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Dedicated to my wife Madeline who, had she known this book was being written, would have done all in her power to prevent its publication.


My Daily Prayer


Oh Lord, I pray that I might have the gift to understand the men with whom I have to deal, their frailties, their doubts, their fears, and that together we might find the strength to be true to our ideals.


J.J. Murray




Editorial Note


I Confess is a memoir written by my grandfather, Major General John Joseph Murray, DSO & Bar, MC, VD, in April 1945 to record his experiences as Commander of the 20th Brigade, 9th Division, during the siege of Tobruk. The original manuscript was typed in upper case on an Army typewriter while the memories were still fresh in his mind. This version has been produced from an OCR scan of a later typed version that has been closely corrected to the original manuscript. The changes that John made to the typed manuscript by hand have been incorporated. It has been copy edited for publication ensuring that the distinctive voice of the author colours this version as it did the original. Thus it remains faithful to the original manuscript, including only the following changes:





	1.


	The text has been adjusted to a mixture of upper and lower case as appropriate. Some issues of capitalisation of military terms may remain but have been accommodated to current standards.





	2.


	Spelling of place names has been adjusted to current practice. For instance, John varied his spelling of Tobruk, using ‘Tobruc’ or ‘Tobruch’ interchangeably. ‘Tobruk’ has been established in this version.





	3.


	Spelling errors and punctuation have been corrected.





	4.


	Two poems noted for inclusion in the manuscript and written by Hughie Paterson, son of A. B. ‘Banjo’ Paterson and John Joseph’s driver at Tobruk, have been incorporated into the text.







David Coombes has graciously contributed a Foreword, which outlines John Joseph Murray’s military service with particular attention to the siege of Tobruk. An Epilogue also expands the context of John’s life and family. The memoir is further supplemented by Appendices containing original documents from the Mistral Avenue File, a file of papers and photographs kept by John after the Second World War that were clearly significant to him.


I am grateful to Anna Crookston, Mary Roddy and Leigh Gemmell and members of the Army History Unit for work on text and photos. The Australian War Memorial has assisted with images from the Mistral Avenue File and with other photographic materials. The Bathurst RSL Sub-Branch and its Museum Curator, Denis Chamberlain, have permitted images from the album, ‘March: Ingleburn – Bathurst, August 1940’, to be used in the text.


I am also grateful to the Army History Unit for undertaking publication of the memoir and to the publisher, Denny Neave, and the staff of Big Sky Publishing for the efficient and effective way in which they have produced the book.


Andrew Murray
7 April 2011




Author’s Preface


As a man approaches his wiser years, and especially if he be in the Army, he finds himself surrounded by his friends, then the conversation often turns back to those events, often very minute in themselves, which stand out vividly. The favourite emotion of all is laughter, and in all kinds of situations, serious though some may be, there is usually some humour close by, if only one can see it.


I have the honour to number among my personal friends men who range from the private soldier to the highest ranking officers. From all of these I have not only accumulated a goodly amount of knowledge — or should I say human understanding — but I have also shared in their humour, privations, tragedies and that compassionate feeling which finds all men together when separated from those they love most dearly.


But when I get together with my friends we do not discuss the sadness, the hardships, but rather do we recall the humour of situations, practical jokes that we played or had played on us, and the highly ludicrous positions in which we have sometimes innocently found ourselves.


I have enjoyed life, which to me has been a serious, at times almost grim struggle. There has been quite a lot of tragedy in it — but I have lived fully every moment. I am writing this book for one reason only and that is to attempt to tell a tale of a soldier’s life — not from a war historian’s point of view, but rather from the standpoint of a raconteur of human feelings. I do not wish to delude any reader at the outset in that it might be thought that, as this book is written by a soldier, it is written about the war. Far more able pens have written on strategy, tactical situations and the chronological data that are especially applicable to war books. The war only came into this book because I am using it as a foundation on which to write of my friends and acquaintances and other people whom I have met under certain conditions — mainly those that contain a human interest.


