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Usually, we found the best fighter squadron was one that was made up of mixed nationalities; a couple of Poles, a Norwegian, a Canadian, an Australian and a couple of English pilots; that was the best mixed squadron


‘Johnnie’ Johnson.1




FOREWORD




In this year commemorating the centenary of the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF), I am extremely proud to be able to provide this foreword for this book on the life of Fred Riley. Having been born just over two years before the Air Force came into being on 31 March 1921, Fred has lived through all the milestones experienced by the RAAF over the past 100 years.


As the pages of this book reveal, Fred played a significant, albeit unsung, role in World War II as an Australian pilot serving between 1941 and 1945. As he is one of my Air Force fighter pilot forebears, I can only look upon Fred’s Air Force career with awe – across his four years of service he amassed over 500 flying hours, of which at least 300 were flown in various marks of the venerable Spitfire. Fred played his part in the liberation of Europe from Nazi Germany, flying combat missions over the Continent before, during and after the D-Day landings in Normandy, France, on 6 June 1944 for which he received the French Legion d’Honneur in 2014. He was also involved in numerous precarious sorties flying out of Belgium and Holland in support of the Allied advance before he was shot down.


This book regales the reader with Fred’s stories of flying training in the Empire Air Training Scheme, both in Australia and in Canada, as well as his time spent converting to the Spitfire with an Operational Training Unit in England. Having learnt to fly in peacetime, I can only imagine the extreme demands on the strength of character and resilience of Fred and the young men around him who were learning to fly during wartime. Each of these trainee airmen faced the certainty that they would proceed straight into combat units, either as fighter or bomber pilots, flying sorties over Europe with the constant risk of being shot down, captured or killed.


What particularly resonates with me are Fred’s experiences flying in an RAF unit surrounded by fellow pilots from across the Commonwealth and the United Kingdom. Fred’s stories of the solidarity, support and commitment flying alongside and protecting airmen from other countries, no matter nationality, race or skin colour, underscore the value of alliances and partnerships and, as we call it in Australia, ‘mateship’. This is a message as important today as it was for Fred and his fellow airmen in World War II.


Finally, I must commend Squadron Leader Joseph Mack for not only writing this book but for his extensive research that underpins the story. It is through works such as this that we will keep the memory alive of those who preceded us in the RAAF – those who gave so much and are directly responsible for the outstanding reputation of the RAAF worldwide. Fred Riley’s amazing life story is proof of that.


Then. Now. Always.



Air Vice-Marshal Robert Chipman, AM, CSC
Royal Australian Air Force




NOTE FROM










FRED’S GRANDDAUGHTER JOANNE




Growing up, Fred (or Gramps as I have always known him) never talked about his time as a Spitfire pilot. I was always told ‘don’t ask him about the war’ and ‘he doesn’t like to discuss it’, but following conquering cancer at age 87, I think something changed. It felt like Gramps understood that if he didn’t start to talk about the war and begin to let others know what he and the pilots in his squadron did, no one would know and these stories would be lost forever.


Once Gramps started to open up and recount this time of his life, he spoke fondly of his time training in Australia, Canada and the UK. He proudly recalled his brushes with famous generals, admirals and dignitaries, and described flying his favourite aircraft: the Spitfire XIV. Gramps also told us about the skills and adventures of the pilots in his mixed nationality Spitfire squadron; detailing the challenges that they overcame together, their successes, close calls and their contribution to the Allies’ war effort. He explained the luck he encountered to survive the war, when many others he flew with did not.


For over sixty years, Gramps did not look at or share his wartime photos, medals, memorabilia, or the logbook in which he meticulously recorded his flights. When he started talking about his experiences, he also began to show these items to his family and friends. He started to attend Anzac Day services near his home in South Australia, first in Kapunda and then later in One Tree Hill.


Following the war, Gramps never travelled overseas, but in 2014 the opportunity presented itself. He had found an article published by the Department of Veteran Affairs which offered a trip to France for veterans to commemorate the seventyyear anniversary of the D-Day landings. Aged 95, Gramps was worried he was too old and not mobile enough, but I applied on his behalf. Although he was the oldest on the trip, he very much kept up with the other veterans. He had a great time in France, and this led him to being a bit of a local media celebrity and he started telling his story much more widely.


