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   Prologue: Milne Bay, New Guinea, April 1943




   It might have been the site of one of their country’s greatest victories to date in the Pacific War, but to the officers and men of 77 Squadron, RAAF, Gurney Field in particular and Milne Bay in general were a lot worse than what they had left behind in Darwin, and they thought conditions there had been very, very ordinary. It was extremely hot and it was extremely wet and the constant high humidity made even simple physical activity both difficult and enervating. The only living things seemingly unaffected by the humidity were the tiniest creatures there, the flies and mosquitoes, spiders and millipedes all of whom seemed to be driven by a single thought – bite humans.




   The physical circumstances were trying enough but somehow Milne Bay, a major link in the Allies’ supply chain in the South West Pacific, seemed to be without a supply chain of its own. The food the airmen were expected to subsist on was limited in variety and amount. There was no fresh food beyond whatever could be bought from the crews of the American ships that arrived almost every day or from the local natives. One of the other RAAF squadrons there was in the process of recording how, between January and August 1943, its members lived on nothing but beans, tinned salmon and bacon, bully beef and asparagus.




   Finally, in a climate where it would have been possible to change clothes several times a day and still end up in wet, clinging uniforms, there was simply not enough clothing to go around. RAAF regulations stipulated that all personnel were to wear long-sleeved shirts and long trousers at all times as a precaution against malaria. However, those shirts and trousers were in short supply and did not last long in that environment anyway. Very quickly, the dress regulations came to be regarded as more or less optional.




   One thing, though, that Milne Bay did not lack was importance. The only deep-water port at the eastern end of New Guinea, by April 1943 the port and its associated facilities were a vital part of chain of similar bases that stretched from Port Moresby, around the eastern tip of the island and on to Oro Bay on the island’s north coast. Those bases, each defended by RAAF and US Air Force fighter aircraft, not only provided cover for the build-up of Allied men and material in eastern New Guinea but also provided jumping-off points for existing offensive operations against Japanese forces in the Solomon Islands and planned operations in New Britain and further along the northern coastline of New Guinea. Theirs was an importance that the Japanese could no longer ignore.




   Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, the Japanese area commander, had determined to do something about those bases before they became an even greater threat to his own forces. By disrupting the Allied build-up for offensive operations, his forces would have additional time to bolster their own defences; the outcome was Operation A, directing that major air raids be undertaken against Guadalcanal in the Solomon Islands and Port Moresby, Oro Bay and Milne Bay in New Guinea.




   Yamamoto’s air offensive was launched on 7 April 1943 when US warships anchored off Guadalcanal were attacked by waves of Japanese bombers. Four days later, a force of almost 50 Japanese dive bombers and fighters attacked the Allied base at Oro Bay, some 120 kilometres to the west of Milne Bay on the north coast of New Guinea. The Japanese force was intercepted by a number of Allied air units, including 77 Squadron, with eleven of the raiding fighters and five of the bombers they were escorting being shot down. Among that number was 77 Squadron’s first daylight victory of the war.




   The next day, 12 April, Port Moresby’s airfields were attacked and considerable damage was inflicted on several of them. By then, US Air Force General George Kenney, perhaps aided by secret intelligence, believed that Milne Bay, packed with Allied shipping, would be the next Japanese target and alerted Allied interceptor units at Dobodura near Buna and Milne Bay to be ready for the attack.




   The expected attack came shortly after midday on 14 April. Around 44 bombers, a mix of conventional and dive bombers, escorted by 28 fighters, approached Milne Bay from the north. Fog kept the American aircraft at Dobodura on the ground initially but two RAAF squadrons, 75 and 77, were scrambled to intercept the incoming Japanese. The 77 Squadron met them head-on at 26,000 feet. Their squadron leader, Dick Cresswell, ordered full throttle and flew straight at the Japanese formation. At almost point-blank range, Cresswell poured bullets into the side of a Japanese bomber, which immediately fell out of formation and began an uncontrolled dive that ended in the ocean far below. At the same time, Cresswell’s Kittyhawk was attacked by two Japanese fighters. Bullets from one of them struck the Kittyhawk’s engine, smashing its magneto. It was enough to put Cresswell out of action and, as he wheeled away from the battle, he called on his senior pilot, Daryl Maxwell Sproule, to take command of the squadron.




