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PRAISE FOR DASHER








‘The Dasher Wheatley story is one that all Australians should know and be proud of. No one has given us a better example of how we should treat our fellow man. He played hard and he fought hard. A brilliant mate and a perfect soldier. Wheatley’s Victoria Cross action was an act of valour and self-sacrifice that surprised none who knew him.’
His Excellency General the Honourable David Hurley AC DSC (Retd General), Governor-General of Australia



‘I never met Dasher Wheatley VC, but I would have liked to share a beer with a man whose decision to stay with a dying mate, cost him his life. His compelling courage, that choice, characterise the values that make Australia. It has been an honour to support the family that were left behind. Mrs Wheatley, widowed at age 26 with four young children, has been a tower of strength on the battlefield of life. I salute them both’. 
Kerry Stokes AC Chairman Australian War Memorial, donated Dasher Wheatley’s Victoria Cross to the AWM



‘Dasher loved as hard as he fought and was tactically sound in everything he did. A loyal friend and a dependable leader. Dasher’s sacrifice and death affected us all deeply.’
Warrant Officer (retd) Keith Payne VC. AM. KSJ (AATTV Vietnam)



‘The Dasher Wheatley story is one all Australians should know and be proud of. His is an example of valour and friendship we should all aspire to.’
Captain (retd) Rambahadur Limbu VC. MVO (British Army Gurkha from Nepal)



‘Dasher Wheatley’s Victoria Cross action is a perfect example of mateship and tenacity. His actions should be understood and held up as an example of what mates do for each other. Not just in the military, but in all walks of life.’
Senior Sergeant Tim Britten CV (Private 1RAR retd)



‘There are rare people who have an aura about them, a fundamental moral and ethical decency that inspires trust, love and a willingness to follow their lead; they exude the very definition of leadership by example. I defy anyone to read Dasher’s story in this marvellous book and not shake their head in awe at his selflessness. He earned the VC for one astonishing act of bravery in 1965, but the story I have always found most moving, also told within, was how, early in his tour, he ran through cross-fire to rescue a young Vietnamese girl, using his own body to shield her amidst a hail of fire. The circumstances of his death during the VC action, choosing to stay with a wounded comrade rather than abandon him, are equally astounding. Dasher Wheatley was a warrior who loved.’
Ross Coulthart (Logie winning Investigative Journalist, 5-time Walkley winner, Prime Minister’s Literary Award winner)



‘Across four nations, some fifty years later, the story of Dasher Wheatley VC, still ricochets around the hallowed halls of the great military institutions. His courage in the face of certain death, stands as an example few will be called to emulate, and most know that they could never replicate. The story of his Victoria Cross and the hunt for Dasher’s missing Silver Star are all consuming and a tale well told.’ 
Chris Hartley LVO













This book is dedicated to the Wheatley family, and to all Australian Vietnam Veterans.
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AUTHOR'S NOTE














Although the following is not a work of fiction, it might read like one. Kevin ‘Dasher’ Wheatley VC was an extraordinary human being. If an author was to create a character like Dasher for a fiction novel and write a story like this one, some people might call it farfetched and ridiculous. That said, every tale in this book is true and comes from a long list of books, service records, military reports, citations, letters, newspaper articles and interviews.


Kevin Wheatley was a man who commanded respect and led his men by the light of his actions, not his rank. He is widely regarded as one of the finest infantry soldiers Australia has ever produced. By the time, people, who have never heard of Dasher, finish reading this book, they might wonder how it is possible that they had not come across his story before. I certainly hope so.


I could never understand why some other author, more experienced than me, had not already written Dasher’s book. He is one of the best-known, most loved and respected Victoria Cross recipients of all time and his story is wildly entertaining. To be honest, I wanted to write it myself for a long time, but was intimidated and frankly, horrified at the idea of taking it on. After all, this is Dasher Wheatley, a man who deserves enormous respect and dignity. I do not think I have ever encountered another person who was more loved by so many people.


While writing this book, I had the absolute pleasure of talking to Dasher’s family and many of the men who served with him. People like Warrant Officer (ret) Bill William, Captain (ret) Michael Von Burg MC OAM, Warrant Officer (ret) Ray O’Brien, Lieutenant Colonel (ret) John Sullivan OAM, and more. After talking to these people, and others, it is easy to come away with a good understanding of the awe in which Dasher was held. You can see the emotion on their faces and hear it in their voices when they talk about him. One moment, they are crying and the next, they are laughing their heads off, as they recall the things Dasher used to do. The pain these people suffered, when Dasher died, is obvious. No one suffered his passing as deeply as his family did, however, and it has been a privilege to get to know them.