On behalf of the family, we wholeheartedly thank Joseph Mack for taking the time to write this book. He has extensively researched wartime records and pieced this information together with Gramps’s own recollections and those privately documented by the pilots he flew with. The result is a book which not only tells Gramps’s life and wartime career, but it is also a remarkable account of 130 Punjab Squadron which may have otherwise remained untold.


I feel very privileged to call Fred Riley my grandfather and thank him not only for his service, but the important role he played in my life growing up. My sister and I feel very fortunate to have grown up living on the same property as him and, although he is now 102 (as this book is written), he remains as sharp as a tack, takes a keen interest in our families’ lives and has that kind of personality that endears him to all that cross his path.


Joanne Cottle






DIEST AIRFIELD (B.64), BELGIUM, 11:50 AM, 22 DECEMBER 1944.




Pilot Officer Fred Riley strapped himself into Spitfire Mk.XIV RM755 and commenced his pre-flight checks. Due to the prevailing snow showers and low overcast, Fred and the pilots of No 130 (Punjab) Squadron, Royal Air Force (RAF) had not expected to be in their cockpits readying their aircraft to fly. Only thirty minutes earlier they had been preparing for a lunch with VIPs when an urgent tasking order was received. Eighty miles to the south-east, beleaguered American ground forces in the Ardennes were in need of immediate air support and it had been decided 130 Squadron should attempt a fighter sweep over the fiercely contested battlefield.


The pre-flight procedure for the Spitfire XIV was one Fred had become well acquainted with since the unit traded their ‘clipped, cropped and clapped’ Spitfire LF Mk.Vs for the much newer and more powerful type in early August 1944. RM755 was an aircraft Fred was particularly familiar with, having flown it on several sorties over Belgium, the Netherlands and Germany. It was also the aircraft he had piloted in a successful engagement with Luftwaffe fighters only two weeks before. As Fred neared the end of his pre-flight procedure, the cold winter air at Diest was pierced by the distinctive roar of a 2050hp Griffon-powered Spitfire XIV parked close by. With his own checks complete, Fred pressed the starter button and RM755 roared into life. Within seconds, a chorus of twelve Spitfires was reverberating around the Belgian airfield.


Although the fighter sweep over the Ardennes had been scheduled at short notice, it was a type of tasking Fred was well accustomed to. Since posting to 130 Squadron in October 1943, he had completed more than 100 operations, including flights in support of Allied ground forces at both Normandy and Arnhem. Regarded by his peers and superiors as a reliable pilot with sound judgement, Fred had increasingly been given the responsibility of leading sections of four aircraft on operations.


For the op hastily ordered on this day, Fred would not be leading a section of four; he would not even be tasked with the role of second element leader within a section. As he had volunteered to take the place of a fellow pilot unable to fly, Fred was assigned as number four (of four) in the third (and final) section of aircraft. This placed his Spitfire at the rear and outside edge of the formation.


Fred acutely appreciated that course and speed changes made by the leader of the formation would require him to make significant engine power adjustments to maintain precise positioning relative to the other aircraft. He also knew that if the leader were to consistently alter course and speed throughout the flight, the adjustments would be incessant. The additional fuel consumption required from such throttle inputs had routinely resulted in the Spitfire assigned to the rear and outside returning to base with significantly less fuel than the other aircraft. For this reason, the position was commonly referred to as ‘tail-end-Charlie’ by the pilots of 130 Squadron. As tail-end-Charlie, Fred was hopeful the flying technique of the pilot leading would not result in him returning to base critically short of petrol.