   Sproule, a young lawyer from Hobart, was more than qualified for the role. To begin with, he had been in action against the Japanese from the opening day of the Pacific war almost 20 months earlier. He had flown obsolete fighter aircraft against modern Japanese fighters above the jungles of Malaya and over the seas around Singapore. His survival then may have had a little to do with luck but it also had a lot to do with skills and determination. The skills were something he had worked on since the day he had applied to become a pilot; the determination was something that had been drilled into him in a sprawling house on the side of a hill in Sandy Bay.




   Now, though, the other pilots looked to him for leadership rather than luck. Barking out orders and observations, Sproule wheeled his Kittyhawk through the sky as the precise formations that had begun the battle broke up into a series of individual combats. Then, as so often happened, the sky suddenly seemed to be empty and Daryl Sproule found himself temporarily alone. He sighted a black dot several thousand feet below and, as he rolled towards it, knew that it was a Japanese aircraft and knew, too, that he was about to engage it in mortal combat. Skills and determination had brought him this far; skills and determination should see him through again…




PART ONE:
SINGAPORE




   1




   The Piner’s Dream: Southern Tasmania, 1892–1913




   Over a century and a quarter ago, southern Tasmania contained a plethora of nature’s riches – pristine waterways, magnificent forests and, below the surface, unimaginable riches for those with the wherewithal to dig them out. It also had a history of convict settlement and convict brutality, a backwoods mentality and a clannishness among its inhabitants that treated most strangers as either threats or opportunities. Those who lived there lived with the knowledge that theirs was a circumscribed existence, that where they were was where they would stay unless and until something positive occurred to change their circumstances.




   That positive change would come about through their own efforts: through marriage perhaps or through gaining an advantage over others through sleight of hand or taking the main chance before others realised that there was a chance. Reliance on the government to assist was foolhardy, as it was the government, or one very much like it, that had sent your forebears in chains halfway around the world to live in Tasmania. Charity was for fallen women and drunkards in the big towns and cities. To achieve, to succeed in southern Tasmania in the last years of the 19th century, you needed to be one step ahead of the pack, you needed to think first and foremost of yourself and your family, and you needed to recognise opportunity when it arose in any one of its myriad shapes. That was the truth for father and mother, sister and brother, and that was all they needed to know.




   ***




   For those in the know, those close to the action in the boardroom or on the ground, it had all the hallmarks of being the opportunity of a lifetime, the best chance to achieve real financial success and security from one century to the next. The opportunity was in southern Tasmania and was based on the unprecedented results of assays of samples of ore from the copper-bearing mineral veins that flowed through the hills and valleys around Mount Lyell. There was already mining at Mount Lyell itself, the Mount Lyell Mining and Railway Company operating from the early 1890s and producing significant amounts of ore – and profits for investors – since 1893. One of those to profit significantly was James Crotty, an Irishman and former goldminer who was convinced that there was more copper, and more profit, from a rich vein of copper-bearing rock alongside the Mount Lyell operation.




   In 1897, Crotty travelled to London where his experiences in the remote Tasmanian wilderness and his reputation as a successful miner enabled him to raise enough money to form a new company, the North Mount Lyell Copper Mining Company that would simply be referred to as the ‘North Mount Lyell’ to distinguish it from its larger and older neighbour. Crotty knew, and assay reports confirmed, that the North Mount Lyell operation would be tapping into what was then the world’s richest copper ore lead. So rich, in fact, that Crotty and his fellow investors believed that all the infrastructure projects necessary to make their mine operational would be paid for many times over by the annual profits the ores would guarantee. Doubts about the techniques required for smelting the unusual deposits were dismissed as irrelevant.




   Crotty would die in London in 1898, cirrhosis of the liver a likely cause, but his demise did nothing to slow the excitement generated by what might be found and what might be earned in one of the most remote parts of the planet. Realising the potential of North Mount Lyell would be expensive, but what was a small amount of money now compared to the rivers of copper, and the profits it generated, that would soon be flowing?




   The supply chain was planned and the plans became a series of remarkable engineering projects. Ore-bearing rock would be extracted from the earth at North Mount Lyell and then be carried by train some 20 kilometres to a smelting facility in a settlement given the not-unsurprising name of Crotty. Ballast, for the railway line would come from a quarrying operation at another new settlement, Darwin, which would have its own workingman’s village on-site. The copper ore would then be taken by train to a purpose-designed port facility at Kelly Basin at the eastern end of Macquarie Harbour. From there it would be taken by sea to those markets, particularly in Europe, that were crying out for the product.