I first met George Wheatley, Dasher’s son, when I was writing my book, The Victoria Cross — Australia Remembers, and we have since become good friends. George was the first of the 60 families who would eventually step forward to help me with that book and it was his support that gave me the courage to continue. I can state, with hand on heart, that, without George Wheatley, that book would never have been written and without that book, this one would not have, either. George gave me the encouragement, confidence and will, to begin and after I started, he was the one who kept me going.


Throughout the process of creating this book, George Wheatley tolerated countless phone calls, text messages and emails from me. I constantly pestered him for confirmation of a certain date or name, a long-buried document or photo or simply, for advice and guidance. There were times, when we spoke on the phone every day, for weeks on end and for his part, George never complained. I know it was emotionally difficult for him to continue looking back into his past, but he did it, time and again. The research he did and the work he put in, to find documents, letters and photos, was staggering and will never be forgotten. Thank you for everything, George.


Although there are many people that I should thank, for helping me with this book, I have to say a special thank you to Dasher’s widow, Edna Wheatley. Edna is a wonderful lady and someone I have come to love dearly. In many ways, Edna reminds me of my own mother, their stories are remarkably similar, save for one glaring difference; my mother’s husband survived the Vietnam War, Edna’s did not. Both Edna, and my mother Shirley, grew up in the same suburbs of Sydney, at about the same time, and even attended the same school. Although, they never met as children, they have now and get along well, which is something that makes me very happy.


Edna Wheatley is easily the second hero of this book. Her life’s journey is difficult to fully appreciate and, like so many war widows, she has been the constant rock that has held her family together. The enormity of what she has endured bends the mind. I hope the following pages help give people some idea of what life can be like for the families of servicepeople, especially those who are killed overseas. Adding a Victoria Cross to the mix creates a whole new level of problems for families that are impossible to appreciate, without talking to people like Edna. I know every one of her children, George, Phyllis, Ellen and Leeanne, all adore her and fully appreciate all she endured for them, over their lives. I am very aware of how difficult reliving some of her darkest days was for Edna, as she helped me tell Kevin’s story, and I fully appreciate and respect that. The trust and patience she showed me, through the process, was humbling. Thank you, Edna.


Although, there are a lot of stories about Kevin Wheatley in the following pages, this book could have easily been longer. There are many tales about the man that either could not be verified or were simply inappropriate and might cause the family some discomfort, so were left out. This was something I was extremely conscious about, while writing. The Wheatley family has suffered greatly from Kevin’s sacrifice and from the nightmarish events that unfolded, after he died. The last thing I wanted to do was to add to that suffering, but I was determined from the outset to write the story, as accurately and honestly as I could. I hope I have achieved this.


It should go without saying that this book is not a glorification of war, nor is it intended to be an open criticism of any government, army or organisation. It is simply the truth, and the simple truth is that Dasher Wheatley was a glorious person. It is my hope that, through this book, many people can learn about him and the crazy and thrilling things he did. Kevin Wheatley should not only be remembered for the way he died and the Victoria Cross he was awarded, but for the man he was and the family he left behind.


When writing my book, The Victoria Cross — Australia Remembers, I had the privilege of telling the stories of the then 100 Australians who had been awarded the Victoria Cross. Every one of those stories is an example of outstanding courage and tenacity, but Dasher's stands out to me, as one that speaks clearly to the ideals of valour and humility. In my opinion, the true meaning of Dasher’s sacrifice is much deeper than it first appears. His decision to do what he did on 13 November 1965, was considered and deliberate. The consequences for him might well have been orders of magnitude worse than the death he suffered. The Vietcong did not always shoot enemy soldiers, when they had an opportunity to do otherwise. Kevin must have expected to be captured and tortured to death that day, yet, he did not flinch. That took staggering courage.


I have deliberately written this book in a way that makes it easy and enjoyable to read. That meant keeping it shorter than it could have been and presenting it in a novelistic way people can enjoy. I did not want to create an almanac or thesis, filled with dates and citations, but an accurate book, which helps people relate to the characters. To do this, I have taken some liberties with some of the dialogue that characters use. Obviously, I was not there, in person, to record what was said. That aside, I can say that the overwhelming majority of dialogue, used in this book, was provided by people who were there.


