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    Preface




    MY INTEREST in this story began in 1988 when, almost by accident, I attended a public event in Sydney to recognise the re-siting of a memorial plaque for a group of ten Methodist missionaries who disappeared from New Guinea islands in 1942, I had known of their loss, and of the sinking of a prison ship, but had been vague about the details until a few days before the public event, when I read a long newspaper article about the island drama.




    At the gathering at North Parramatta, the events of 1942 came to life before us. Widows of the missing men, surviving colleagues, New Guinean church leaders, ex-servicemen and representatives of the one-time island community spoke of their loss. After the formalities were over, I found myself talking with people whose lives had been turned upside down by those distant events. There was more than one way to understand the story, it seemed. One person drew me aside to murmur, ‘Of course, there is the official version of what happened, but I have good reason to believe that it is not true. I don’t want to upset the widows, but if you are interested . . . ʼ




    From this brief and tantalising encounter, I began research for a book. People who had lived through those days talked with me, and others offered their gatherings of documents. Whereabouts Unknown (Albatross Books, Sydney, 1993) was the story, as told by six mission women, of the community from around Rabaul, Papua New Guinea, from 1941 to 1947.




    As I worked on that manuscript, it became clear that the wartime experiences of those missionary women had been repeated in a much wider community of Australian women. I began to meet people from plantations, businesses, the professions and government service who had lost someone at that time. One woman said, ‘I know almost nothing about my father—they say he was on that ship—but I do know what it did to my mother for the rest of her life’. ‘I’νe friends suggested independently that I should extend the work, towards a postgraduate thesis; my thanks to Dan Etherington and Ross Mackay. This book is based on my MA thesis, which was completed at the Australian National University in 1996, under the helpful supervision of Dr Hank Nelson and Dr John Knott.




    THE COMMUNITY OF AUSTRALIANS who lived in the islands of the Mandated Territory of New Guinea in 1941 was only one of many communities broken by war. Their experience of separation and bereavement was shared by thousands of other Australian families. During the same years, a total of 23 000 Australians were held as prisoners or internees of the Japanese across Asia. A further 8000 were prisoners of the Germans and Italians, and 30 000 men were recorded as Missing in Action, among them men shot down over Europe while serving with the Royal Air Force Bomber Command. The whole Australian community was affected. So, although many elements of their experience are not unique to the Australians in New Guinea, this case study is an attempt to extend our understanding of the wider effects of war. I have explored the experiences of a particular community in a specific time and place, in order to illuminate the private and hidden history of individuals thrown into chaos by the actions of nations.




    The sources for this book are both public and private. I have used archival material at Australian Archives in Canberra and Melbourne, the Australian War Memorial and the Pacific Manuscripts Bureau at the Australian National University, and contemporary newspapers and journals at the National Library of Australia, Canberra. (Readers who need more detail of my sources can find it in my thesis.)




    Indirectly my work has been a catalyst in bringing together individuals and several smaller networks of people all around Australia. It has given them a forum in which to ask each other the personal question, ‘What happened for you and your family during and since the war, and how do you understand it?’ All have a direct connection with the events through family and friends, and I contacted them through existing networks and individual suggestions. My sincere appreciation goes to all who put me in touch with the many who have contributed to this book. Those starting points include the friendship network of the former Methodist missionaries, the 2/22nd Battalion Lark Force Association, the people who attended two major services of remembrance at North Parramatta in 1988 and 1992 (many of them civilians who had businesses in New Guinea islands), and the Retired Officers Association of Papua New Guinea.




    The voices of those who participated in telling this story are heard through taped interviews, letters, phone calls, notes in family archives and responses to a general questionnaire. The questionnaire was developed and distributed to 168 people, with 121 responses, an unusually high response rate. It was of limited use for statistical data, but its great value has been in giving me, a stranger, a point of contact. The responses it provoked have been very fruitful. The wealth of material has been so great that I have used only representative quotations, but every response has added its own weight to the evidence.




    The fifty-five people who were willing to be interviewed in Sydney, Melbourne, Adelaide and Canberra are listed in the bibliography; each has my heartfelt appreciation for their honesty, vulnerability and insight. More than once we shed tears together. So many of them have written or phoned with additional material, insisting that ‘this story must be told’. With their help, it has become a communal story-telling.