   No expense would be spared in achieving Crotty’s dream. The distance between the pit-head at North Mount Lyell and Kelly Basin was 45 kilometres, and a railway line was built between the two. The locomotives imported to pull the ore trains to Crotty and then on to Kelly Basin were the latest, most powerful engines available and, when not hauling full ore wagons to the basin and empty wagons back to the mine, could be used to haul the state-of-the-art, luxury Pullman passenger coaches that were also imported to carry prominent passengers up and down the line. At Kelly Basin, the ore wagons would discharge their loads onto long piers and wharves capable of serving the small fleet of steamers waiting to take the ore to the rest of Australia and the rest of the world. At Kelly Basin, too, there would be a sawmill and a brickworks, and high-roofed warehouses to store all the other things necessary to establishing a business empire and taming what had been a wilderness.




   By the end of 1898, hundreds of men, women and children had flocked to the area from elsewhere in southern Tasmania. Kelly Basin spawned not one but two permanent towns, both encompassed by a common name, Pillinger. East Pillinger was the company town and was based on the Kelly Basin. As well as the port facilities, it would grow to include terminals for railway, road and shipping routes, company offices and workers’ huts and a large mess hall. Alongside it, West Pillinger would sprout up as a government town. There, the normal accoutrements of a small town would appear: hotels and general stores, a church, a police station and hall and a courthouse.




   What looked so good on paper in Melbourne and London did not stand up to the realities of a difficult mining operation in south-west Tasmania. The railway line from Kelly Basin to North Mount Lyell faced a major problem. The main mine facilities, the shafts and traverses and machinery, were located halfway up a steep mountain and the railway line ended at the foot of that mountain. A spur line was built, but that only solved part of the problem. In the end, a complicated and expensive ‘aerial tramway’ would be used to move the ore-bearing rocks from the mine to the railway trucks for the 20-kilometre journey to Crotty for smelting.




   That kind of extravagant spending was also the hallmark of the man employed to direct the company’s operations on the ground in Tasmania. An American, Lamartine Trent was North Mount Lyell’s chief metallurgist and general manager, and was also a man who enjoyed the perks that went with the job. Trent was wont to send one of the company’s shiny green locomotives up or down the railway line to collect items he either wanted or needed, such items including his mail, his newspaper and even his lunch. If he had been good at his job, such peccadilloes may have been overlooked, but he wasn’t and the operation he was overseeing was struggling. The ores were difficult to extract, the costs were far higher than anyone imagined they would be and by 1902 the North Mount Lyell Copper Company was in serious difficulty.




   At the beginning of that year, Lamartine Trent was sacked, and returned to the United States. At the end of the year a violent storm destroyed one of the large smelter chimneys at Crotty. Both were portents of what was to come.




   ***




   In May 1903, the directors of the North Mount Lyell Company decided to accept an offer to merge their company with their more successful rival, the original Mount Lyell Mining and Railway Company. Part of the merger agreement was that the North Mount Lyell ores would now go north through Queenstown to Strahan for export rather than south to the facilities at Kelly Basin.




   ***




   All those associated with the North Mount Lyell operation quickly learned that, rather than a merger, the agreement was actually a takeover, and that the world they knew and the one they hoped to build were now gone forever. The first impacts of the new reality were felt along the 45 kilometres of the railway line between the mine workings and Kelly Basin. The smelters that had been so carefully and expensively built at Crotty were closed down almost immediately and the town that had grown up around them was deserted within weeks, miners moving themselves and their families away to places where they hoped to find work. In the company town designed to accommodate 900 persons, the only human movement was that of a few guards and caretakers employed to keep an eye on valuable machinery before it could be carted off for sale or installation elsewhere. A brand new hotel, complete with accommodation for 30 guests and an enormous bar, closed before it had actually opened.




   Down the track at Darwin, 80 men had been employed at the main quarry, and the small village that had built up around it had included shops, a hotel and a workingman’s club. Now it was abandoned almost literally overnight to become just an interestingly named spot on old maps.