I must acknowledge Jim Lowe and his son Dasher Lowe. Jim wrote a wonderful book, called, A Jarhead’s Journey, and with his son Dasher’s blessing, I have relied on that book heavily, in certain chapters. Jim Lowe and Kevin Wheatley worked closely together in Vietnam and became good friends. They were close enough that Jim nicknamed his son after him.


Lastly, I feel obliged to point out that all servicepeople, who go to war, are brave and worthy of national remembrance, not just those who are decorated or those who are killed in action. While this book focuses on Victoria Cross recipient, Kevin Wheatley, it also tells the stories of many other people. To all those people, thank you, we will remember you.



Michael C. Madden





FOREWORD

















This book tells the story of a character, unlike any you will ever meet. Dasher Wheatley was an outstanding soldier and about as tough a man as you were ever likely to come across. He left an impression on everyone who met him. His death sent shockwaves through three armies, not just the Australian Army, but the American and South-Vietnamese ones, as well. The man was a legend, well before he was awarded the Victoria Cross.


Kevin ‘Dasher’ Wheatley was a warrant officer in the Australian Army and a hard-as-nails bloke. He was outstanding, in his own way, because of his complex and multifaceted character. He was many different things to many different people. If you were unlucky enough to come across him on the footy field or in the boxing ring, you would have encountered a lightning-fast and often brutal opponent, who was somehow always three steps ahead of you. If you happened across him at the pub, after you had been giving his mates a hard time, you’d find a savage brawler with fists like lightning. If you were an enemy soldier and found him in the jungles of Vietnam... well, you would just be dead.


On the other hand, if you were an impoverished child in a forgotten hamlet around Quang Tri, you would have seen a gentle man with a milewide grin, who always had food and gifts for you, a loving man who would run into a hail of bullets to cover your little body with his, which is exactly what he did on one occasion. If you were his mate, you would know a man whose courage and leadership were a thing to aspire to. A man who always had your back and never let you down. And if you were Butch Swanton, you would find solace in his presence and know, beyond any shadow of a doubt, that you were not going to die alone.


No one was surprised when Dasher was awarded the Victoria Cross, he was one of those blokes who was bound to earn one, eventually. The Victoria Cross is the Commonwealth’s highest decoration for valour, awarded to serving members of the armed forces in wartime. When created by Queen Victoria and her people in 1856, they must have had blokes just like Dasher in mind. Dasher would have been embarrassed, had he lived to receive his award, but I have no doubt he would have worn it with dignity.


To this day, the Victoria Cross remains the most pre-eminent military decoration in the world. From Queen Victoria to Queen Elizabeth II, the monarch has personally reviewed and approved every Victoria Cross ever awarded. The final decision on whether to grant a VC lies with the King or Queen alone, not politicians and generals. This is an obligation the Royal Family carries out with the deepest deliberation and care, and it is a charge that we, who receive the Cross, take extremely seriously. Dasher would have done so, as well.


To date, 101 Australian servicemen have been recognised for their most conspicuous gallantry or daring or pre-eminent act of valour or self-sacrifice or extreme devotion to duty in the presence of the enemy and have, therefore, been recommended for and received the Victoria Cross. The actions of these men represent the finest military practices and resolute courage, displayed by Australian servicemen and women, over the last 100 years.


Dasher’s actions on 13 of November 1965 saw him awarded the first Victoria Cross in Vietnam and, at the time, the only VC awarded, without British forces being present, in modern times. It was a test of the institution of the Cross that raised many questions about the legality and indeed, the ethics of granting the award, without the British being involved. In the end, the quality of Dasher’s actions and sacrifice made the decision inevitable. It is my hope that this book helps Australians know and understand who Dasher Wheatley was and what he meant to us, and why the Australian Army still talks about Dasher’s actions, to this day. His sacrifice was a perfect example of humility and valour. It was mateship personified.



Lest we forget.
Warrant Officer (ret) Keith Payne VC. AM. KSJ, (AATTV Vietnam)





PROLOGUE













Private Dinh Do huddled behind a tree, the battle raged behind him, bullets zipped through the jungle all around. The young man was a soldier in the Civilian Irregular Defence Group (CIDG) in South Vietnam. He had been out on patrol with his platoon, which was being led by the two Australian soldiers, who were now trapped in the rice paddy behind him. They had been ambushed by an overwhelming Vietcong force, over half an hour before and his platoon had scattered.