    My sincere thanks also to all those who wrote, telephoned, sent personal stories and responded to the questionnaire: E. R. M. Almond, Prue Ross Anderson, Douglas Aplin, Norman Ashby, Mavis Barton, Doreen Beadle, Olga Bliss, David Bloomfield, John Bond, Margot Dix Bottrill, Lyn Crocker Bowman, Pat Boys, Arthur Brierly, Peter Brown, Chilla Bulbeck, Paquita Bulbeck, C. A. Butterworth, Peter Cahill, Elaine Campbell, Robin Carlysle, Dudley Carter, Mavis Cation, R. Chessell, Clem Christopher, Tom Cole, Mrs Cook, Ron Cornelious, Eileen (Pearce) Cox, L. N. Cummings, Ben Dawson, Ian Downs, Neta Duncan, Dora Dunn, Campbell Egan, Yvonne Egan, James Ferguson, D. F. Field, Joe Fisk, Alex Fraser, Len Gairns, Netta (Allsop) Gamble, Lindy Vial Gilham, J. C. H. Gill, Lorna Glenn, J. C. Goad, Margaret Goleby, Margaret Coe Goode, Arch Grant, Mavis Green, Cecil Gribble, Bill (C. O.) Harry, Jean Harwood, Eric Hiley, Mabel Holland, Geraldine Hogan Hoy, Lorna Johnston, Muriel Macgowan Larner, Rusty Law, Adrean Leyden, Carolyn Linggood, Jean McCarthy, Anne McCosker, Diana Coote Martell, Bruce Mitchell, David Mitchell, Ailsa Nisbet, Parker Oakes, Doug Parrish, Nan Partridge, Derek Pitts, Val Pont, Gael Penrose, Bruce Pilkington, David Ramsey, Maurice Saxby, Ken Scully, John Shelton, Barbara Sinclair, Mick (D. O.) Smith, Arch Taylor, M. Taylor, Alison Todd, Marjorie Vial, Madge Vinnell, M. J. White, Stan Whitty, Bob Wilson, Betty Wood, Allen Yates, Pauline Beazley Young.




    My thanks go to others who offered practical help: Ruth and Glen Powell, Ian and Julie Robinson, Joan and Brian Turner and Rodger and Kath Brown, who gave hospitality in their homes (and the many who offered meals and cups of coffee); Merle Higman for proofreading; the staff of the Uniting Church, Canberra Region Presbytery, for office space and computer facilities at a critical time; Stephen Cox and Robert Tupper for computer rescues; the very helpful staff of Melbourne University Press; and my beloved family, Ron Reeson, Ruth and Glen Powell, Jenni and Colin Hudson, David and Kristen Reeson, for support and encouragement.




    This book is offered on behalf on those whose lives were shaped by events in the islands of New Guinea in 1942–45 and who feared that those losses and their aftermath in the lives of their families would be devalued and forgotten.


  




  

    [image: ]




    The Scattering of a Community




    THEY HAD ONLY one thing in common. They came, one winter evening in August 1995, to a suburban home in Melbourne, a company of strangers arriving in ones and twos. Few of them knew each other, and fewer had met their hosts. Most of them were middle-aged or elderly and perhaps more than one felt unsure about whether it had been a good idea to come at all.




    One thing drew them together. Each had a link with a community which had existed, briefly, over fifty years earlier in the islands of New Guinea. A brother, a husband, a father, a dear friend had been part of that community during some fifteen months in 1941–42. A family member had been among those Australian soldiers and civilian men, well over a thousand of them, who had lived, worked, played sport, attended social functions, visited each other’s homes and faced an enemy force together. And then they had all disappeared, with no contact through the remaining years of the war.




    When the war was over at last, on 15 August 1945, families looked forward with hope to the homecoming of their missing men. Surely they were in prison camps and would soon be released, they thought. They were wrong. When these strangers met at last, in the same week in which the nation was celebrating fifty years since the end of the war in the Pacific, they had in common the knowledge that each of their families had been bitterly wounded at that time. They had all been cruelly parted from someone they loved, in the same time and in the same circumstances. They understood the lifetime of loss, unexplained mystery and disadvantage which had followed, and they wanted their story to be told.




    This is their story.




    FOR THE PEOPLE who lived in the islands of the Mandated Territory of New Guinea, 1941 was a strange and unsettling year. Since the end of World War 1, Australians had administered those islands under the mandate of the League of Nations and now, on the far side of the world in Europe, another war was being fought. Some of their neighbours had gone to enlist. But the growing unease among the Australians and other whites in the island communities was much closer to home, even if they found it hard to put a finger on what was troubling them. Rumours of the possible entry of Japan into the war, and the effect this might have on their part of the world, were circulated in the clubs and social groups of the town of Rabaul and beyond: on the island of New Britain, and among the plantation, sawmill and missionary communities of New Ireland and New Hanover, and the tiny scattered island groups of Duke of York, Vitu, Lihir and Tabar. For many in the white community, the islands had been home for years. They accepted the normal hazards of island life—uncertain economic conditions, the heat and humidity, isolation, the risk of malaria and other tropical diseases, the complications of a society with several ethnic groups, earth tremors and active volcanoes on the edge of town. But the arrival of Australian troops in their area, and the first suggestions in May that the women and children should, for safety, leave their tropical homes for Australia, introduced anxieties which were new to them all. The 2/22nd Battalion, known as Lark Force, began arriving in Rabaul in April and 1st Independent Company, in Kavieng, New Ireland in July. A government officer’s wife, watching men build a gun emplacement near her house in Kavieng, thought that it was dangerous to have them there. The distant drums of war were sounding closer to home.
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      New Guinea Islands


    




    Although the presence of the military, about 1500 men in New Britain, was a sign of new uncertainty, the soldiers were generally made welcome in the community. Many households invited them to their homes and plantations, and the visitors joined in local sporting and social events when they were free to do so. On plantations and missions on New Ireland and the smaller island clusters, families lived in comparative isolation, rarely encountering the soldiers. For the soldiers themselves, the islands of New Guinea seemed at first a disappointing and unexciting place to be posted, far from the realities of war, but they sent letters and photographs home describing new friendships in the tropical community where, according to the Administrator’s wife, Lady McNicoll, they ‘won golden opinions from the Territory people’.1