Taking off at 12pm, Fred and the eleven other Spitfire XIVs departed Diest and tracked south-east at low level toward their assigned sweep area. The aircraft were flown by young men from the UK and all corners of the Commonwealth, with Australia, Canada, New Zealand and Trinidad all represented. Arriving overhead the battlefield, the pilots flew just below a layer of solid overcast which varied between one and three thousand feet. While skirting occasional rain and snow showers, Fred and his colleagues did their best to maintain a lookout for any potential targets in the air or on the snow-covered ground. After an hour in the air, the formation approached Saint Vith, Belgium, the scene of fierce fighting between American and German ground forces. Above the outskirts of the devastated town, the Spitfires suddenly encountered an intense and accurate barrage of ground fire.1


In quick succession, three of the aircraft were hit. Of the three, the Spitfire flown by Flying Officer ‘Jeep’ Heale was least damaged, and he managed to coax his aircraft eighty miles back to base for a successful crash landing.2 With a cockpit full of smoke and his engine seizing, Flight Lieutenant Harold ‘Harry’ Walmsely’s Spitfire was not going to make it to any Allied airfield. Utilising his remaining speed, he climbed to the top of the cloud layer and successfully baled out. Upon landing in the forest below, he was met by two Belgian lumbermen and, within hours, was transported back to Diest by American soldiers.3


As 22 December 1944 drew to a close, there was no sign of the third Spitfire hit by ground fire, nor any word regarding the fate of its Australian pilot, Pilot Officer Fred Riley.4








INTRODUCTION




As a member of the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF), I have been afforded the privilege to meet and converse with numerous Second World War veterans at work functions and commemoration events throughout my career. On each occasion I have considered the experience to be a very humbling and memorable one. Invariably, I would describe to my wife, Rebecca, the fascinating stories I had heard, and the discussions I had with the former aircrew. Towards the end of 2017, Rebecca arrived home from work one evening and informed me that a fellow teacher at her high school had mentioned he was related by marriage to a Second World War Spitfire pilot named Fred Riley. Having listened to me recount numerous stories of meeting former aircrew, she enthusiastically suggested I try to get in contact with Fred.


Entering ‘Fred Riley Spitfire pilot’ into an online search engine, I was directed to a news article from 2014. The article detailed how Fred Riley of One Tree Hill, South Australia, had received the Legion d’Honneur at the D-Day 70th Anniversary Commemorations in Normandy for his actions as a pilot with 130 Squadron RAF. Despite my wife’s urgings, I felt neither comfortable nor confident enough to try to contact Fred. It was not until several months later, and due to the efforts of colleague Bruce Whittington, that I would be fortunate enough to be introduced. As a fellow resident of One Tree Hill, Bruce had become friends with Fred over a period of several years and had extended an invite to the former Spitfire pilot and his daughter Kaye to tour our unit and aircraft at RAAF Base Edinburgh, South Australia.


Accepting Bruce’s invite, Fred and Kaye arrived at RAAF Edinburgh on a cool but bright winter’s day in July 2018. During the latter stages of their visit, I was informed by Kaye that her father had crash-landed and suffered severe injuries as a result of being hit by ground fire in December 1944. Kaye went on to explain that Fred remained unaware if it was enemy or friendly fire which had damaged his aircraft. The fact that the former Spitfire pilot remained unsure who had shot him down almost 75 years after the incident intrigued me and at that moment I decided I would attempt to resolve the longstanding mystery for Fred and his family.


That evening, I reached out for help online in an attempt to find out who was responsible for damaging Fred’s Spitfire. I was soon provided with the answer by a gentleman living in the UK named Allan Hillman. Allan was the son of the operations officer who served with No 125 Wing during the Second World War – the unit which No 130 Squadron was assigned at the time of Fred’s final sortie. Allan was in possession of 125 Wing’s wartime records and, upon reviewing the entries for 22 December 1944, was able to inform me that ‘During the sweep the aircraft were fired on by Allied flak ... Pilot Officer Fred Riley was also hit by flak, and force-landed inside our lines.’1


After immediately passing this information to Kaye via email, I felt a strong urge to learn more about Fred’s wartime career and the history of 130 Squadron. As an avid enthusiast of military aviation history, I particularly enjoy collecting and reading the memoirs and biographies of Second World War fighter pilots, regardless of the theatre they had flown in. Despite my knowledge on the subject area, 130 Squadron was a Spitfire unit I was not immediately familiar with. I could not recall the unit being central in any biography or memoir, nor could I remember it being referred to in any publication describing a significant aerial battle. I began to ask myself when and where did this Spitfire squadron originate and what was its wartime history? Reviewing my collection of books and searching through the University of New South Wales online library, I was disappointed to discover the history of the unit appeared to remain largely undocumented.