Dinh Do had run from the open rice paddy, taking advantage of the cover fire, provided by one of the Australians. Now, in the relative safety of the jungle, to the north of the rice paddy, Private Dinh Do wanted to keep running, the thick jungle beckoned him. He could not will his feet to move, even though he could hear the battle growing behind him. The private had witnessed the two Australian soldiers trying to help each other and those around them, with total disregard for their own safety, as he, Dinh Do, had fled. He was not proud of that.


One of the Australians, the one they called ‘Butch’, had been shot in the chest and the young private was sure he was dead. But what about the other Australian? What about Warrant Officer Wheatley, or ‘Dasher’ as they called him? Private Dinh Do stood with his back to the tree, willing himself to turn and investigate the rice paddy, to risk exposing himself, to see if Dasher was still alive. Warrant Officer Wheatley had remained to help his friend and it was the cover he had laid down that had allowed Dinh Do and the other men to make it to the trees. The Australian had done that, even though they had abandoned him. That had been a staggering act of selflessness and courage and he knew that to flee now would be to betray the honour of those actions.


Private Dinh Do took a deep breath and stepped out from cover, to look for the Australians. To his complete shock, he found both men, almost immediately and what he saw would stay with him for the rest of his life. The two men were only about 20 metres away, still out in the open and being peppered by gunfire. Warrant Officer Kevin ‘Dasher’ Wheatley was half carrying, half dragging his friend Butch Swanton to safety. Wheatley’s rifle was slung over his shoulder, small arms fire was coming from every direction, making the muddy ground around the Australians boil. Ignoring the hundreds of rounds of deadly fire, all aimed at him, Wheatley continued to carry his friend to safety. Private Dinh Do was stunned, but immediately sprang into action.


He ran to Wheatley’s side, disregarding the hail of bullets falling around him and helped the Australian drag Swanton to cover. Against almost impossible odds, the two men managed to get the wounded soldier to the safety of the trees but the Vietnamese private saw a dozen or so black- uniformed Vietcong swarming towards them. He did a quick examination of Swanton, amazed that the man was still alive. His breathing was shallow, his face pale and his lips were blue, despite the heat of the day. He was moments from death.


‘Still with me, Digger?’ Dasher said to his wounded friend.


Swanton nodded and said, ‘You need to go, mate.’


Dinh Do could see now that the enemy soldiers were closing in fast. They were about to be overrun. He put his hand on Dasher’s shoulder. ‘Sir - sir, VC coming, we go now! Your friend die now, we go.’


Dasher, breathing hard from effort, turned to regard him. His dark eyes were wild, but there was no anger in them. Instead, Private Dinh Do saw acceptance and determination. The Australian said, ‘Nah, mate, I’m staying with this bloke. You go.’


Dinh Do’s jaw dropped open. ‘Sir, he dead soon, we go now.’


‘I’m staying.’


Dinh Do was incredulous. There was no time left, so he said, ‘Sir, you have bullets?’


Dasher shook his head. ‘Nah, mate, no bullets, just these.’ He knelt beside his friend, removed two hand grenades, and pulled the pins on both.


Dinh Do said again, ‘Sir, we go!’ We die now!’


‘It’s alright, Private,’ Dasher said calmly. ‘You take off. I can handle these blokes. The bastards aren’t gettin’ him.’ To Butch, he said, ‘It’s alright, mate, I’m not going anywhere.’


The private looked quickly towards the clearing, to see VC soldiers charging towards them. He knew what Wheatley was doing. The words, ‘I can handle these blokes,’ was the warrant officer’s way of letting Dinh Do off the hook. Swanton groaned in agony, as Wheatley moved to kneel protectively over him. Reluctantly, Dinh Do nodded and as the enemy closed to within about ten metres, he ran. The last thing the private saw, as he chanced a look back over his shoulder, was the silhouetted figure of the bravest man he had ever met, kneeling over his dying friend. Both of Dasher’s arms were outstretched, a live grenade held threateningly in each fist, as enemy soldiers closed in on his front. Private Dinh Do ran for his life.




Chapter 1










HERITAGE




Kevin Arthur Wheatley clung to his mother’s neck, as the enormous crowd of people gathered on the dock cheered and waved. The atmosphere was strange. There was a feeling of excitement and fear, a tension which suggested the air around him was about to explode into flowers or flames. He did not know which. All around him, people were crying and singing, as Kevin watched his father march proudly up the gangplank.


Like all the other soldiers, Kevin’s dad looked brilliant in his army uniform. His heavy bag was slung over one shoulder and his crisp clean slouch hat was tilted a little to one side. As he reached the top of the gangplank, he turned and waved, then disappeared into the enormous ship. Kevin’s mother wiped away tears and they stood together for a long time, as the seemingly endless river of men flowed up the gangplank and disappeared into the vessel. Kevin was amazed by the sheer number of soldiers going aboard and wondered how on earth they were going to fit.