I believe in the economists’ theory of a division of labour. I have written this book; it is up to you to read it. In its compilation I have been assisted and helped in various ways by many kindly people without whose guidance I would have been at a considerable disadvantage.


I can only hope that the sensitivities of any person mentioned have not been offended in any way. I regard them all as my friends and, should any exception be taken, they have my humblest apologies. I trust that you take the same pleasure from reading it as I have had in writing it — here’s happy reading to you.
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Studio Portrait of Major General John Joseph Murray (NX365). Post WW2. John Murray collection.




Foreword


Major General John Joseph Murray is a little known but important figure in Australian military history. Not only did he serve his country with distinction in two world wars, Murray gave of his time between the wars helping organise and train recruits in the Australian Citizen Military Forces.


When war was declared in August 1914, he immediately volunteered for service in the First AIF. Murray then was 22 years of age. By March 1916 he had been promoted to captain – commanding B Coy attached to 53rd Battalion, 14th Brigade (5th Australian Division).


Murray’s first taste of combat was on that dreadful day at Fromelles – 19 July 1916 when, during one night, 5,533 Australian soldiers were either killed, wounded or captured. Murray was awarded the Military Cross for his deeds. Yet some controversy remains about the way he conducted himself during the battle. When interviewed, after the war, Private J.A. Giles recalled ‘that it was really through this officer [Murray] that the white flag was flown by our fellows.’ Certainly, the battalion’s second-in-command, Major R.O. Cowey, was said to be so ‘ferocious’ how Murray wanted to surrender himself and his men to the enemy that, in Cowey’s words, ‘I flourished my revolver at him and … intend[ed] to have him arrested at the time in case he caused disaffection in the firing line: but thought that perhaps he’d had his nerves badly used and that my bullying would save court martial business. I was astonished later to see him wearing an MC for that engagement.’1


Others from the battalion were far more positive, telling of the courage and skill Murray exhibited when confronted by a ferocious German counter attack. Whatever the truth – the reader needs to be the judge – Murray was subsequently promoted to major and the battalion’s second-in-command. Murray’s bravery in the face of the enemy was never in doubt when he led his men through more horrendous battles on the Western Front – Bullecourt, Polygon Wood, Anvil Wood, Peronne and Quentin Canal, to name but a few.


After the Armistice, Murray was repatriated back to Australia. When his AIF appointment was finalised, Murray returned to his pre-war employment with the Sydney firm of Anthony Hordern & Sons. In January 1923 he married Madeline Cannon. Not long afterwards he set up his own trucking company. Murray’s business expertise soon became apparent – the company flourished and after being named president of the Modern Transportation Federation, the New South Wales state government requested that he take on the role of Chairman of the Transport Advisory Council.


More significantly, Murray kept up his interest in things military. Amongst other appointments he commanded the 53rd and 56th Infantry Battalions (in the Citizen Military Forces) before being promoted to temporary brigadier and command of the 9th Infantry Brigade.


When war came again in 1939 Murray was 47 years of age – an age considered by some to be too old for field command. Yet, again he volunteered his service. After enlisting, he retained his rank of brigadier and, in May 1940, was tasked with putting together the 20th Brigade. Although resources and equipment were scarce, Murray drew on all his military experience, organising training for the raw recruits. While his training techniques may have been hard on the men, and his demand of discipline equally tough, Murray was said to be well liked throughout the brigade. In October 1940 the 20th Brigade left Australia, bound for the Middle East, where the men would complete their training.


The war correspondent, Chester Wilmot, who came across Murray many times, especially after the brigade arrived in the Middle East, and personally liked the man, penned how he was ‘a big, genial Irishman who loves a fight. He is … easy-going but brooks no slackness among his troops and even before Tobruk his brigade was marked out as one of the best-trained in the 2nd A.I.F. His dogged temperament made him well suited for the defensive tasks that lay ahead.’2 However, Wilmot was being a little over-kind. It was no secret, among officers and men of the AIF, that Brigadier Leslie Morshead’s 18th was the best trained, equipped and most disciplined brigade.