   At the southern end of the railway line stood Kelly Basin, once touted as Tasmania’s second most important port. With very little coming in, and even less going out, its jetties, wharves and warehouses simply sat idle. Behind them, the twin towns of East Pillinger and West Pillinger were depopulated within a few short weeks. The hundreds of families that had lived there at the beginning of 1903 had been reduced to just a handful hanging on to a precarious living at the end of 1903. One of those families was the McDevitts.




   ***




   William Henry McDevitt was born at Franklin in Tasmania’s Huon Valley on 17 January 1859, one of a family who would spread across the river valleys and coastal regions of south- eastern Tasmania. In the early 1880s, William married Caroline Bentley, a year younger than himself, and the couple settled in the small township of Hastings, 100 kilometres south of Hobart. That part of Tasmania must have seemed like part of the Garden of Eden to its early European settlers, or at least to those who were not convicts. The principal harbour town in the district was Southport and in the 1840s, when it was established, the settlement’s primary function was that of a Convict Probationary Station, a kind of halfway house between servitude and freedom.




   The township of Hastings came into existence in 1868, built on the shores of Hastings Bay, a large inlet to the west of Southport. It was soon one of a number of small pioneer villages established to house those who had come south to exploit some of the great natural resources of the area, most notably the primeval forests of the hinterland. Those forests, mainly ancient stands of eucalypts, also contained extensive groves of Huon pine and sassafras as well as natural resources just below the surface of the land and in the rivers and coastal waters. The eucalypts were mainly varieties of stringybark, tough and hardy and most useful for building construction, the Huon pine had unique qualities that made it ideal for ship- building while the beautiful grains and colours of the sassafras wood made it much in demand for furniture. The leaves of the eucalypt trees could also be distilled into an oil popular in medicaments. Light tramways were soon built into the forest to facilitate the extraction of the timbers.




   The 1870s and 1880s were the boom times for that part of Tasmania. For a while, Southport became Tasmania’s second largest town and among its proud citizens were numbers who were prepared to argue the case for the city becoming Tasmania’s capital. Hastings once had the colony’s largest timber mill, one that generated its own power, and while a lot of its produce was exported, via Southport, to Europe, a proportion remained locally utilised and construction and boat-building both benefitted from this. Coal from a nearby mine at Coal Hill was also exported from Southport and there was a large eucalyptus distillery in the district. Hastings grew large enough to support two stores, a postal and telegraph office, a state school and a cemetery, a bakery, a dance hall and a church while it also fielded its own cricket team. Victory celebrations would have been muted, however, as there was no hotel in Hastings; it was a temperance town.




   William McDevitt’s parents, Charles and Agnes, moved to the Hastings district when the timber mill opened in the early 1870s and members of their extended family would remain there for a century and more. It was where William grew to adulthood and where William married Caroline Bentley, a marriage that would eventually produce 12 children. William found employment in the timber industry – he usually referred to himself as a carpenter – and it was this industry that drew him west to Macquarie Harbour in the mid-1890s when he relocated his family to East Pillinger.




   Like so many others, there seemed to be endless opportunities for the McDevitts there. There were business opportunities, to be sure. William was, by 1900, not only continuing to work out in the Huon pine forests – the locals referred to such timber workers as ‘piners’ – but he was also advertising his skills as a saddle and harness maker. Business was good enough for him to look to expand, something that would enable him to include his grown children in his enterprises. The local paper noted, in February 1902, that William’s new ketch had arrived at Kelly Basin. Some 13 metres long, it would be ready to begin carrying local produce to Hobart after local shipwrights fitted masts and rigging to the hull.




   There was another celebration the following month when the McDevitt’s oldest daughter, Edith, married a local labourer named George Elwell in the family home at Pillinger. Their third daughter, Amy, was one of the bridesmaids, and other siblings filled other roles around the celebration. The larger settlement also offered larger social opportunities than had been available in Hastings, and the McDevitt girls, and sometimes the boys, were regularly mentioned in the social column of the local newspaper. The family had known tragedy in the past. Their daughter Lilian had died in 1893 at just 10 years of age, but a decade later their futures in Pillinger were looking good individually and as a family.




   That made it all the harder when the crash came in 1903 and the family’s dreams were shattered. William McDevitt was one of the small group of residents who chose to remain as the world around them was taken away, building by building. William, assisted by his older sons, continued to work primarily as a piner, and it was this which contributed to a second disaster.