The gigantic metal ship was easily the biggest thing the boy had ever seen, apart from the tall buildings that reached into the sky in the city. But there were so many men going onto the ship that he figured that even if the soldiers were stacked on top of each other, from the front to the back, they still would not fit. It was like watching an army of ants streaming into a hungry steel monster, which devoured them one by one, never able to get enough. He watched, as the huge gangplanks were pulled up and the soldiers crowded onto the decks above, waving down to loved ones. The ship pulled back slowly from the dock, turned, and steamed away.


As he watched, Kevin thought he caught sight of his father, a few times, but it was hard to tell for sure. There were so many men onboard and the crowd of people around him pushed and jostled with each other, trying to get a final glimpse of the soldiers, as they sailed to war. Kevin heard words being repeated by people around him, inspiring words he liked, such as ‘heroes’, ‘brave’ and ‘adventure’. There were words he did not like, as well, words like ‘war’, ‘dangerous’ and worst of all, a phrase he heard repeated a number of times, ‘I’ll never see him again.’


Eventually, his mother carried Kevin away from the dock and they started the long journey back to their home in McDougall Street, Kensington, in the eastern suburbs of Sydney. As they sat on the train, his mother was quiet, and Kevin noticed a sadness in her eyes he had never seen before. That day was the first time Kevin Wheatley brushed up against the thing the grown-ups called ‘war’. At the tender age of about four years old, he could not have possibly understood how much more of it lay ahead for him. Although, the little boy, who huddled safely in his mother’s arms that day, could not have comprehended it, in the years to come, war was going to build, direct, and destroy his life.


Kevin Arthur Wheatley had been born on 13 March 1937 in Surry Hills, Sydney. He was the third child of Raymond George Wheatley and Ivy Sarah Ann Wheatley (nee Newman). He had two older siblings, a sister named Florence, and a brother named Raymond, who was known simply as ‘Doc’. The long months, while Kevin’s father was away at war, were tough on the family, particularly, on his wife Ivy. Ivy was known by most people as ‘Poppy’ and while her husband was away, the children’s grandfather moved in with the family, to lend a hand. He had previously retired but went back to work to help pay the bills. Like most Australian families, during World War II, however, the Wheatleys endured.


[image: ]


Left - Kevin and Right- Doc and Kevin


After a long tour in Africa, with 2/9 Field Regiment, Kevin’s farther returned home. When he came back, however, he was not the same person. There was a distance and anger in him that Kevin was sure had not been there before the war. World War II was devastating to humanity, on a scale that eclipsed any other event in our race’s history, besides perhaps World War I, which preceded it. No one who experienced it, in all its devastating power, remained unchanged and people knew little of PTSD and depression, during the 1940s. Men like Kevin’s dad carried horrible wounds, both physical and psychological, and it was, all too often, their families who bore the brunt. Something few of them were equipped to do. Raymond Wheatley was discharged from the Army on 27 September 1944 and found work in Sydney.


Young Kevin Wheatley attended primary school at Cleveland Street Public School, but never really enjoyed it. He was close to his brother and sister and although the family struggled financially, they always managed to keep themselves entertained and out of trouble. During  his early school years, Kevin picked up the nickname, ‘Patches’. As the youngest of three, he was often forced to wear hand-me-down clothes that had been stitched and patched on the knees. He was a quickthinking and energetic child and always seemed to be on the move. A handsome lad, with dark eyes and messy brown hair, Kevin was smaller than most of the other boys. He had to learn, at a young age, how to defend himself and fight-off bigger kids. Kevin had a knack for finding boyish trouble and his dark features could move quickly from a cheeky grin to a cold stare that could stop even the most determined bully in his tracks. He hated bullies, and if his patented stare did not stop them, his fast fists would.