On 9 February 1941, when the 20th Brigade was transferred from the 7th to the 9th Australian Division (commanded by the recently promoted Major General Leslie Morshead) it was still desperately under-trained – particularly in desert warfare – and short of weapons and transport. Barton Maughan recalled how not one battalion in the brigade ‘had been issued with its full complement of arms … [and] the training of the brigades as battle groups had not even begun.’ And, it was Morshead – although competently aided by his three brigade commanders, Murray, Arthur Godfrey (24th Brigade) and Ray Tovell (26th Brigade) – who deserves much of the credit for quickly moulding ‘these raw units into a division fit for the vital role of frontier defence.’3


Murray expected loyalty from his officers and men; and he returned that same loyalty. Morshead had similar traits. Indeed, it was fortunate that the two men bonded extremely well. More so because Murray, as ‘senior brigadier,’ was called upon to temporary command the division whenever Morshead was called away to a conference or, otherwise, needed to absent himself from divisional headquarters. Certainly Morshead believed in his brigadier’s leadership qualities. He would later say of Murray that he was ‘a pleasant, forceful character; alert, kindly and cheerful, yet direct and purposeful.’


While the Australians were undergoing further training – now, at least, with some proper weapons and equipment – Generalleutant Erwin Rommel’s Afrika Korps went on the offensive. Morshead’s 9th Division was instructed to relieve the 6th Australian Division in Libya. In fact, it was Murray’s 20th Brigade which first came up against the might of Rommel’s Afrika Korps at a little place called Er Regima. Murray and his Australians demonstrated all the resolve and mettle that later would become a by-word among the Axis troops attempting to capture Tobruk. The advancing Germans were held-up long enough by Murray to allow the remainder of the 9th Division to withdraw to Tobruk.


After a succession of victories against British forces in North Africa, Rommel’s troops were poised to capture all of Libya and press on to Egypt. All that stood in their way was the strategic port of Tobruk, now garrisoned by Morshead’s 9th Australian Division and the 18th Brigade from the 7th Australian Division, aided by a motley collection of units from Britain, India and Poland, including four regiments of British artillery.


What has become known as the siege of Tobruk effectively commenced on 11 April 1941 when Rommel’s forces cut off the town on its east (Egyptian) flank. On 14 April the Afrika Korps, ‘flushed with the fallacy of its own invincibility,’4 launched the first of its many tank, with supporting infantry, assaults. Significantly, it was Murray’s brigade which was largely responsible for repelling the attack. Murray’s leadership was such that he was awarded a Bar to add to his DSO.


For 242 days German and Italian forces attempted to seize Tobruk. The defenders successfully fought off numerous Axis attacks and were able to stabilize a front around the town’s perimeter. Not only did they repel the ground attacks, but the defending troops had to face the ongoing and largely unopposed attacks from the German Lutwaffe. Most frightening were the Stuka dive bombers, with their wailing siren, which inflicted huge casualties on the men stationed in the town, near Tobruk’s harbour, where Royal Navy ships were attempting to keep up supplies to the besieged troops.


As ‘Weary’ Dunlop recounted they also needed to ‘endure the cruel extremes of desert heat and cold, and oppressive sandstorms. Their diet is inadequate, water is scarce, dysentery is rife, and their ranks are depleted daily. Morale remains high nonetheless.’5


Murray’s resolute and clever leadership contributed significantly to the men’s high morale and, indeed, the final outcome. His experience of mounting strong night patrols, a technique developed and improved-on during 1918 on the Western Front, proved a bonus. As the siege became more prolonged, the defenders used these patrols to not only keep the enemy off-guard but, more significantly, prevent them from mounting their own reconnaissance patrols from which they could engineer accurate intelligence reports to enable their infantry and armour to strike at the defenders’ weakest defences.


