotha (1902–1995)


Evelina (1904–1904)


Elsie Elizabeth (1904–1905)


Thurza Elsa (1906–1965)


Edward Francis (1907–1915)


Harry Joseph (1909–1909)


Elva Alexandra (1910–1989)


Lorna Grace (1911–2007)


Parker Henry Russell (Joe) (1913–1942)


Ellen’s three eldest children (Edith, Will and Jack) endured the loss of six siblings, the last of whom (Edward) died shortly before Jack and Will sailed for Egypt and the Western Front, attached to different Australian Imperial Force (AIF) Battalions. It was especially heartbreaking to learn the family had named two children after others that had recently died, only for those children to die as well.


What did they die of? What most children died of around the turn of the twentieth century, I expect. Scarlet fever, tuberculosis, diphtheria, dysentery and other afflictions were common causes of childhood and infant death. It was bad enough in the big cities like Melbourne. But in the rural areas, when a child fell ill for reasons that wouldn’t cause us concern today, there were few options – aside from prayer – to restore their health. A walk around the Beechworth Cemetery (where ‘Hodge & Hughes’ is carved into many a headstone from that era) reveals just how normal the Hodge family losses were at the time.


There is one highly symmetric group portrait that is the only complete Hodge family photograph I have seen. It was taken in 1915, before Edward died (from a bout of meningitis) and before Jack and Will headed off to war. Joe is sitting wide-eyed on his father’s lap; it’s a photo that might have meant a lot to him in his later years.


Young Parker, and also Elva and Lorna, would not have experienced these family tragedies in the same way as their older siblings. Having no personal memories of Evelina, Elsie and Harry, the youngest of Ellen and John’s surviving children would have known only what they were told. Similarly, more so than for Hessel and Thurza, I think, the childhood memories of Elva, Lorna and Joe would have been tied mostly to Essendon.


It was different for Jack, who was an older brother. From the Western Front, he wrote to seven-year-old Lorna:


‘I think you are always foremost in my mind and always wondering how long it will be before I am back with you all again. I often have a look at the group and show it to everybody and tell them that you are the loveliest little girls in all the world.’


Perhaps he was also thinking about the brothers and sisters lost, in addition to those who were growing up in his absence. To Jack and Will, young Joe was still a toddler when they departed on troop carriers headed for Egypt. They didn’t know him yet in quite the way they knew his older sisters.


Children were born, children died. It is safe to speculate that in a household as big as this one, there was a great deal going on. By 1915, however, the electoral roll suggests that Will and Jack were no long living in High Street;11 perhaps there simply wasn’t room, or perhaps they were beginning to spread their wings. Edith’s occupation, meanwhile, was listed as ‘home duties’. In the decade prior to 1921, she must have played a major role in supporting Ellen and helping to raise her younger brothers and sisters, at least until she married Decimus James Wyatt (Jim) in 1917.


Edith, the eldest child, was the only Hodge who stayed behind when all the others migrated to Essendon. Jim’s work as an attendant at the asylum kept their family in Beechworth until around 1940, when Jim commenced work at the Janefield facility in Melbourne.12


***


Parker had not yet turned eight when John Henry, his father, died from ‘dust on the lungs’, said Louise. He was just fifty-seven years old. It’s strange. I always think of John Henry as old and infirm in the final years of his life. But fifty-seven is an age I am fast closing in on, and I don’t think of myself as ‘old’ at all, aside from certain hours on certain days when ‘infirm’ would quite fit the bill. Eighty may be the new sixty but, once we reach middle age, I think we tend to feel younger than how we are perceived by others.


Silicosis remains an occupational hazard for anyone in the stonecutting business. In developing countries, even today, we see images of workers in similar industries with, often, little more than a cloth tied over the nose for protection; ruining their health to put food on the table. It is difficult to imagine, more than a century ago, John and his fellow workers taking adequate precautions to minimise their exposure. Parker would have heard his father’s shortness of breath and harsh coughing as his condition worsened.13 Options to treat the disease, particularly after it reached the chronic stage, would have been limited.


But that was not all and was not, according to his obituary in the local newspaper, the ultimate cause of his passing. John Henry died following a heart attack.14


Councillor Hodge, my great-grandfather, experienced considerable stress in the months around the armistice in November 1918. It was in connection to his organisation of events, intended to celebrate the return of Beechworth’s Anzacs, from the first wave of volunteers, most of whom had fought at Gallipoli. There was tremendous anticipation of the good news to come after four long years remembering that, in 1914, many of the earliest volunteers thought they would be home by Christmas and were afraid of missing out.