    In secret correspondence, the Administrator of the Territory of New Guinea and the Military Board of the Defence Department in Australia discussed plans for a possible evacuation of ‘non-essential’ civil personnel in Rabaul in an emergency. The War Cabinet recommended that Australian women and children should be encouraged to leave New Guinea and Papua, but the advice should be given ‘unobtrusively in order to avoid panic’.2 By July 1941 over one hundred women had already left New Britain, or were preparing to leave. Although the choice of whether to leave or stay was left to the individual, it was not a simple decision. Cost of travel was an issue, temporary separation of families was not undertaken lightly and for some women there was no readily available accommodation in Australia. In any case, with only a limited understanding of the likelihood of Japan entering the war, civilians tended not to take the situation seriously. Commercial companies and mission leaders tried to learn what they could, but with mixed results. Revd Dr John Burton, General Secretary of Methodist Overseas Missions, wrote to his staff in the islands of the ‘conflict of opinion regarding the seriousness of the situation’ and reassured them that there was no evidence of any specific danger in New Guinea.3




    Individual women and their husbands decided whether they should leave or stay. One missionary wife, Jean Shelton, recalled that she obeyed the general government advice to leave because ‘You do what you’re told’, while another, Daisy McArthur, chose to stay on with her husband in Rabaul until they could travel home for leave together, as planned. Nancy Edwards in Kavieng was pregnant and did not want to travel, but felt obliged to go because of pressure on her husband from both military and civil leaders. Kathleen Bignell, plantation owner and business woman, chose not to leave because she had work responsibilities and financial problems. Whatever their decision, the women felt that they were open to criticism: they were being uncooperative or they were running away. In any case, mixed messages were being given, with some women permitted to return from leave while all others were encouraged to go. As late as 17 November 1941 decision-making was still ambivalent; on that date the War Cabinet’s secret minutes affirmed that, although compulsory evacuation was not necessary either for military need or shortage of supplies, and they preferred to avoid ‘disturbance of domestic arrangements’, they would continue to make secret preparations for a possible evacuation of civilian women.




    In addition to the uncertain position of civilians, decisions were being made which would affect the 1400 men of Lark Force and their families at home. Because of changing United States policies in the Pacific, Australian leaders had decided ‘to maintain Rabaul only as an advanced air operational base, its present small garrison being regarded as hostages to fortune’.4




    JAPAN’S ENTRY into the war on 7 December 1941 galvanised the Commonwealth government into action. Through the War Cabinet, it made the decision on 12 December that Australian women and children in Papua and New Guinea were to be compulsorily evacuated. Decisions, long delayed, were suddenly carried out under pressure, with great urgency. People were caught up in a tide of actions and reactions with little control over individual lives, no knowledge of how long they might be away from their homes in the islands and, in some cases, no idea where they could go in Australia. The logistics of transporting hundreds of people from remote outposts in the islands to cities across Australia, by ship, aircraft and train, were complex. From New Britain, New Ireland and the smaller island clusters around them, some five hundred women (not including missionary women) needed to be moved on an unidentified date known only as ‘Z Day’.5




    It very quickly became clear that ‘compulsory evacuation’ of Australian women and children had many ambiguities. ‘Missionaries and nurses’ were exempted, but policy was unclear regarding male adolescents, missionary wives, mixed race women, enemy alien women or women running their own plantations. Asian and New Guinean women were certainly not included in plans for evacuation, nor were Australian men who were too old for military service. Decisions on several of these issues were produced in haste, and then modified. All of these clouded questions contributed to the general sense of instability as families prepared for separation.




    For each segment of the community a different set of factors applied. For the families linked with the civil administration in Rabaul and Kavieng there were fewest problems; most of the government departments were already in the process of transferring personnel and facilities from the volcano-haunted town of Rabaul to the intended new capital of Lae. Household goods were already being packed and jobs and salaries would remain secure, even if their family life was interrupted while their women spent some time in Australia.




    The missionary families knew that they would have the support of their mission board and local churches if they went back to Australia, but had a strong sense of duty and hesitated to leave their work and the New Guinean people. Individual missionary societies made their own decisions but for each group there were common issues of ‘call’ by God, responsibility and faithfulness, and how to interpret these in the light of potential invasion by an enemy power.6 In the case of the Methodists, all their women (staff and wives) except four nurses were sent home, and the men agreed that they ought to stay on in the hope of being able to continue their work. Missionary Dan Oakes wrote home, ‘I feel that it is more than ever my duty to stay here’. His colleague Tom Simpson wrote to his wife Nellie that Assistant District Officer Murray Edwards had suggested that the missionaries should ‘stand by on our jobs’ in order to liaise between the local population and an invading force. Simpson was dubious about the chances of missionaries being permitted such freedom should an invasion take place, but wrote, ‘It is no use worrying and we can’t run from the job in anticipation’.