Chester Wilmot wrote that the ‘measure of the Tobruk patrol successes was indicated by the steps that both the Germans and Italians took to protect themselves. Early in the siege the enemy gave up counter patrolling and stayed behind his defences.’ Wilmot thought that ‘individually these raids were not of great military importance, but their combined result was to give the Tobruk garrison remarkable freedom of movement, in addition to forcing the enemy on the defensive. He was compelled to waste time, men and material making strong fortifications, and even when these were completed it took at least one German … division to man them.’


Perhaps more significantly Wilmot believed that ‘if it had not been for these raids, Rommel could have left merely a light covering force holding Tobruk. As it was, he had three times as many troops outside it as he had on the Egyptian frontier watching the rising strength of the Eighth Army. As well as tying-up enemy forces, these patrols inflicted not inconsiderable casualties.’6 For all this success, Murray deserves much of the credit.


Later during the siege (in July and August) Murray was responsible for coming-up with the V for Victory campaign, around the southern sector of the fortress where Italian troops were deployed. Murray ordered that leaflets be printed with ‘V Per Vittorio’ emblazoned on them. He further insisted that the leaflets be fastened ‘by the use of clips, strings, nails, pins, etc., to enemy bodies, posts, wire, sandbags, etc., by patrols.’ As expected, the morale of the Italians deteriorated – more so when Murray ordered that further leaflets be attached to posts inside their defensive positions by his men during night patrols.


By the time that Murray left Tobruk he had been mentioned in dispatches several times. However General Thomas Blamey’s reward was somewhat unexpected. Instead of being considered for higher field command, Blamey told Murray that at 49 he was ‘unequal to the severe physical trials of modern warfare.’ Instead Murray was sent back to Australia to direct the recruiting campaign. However his arrival in Sydney coincided with the Japanese threat, which meant that Murray was appointed commander of Newcastle Covering Force and promoted to major general. Numerous other commands followed – although regrettably for Murray – no combat command.


After the war Murray continued his service to Australia. For three years, between 1946 and 1949, he was Trade Commissioner to New Zealand. This was followed by another two years in a similar role in Ceylon. However his health was rapidly failing. On 8 September 1952, while back home in Sydney, Murray died.


Murray’s memoir I Confess deserves to be told. Not only does it provide a fresh, first hand – sometimes amusing – account of the siege of Tobruk by a senior officer, but, moreover, it allows the reader to experience Murray’s thoughts and philosophy on a wide range of topics; not only soldiering. In his Epilogue his grandson, Andrew, tells how Murray’s primary concern was the welfare of the men he led. Though he had somewhat of a distaste for war, Murray always went about his duties diligently. John Joseph Murray was to use that oft quoted expression ‘a soldier’s soldier.’ This book, I believe, is a compelling story – a wonderful tribute not only to a courageous and determined officer but also to those men he led through two world wars.


David Coombes
School of History & Classics
University of Tasmania
Hobart
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1 Quoted from Robin S Corfield, Don’t Forget Me Cobber: The Battle of Fromelles, The Miegunyah Press, Carlton, Victoria, 2009, pp. 140 & 314. For a more in-depth account see Bean, The A.I.F. in France: 1916, Chs XII & XIII, especially pp.417-8


2 Chester Wilmot, Tobruk 1941, Penguin, Ringwood, Victoria, 1993 (1944), pp.68-9.


3 Barton Maughan, Tobruk and El Alamein, Australian War Memorial, Canberra, 1966, pp.10-11.


4 E. E. Dunlop, ‘Foreward,’ in L. Glassop, We Were The Rats, Penguin, Ringwood, Victoria, 1991 (1944), p.vii.


5 Dunlop, ‘Foreward,’ p.viii.


6 Wilmot, Tobruk, pp.232-3.
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Chapter 1


Fix bayonets, right turn, hat off. The accused, a mere lad of twenty, a soldier of only two days’ service, was before me for some small misdemeanour which probably he did not realise was an enormity in the eyes of the great military machine which he had now contacted. The charge was read and, to my question, ‘How do you plead?’ he replied, ‘I don’t understand that.’ I said, ‘Are you guilty or not guilty?’ Again came the answer, ‘I don’t understand that either.’ I said, ‘Did you do it, or didn’t you?’ We had established quite friendly relations by this time and he said, ‘I did it alright,’ and, on my asking in the approved fashion according to the Army Act, ‘Do you elect to be tried by me or by court martial?’ he leant forward and said softly and confidentially, ‘If it’s all the same to you, we’ll let the matter drop.’ Well, what could you do?! ‘Charge dismissed!’ This was one of my proudest moments, for I was able to withhold my mirth until the orderly room was cleared.