   In July 1904, William was working in the bush, felling Huon pine, when he struck himself a glancing blow with his razor-sharp axe. While it certainly could have been worse, the gash to his foot made further forestry work problematic for the time being and he was reduced to seeking odd jobs that didn’t require very much mobility. On Wednesday 24 August, one such job was offered. James Harrison, the Inspector of Mines for the Western Mining District of Tasmania, engaged William to do half a day’s light labouring for him. After work, William returned to the family home where the family, parents and nine children, had dinner and went to bed.




   A short time later, around 10 pm, a fire broke out at the home and took hold rapidly. William and Caroline managed to wake all the children and usher them outside where, clad only in their bedclothes, they watched as their substantial five-roomed home was totally destroyed by the fire. They were unable to save any of the building’s contents. The only factors that prevented the fire from completely breaking the family were the availability of other homes in the area, homes whose residents had moved on. That, and the generosity of those who had remained in Pillinger with them.




   The four remaining families resident in Pillinger immediately gave the McDevitts whatever they could spare and the village’s postmaster, a Mr Wilson, also opened a subscription for them. By the end of the next day, seven pounds had been donated into it. It helped the short term needs of the family, but William and Caroline realised that there was no longer a future for either themselves or their children in Pillinger. A week later, the public notices section of the local newspaper printed a message from the McDevitts:




   Mr and Mrs McDevitt and family very gratefully and sincerely thank their friends and the public who so generously subscribed money, food and clothing for them in their recent misfortune through the loss of their home and all their belongings by fire. Pillinger, 1 September 1904.




   The Pillinger years were over; William and Caroline were taking their children back to Hastings.




   ***




   The McDevitt’s life back in Hastings was different to the life they knew in Pillinger and, for those old enough to remember, different, too, to the life they had lived in Hastings before they had moved west to Kelly Basin. Part of the change was due to the fact that the children were now all either adults or approaching adulthood and their priorities and wishes were theirs alone and did not always coincide with those of either their parents or the siblings. The McDevitt children began to move off in directions they now set for themselves.




   Two of the older brothers, Billy (Charles William) and Denis, became noted local sportsmen. Both were interested in rowing and both became local champion scullers. Some of the children put down roots in the Hastings area, just as their parents and grandparents had done many years before. On 20 April 1908, the McDevitt’s third daughter, Amy Agnes McDevitt, married Robert Knight in the Hastings church. Knight was manager of the main timber mill in Hastings. The oldest brother, Albert, also stayed in the Hastings district, becoming a blacksmith’s assistant and breaking a leg when he stepped in a rabbit hole while running home after work.




   And living through it all, watching and waiting and calculating her own possible futures was the middle child, the fourth daughter and seventh-born, Irene Pansy McDevitt, who would turn 21 in 1913. By then, Irene was engaged to be married; her fiancée, Albert Walter Sproule, was from the even smaller settlement of Snug, a short distance to the north of Hastings. The Sproules, too, were district pioneers, some involved in the burgeoning apple orchard industry but more involved in and with the sea as fishermen, boat builders and shipmasters.




   Albert Sproule offered Irene McDevitt a way out of Hastings and a chance of turning her back on the life that had given William and Caroline so little return and reward for so much effort. Of all the McDevitt children, Irene had learned the lessons of Pillinger best. Reliance on others, be they millionaires or politicians, was always bound to end in tears. God looked after those who looked after themselves, and Albert Sproule was now part of Irene’s plan to look after herself. Marriage would take her out of Hastings, out of the south and away from the forests whose promises had cost her family so much. On 26 March 1913, at the Hastings church, the Reverend Kittel married Irene Pansy McDevitt, fourth daughter of William and Caroline McDevitt of Hastings, to Albert Walter Sproule, third son of Elizabeth and the late Richard Sproule of Snug.




   Irene Sproule would later, much later, tell her daughter-in-law that sometime during the night of her wedding she realised that she had just made the greatest mistake of her life.