    The people for whom evacuation of women raised most difficulties were those involved in commercial enterprises, be they staff in large companies, plantation managers or owners, mill workers, trades people and those with their own small businesses. Few had a major employer to provide help, and many were already facing financial problems and struggling to retain their businesses. A number had lived in the islands for years and had lost touch with their Australian connections, leaving them without an obvious place to send their families. Some, from the United Kingdom or the Netherlands, for example, had never lived in Australia and had no personal links there. Nonetheless, whether or not they wished to leave, almost all the women found themselves preparing for a long, stressful and potentially dangerous journey to an uncertain future.




    One other key group, the relatives of military people in the islands, would also be profoundly affected. However, at least they did not have to face the problems of evacuation. They were still in their own homes, with their own support systems and a normal life; the absence of their men during military service was common to much of the wider community.




    Not everyone wished to be evacuated. For several business women, the problems of abandoning their plantation or mill persuaded them to remain while all the other women were travelling to Rabaul for transfer to Australia. Mrs Gladys Baker7 and Mrs Ν. M. Boles, each running her own plantation, were able to escape later with groups of civilian men but two others suffered for their decision. Kathleen Bignell, business woman, avoided leaving and unsuccessfully attempted to escape after the invasion; she was captured and interned in Japan.8 Jean Harvey, de facto wife of planter Ted Harvey, stayed on the plantation. Private conflicts and some anomalies regarding her marital status may have influenced Ted to keep Jean at home: Jean Harvey was executed with her husband and son in 1942.




    As well as the women who did not want to leave, there were also at least two teenage boys who objected to being counted among the children. One, named Topal, was with his father on New Ireland, and the other was Ivor Gascoigne. The Gascoigne family had lived in Rabaul since 1924 and owned a business. Fifteen-year-old Ivor had recently started work and pleaded to be allowed to stay with the men. The acting Administrator, H. H. Page, said that it should be Mrs Gascoigne’s decision. Older sister Betty recalls:




    

      It was a terrible decision for Mum to have to make. Ivor used to come home from work every day and say to Mum, ‘Well, have you decided?’ I don’t think any of us thought what did happen would happen—it was a strange sort of situation. She said he was working, he didn’t want to come, and she thought he’d be company for Dad. Poor Mum . . .


    




    There were also those who would have left if they had been given the opportunity. Among these were many Chinese families, mostly store owners, a number of whom had sent their children to Australia for their education. As a community they had good reason to be very fearful of the Japanese because of the continuing conflict in China and because many of the New Guinea Chinese were publicly committed to the Kuomintang. Chinese people from other parts of New Guinea were able to reach Sydney, but the Rabaul Chinese did not.9 Women in mixed race households were also expected to stay in the islands and survive as best they could, though a few mixed race wives and servants of Australians travelled with the evacuation. Administrator Page attempted to gain permission for many older white civilian men to be evacuated but without success.




    THUS, WILLINGLY OR UNWILLINGLY, the Australian community across the islands of New Guinea was on the move. In the neighbouring region of Papua, also under Australian administration, the same thing was happening, and at some points the two streams of evacuees merged briefly. Few had more than two or three days to prepare for a major disruption of their lives as they packed, farewelled their menfolk, home, staff and possessions and travelled to the gathering points of Rabaul, Port Moresby and Samarai. The elements provided a backdrop of violent storms and destructive winds of the north-west season. ‘Flying weather has been vile’, noted one official on 21 December, and stories of hazardous journeys allude to dangerous weather conditions for travel in small boats, on unsealed roads or by air.




    For those in Rabaul, there was an unsettling pattern of regular earth tremors as Tavurvur volcano puffed dust and steam over the town. The residents of Rabaul felt confused and tense. Ellice Fisher and her friend Dell Crombie, wives respectively of the government vulcanologist and a local solicitor, planned to end their own lives in the event that the Japanese landed before they escaped. They decided that Dell would shoot Ellice and then herself. However, their failure at pistol practice, when they were unable to hit a tin on a post, suggested that they might need another plan. Norman Fisher remembered in 1994:




    

      Ellice came home to me and she said, ‘She’s not going to kill me—she’s going to MAIM me!’ So I said, ‘Righto, we’ll go down to the lab.’ We made up a series of suicide capsules.


    




    Despite the passage of time, women still vividly recall the days of the evacuation. The events are printed on their memories as among the most powerful images of their lives. Many mention the anxieties of trying to select what they should carry within their baggage weight limit of 30 pounds, with an extra 15 pounds for a child. Nellie Simpson, on remote New Hanover, heard the evacuation order on the wireless and joined about twelve women from Kavieng for a ‘terrible trip’ of over twenty-four hours on a copra sailing ship through storms and heavy seas. When they reached Rabaul at last, however, they discovered that ‘nobody was worried about us in Rabaul because they were all worrying about themselves trying to pack and get out’. Jean Poole was with husband John at a lonely mission station on the edge of the Baining mountains, without telephone contact:




    

      . . . we were woken up at midnight by a loud bang on the front wall and my husband went out. It was a policeboy with a document from the government telling all women to be in Rabaul two days hence to go by boat back to Australia.