[image: ]


Doc and Kevin


Life was simple and fun for the Wheatley children. Florence, Doc and Kevin played in their large backyard, which also had a neat and tidy shed at the bottom of the garden. The boys played games, like Cowboys and Indians, with a few of the neighbourhood children and on Friday evenings, their mother would occasionally take them to the five o’clock session at the movies. They would eat dinner in the theatre, whilst watching the film, which, in the 1940s, was a huge treat. There were picnics at the beach on weekends and they would catch a ferry to Manly, just for the ride. During the war years, their mother would take them on short holidays to Ettalong and they would stay at a house, opposite the beach. As soon as the children awoke each morning, they made a beeline for the water and would swim all day.
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Ivy with Doc, Kevin and Florence + Raymond Wheatley WW2


When Kevin was about 13 years old, he was given his first bike and rode it everywhere. He absolutely loved that bike and would doubledink his sister Florence, to take her to visit her friends. Florence would go off on picnics to a nearby waterfall with her group of friends and even though Kevin was a little younger, he would sometimes accompany them. Florence still remembers those times fondly and although life could be hard, back then, she and her brothers loved each other and adored their mother. Outside his family, the world Kevin Wheatley grew up in was a complicated one, which was changing faster than anyone could have imagined.


The late 1940s and early 1950s saw Australian suburbia boom. Robert Menzies won the federal election and became the longest-ever serving Australian Prime Minister. Under his governance, a new era was ushered in. It was a time of plentiful employment, a good standard of living and an appreciation of old-fashioned family values. New suburbs were springing up all over the country, as the postwar economy boomed. Homes were being filled with all manner of state-of-the art, labour-saving appliances, like washing machines and vacuum cleaners. Televisions were starting to appear in shop windows, but in the early 1950s, Australia did not have a broadcast service of its own, so they were not to become a part of people’s lives until the second half of the decade. For the first time ever, pop and rock music thrilled the young and terrified the elderly.


Migration laws were changed, to encourage non-British settlers to migrate to Australia. This saw an influx of post-war refugees, who hurried to Australia for a piece of freedom and sun. People from Greece, Italy, Poland, Germany and the Nordic regions all established themselves well, setting- up new businesses and contributing to the future of many Australians, yet to be born. It was a time that also saw the beginning of the Cold War and a growing fear and hatred of communism, which seemed to be spreading out of Eastern Europe and slithering its way south through Asia. Tensions arose between the USSR and the USA and fear over the possibility of all-out nuclear war became a reality. In 1951, the Korean War raged, and national service was introduced in Australia. All Australian males, aged 18, had to register for compulsory service.


As the years passed, Kevin’s father became increasingly more difficult to live with. Raymond was almost certainly suffering from PTSD, from his experiences, during World War II. Both his temper and the amount he was drinking, slowly increased. As was the case for many veterans of the war, his marriage became strained, but his wife Ivy (Poppy) persisted. After finishing primary school, Kevin attended Maroubra Junction Junior Technical School, however, he disliked school. During these years, his father started a business delivering milk with a horse and cart and his older brother, Raymond (Doc), announced he wanted to drop out of school and join the Army. Although his mother was strongly against the idea, his father approved. Doc was still too young to join the military on his own and needed his parents to sign a form, giving him permission. Despite Poppy’s desperate pleas not to, Raymond signed the forms and Doc left home in 1952 and joined the Australian Army. Poppy was furious and this caused an enormous amount of stress on the marriage.


Doc began training at Puckapunyal and, on 31 July 1952, tragedy struck. While on a training exercise, a bullet ricocheted and hit Doc, killing him. Poppy was completely inconsolable. She would never fully recover from the loss of her son and the resentment she felt towards Raymond, for going against her wishes and signing the papers. She blamed her husband for Doc’s death and from the moment the bullet had struck, the marriage was over. The young family tried to deal with the crippling grief, but soon, Raymond and Ivy were divorced. These years were dark and tough for the Wheatley family. Doc’s death hit them all hard, none more so than his mother.


Kevin’s older sister, Florence, helped around the home as much as she could and Kevin, who already hated school, dropped out and started to work with his father delivering milk. Even though his mother and father had divorced, Kevin enjoyed working with his dad. The two worked well together, but it was not all smooth sailing. Raymond’s bitterness over his failed marriage and the grief and guilt, he felt over Doc’s death, made him even harder to be around. The drinking continued and his temper grew hotter.




Chapter 2










EDNA




In 1953, the Wheatley’s milk run took them to a store on Elizabeth Street, Sydney. The milk bar was next door to the popular Prince Edward Theatre, and was owned by a Greek couple named George and Anette. The couple liked Kevin and when he arrived with his horse and cart, full of milk, he always greeted them with a wide smile and cheery disposition. His visits were always welcome. A young girl, by the name of Edna Gimsom (Davis), worked at the store and Kevin took notice of her, immediately.