The small amount of information on 130 Squadron which I did obtain from browsing through my books was from Spitfire Patrol, the memoir written by renowned New Zealand ace Colin Gray. Reviewing the book, I learned Gray had commanded a Spitfire XIV wing at RAF Lympne throughout August and September 1944, and that 130 Squadron was one of the three squadrons he had led. In his memoir, Gray detailed several operations undertaken by 130 Squadron during his time commanding the wing at Lympne. Believing he would enjoy Gray’s memoir, I ordered a second-hand copy of Spitfire Patrol for Fred from New Zealand and asked Bruce if could deliver it to him for his upcoming 100th birthday.


In March 2019, I was asked by Bruce if I would like to accompany him to visit Fred at his unit in One Tree Hill; I jumped at the chance. The following Friday afternoon, Bruce and I were warmly welcomed by Fred and Kaye. After accepting an offer of tea and home-baked biscuits (made that morning by Fred), the four of us sat down at the kitchen table. Once seated, my focus immediately shifted to the shiny 130 Squadron lapel badge attached to Fred’s cardigan jacket. The badge displayed the squadron’s impressive elephant head mascot, beneath which read the motto ‘Strong to Serve’. As I began to sip my tea and join in the conversion with Fred, Kaye and Bruce, I could not help but be distracted by my surroundings.


On the wall opposite to where I was seated, several black and white wartime photographs were hanging on display. One image was a closeup of Fred in the cockpit of a Spitfire while another showed him posing with fellow pilots in front of a destroyed Luftwaffe fighter aircraft. I quickly scanned across the remaining photos of various aircraft and pilots, very much intrigued by the story behind each image, before shifting my focus back to Fred.


Kaye, Bruce and I sat and listened to the former fighter pilot tell many stories from his time undergoing training and his recollections of flying combat operations. Fred mentioned he enjoyed reading Spitfire Patrol and recalled several of the missions and events detailed within the book. Fred explained that reading Gray’s frustrated, and ultimately unsuccessful, attempts to shoot down a V-1 had made him feel quite proud as he ‘managed to get one.’ Before I had the chance to ask Fred more about this impressive achievement, he went on to state: ‘He [Gray] was very good; the best leader I had was another New Zealander named Johnny Checketts.’2 At this point my jaw dropped in disbelief!


A few months after Fred’s visit to RAAF Edinburgh, I had been on holiday in New Zealand. While touring the South Island city of Christchurch, I stopped in at the Air Force Museum of New Zealand. As I explored the museum’s very impressive facilities and exhibits, I happened across a volunteer guide named Chris Checketts. Having previously read Vincent Orange’s biography of Johnny Checketts: The Road to Biggin Hill, I mentioned to Chris that his surname was ‘quite famous’. Chris smiled before responding that he was the son of Johnny Checketts. After introducing myself, I proceeded to have a very enjoyable discussion with Chris about his late father’s career with No 485 (NZ) Squadron and his time commanding a Spitfire wing in support of D-Day. In my conversation with Chris, I mentioned in passing that I recently had the pleasure of meeting a Spitfire pilot who had also flown on D-Day.


After relaying my interaction with Chris Checketts to Fred, Kaye and Bruce, Fred proceeded to explain the reasons why he considered Johnny Checketts to be the best leader he had flown with: ‘He led from the front and always flew on the toughest and most dangerous missions. Checketts was not only an excellent leader and pilot, he was also an exceptional shot.’3 As I listened to Fred proceed to discuss a particular op in which he flew alongside Checketts shortly after D-Day, it dawned on me I had discussed the very same flight with Chris. While still attempting to process this coincidence, I began to ponder why I had failed to previously connect the famous Kiwi ace with 130 Squadron, despite reading his biography only a few years prior.