Young Joe was five, old enough to sense and be impacted by the tension around his High Street home, if not to fully understand the reasons why. What should have been a time of joy in the Hodge household – Will and Jack would soon be coming home, sound of body and mind, thank goodness – was marred by the hoo-hah over the local celebrations. The messy details can be read in Richard Patterson’s Beechworth at War,15 much of it sourced from the Ovens and Murray Advertiser.


I knew nothing of this ‘scandal’ (which, a century later, seems more like a storm in a teacup) until discovering it recently in Patterson’s book. The latter devotes most of a chapter to it, titled ‘Until You Do Me Justice’,16 directly quoting John Henry. It was a story that, understandably, had not been preserved in family history, a story better consigned to the dustbin of history, from the family’s perspective. But also, the events described below must surely have soured the family’s affection for the town Ellen had lived in for almost fifty years. If they did not spur the decision to leave, perhaps they made it much easier.


The federal government had decided that the soldiers who had served since 1914 should be granted two months’ furlough on full pay once they were back in Australia and receive a decent welcome home.17


A public meeting chaired by Councillor Hodge was held on 30 October 1918, twelve days prior to the cessation of hostilities, ‘to make arrangements for the peace celebration, whenever the long-awaited news might be received.’ 18 A thanksgiving service in the morning would be followed by a picnic and sports, then a ‘patriotic concert’ in the evening.19


At the council meeting, two days later, a letter from Dr Lawrence, ‘newly-arrived in town and President of the Beechworth Returned Soldiers’ Association’, was tabled, asking what steps were being taken to welcome returning Anzacs in the town. In one of his letters from Europe around this time, Jack writes about the ‘1915 men’ coming home first. My great-grandfather, responding to Dr Lawrence’s letter, said only two Anzacs would be returning – and that ‘the matter of arranging a suitable reception’ was in his hands.20


Several days later, a letter appeared in the Advertiser, challenging John Henry’s tally of returning Anzacs and his thoroughness in seeking out the facts of the matter:


‘Sir,


It has come as a shock to the relatives of the boys from Beechworth who left Australia in 1914 for active service abroad to read the report by the President of the Council to the effect that F. Oats [sic] and T. Straughair were the only Anzacs returning to Beechworth.


Surely Mr Hodge has been sadly misinformed or has it been of too little import to have made proper enquiries before making so definite a statement? Again Mr Hodge seems to forget that the returned boys in our town have earned the right to be at least represented on the committee to arrange the kind of welcome to be given these lads, but he evidently has ignored Dr. Lawrence, the chosen representative of the boys, when he states everything is left in his hands.


If Mr Hodge wishes to know the names of the other lads who are entitled to the same concessions (furlough in Australia) as the above two soldiers I shall be only too glad to supply the information.


– Yours,


EX-MEMBER AIF’21


We can only imagine the impact this attack had on the family in Beechworth and wonder what else may have transpired to provoke it. John Henry was a conscientious, highly respected and long-serving councillor, who worked hard on behalf of his constituents. This is made abundantly clear in the obituary published after his death.


Had he erred, and was this a proportionate or appropriate response? At the very least, it demonstrates how sensitive the community was to issues connected to the war and those who had served the country. A century later it is difficult to comprehend, I think, just how big the Great War was in the lives of those who lived through it, particularly in a nation as ‘young’ as Australia was at the time.


When the armistice finally did arrive on the 11th, the ringing of the fire bell in Beechworth sparked widespread celebrations. There were firecrackers, marching bands, and church bells ringing in ‘splendid disharmony’. Not to mention that the pubs stayed open, serving alcohol to revellers after the usual closing time of 6pm.22


Ultimately, the Returned Sailors’ and Soldiers’ Imperial League (RSSIL) of Australia organised an event for three returned Anzacs at the Beechworth Town Hall. So, one more than John Henry had cited. It is not clear, Patterson notes, whether Councillor Hodge ever organised a separate celebration for the men.23 On the evening of the RSSIL event:


‘Dr. Lawrence explained that, when the function was being planned, it was agreed that he should approach the Council, offering to co-operate with them in the welcome. He had written to Councillor Hodge but received no response. Later on he had been to see the Shire President “and was told practically that the returned soldiers were not wanted, that the municipal council did not want to have anything to do with them”. Subsequently, Councillor Hodge had written to Dr. Lawrence and said, “Yours of the 2nd received asking me to combine in giving the Anzacs a welcome home. Am sorry I cannot comply with your request as I have already made arrangements to give the returning Anzacs a fitting welcome in the Council Chambers. Have already stated to your secretary that I cannot recognise your league until you do me justice.”’ 24


Oh my! What a mess it had become. Clearly, there was no love lost between John Henry and Dr Lawrence. How could it have reached this point? Of John Henry’s final statement, Patterson writes, ‘What [it] meant was never fully explained.’25 My great-grandfather is a wounded man, it seems to me, based on the evidence before us. Deeply offended, he is demanding an apology.


It also strikes me that, whatever the rights and wrongs of the dispute, by virtue of their service, men such as Lawrence carried a moral authority that would have been difficult to counter at that time. In other words, in arguing with the RSSIL, John Henry was on a hiding to nothing!


Unfortunately, that wasn’t the end of it. In a letter to the Advertiser, one returned soldier likened John Henry ‘to a schoolboy who, playing with his mates, gets it into his head that he is not getting a fair deal. He begins to cry and, when asked by the schoolmistress why he is bawling says, “I won’t tell yer”, for the simple reason that he does not know himself.’26


Patterson, who was clearly fascinated by the trials of my great-grandfather around this time, goes on to record an episode where John Henry acted contrary to a decision made by the council over the removal of two trees, outside a resident’s home. Disputes over trees! Some things never change. But then, at the council meeting on 28 December, John Henry found himself once again at odds with other councillors. A letter arrived from the RSSIL, Patterson writes:


‘... asking that the fee for the hire of the Town Hall on 10 December be waived. The Councillors were embarrassed because none of them had been present at the function. Councillor Hodge suggested that, if they were to be constantly asked to waive fees they would have no income at all. No doubt referring to the statement “until you do me justice,” Councillor Phillips suggested there was something that Councillor Hodge was not telling them and that it would be better if he confided in them; “Councillors did not want to be mixed up with him unless he was in the right.” In the event the fee was waived, save for the expense of the caretaker and the lights.’ 27


While it may not have been a factor in the dispute, the Protestant-Catholic divide, it is worth noting at this point, was a factor in politics throughout Australia at the time, as it was for many decades to come. Most prominently, the issue of conscription (for which John Henry was a passionate advocate) had divided communities throughout the nation while the war was raging, and society generally cleaved along religious lines. Daniel Mannix, the Catholic Archbishop of Melbourne, was a prominent opponent. Protestant leaders were mostly in favour of the measure – narrowly defeated in two referendums (in 1916 and 1917).


What should have been a time of celebration for the Hodges of High Street was subsumed by small-town politics that had quickly turned nasty. Pre-existing enmities dividing the council and the community more generally (of which there are always some – religious or otherwise), and anyone with an axe to grind against the mayor (John Henry can’t have pleased everyone in the shire), would possibly have amplified the dispute. In the social media world of today, we might call it a pile-on. Until, that is, everyone loses interest, distracted by the newest storm in a teacup.


And, we must remember, the newspapers have to write about something. The extent to which coverage of the issue in the Ovens and Murray Advertiser reflected more than passing community interest is difficult to gauge.


Even so, Patterson’s account reads like a slow-moving train crash. Two months after it first erupted, the ‘welcome home’ dispute was still bubbling along. One hundred and five years later, I had walked into the Burke Museum in Beechworth, hoping to learn where exactly in High Street the family house was located. (The address in the electoral roll does not provide numbers, I assume because there weren’t any at the time. ‘Hodge’ and ‘High Street’ would have been enough information for the postie to deliver any mail.) I was also hoping the museum might shed some light on John Henry the stonemason. Perhaps the lost image of the Hodge & Hughes shopfront I remember seeing a long time ago. While I was waiting to talk to one of the helpful staff, I picked up Beechworth at War in the gift shop, having no inkling of what I would find inside. Parker might rate a mention, I thought. Certainly not the revelations described above and more to follow, discoveries that compelled me to rethink and reshape how I narrated this stage of Joe’s journey.