Edna was an attractive, but quietly spoken girl whose smile lit up the whole world. Kevin decided that the world might be a better place, if only Edna would smile more often, so he did his best to make sure she did. His constant jokes and silly demeanour did not impress Edna, however, and although she thought he was a handsome and pleasant-enough young man, she took him to be a bit of a fool. Edna was still young, but she had an old head on her shoulders. She came from a large family and had already been taken out of school, at just 13 years of age, to help support them. The family would eventually grow to 14 and Edna’s support would be needed, for many years to come.


As a student, Edna had attended Strathfield Girls High School and Homebush Ladies College, where she had been a promising pupil. She had worked part time in a factory as a machine operator making men's underwear. She had been working there on her school holidays, but her father managed to get her exempt from school, so she could start work full time. Edna soon got a job at the milk bar on Elizabeth Street. The store was a much better fit for her than the factory had been, and she enjoyed working there and liked the store owners, George and Anette. Edna’s situation was not unusual, many families were finding life difficult during the 1950s and larger families like Edna’s could find making ends meet particularly challenging. Many promising academic careers, like Edna’s, were cut short during this time, so the student could find work and help the family.
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A young Kevin Wheatley


Kevin was becoming more and more infatuated with Edna, after every visit and soon, the two struck up a friendship. Always the young gentleman, Kevin took it upon himself to start walking Edna to the train station, after work each night. When he had finished work for the day, he would go back to the milk bar and wait for Edna to finish. Every evening, he would walk her to Central Train Station, where he would take the train with her, escorting her safely to her brother in Fairfield. Kevin would see her off, then return by train to Central Station and then, get the tram all the way back home to Kensington. The afternoon walks and train ride gave the couple time to talk and to get to know each other and Edna soon discovered that there was more to Kevin than just a silly jokester. A new friendship blossomed, but Edna still did not see Kevin as a potential partner.


One evening, when Kevin met Edna at the milk bar, to walk her to the station, he finally decided it was time to ask her out on a date. When he did, Edna said 'no', but Kevin was a determined young man and never one to give up easily. Ignoring the people on the crowded street, he hurried over to a light pole and started to climb it, scaling it all the way to the top. As he climbed, he called out, ‘Sorry, you’re gonna have to say "yes", or I’m not coming down.’


‘Kevin!’ Edna shouted up at him, ‘Come down from there, you’ll fall.’


‘Maybe, that’s up to you. I’m not coming down until you say "yes"!’ He shimmied along, until he was hanging from the highest part of the light post.


‘You’re crazy!’ Edna accused and did not know whether to scream or laugh.


He hung there, feet kicking at the air, as he struggled to hang on and shouted, ‘Hurry, I can’t hang around up here forever!’


Laughing now, Edna finally relented, and Kevin made his way safely back down to the ground. By this stage, a decent-sized group of onlookers had gathered around, and Edna was terribly embarrassed. They hurried away, both laughing, and the two young friends started dating. The relationship grew and, after they had been dating for some time, Edna became pregnant. Still quite young, this was a problem for both Edna’s and Kevin’s families, especially in 1954. The couple were put under a lot of pressure, to either have an abortion or have the child adopted out, but they refused. Kevin, still young himself, insisted he would marry Edna and do his best to help her raise the baby. Because of Edna’s age, she had to get permission from her parents, and with the blessing of both families, the date of 20 July 1954 was picked for the wedding. It would see them married, just one month before Edna’s fifteenth birthday; Kevin was seventeen.
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Kevin and Edna on their wedding day


The wedding between Kevin Wheatley and Edna Davis was small and simple, taking place at the local registry office. Edna wore a nice dress, with a pretty hat, long gloves, and violets on her lapel. Kevin's mother and his sister Florence were there, as were Edna’s mum and dad and her older brother John. It would turn out to be a busy year for the couple, with the wedding in July and then their firstborn child, George, arriving that December. After the wedding, Kevin moved in with Edna’s family and they lived there until 1955, when Kevin’s mother moved out of the house in Kensington and the young couple took over the home. It was a busy house. Kevin and Edna lived there with Kevin’s sister Florence, his grandfather, and his father.


Life was tough, during this time and Kevin’s father was still a difficult man. Raymond had not attended Kevin and Edna’s wedding and showed little interest in helping around the house. By December, the following year, Edna would give birth to her second child, a little girl they named Phyllis. Kevin’s mother had remarried to a man named Walter Muir, and would have two more boys. Kevin started work in the evenings at a glassworks factory in Crown Street. On one occasion, he came home, after a long shift, to find Edna upset after an altercation she had had with Raymond. Kevin went out to the kitchen to confront his father, and a fight broke out between the two men. During the fight, Raymond stabbed Kevin in the back with a small knife, luckily, Kevin was wearing a very thick and heavy jacket, so was not seriously injured. After that, their relationship became too strained to continue living in the same house, so Edna and Kevin moved out.