    




    Jean Poole made her way into Rabaul partly by foot, because of broken bridges and washed-out roads, and then by utility truck. Her friend Kathleen Brown had expected to travel home to a mission station on west New Britain that week, after a difficult childbirth in Rabaul, but missed the sailing; in retrospect she was grateful, because the other plantation and mission women from the north-west coast of New Britain sailed through hurricane storms and arrived in Rabaul after the evacuation ships had gone. Plantation, business and mission women along the length of New Ireland gathered under instructions to evacuate. Nellie Simpson’s husband Tom wrote on Christmas Day:




    

      They all went across and waited all day in blinding rain and windstorm well-knowing nothing could get through to take them—but orders were orders. There were 26 altogether, I believe and some are still waiting in Namatanai but others have gone home to await orders.


    




    Among those who went home to wait were Myra Ashby and her children from Maramakas plantation, and Gwen Ives with her small daughter from a west coast plantation.
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      Gazelle Peninsula New Britain


    




    For those in the Territories with responsibility for the evacuees, the problems were overwhelming. Hundreds of people, suddenly uprooted and torn from spouses, work and friends, were leaving remote plantations, businesses, missions and tropical towns and had to be transferred to locations across the Australian continent. Distance and isolation, poor communications and the weather, together with practical issues of appropriate shipping and the availability of aircraft, all combined to frustrate their plans. The original ‘Z Day’ of 18 December 1941 had to be deferred because many women had not yet arrived in Rabaul. On 22 December, the women and children who had arrived boarded two passenger ships, the Macdhui and the Neptuna, in the harbour. Despite potential danger, the embarkation took place without incident. Some saw evidence of a miracle during that day. Fred Kollmorgen, a Salvation Army bandsman now with the 2/22 Battalion, the only one to survive, was working on one of the hills overlooking the harbour:




    

      We knew that they were loading the women and children but we did not see them all day, because of a dense fog [over the harbour] . . . We were so thankful that they could load like that in the daytime, without any fear of the Japanese bombing them.


    




    One of the few men who farewelled the women and who survived the war years, Rodger Brown, recalls the scene after the husbands were ordered off the ships; all were wondering whether they would meet again and fearing an attack on the ships more than an occupation of the islands. Nellie Simpson remembered in 1991:




    

      We were all crying, leaving everybody. It was a sad affair . . . all the men ran up, rushed up the big pier and we went past it, and that was the last . . . [we ever saw of them].


    




    That evening, some shouted to the men on the wharf as the ship pulled away, ‘We’ll be back in six months!’ Jean Poole comments:




    

      I imagined we would be in Australia for a while then return to our homes and husbands. The men thought that because they were civilians they might be allowed to continue with their work. We had no idea of what really might happen.


    




    WITHIN DAYS, it was Christmas. For those at sea and those left behind, it was a very strange season, remembered and recorded in detail. The Macdhui and the Neptuna sailed south with their complement of women, children and a handful of sick men. Last-minute arrivals slept on the floors of lounge and music rooms. Despite the disruption to their lives, an effort was made to maintain the traditional rituals of Christmas. The women of the New Guinea Club in Rabaul had prepared for the annual Christmas tree and party for the children of the white community and had taken on board over two hundred Christmas stockings, sweets, gifts and decorations. This, together with the roast turkey and plum pudding for Christmas dinner, preserved the outward signs of normality. Even so, it was a strange and unnatural time as Muriel Macgowan, a schoolgirl on the Macdhui, recalled in 1994: ‘I get very agitated when Christmas draws near. Christmas depresses me, even now.’




    Christmas was a time of disappointment for the families and friends of the soldiers of Lark Force too. They had been told that many of their men would be home for Christmas, but with the outbreak of hostilities in the Pacific all leave was cancelled. ‘We’ll be stopping here indefinitely’, camp cook Jack Render wrote home, as he described restrictions on camp life where things were ‘more dull than ever’. Many faced Christmas without their men: girls like Flora Pivaresky, who had been writing to their soldier boyfriends; parents of soldiers (several had two or three soldier sons in Rabaul), and wives and children. In Melbourne, Sadie Pascoe cherished the Christmas gifts her husband Frank sent, and his special letter to his newborn daughter, but she would have much preferred his presence.




    For those left behind, Christmas 1941 was like no other. In so many ways, their community was not itself. Court interpreter Ron Wayne wrote after the ships sailed, ‘Rabaul is absolutely flat today . . . Nobody could work except by driving themselves to it’. For many of the white male residents of Rabaul there was less than the usual giving and receiving of hospitality, and it was said to be a dull, quiet day. Other long-term residents of Rabaul offered hospitality to the soldiers spending Christmas far from home. Cyril and young Ivor Gascoigne decided that as Edith Gascoigne had already prepared the Christmas cake and puddings, they would go ahead with their original plan to invite some soldiers up for Christmas dinner. Only one man of that company survived the war to recall the hospitality. A party of eleven Methodist mission staff, including several nurses, spent the day at Raluana mission station out of town and, according to their letters home, had a ‘great day’ together. Christmas or not, the acting Administrator in Rabaul, H. H. Page, was in his office sending more cables; he had sixty more women and children to evacuate. On New Ireland, Myra Ashby cooked Christmas dinner for Stan and their three children on Maramakas plantation and in the afternoon they went back to wait for the ship once more. For ever after, that family had bitter-sweet feelings about Christmas Day; it was the last time they were all together as a family. Gwen Ives, also on New Ireland, was touched by the farewell given to her by the German priest in her area. Father Neuhaus presented her with a tiny bouquet of wildflowers and a prayer that next Christmas Day they might meet in peace. The New Ireland women and children were in the final party to fly out of Rabaul on 28 December 1941, their departure hurried as news came through that enemy planes were approaching.