These early days at Ingleburn camp in New South Wales (NSW) were truly astonishing. Only the previous night I had driven into the camp unobserved, sitting in the rear seat of my staff car in the dim evening light. The sentry, another two-day-service soldier, arrayed in what was popularly called in those days a ‘giggle suit’, had stopped the car. To the critical reader, a ‘giggle suit’ might be described as a shapeless Army creation officially known as trousers and jacket working dress. It was not designed to fit the figure, but to hang around it. The driver, without affording the sentry an opportunity to ask any questions, said, ‘Brigadier Murray’. To my amazement, the sentry, pointing in the direction of my quarters, said, ‘I think the old bastard lives over in the second hut!’


This was the commencement of the welding into the famous brigade which had the honour to first meet the Germans led by Rommel in this war. These were boys who had left their farms, office desks, factories, the shelter of their homes and the comfort of their families to wage war against an army which, at that time, was the best equipped and most highly trained the world had ever seen. It was those very same men who stopped the progress and played a great part in the final defeat of Rommel and his Afrika Korps.


On the outbreak of the present war, I found myself appointed Fortress Commander of Sydney Area. My thoughts at this event went back to those early days of the last war when, as a very young subaltern precariously armed with sword and pistol, I was in supreme command of a half-company stubbornly defending various outposts on the Sydney perimeter. Well I remember the visits of inspection of the Fortress Commander of those days, and the excitement and rehearsals that went on prior to his arrival. Now, in the reverse position, I watched with no little inner amusement those same happenings of twenty-five years ago. On one occasion, while visiting one of the posts, a young subaltern, almost an exact replica of myself in 1914, was taken by surprise. Apparently there had been a celebration the previous evening and various traces of the party were blatantly evident. He got an extremely good ‘wigging’ from me and it was only two days later, while reading the Sunday paper, that I discovered that the party was a prelude to his marriage. I was to know him later as a major on my staff in the Middle East and told him that, had I known of his impending marriage, I would have made things a lot easier.


I had enlisted for overseas service and, shortly after this incident, was appointed to command a depot training recruits for the 6th Division, a portion of which had already departed on service. This was during my command of the 20th Brigade of the 7th Division. Here you find me at the realisation of my great ambition — in charge of a brigade which would be certain to meet in action the self-same enemy that again threatened our freedom.


The signal announcing my appointment reached me at Ingleburn camp just as we were proceeding to mess. I left the mess that evening far richer in spirit but poorer in pocket. Immediately I announced the news, my brother officers had unanimously fined me nine gallons of beer, in the drinking of which we were nobly assisted by members of nearby messes. The beer was quickly consumed and, not being able to perform the miracle of the loaves and fishes, there was only one thing to do. I immediately selected Lieutenant Colonel F.A. Burrows to command one of the new battalions in the brigade. This produced another nine gallons of the amber fluid.


Burrows, who was affectionately nicknamed ‘Bull’ on account of his massive build and outsized collars, to say nothing of his almost offensive robustness, was to earn fame later at Benghazi and Tobruk.


I stole out quietly during the festivities to inform my wife of the turn of events. She received the news with ominous quiet. However, I had no misgivings in that direction for we had had many discussions on this matter and, although I realised inwardly that she was consumed with anxiety, I knew that she would accept with fortitude the years of separation that were certain to come.


I did not sleep too well that night. I asked myself whether I was sufficiently equipped and whether I had an adequate knowledge of the work before me. It is a great responsibility handling men’s fortunes and lives. Sometimes I thought I had the capacity for anything; but then a couple of instances which I shall recount now completely shattered my ego.