Kevin bounced between a few different jobs and work continued to be a problem. He was finding it difficult to decide on a career that would not only provide him with enough money to support his growing family but would also bring enjoyable and challenging work. He needed something that would offer the prospects of a lifelong career, but having left school early, this was proving difficult.


Australia was a complicated place in 1956, the Korean War had finished, but the Cold War was ramping up. Melbourne was set to host the Summer Olympic Games, and by the end of 1956, the country would finally have a working television broadcast network of its own. Television sets were still expensive, however, and seen as an unattainable luxury by most families. The British were conducting nuclear tests at Maralinga in South Australia and military conscription was a matter of great debate around the country but would continue until 1959. One job idea kept coming back to Kevin, he was thinking a lot about joining the Army. He had loved the idea of the Army when his older brother had joined years earlier, but Doc’s death had put it out of his mind. Some of Kevin’s friends had joined and there was always the possibility that he would be called up for national service anyway, so why not? The Army would be a great way to secure real, grown-up money and he was sure he would enjoy the work.
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Kevin and Edna with baby George


Kevin knew his mother would be upset by the idea but could think of no other career path that would give his family the stability he wanted them to have. After some considerable thought, and talks with Edna, Kevin ‘Dasher’ Wheatley decided to enlist in the Australian Army and on 12 June 1956, signed a three-year contract and began training.




Chapter 3










THE ARMY




In the early months, when Kevin left for his basic training, Edna and her two children did not see much of him. He was almost constantly away, and this meant that Edna had to spend a lot of time alone with the two kids. Life for partners of soldiers is always hard and they can, at times, feel like single parents. During these months, Edna’s mother was still having more children of her own and the two women were able to help each other raise, and look after, the children of both households.


Kevin took to his army training with great enthusiasm. He was already a fit young man and had never been afraid of a fight or challenge, so stood out as a talented soldier. He was a relatively short man, at only about five-foot eight, but his demeanour added, at least, another foot. Although, at times, undisciplined and disrespectful to his superiors, Wheatley excelled whenever he applied himself to any given task or new piece of training. He was a natural marksman, gifted at map-reading and orientation, and was becoming well known and well liked, by the men around him. His sense of humour and willingness to take on anything, or anyone, were appreciated by his peers, and it did not take long for his reputation, as a tough and ready fighter, to spread.


After he joined the Army, Kevin took up rugby. He quickly developed a reputation as being one of the hardest and most promising football players around. His speed and ability to read the game quickly saw him pick-up a new nickname, ‘Dash’ or ‘Dasher’. At first, this nickname was only used on the field, but soon stuck and followed him to the pub after the game, where his mates would still use it. Kevin would play for the Army’s rugby team in matches against other services teams, which included the New South Wales Police team. He also enjoyed golf and swimming and was showing some promise as a talented boxer.
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Kevin with a few of his mates in their boat


In many ways, Kevin Wheatley was more typical of the old-fashioned Australian digger, first brought to infamy during World War I, than the modern soldiers he was training with. Like those men before him, Kevin disliked officers and strict rules that did not seem to make sense. He was always willing to challenge and question things he did not understand and, like so many men from the original AIF, Wheatley would earn himself numerous penalties, over the expanse of his military career. Although, these disciplinary infringements were somewhat frequent, they were never anything serious enough to see him get into real trouble and like the World War I diggers before him, when the chips were down and someone needed to stand up, Dasher was always first to come forward.


Many of the people who trained Wheatley were war-hardened Korean and World War II veterans. They had seen action in places from the Kokoda Track and the deserts of Africa to the Battle of Kapyong. There were still some World War I veterans in the military, mostly elder officers, and NCOs. These people tolerated Dasher’s boyish antics and could see the rough and ready soldier, waiting beneath the surface. They had the wherewithal to shape that warrior and bring him out and Wheatley knew he would benefit greatly from their instruction. These men were more inclined to dish out discipline, via way of a fist to the face, than writing a soldier up, and that type of discipline did not bother Kevin in the slightest. He would gladly take a clip across the ear, over a court martial, any day and throughout his training, flirted with both. While he did not like commissioned officers, Kevin respected the warrant officers, sergeants, and corporals, above him and soaked-up the lessons they had to teach, like a dry sponge.
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