    The evacuation ships travelled south in safety, despite rumours and fears of enemy attack. Kath Brown remembers ‘the rumours that were on board on what was going on in China, and how they were raping all the women’. When they came through the reef to enter Townsville there was anxiety about the possibility of mines on the reef, and they were continually warned to avoid telling anyone where they had come from: ‘We were continually told, The enemy listens!’ At Townsville, many women and children were off-loaded to continue their journey south by train, while others sailed on to Brisbane and Sydney. Those left behind waited at the railway station with their single suitcase per family. It was a long, slow, exhausting journey down the east coast because, as one woman recalls, trains were ‘pretty primitive in those days’. The train journey took several days, some women arriving in Melbourne on 31 December and others travelling on to Adelaide or Perth. Some women chose to share a bunk rather than wait for a later train. Frequently the trains were shunted from the main line to allow more urgent traffic through, with long delays. It was very hot. Smoke, dust and smuts continually blew into the carriages from the steam engine. Women queued to use the public wash-basin at the end of the train corridor. For those travelling with young children it was a nightmare. They were very grateful to various groups of Red Cross women, the Country Women’s Association, Catholic Daughters of Australia and Voluntary Aid Detachment women along the train route who gave up their Christmas holidays to help, providing meals, drinks, emergency clothing where luggage had been lost, child care so that mothers could rest and baths for the children.10




    The cost of the dispersal was great and the Commonwealth Government found itself faced with an immense bill for travel, meals and accommodation, as well as temporary financial support for the exiles. Far greater was the cost in human terms of the déstabilisation of families and communities. Between 20 December and 31 December 1941, 1792 Australian women had been evacuated from the Territories of Papua and New Guinea, many from the islands of New Britain and New Ireland.11




    In the same period, women were being evacuated from other Australian Territories, such as Nauru and Darwin. A community which had lived in the uneasy intimacy of tropical towns, networks of plantations and mission stations had been scattered. Its members had been drawn together from around the globe, over years, for commerce, adventure, employment, religious calling or escape. They did not always approve of each other, or like each other, or even move in the same social strata, but they knew one other. They travelled on the same ships, they ordered goods from the same island suppliers, they were members of the same local clubs, sporting teams and churches, and they were all linked by the invisible ties of local news-sharing. Now, in the calamity which preceded an even greater disaster, their world began to disintegrate.




    THE EXILED WOMEN and children found themselves adrift in a strange and occasionally inhospitable environment. For some, Australia was home, but for many more their true home had been left behind, along with husband and father, house, personal possessions and community. Most of what they valued was now either missing or lost forever. Ellen Austin wrote at the time to the Prime Minister:




    

      Naturally our hurried departure and the fact that our husbands, our homes and all that we possess must be left behind—other than the 30 pounds of luggage allowed us—caused most of us to feel more or less over-wrought.12


    




    One of the Ashby children, in the confusion of being thrust hastily on board the DC3 that was taking the last group of women from Rabaul, lost one of her sandals. Fifty years later, she met a man who had been there that day. She found herself wanting to ask him, ‘Do you know what happened to my sandal? I lost it that day’. It had become a small symbol of the life she had lost.




    The evacuees soon discovered that Australia was not a comfortable haven after all. Major city buildings were surrounded by sandbags, slit trenches were being dug in public parks and backyards, barbed wire was being laid along favourite surf beaches, streets were blacked out at night and city children were being sent to the country. In addition to invasion fears, severe drought conditions existed along the eastern seaboard and water was restricted; Sydney had a heat wave and bush fires, while Melbourne and Adelaide suffered from dust storms throughout January. Preoccupied with fears of invasion, and other significant events in a world at war, the distress experienced by the evacuated families did not make much impression on the Australian public.




    The women had been in Australia for only a few weeks when Australian metropolitan newspapers carried a small piece headed ‘Rabaul Silent Since 4 pm Yesterday’. It was 23 January 1942 and the silence that had fallen over Rabaul was to continue almost unbroken for nearly four years. Radio contact may have been lost, but it became clear that the invading Japanese fleet had arrived and was attacking Rabaul and Kavieng. After brief, fierce battles, the Australian civilians and soldiers were either dead, fleeing, hiding or in captivity. By 27 January nervous families read that ‘The fate of the garrison stationed in the town [Rabaul] is not yet known’,13 though reports (generally vague and without firm information) appeared at intervals that fighting was continuing in the hills. Almost immediately, the civilian families who had lived in New Britain began to ask what steps were being taken to rescue their men. Island trading companies, mission headquarters and the Department of External Territories were all besieged with requests. The Managing Director of Burns Philp and Co. informed the Navy that ‘Many anxious enquiries are being made by relatives of our staff members and our clients through New Guinea’. The Department of the Navy replied that ‘at the present moment it is impracticable to contemplate an expedition to evacuate civilians from New Britain’; there was no communication with New Britain, there were inadequate naval or air resources and, as no one knew where any escapers might be located, it would be a logistic impossibility.14