   ***




   Sixteen months after that terrible revelation, Irene and Albert Sproule welcomed their first child into the world, a son they named Basil Stuart Sproule and who they brought home to their new residence in Letitia Street, North Hobart. It was a major change to their world, one that was almost swallowed up a month later when World War I broke out in Europe and the repercussions of that were felt on the other side of the world, in Hobart and in the hills and valleys to the south. Albert Sproule was not directly impacted, at least in the early months; he was a fisherman and his skills on the home front were considered as important as fighting skills on the battle front. But the McDevitts were a large clan with several boys of fighting age, and several stepped forward to do their bit.




   Two of Irene’s brothers, and several of her cousins, were in uniform before the war was 12 months old. Two, in particular, Irene had been very close to.




   Charles William McDevitt, always called ‘Billy’ by the family, was born in 1886 and grew to maturity around Macquarie Harbour where he followed his father’s trades of timber felling and carpentry. Billy McDevitt chased his rowing dream all the way to the Parramatta River Rowing Club, where he gradually built up his rowing skills and his rowing profile until he was recognised as one of the best young sportsmen in New South Wales. Now not only a club but a district champion, Billy looked forward to taking his chosen sport as far as he could.




   By 1914, he was unbeatable in open events and almost unbeatable in handicap events, and was ready to compete for state and national titles when World War I erupted. Billy McDevitt didn’t hesitate, volunteering for the army within days of learning that his country and empire were at war. Firstly, though, he married his long-term girlfriend and then joined an army field engineering unit as a private soldier. Billy was in the first wave ashore at Gallipoli and worked incredibly hard in those first few hectic days, using his knowledge of carpentry to good use building and lining trenches and dugouts in some of the most exposed parts of the battlefield.




   A week after the landing, Billy McDevitt exposed himself in the front line once too often. A Turkish sniper put a bullet through his face, fortunately missing all vital organs, but shattering his upper jaw in one place and his lower jaw in another. Billy’s active war was over; invalided firstly back to Egypt, he would eventually be brought back to Australia for the intensive care and surgery that would put his shattered face back together. He did not return to Sydney, though, but to Hobart where his family could help in his struggle to return to a normal life.




   ***




   A cousin, James McDevitt from Hastings, enlisted at the same time as Billy and enlisted in New South Wales where he was working at the time. Like Billy, he went ashore at Gallipoli on the day of the landing. Like Billy, again, he was wounded in the opening weeks of the campaign. Evacuated to a hospital ship, he died at sea on 4 June 1915.




   ***




   At the same time as family and friends were fighting and dying on foreign battlefields, the McDevitt family were facing another crisis at home. On 19 May 1915, local newspapers in the Huon Valley and Hobart reported on an outbreak of scarlet fever in the small town of Hastings. The reports suggested that there were at least ‘eight or nine’ cases and that one child, seven-year-old ‘Cliffie’ Pearsall had died from the disease the previous week. A number of steps had been taken to address the outbreak, including the move of Doctor Allport from Dover to Hastings and the transfer of a trained nurse from Hobart to assist the doctor. The local primary school, which had been closed when the outbreak was identified, had been completely fumigated and had reopened on 17 May.




   A week later, the local government authority, the Esperance Council, held a special meeting to discuss the outbreak. In addition to the doctor and nurse brought in to treat those suffering, the council had sent a health inspector to Hastings, and he reported that the sale of milk from one of the infected houses had been stopped. He had also inspected the homes in the village and any whose sanitation facilities were found to be substandard were given 48 hours to bring them up to standard or face prosecution.




   A letter from Dr Allport was also read into the minutes of the meeting. In his letter, Allport referred to rumours he had heard about an earlier case of scarlet fever occurring in Hastings. Although scarlet fever was a reportable disease – meaning authorities had to be notified when a case was detected – all he had originally learned was hearsay. When speaking to one of the prominent residents, Mr R. Knight, the local timber mill manager (and married to one of the McDevitt daughters), he further learned that the earlier case involved the McDevitt family. Allport decided to investigate further.




   Dr Allport approached William McDevitt, who admitted that one of his daughters had contracted scarlet fever the previous year but that, two weeks after he had identified that his daughter was ill, he thoroughly disinfected the family home. Allport stated that this was far too soon after the detection of the disease as sufferers would remain infectious for up to eight or ten weeks. He told McDevitt of this, reminded him that scarlet fever was a notifiable disease and said that he would recommend that McDevitt be prosecuted.