As much as Parker was substantially an Essendon boy, he was born in Beechworth; the town was the source of his earliest memories. Joe’s mother and elder siblings were shaped by their experiences there. Joy, heartbreaking loss, growth, and success built on hard work. It was a world where everyone knew everyone else’s business. A capable man like John Henry could become a pillar of the community, and have his wings clipped just as easily. Young though he was when he left Beechworth, Parker would certainly have been marked by the family’s Beechworth years.


A week after my Beechworth visit, I was still mulling over the unexpected discovery of the armistice imbroglio. Fully cognisant of the Hodge hat I continue to wear, I could not help but see the episode as a power play of sorts between and possibly within the council – my great-grandfather in particular – and the returned soldiers’ association – Dr Lawrence in particular. John Henry may well have made errors of judgement and allowed his pride to get in the way of an amicable solution.


Others, adept at managing substantial personalities and egos, may have doused the fire rather than adding fuel to it. However, there is more than a hint of bullying in the attacks on Councillor Hodge, I feel. Are some of these returned soldiers, at the very least, asserting themselves to receive what they perceived as their due after four long years at war? In the eyes of some, had my great-grandfather grown too big for his boots? Was this an opportunity to cut him down to size?


Will and Jack were yet to return. When did they learn about the conflict between their father and the RSSIL, I wonder, and how did they react to the news? One of the photographic plates in Patterson’s book provides a clue, perhaps. It is a group photo of the Beechworth branch of the Returned Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Association, taken around 1920. Dr Lawrence, the president, is seated in the centre. Will and Jack are notably absent.28 Jack features in similar group photos, but with his ‘band of brothers’ in Essendon.


At the same council meeting where it was suggested John Henry was withholding information from the other councillors, ‘there was consideration of a resolution not to buy German-manufactured goods or to do business with firms that stocked such goods.’ 29 It was not a consequence of any general enmity felt towards the Germans due to the war, but a response to three letters that had arrived in the community, including one from my grandfather, Jack, addressed to Ellen.


The missives accused the Germans of establishing ‘factories’ in which they ‘were rendering down the bodies of their dead soldiers and extracting the fat.’ 30 Yes, you read that correctly. Indeed, an article in the 28 December edition of the Ovens and Murray Advertiser, which was certainly Patterson’s source, is titled ‘The German Corpse Factory’.31 In it, Jack is quoted as writing:


‘You remember reading about that corpse factory that the Huns had for boiling down their dead. I did not believe it but they have captured one. I have seen it myself. It was an awful sight but just what you could expect from these fiends.’


Others disputed the claims. Patterson writes:


‘In later years it emerged that the existence of these Kadaververwertungsanstalten, or “corpse utilisation factories”, was part of a propaganda hoax invented by Brigadier John V Charteris, Field Marshal Haig’s intelligence aide. Most experts now agree that they simply did not exist.’32


Jack was at Fromelles, in the third wave of battalions that filled the trenches after the previous two had gone over and suffered severe casualties. Several months later, he was back in Britain, at the Crag Head hospital recovering from trench foot. My grandfather was also lucky to have missed several major battles, including the one at Polygon Wood. He was back on the Western Front in the latter stages of the war as a machine-gunner, and participated in the final push for victory, often called the Hundred Days Offensive.


It is in this period, when the Allies took great strides in pushing the enemy back, that Jack would have crossed the German defensive lines. There, perhaps in the complex network of abandoned trenches he encountered, Jack picked up several photos of German soldiers and turned them into postcards for the family back home. He also picked up a brass letter-opener engraved with the word ‘Köln’ 33 – a lost keepsake, perhaps. It was there also, I assume, that Jack saw what he thought was a ‘German corpse factory’.


Notably, of all Jack’s communications to the family, the letter cited in the Ovens and Murray Advertiser was not one that remained in the collection I have inherited.


Was this a story that Joe carried with him all the way to Namlea? Did it influence at all how he thought about the Japanese? Did Jack stick to the convictions he expressed in the letter to Ellen or, presented with new evidence, did he eventually resile from his first impression? I really hope he did, but feel it is more likely that he did not; he knew what he had seen. The revelation embedded in this article came as a shock, but not the notion that Jack had no love for the Germans. Among his war souvenirs are two patriotic poems (clippings from newspapers, one of them titled ‘The Beasts in Gray’) that vilify Jack’s enemy, and I can only conclude that he agreed with the sentiment.