As I continued to contemplate why my usually sound memory had failed me, I was advised by Kaye that she had been in contact with Hamish Brown. Hamish was the son of another New Zealand pilot (Doug Brown) who had also flown alongside Fred in 130 Squadron. Kaye explained that Hamish had recently published a book based upon his father’s wartime letters titled Wine, Women and Song: A Spitfire Pilot’s Story. Kaye explained that when Hamish had learned a 130 Squadron pilot was living near Adelaide, he had immediately mailed a signed copy of his book to Fred. When shown the book by Kaye, I ruefully realised this was yet another publication within my collection of books I had failed to remember had a direct link with 130 Squadron.


Throughout the remainder of the visit, I listened to Fred tell many more stories regarding his wartime career. He often referred to the Australians he had trained with, or those who he served alongside at 130 Squadron. Pointing to a photo of himself and other RAAF pilots standing in front of a Spitfire, he mentioned several names including ‘Whitey’, ‘Riordan’ and ‘Lowe’. Fred went on to explain that 130 Squadron was a mixed unit and therefore made up of pilots from many nationalities; a significant proportion were Australian. He stated that most of the RAAF pilots who posted to the squadron, including himself, had arrived as non-commissioned officers and that it took most of them many months of operational flying before they were commissioned, if at all. In contrast, Fred explained that about half of the English pilots started their career as commissioned officers. When asked if the differences in pay and messing arrangements created a divide within the unit, Fred replied, ‘The squadron got along generally well ... once in the air it did not matter if you were commissioned or not. Skill and experience decided who led and who followed.’4


It was clear to me Fred’s mind and memory were exceptionally sharp for a gentleman aged 100 years. While many of his more humorous recollections resulted in Fred having a good chuckle (quickly joined by the rest of us), other memories were delivered in a thoughtful, matter of fact tone. What most impressed me was that he was refreshingly direct in answering the questions I asked regarding the leaders he served under, his instructors, or the pilots he flew with operationally. Whether it be detailing specific praise or misgivings, Fred gained a twinkle in his eye when describing certain individuals or events and I sensed he may have kept some thoughts largely to himself until now.


As the hours passed and my visit neared its end, I began to appreciate how fortunate I was to have spent an afternoon with Fred, a gentleman who was not only a great storyteller but was once an undoubtedly skilled and courageous fighter pilot. Having read the accounts of aerial warfare written by the likes of Colin Gray, Johnny Checketts, Geoffrey Page and Bob Spurdle, it dawned on me that I had just sat and conversed with a pilot who had flown into combat alongside these distinguished aces. I also began to comprehend something I hadn’t necessarily expected; in listening to Fred’s recollections, I had found myself most fascinated by his stories of training, his journey from non-commissioned officer to flying officer, and his memories of the relatively unknown fighter pilots he had flown alongside at 130 Squadron.


Arriving home that evening, I hunted down my copy of Johnny Checketts: The Road to Biggin Hill and feverishly began to search through the pages. Sure enough, I found it included several pages detailing Checketts’s experiences of commanding a Spitfire wing (142 Wing) and leading 130 Squadron on numerous operations between May and August 1944. I immediately ordered a copy of The Road to Biggin Hill for Fred. The following week, I was able to obtain the email address of Chris Checketts and inform him that the Spitfire pilot I had briefly mentioned had in fact flown with his father on D-Day. Chris kindly replied and suggested Fred ‘would enjoy a book written by Brian Buss titled RAF Horne’s D-Day Spitfires.’ He explained that the little-known (and hard to find) book focused on 142 Wing’s operations from RAF Horne in support of D-Day and included detailed information on the activities and exploits of 130 Squadron.5


After a quick search online, I was fortunate to find a single copy of RAF Horne’s D-Day Spitfires for sale in the UK. When the eighty-page book arrived after several weeks, I eagerly skimmed through the pages and very quickly realised it was indeed an invaluable literary record of operations conducted by Fred and the pilots of 130 Squadron in support of D-Day.


While I waited for the Buss book to arrive, I also ordered a copy of Spitfire Against the Odds: Memories of a Fighter Pilot after discovering it was written by Ronnie Ashman, a former 130 Squadron pilot. When it arrived, I was slightly disappointed to discover he had joined 130 Squadron in March 1945, several months after Fred’s final sortie. Although it detailed events after Fred’s departure from the squadron, it was an otherwise excellent account and I believed it would still be of interest. Once again Bruce kindly offered to deliver the two newly arrived books to Fred.