   A second letter was then read into the council’s records, this one from William McDevitt. In his letter, William outlined the measures he had taken to disinfect his house, claiming that everything possible had been done. He said he regretted his failure to notify the appropriate authorities of the incident but, quite frankly, was now aware for the first time that there was a requirement to do so. As well, the case had occurred in June of the previous year, so it could not possibly be related to the current outbreak.




   His arguments fell on deaf ears. A motion to take legal action against William McDevitt was passed unanimously and the council clerk was authorised to prosecute the case on behalf of the council.




   By the end of the month, the outbreak – which totalled 12 confirmed cases and the single death – was considered over but the local newspaper editorials warned that the danger was not yet necessarily over. ‘The infection is still present,’ noted one editorial, ‘and the council must not, therefore, relax their efforts in the slightest degree…in matters of this kind, the interests of the few must be subordinated to those of the community.’




   ***




   The danger would pass and those in Hastings who were affected by it would move on, some quickly and others a lot more slowly. William McDevitt would face court for his failure to notify authorities of his daughter’s illness, pay the fine and also try to move on. A child had died, though, and there would be residual questions about whether he had done enough to prevent that death.




   Within the McDevitt family, there would never be a doubt about what he had done; the two incidents were too far apart for them to be linked. But the loss of face in the community would remain alongside another lesson that Irene McDevitt, at least, had learned a lot earlier. It was that the authorities, whoever they may be, were not to be trusted. They sought out infractions, blew those infractions up into something they were not and then came down on those they held responsible, and came down hard. Irene would never forget that lesson either.
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   Growing Together, Growing Apart




   The years of World War I, 1914–1918, were years of great joy and great sadness for Irene Sproule. In 1915, the hammer blows kept coming to the young mother. In April, her brother Billy had his face shattered by a sniper’s bullet at Gallipoli and the following month her family faced public embarrassment, and a degree of humiliation, because of the outbreak of scarlet fever in their hometown of Hastings. In June, her cousin James died of wounds sustained in the Gallipoli campaign and in July, her favourite brother, Ted, joined the Australian Army. His parents had made Ted wait until he was 21 to enlist and, shortly after he did, he became part of the 4th Reinforcements for the 26th Battalion, AIF, joining his battalion at Tel el Kebir in Egypt shortly after they had been evacuated from Gallipoli.




   On 31 August 1915, her older brother William Henry McDevitt died at Hastings. He was just 27 years of age and no cause of death was given in any of the reports or family notices inserted in local papers.




   The new year of 1916 was one that held some promise for Irene. Early in the year she fell pregnant with her second child and there was no bad news from the war front for several months. A shock came in August when Irene and the rest of the McDevitt family learned that Ted McDevitt had been wounded in action on the Western Front. His battalion had arrived in France in March 1916 and in August was involved in the major battle at Pozieres. In that battle, Ted received a gunshot wound to his upper right arm, a wound serious enough to see him evacuated to a military hospital in England. His slow recovery from the wound was complicated when he contracted diphtheria and that protracted recovery prompted a series of letters to military authorities from several members of the McDevitt family asking to be kept informed of his progress.




   Irene gave birth to her and Albert Sproule’s second son in early September 1916. They named the child Keith Albert Sproule and took him home to Letitia Street in North Hobart where, on 28 October 1916, the baby died. It was a loss that impacted especially hard on Irene. She was growing estranged from her husband, while her closest friend, her brother Ted, was in a hospital somewhere in England and she knew her own mother was trying to cope with other family circumstances in Hastings. It was another challenge and it hardened her like all the others before it.




   Disaster struck again in 1917, and again it was war news from the Western Front. Ted McDevitt, now a lance corporal and fully recovered from his arm wound, rejoined his battalion in Belgium on 18 August 1917. Just over a month later, on 19 September, Ted was again wounded as his battalion took part in the Battle of Menin Road. It was another very serious wound. Going forward with his men, Ted was hit by gunfire and was wounded in both legs. His left leg was the more seriously damaged; the left fibula was shattered and both legs suffered severe lacerations. Hospitalised once again, he was treated in isolation because of his diphtheria, and was again returned to England for surgery and rehabilitation.




   The McDevitt family in Tasmania traced his movements and treatments from afar, corresponding regularly with army authorities in Hobart and on the mainland. On 10 April 1918, Army Base Records in Melbourne wrote to Caroline McDevitt in Hastings informing her that her son, Edward, had undergone surgery to amputate his left leg but was expected to make a full recovery. When able to travel, he would be returned to Australia. He would be a cripple but he would be alive.