    Then slowly, a trickle of civilian men who had escaped from the islands ahead of the invasion began to arrive in Australia; several of them immediately offered to be part of a rescue mission, but their plans were discouraged, and for want of available air or sea craft nothing came of the schemes. Those who were missing and were to survive, both civilians and the members of Lark Force, would have to be rescued through their own initiative or through the efforts of other civilian residents of the islands. There would be no concerted help from their own government. Family members waiting for news or action were given no encouragement.




    During the months after January 1942, many critical events took place. Malaya and then Singapore fell, the Japanese began their advance in Papua and New Guinea, the Dutch East Indies were overrun. In the wide reaches of the Pacific the American and Japanese navies fought a deadly game of ambush, and slowly the tide of war turned. For the families waiting in Australia, all war news was given close attention, but the most vital news for which they longed was information about their missing men. Soldiers’ families received telegrams which informed them that sons, brothers and husbands were missing, believed prisoners of war. Women collected newspaper cuttings with any reports of possible locations of prison camps, but knew that such reports were based on guesswork. There was almost no other news.




    On the far side of the silence, some soldiers and civilians were travelling on foot across New Britain, attempting to escape to freedom; some were to die of disease or exhaustion and others were to be massacred. Civilians, soldiers and missionaries lived in internment at the Malaguna Camp in Rabaul, or at the Catholic mission at Vunapope near Kokopo. Some civilians and soldiers hid in the bush near their plantations for months and, in some cases, years. A few missionaries, generally Germans, were allowed to stay on remote mission stations for a while, then they too were sent to internment camps or retreated into the bush.




    The silence was broken just once during those months in a remarkable incident. Japanese officers in charge of the prisoners of war and internees held in Rabaul offered them an opportunity to write a single letter to their families, and these letters were dropped in mailbags over Port Moresby in April 1942. About four hundred families of soldiers and civilians received a letter, and continued to hope that one day another would come.
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      The white community of New Ireland, from plantations, trade and government service, gathered at the Kavieng Club around 1930. Myra Ashby is in the back row, third from left, and her husband Stan Ashby in the front row, far right. (Courtesy Joan Ashby Turner)


    




    

      [image: ]



      Myra Ashby, who lived on Maramakas Plantation, New Ireland, visiting a neighbouring plantation, Fileba, in 1928. The veranda setting and furnishings were typical of those of many tropical households. (Courtesy Erice Ashby Pizer)


    




    

      [image: ]



      A social occasion for New Ireland families: New Year Sports Day in Kavieng, around 1939, with Erice Ashby in the foreground. (Courtesy Erice Ashby Pizer)
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      The Methodist mission staff gathered from isolated mission staüons for their annual Synod meeting in 1939. Eight of these men would disappear in 1942 and two of the women would be interned in Japan until 1945. LEFT TO RIGHT: Carl Vasey, Bill Huntley, Laurie Linggood, Helen Pearson, Howard Pearson, Nellie Simpson, Jean Christopher, Mary Jenkins, Laurie McArthur, Jessie March, Tom Simpson, Dorothy Beale, Margaret Harris, Ben Chenoweth, Con Mannering, Herbert Shelton, Syd Beazley, Dan Oakes, Percy Clark. (Courtesy Jessie March)
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      Revd Tom and Nellie Simpson about to board the mission pinnace Kanai after a visit to the island colony of Aneloua where leprosy patients lived. This was part of Tom’s mission responsibility on New Hanover Because of the presence of the leprosy colony, young men from the area were not admitted to the training college on New Britain, so Tom trained his own church leaders. (Courtesy Margaret Simpson Henderson)
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      Government Patrol Officer Leigh Vial at home in Rabaul with his wife Marjorie and children Lindy and Andrew in 1941. Leigh Vial had been active as a government officer in pioneering work in the Highlands of New Guinea immediately before the war. The picture was taken when his close friend Willis Crocker came to Rabaul with 2/22nd Battalion. (Courtesy Lyn Crocker Bowman)
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      Thomas and Eleanor Pilkington shortly before their marriage in Victoria. Pilkington enlisted with Lark Force and arrived in Rabaul in 1941. (Courtesy Bruce Pilkington)
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      Wedding of Frank Pascoe and Sadie Copeland, 22 June 1940, at Collins Street Baptist Church, Melbourne. Sadie chose to forego full bridal finery ‘to help the war effort’. Frank resigned as a corporal in the militia just before his wedding and enlisted with the AIF immediately after a four day honeymoon. By April 1941 lie uns in Rabaul with Lark Force. (Courtesy Suzanne Pascoe)
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      Militiaman Jack Render, a stonemason from Frankston, Victoria, now a camp cook in Rabaul in 1941. He left in Frankston his wife and two little girls. He wrote with wry humour on the back of this photograph: ‘You know the Rotter’. (Courtesy Jennifer Render Evans)
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      The ‘Three Services’ football team, in Rabaul not long before Christmas 1941. (Courtesy Jennifer Render Evans)
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      Students of Rabaul -primary school at their school break-up in December 1941, By 23 December all these children were sailing with their mothers on the Macdhui in the evacuation. (Courtesy Beatrice Forsythe Knight)
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      On Christmas Day 1941, on Maramakas Plantation. New Ireland, Stan Ashby farewelled his children Norman, Joan and Erice. who left that day with their mother Myra for evacuation to Australia. (Courtesy Erice Pizer and Joan Turner)