Jack was far from stupid. But, like most soldiers, I imagine, he was primed to believe what he wanted and needed to believe. Moral certainty, as opposed to confusion, would have been necessary for many soldiers, to do what they had to do on a daily basis. It was, to a significant extent, a matter of survival.


***


In Beechworth, the wheel of life continued to turn. Gradually, surviving servicemen and women were repatriated and discharged, many of them less than whole in body, mind or both.


The stress of the returned soldiers saga no doubt compounded the significant health problems John Henry already faced, baked in by decades of labour as a stonemason. But consider where my great-grandfather had migrated from. Cornish miners had life expectancies averaging between thirty and forty years.34 In this light, Councillor Hodge had not fared too badly.


Growing up in the 1970s, anyone in their sixties had fared well, it seemed to me. How things have changed! Touch wood.


And so, little more than a year after Will and Jack returned from the war, John Henry died. His ongoing work for the council and his Hodge & Hughes business continued until his final illness, as far as I can tell.


Here is John Henry’s obituary, transcribed in full from page two of the 15 January 1921 edition of the Ovens and Murray Advertiser. It was published three days after his death.


‘Some 33 years ago a young man named John Hodge, a recent arrival in Victoria, came to Beechworth to work on a contract for the erection of cottages at the Hospital for Insane, and from that time onwards he had taken a more or less prominent part in various public affairs. He and Mr Charles Hughes established monumental works in Beechworth and since then they have completed orders for the erection of monuments in all district cemeteries which are distinguished by superior workmanship. About 28 years ago he was married to Miss Ellen Cornelius, youngest daughter of Mr William Cornelius, of Beechworth, and their family consisted of four sons (one deceased) and five daughters. In August, 1908, when the borough was divided into ridings, Mr Hodge presented himself as a candidate and was elected to the council, of which he has been a very active member since and was president of the Shire when peace was declared. He was for many years one of the leading lights and most generous supporters of the Labour Party in Beechworth. Two of his sons were at the war and, with several other prominent Labourites, he dropped out of the movement over a difference of opinion on conscription, of which he was a most ardent, uncompromising advocate, in support of which he addressed meetings in Beechworth and district. Born in Christow, Devon, he, as a child, removed to Cornwall with his parents. He was a most loyal Britisher and would make any sacrifice for a cause which he thought right. But public life was to him like to so many others who are of a nervous, sensitive temperament, a severe strain and a positive disadvantage. As a councillor, he had a care for every ratepayer’s grievance or complaint which he attended to frequently at great inconvenience. For every cause which he believed right he fought without regard to consequences and, while his fellow councillors and the public generally gave him credit for absolute honesty of purpose and endeavour to do what was right, they regretted that his good endeavours were occasionally in a wrong direction through being made before he was conversant with all the facts. He was a good churchman, a trustee of the Methodist Church and, for over 25 years, a most enthusiastic member of the choir. About five years ago the death of a son from meningitis greatly unnerved him and from being a remarkably active, energetic man, he gradually failed. He devoted himself wholeheartedly to war work during the great struggle at the expense of his health and successive attacks of influenza left him with a weak heart. Although advised by his medical attendant to give up his heavy work of mason, he continued at his trade until November last when his health failed completely. He was able to attend the Council in December but that was his last public appearance. On Wednesday he was bright and cheerful with company at his home, but at about 11 pm he had a heart attack from which he revived under Dr Lawrence’s treatment, but less than an hour later he collapsed and died immediately. On Thursday and Friday the flag was flown at half mast from the Town Hall and great regret was everywhere expressed at the unexpected death of one who was personally very popular and, in his public life, was regarded as most honourable and well-meaning. The very great respect in which Cr Hodge was held in Beechworth was evidenced by nearly every business place being draped in black on Thursday and Friday and the very large attendance of mourners at the funeral which took place to the Beechworth cemetery on Friday afternoon. Councillors were present in a special conveyance and the Council employees in another. The hearse conveying the coffin was literally covered with beautiful wreaths including one from the Council and one from the Council employees. The burial service of the Methodist Church was impressively read by Rev. Swan and Mr W J Edwards conducted the funeral.’35
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