In the last war, just after I had been promoted major, an order was promulgated that saluting officers by other ranks would be strictly adhered to at all times. I passed a private in a small French village who did not salute me, so I ordered him to stop. He came over and I asked him why he didn’t salute me. He ostentatiously peered at my epaulette to see the crown and almost leered as he replied, ‘I’m terribly sorry, Sir, I thought you were in the Salvation Army.’


The other incident took place in the early days of the campaign in France. I had been sent down from the line to Etaples, on the coast, to deliver a course of lectures on trench warfare. I really believe that the underlying motive of this was that my then Commanding Officer (CO) considered I needed a rest and this was a reasonable excuse. Etaples was a huge depot in those days through which passed all British and Dominion troops returning to their line units, men proceeding to the battle front for the first time, men returning from leave, and those who had recovered from wounds in the hospitals in England. It was a very mixed audience which I had to address. The scene of my first effort took place in what was familiarly termed the ‘bull ring’. This might be described as something between a circus and a Roman amphitheatre consisting of tiers of oil drums encircling the poor unfortunate lecturer, who was compelled to speak upwards and in all directions if he were to face the conglomeration of bored countenances which forever gazed down into the pit of despair. Undeterred by these disadvantages, I resolutely thrust my stick into the ground and, with a glance at my watch, hurled my pearls of wisdom at the gathered throng. After half an hour’s oratory I asked, ‘Are there any questions?’ To my extreme embarrassment, an old soldier, an original Anzac returning from hospital, stretched himself lazily and, with a prodigious yawn, said, ‘Yes, I’ve got a question to ask, wassa time?’ After I had answered a number of other questions, the same humorist called for the time again and, on my challenging him with ‘I’ve already told you’, he replied, ‘But this is for another fellow.’


After the mess evening and my restless night, I woke to a new day: a day of bustle, a day of interviews, of organisation and, in addition to the concerns of the organisation of the new brigade, the disposal of my business and the arrangement of my private affairs.
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Chapter 2
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Chapter 2


Seven years earlier I had set out with a handful of pence to beat the world and formed a transport company. This business was highly personal and I realised that, with my departure overseas, it would not survive. Amongst my correspondence was a request from my bank manager to see him at the bank, a trifling matter of an overdraft. So full of elation was I on entering its portals that I felt as though I owned it, or didn’t care who it belonged to. To the conscientious reader a bank might be described as an institution which lends money only to those who have documentary evidence to show that they are not in need of it. At the subsequent interview, when questioned about the overdraft, I replied, ‘Well you are a banker and know about these things, could you not fix it up?’ I was informed, ‘No, it’s your overdraft, you must fix it up.’ In response, I asked, ‘Have you ever been in the transport business?’ The answer came back a sharp ‘No!’ but I had the last word: ‘You’re in it now.’ Despite all this, the overdraft was adjusted, but I had had it so many years that even now I feel quite lonely without it.


That was one of the many affairs that beset me, but now I had to concentrate with all the will and vigour that I could command on the formation of the brigade. The recruits began to stream in. I can well imagine their feelings at being pounded on the chest by the doctor, trying to read the bottom line on the eye scales, anxiously awaiting the verdict on their X-rays after two or three days’ delay, and then being finally accepted and drafted to the brigade. I realised that it was very necessary for me to select understanding and sympathetic officers to make the first contact and conduct the drafts to camp, for I believe that first impressions are very lasting ones. You can readily imagine that an army hastily got together presented a most unusual spectacle: men with their personal effects in suitcases, biscuit tins, and all manner of containers in which were concealed articles of attire woven by loving, if misguided hands, such as socks, pullovers, scarves and balaclavas, half of which the owners never had the courage to wear during five years of battle, but shamefacedly wore about the house when they were on leave. Personally, I was the recipient of many of these gifts, which I regret to say now lie in the cosy shelter of the bottom of my innumerable cases and chests.
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