   Against this background, Irene had fallen pregnant again and on 3 October 1917 had given birth to another son, a child they named Daryl Maxwell Sproule. Little Daryl survived through Christmas and the New Year and by the time they learned about Ted’s amputation, he was thriving alongside his older brother, Basil. It was a great relief to them all when war ended in November 1918. The family, wounded and maimed by wartime experiences at Gallipoli and the Western Front – and at home in Tasmania as well – would be together again and they could all draw strength from that, perhaps.




   ***




   For the young Sproule family, the decade of the 1920s flew by in a blur, each year a landmark in their lives that was sometimes bitter and sometimes sweet as the future shape of the family was determined. For Irene, there was good news on occasion, but that good news was often balanced, and sometimes outweighed, by the bad news that also arrived regularly. Among the good news were the reports of how her brothers, Billy and Ted, were responding to the horrendous injuries the war had inflicted upon them.




   Billy McDevitt, his face shattered by a sniper’s bullet at Gallipoli, made a full recovery. The surgeons, both facial and plastic, were so successful that you had to look very hard to make out the slightly misshapen features the bullet left him with. Billy also returned to his first love, rowing and, in particular, single sculling, and in 1924, in New Zealand, simultaneously won the Australasian and World Sculling titles at the World Championships. He would lose those titles the following year but would remain one of the sport’s dominant competitors for much of the next decade. He would also return to Sydney to live, and would remain there for the next 40 years.




   Ted McDevitt, too, refused to let his missing leg become anything more than a conversation point. Early in the decade he married the former Miss Ida Hytt from New Norfolk, and then proceeded to make a name for himself in several areas. To prove that losing a leg was no major handicap, literally, Ted turned his attention to golf and was soon playing pennant level golf at the Royal Hobart Golf Club where he would also move on to the club committee, becoming president of the club later in life. Those achievements supported other elements of his increasingly busy life. Ted became a real estate agent, and by the end of the decade would become one of the best, and one of the best-known, estate agents in Hobart. He also threw himself into veterans’ organisations, establishing Hobart’s AIF Club and taking a leading role in the local Returned Services League and its activities.




   Another McDevitt brother, George, had remained at home in the Hastings district, working as an orchardist and running for the Esperance Council on several occasions in the early 1920s. He moved on from the orchard to become a butcher and later still moved to Hobart where he would become the licensee of the Lord Nelson Hotel in Salamanca Place, Hobart. George was quick to anger, very litigious and a man who had little patience with what he saw as petty officialdom. Wherever he was, and whatever he did, health inspectors and police enquiries were never far away.




   The passing of the years also took its toll on the family. Albert had already lost a sibling during the war when his brother, Richard, died in Hobart in April 1915; he was just 34 years of age. His sister, Ethel, also died in Hobart at a relatively young age, 42, in November 1927. For Irene, the greatest loss, though, was the death of her mother, Caroline, in September 1925 at the age of 65. The 1920s was also the decade when Irene’s marriage died.




   The feelings Irene later claimed to have felt on her wedding night probably had less to do with any physical distaste or personal animus towards her new husband and more to do with Irene’s perception that her life was now likely to very much resemble the life her own parents, and Albert’s as well, had lived. It would be a life of limitations, for herself as a wife, and limitations for their children who would probably feel they had to both think small and follow in the life of their parents and grandparents. Like her brothers Billy and Ted, Irene wanted more, a lot more, for herself and for any children of the marriage.




   At the end of World War I, her 31-year-old husband Albert was still a fisherman, the helmsman of the Beatrice, a small fishing boat that sailed out of Hobart. His main aim in life was to own his own boat and, beyond that, be happy and have a good family life. Irene wanted more than that for herself and her sons. One opportunity to improve their lives came with the death of Caroline McDevitt. The family home at 48 Quayle Street, Sandy Bay, was large and sprawling, and Irene, Albert, Basil and Daryl moved there from North Hobart. A second chance came soon afterwards when Albert was able to purchase his own fishing boat, Frolic, which Irene hoped would turn the family’s prospects around. It seems, though, that being a boat captain was all that Albert wanted to be. It made him happy and it provided for his family and he was well satisfied with that.
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