In December 2019, Bruce asked me if I would like to visit Fred a second time. He explained Fred had read all the additional books I had sent to him and was keen to catch up for another chat. Following the same pattern as our first meeting, Bruce and I travelled to One Tree Hill after work on a Friday afternoon. Like my first visit, I was once again warmly met by Fred and Kaye. Of the books which I had found for him to read, Fred said he most enjoyed reading the account written by Ronnie Ashman. Despite detailing the unit’s operations conducted in the months following Fred’s departure, Ashman’s career similarities resonated strongly with his own experiences of arriving at 130 Squadron as a newly trained non-commissioned pilot.


After Fred had described the parallels of Ronnie Ashman’s wartime career to his own, Kaye commented that her father had also found some very enlightening information within RAF Horne’s D-Day Spitfires. With a chuckle, Fred proceeded to explain that, until reading Buss’s book, he had not known the fate of one his colleagues who had been shot down on a low-level sortie over France. To Fred’s surprise and great delight, he had learned the pilot had indeed survived the war. I soon found out the reason why he initially chuckled; discovering the fate of this pilot turned out to be only the beginning of an extraordinary story Fred proceeded to tell in incredible detail. Having listened to this remarkable tale, and many more of Fred’s other recollections over the course of the afternoon, it was once again time to thank him and say goodbye.


As I drove home that evening, I began to think how and why I had forgotten or overlooked the content related to 130 Squadron contained within several memoirs on my bookshelf when I first attempted to find information on the unit. By the time I pulled into my driveway 45 minutes later, I had reached a possible explanation.


Although Colin Gray, Johnny Checketts and Doug Brown all described their time leading or flying with 130 Squadron, such operations were all in the latter part of their wartime flying careers. Understandably, all three pilots had focused more attention and detail on their initial tours. As a reader, I must have done the same when digesting their accounts. It appeared the only pilot to be posted to 130 Squadron soon after their training and publish a memoir of their experiences was Ronnie Ashman. Originally published in 1989, Ashman’s account of the final weeks of the air war in Europe appeared to be a comparatively obscure and little-known title. In short, there appeared to be no memoir or publication which exclusively told the story of 130 Squadron and its activities between October 1943 and February 1945.


Reflecting upon Fred’s memories, I began to feel increasingly compelled that his experiences of flying training and serving alongside his Australian mates, such as ‘Whitey’, ‘Riordan’ and ‘Lowe’ at 130 Squadron, should be recorded. Having listened to me retell many of Fred’s stories, my wife Rebecca suggested I should ask permission from Fred and his family to document his life and wartime career. On this occasion I thought it better to take up her suggestion. After emailing my proposal to Kaye, Fred and his family agreed to let me undertake this task and for that I am eternally grateful.


It is my hope this account will not only tell the story of one man’s remarkable life and wartime career, but also shed more light on the mostly unheralded aircrew Fred trained with and fought alongside. It is my wish that others may be able to gain further insight into the courage, determination, mateship and sacrifice of these young men who came together from around the world to fight against hate and tyranny in the skies over the UK and Europe.





CHAPTER 1










EARLY LIFE, ARMY CAMPS AND JOINING THE RAAF




Frederick ‘Fred’ Cecil Riley was born on 20 February 1919 in Motherwell, Scotland. The son of Cecil Urquhart Riley and Janet Findlay Riley (Watson), he was the second youngest of nine children. Fred’s older siblings – Cecil (1903), John ‘Jock’ (1904), Margaret (1906), Elgar ‘Eric’ (1907), Samuel ‘Sam’ (1910), Benjamin ‘Ben’ (1911) and Janet (1913) – were all born prior to World War I, with Fred and younger brother William ‘Bill’ (1921) arriving after the end of that conflict.


The six-year gap between the birth of Fred and his sister Janet was due to their father’s military service. Shortly after hostilities commenced, Cecil Snr enlisted with the Gordon Highlander Regiment. Aged 35, he was attached to the 9th (Service) Battalion and embarked for France in May 1915 after a period of training in the UK. Attaining the rank of sergeant, Cecil was wounded in early October 1915 at the Battle of Loos. Posted back to the UK after he had recovered from his wounds, Cecil was tasked with instructing reinforcements as a member of the 11th (Service) Battalion, a training role he carried out until the Armistice was signed in November 1918.


When the war ended, Cecil returned to Scotland. His time at home with his growing family would, however, last less than a year. In August 1919, and with Fred only six months old, Cecil returned to France for further duties with the British Army. As a sergeant with the Chinese Labour Corps, he supervised Chinese workers in the arduous, and often hazardous, process of filling in trenches and removing mines from the war-ravaged battlefields across France. After a period of nearly six years, Cecil’s military service concluded for good in March 1920.1


For the remainder of his life, Cecil Snr never discussed his war service nor his involvement in the Battle of Loos with his children. Although Fred was aware his father had served with the Gordon Highlander Regiment, his understanding was that his father was ‘primarily involved in clean-up operations’.2


By the time Fred’s younger brother Bill was born in 1921, the eldest Riley boys were completing school and beginning to seek employment. With limited prospects in the Motherwell area, an opportunity to work in South Australia as part of the recently announced ‘Farm Apprenticeship Scheme’ became available. Open to British teenagers and young adult males, the scheme had been established by the premier of South Australia to help farming communities overcome the losses of local young men killed during the war.3 Jock Riley successfully applied for the two-year scheme, becoming the first member of the family to emigrate overseas. Aged only eighteen, the second eldest Riley son arrived at Adelaide in November 1922 on the SS Barrabool. Assigned to a family which owned a property at Murat Bay, Ceduna, Jock readily embraced farm life in South Australia and was warmly welcomed into the family he worked for. By the conclusion of his two-year apprenticeship, Jock had saved enough money to buy his own truck and, subsequently, settled in Adelaide.4


Following the successful commencement of Jock’s farm apprenticeship, Fred’s father decided the remainder of the family would also move to Australia. To achieve this outcome, Cecil Snr decided he would first travel alone to find work and secure suitable accommodations for the family. Once he was established in Australia, the intention was for the remainder of the Riley family to follow. Cecil arrived at Sydney in January 1923 and soon found employment at the Small Arms Factory in the Blue Mountains town of Lithgow, New South Wales. Having obtained a steady income, he began saving the necessary funds to provide passage to Australia for his family. Almost a year after her husband departed Scotland, Janet and the eight remaining Riley children left for Australia on board the Orient Line’s SS Osterley, arriving at Sydney in early January 1924.


Reunited, the family (Jock aside) lived in Lithgow for several years and it was there Fred first began attending primary school. As reliable work in the area proved increasingly difficult to obtain for some of the Riley children, Fred’s eldest brothers made an agreement with their father to pool their collective savings and purchase the ‘Lyndoch’ property, an apple orchard in the nearby village of Little Hartley. The apples grown on the property were highly regarded, with Fred remembering their reputation even reached overseas:


The apples produced on the farm were sent over to England for a competition against apples sent from Canada and the ‘Lyndoch’ apples were judged the best apples for the King of England in a competition held by the Orient Shipping company.5


Although the apples helped the family supplement its collective income, the costs associated with transporting the produce to the Sydney markets diminished the profitability. As a result, Cecil Snr continued to work at the Small Arms Factory to provide the primary source of income.


As the Lyndoch property was located approximately twelve miles from the township, Cecil stayed in Lithgow during the work week, returning to the family farm on weekends. For Fred to continue to attend school after the family moved to Lyndoch, he travelled and stayed with his father. At the end of the school week, the pair returned to help with work on the farm. This arrangement continued into Fred’s first years of high school.


One of the benefits of living on the Lyndoch property was that the family would agist pit ponies from the local coal mines during the Christmas break each year. In addition to further supplementing the family’s income, it introduced Fred to the working animals. He was first taught to ride a pony by his elder brother Ben, and the helpful lessons soon sparked his love for both ponies and horses. Fred also benefited from his brothers’ keen interest in playing musical instruments. His eldest brother, Cecil Jnr, played the violin and took the time to teach Fred how to play. Fred recalled that his older brothers were all musically talented and played a wide range of instruments:


Sam was a drummer in a local brigade band and, in addition, played the banjo, mandolin and mouth organ. The mouth organ was also played by Ben, while Eric played the bagpipes. When the noise from Eric’s bagpipes became too much for my mother, she would send him outside. I can remember watching on as Eric happily played his bagpipes up and down the rows of apple trees in the orchard at Lyndoch.6


Like most Australian families, the onset of The Great Depression resulted in a trying period for the Rileys. The financial difficulties resulted in all the family members pitching in to help around the farm. Each day, Fred’s mother Janet would set up a stall outside the property to sell fresh apples, apple jelly preserves and other homemade products. Sam and Eric, who were considered good bricklayers, would also work on the farm if they had no building work. Fred helped by chopping firewood and trapping rabbits. The best rabbits were sold, with the remaining ones providing a source of food for the family and their dogs. Fred recalls the family also worked together to grow potatoes and onions.7 Due to the demands of school during the week and helping on the family property on weekends, Fred did not play sport as a young teenager as ‘there was always work to be done.’8


Tragedy struck the Riley family in July 1933 when Janet passed away at the age of 55 after developing breast cancer. Just prior to his mother’s death, Fred took the family’s only pony and travelled twelve miles to visit her at the Lithgow District Hospital. Regarding the visit Fred recalled:


As I was only fourteen, no one would really tell me what was going on or how sick she was. When I arrived, my mother was shocked that I took it upon myself to travel to the hospital, but I think she was pleased that I came and visited her as she had been alone. It was the last time I saw her alive.9


Following Janet’s passing, Fred left school and found employment at the ‘Log Cabin’. Situated near the family farm in Little Hartley, the ‘Log Cabin’ provided accommodation and meals for travellers and businessmen visiting the area. Fred’s daily tasks were to milk four cows and keep the fireplace and stove in the restaurant going with firewood. He was also required to empty the toilet pans by burying the contents in holes he had dug. The work was demanding for a boy of his age; he was paid ten shillings a week. Luckily, he was soon offered a much more suitable and enjoyable form of employment:


One day, a local dairy farmer from Lithgow named Jim O’Donnell was at Little Hartley visiting a relative. He called me over and asked what I was doing for a job. When I told him, he asked me if I would like to work on his farm instead.10


Jim O’Donnell’s offer would result in Fred being paid double compared to what he was earning at the ‘Log Cabin’. Aside from better pay, Fred recalled that the job also resulted in better living conditions:


I would be up at 3:45 am each day to milk the cows, have a cup of tea and then deliver to customers by horse and cart. We then would return for breakfast, clean the dairy and then undertake other jobs around the farm such as cutting corn and attending to the horses. In the afternoon, the milking and cleaning process would start again. Old Jim and the entire O’Donnell family were very good to me and, although the work was still hard, I very much enjoyed my time working for them.11


Shortly after Fred turned eighteen in 1937, his eldest brother, Cecil Jnr, asked him if he would like to stay with him in Drummoyne, Sydney. At the time, Cecil was working as an accountant at Dunlop Rubber and was optimistic that he could help Fred also gain a position within the company. After a short period, he was successful in securing his younger brother employment as an accounts clerk. As part of the arrangement, in addition to working full-time during the day, Fred also began studying accounting at a night school on George Street, Sydney. While residing in Drummoyne, Fred made use of his free time on weekends by learning to sail and would frequently explore Sydney Harbour with his friends in their twelve-foot skiff.


When the Second World War commenced, Fred continued to work full-time at Dunlop as an while studying accounting at night. When he turned 21 in February 1940, he was promptly conscripted into the part-time Australian Army Militia, joining the 35th Battalion. Remembering the experience, Fred simply said, ‘We were drafted and had to go in.’12 Following an initial period of training, he attended exercises at Greta, Holsworthy and Rosebery Racecourse.
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