    




    Unknown to those in Australia, on 22 June 1942, just over a thousand men, civilians and other ranks of Lark Force, marched from the prison camp in Rabaul, leaving some sixty officers behind. Chinese and New Guinean labourers saw them boarding a ship in the harbour. A few weeks later, the officers, together with seventeen Australian nurses and businesswoman Kathleen Bignell, boarded another ship, the Naruto Maru, and were sent to prison camps in Japan. Small groups of other Australians remained in hiding or in captivity in the Rabaul area, and the Catholic mission at Vunapope became a centre where some mixed race people and missionaries from Axis nations were gathered under guard. None of these groups knew anything of the whereabouts or well-being of any of the others over the months and years that were to follow. The families of the Australian officers who had been sent to Japan began to get rare letters from them, though the families of the nurses who had sailed with the officers heard nothing. None of the other captives had news from their families for the whole period, nor did their families know whether they lived or had died.




    In this strange period of waiting for news, women and children were forced to accommodate great changes in their lives. They could not guess how long they would have to wait, but plainly it would be more than a few weeks, and action needed to be taken on housing, employment, location and other practical and business matters. Families of both soldiers and civilians had a common anxiety—they had no news of their men. Yet the families of the soldiers of Lark Force were better placed than the civilians. They still lived in their own homes and neighbourhoods, with familiar networks of friends and their personal possessions around them. If they chose to look for a job, it was a personal choice rather than dire necessity, as they were receiving the usual military pay. A great many other Australian women were in the same situation, with men missing or prisoners of war. Doris Render in Frankston, Victoria, was very worried about her husband Jack, but she and her little girls were still at home in their own cottage with Jack’s vegetable garden, fernery and prize dahlias around them. Doris Michelson’s ‘Tiny’ was a prisoner in Rabaul, but at least her girls could stay at their usual school. Sadie Pascoe and her new baby Sue continued to live with her parents in Melbourne, as her husband had been posted to Rabaul after only a few brief days of independent married life.




    It was very different for the civilian women and children who had been evacuated. In almost all respects they were refugees. The Sydney Sun ran a story on the plight of the evacuee wives who were ‘calling daily at the New Guinea Trade Agency’ in Sydney. The paper said that, apart from anxiety for the menfolk whom they left when they were evacuated to Australia, many of the women needed money and employment.15 Within weeks, almost everything they valued had been stripped from them.




    Wives became, effectively, single women. Women who had let their husbands take the lead found themselves described on an official form as ‘head of the family travelling’, with the related responsibilities. Women who had been supported financially by their husbands had to find immediate employment. Women who had been in comfortable financial circumstances became poor. Those who had been mistresses of a household with several servants found themselves in a single room in a boarding house, or in the humiliating position of a poor relation, relegated to a sleep-out on the verandah and expected to participate in housework such as they had not done for years. Women without relatives in Australia were without support. Women who had for many years run their own plantations, or shared the business with their husbands, were suddenly redundant and without the satisfaction of good work. From being a person of privilege and prestige as a member of the dominant white community in a colonial setting, they became very ordinary members of a community where white skin carried no special honour. Whereas they had understood the internal workings, the relationships and the ‘language’ of their island community, they were suddenly without a place in the networks of a suburb or country town, and their new neighbours saw them as foreigners whose past, interests and way of speaking did not belong. For some, who had travelled direct from England or Europe to the islands and had not previously lived in Australia, a place in Brisbane or Sydney was strange indeed. Even on the level of the personal possessions, most had been reduced to the contents of a suitcase. Though some had included treasures like photograph albums or personal jewellery among their things, most had left behind wedding gifts, heirlooms, furniture, books, handmade items from their ‘glory boxes’ and other things which defined their lives and personalities. When these changes and losses were combined with anxiety over a missing spouse, it is not surprising that many of these women found 1942 a very hard year.




    Children who came from isolated island plantations and missions were especially confused and distressed by their sudden loss of status. They had assumed that it was normal for playmates to let them lead and have their own way. One person recalls her mother’s anxious injunction to ‘Speak English!’ as she tried to help her daughter fit into a society which did not understand Pidgin English, her loneliness on the edge of other people’s games and the sadness of missing her New Guinean nanny.




    Accommodation and income were urgent matters for the exiled civilians. In most cases they found a temporary place to stay, though often it was not ideal. Whole families lived in single rooms or with relatives. Women took governessing jobs on country properties in order to have work where they could keep their child with them, or lived in inner-city flats, bedsitters and boarding houses. Income varied depending on the group to which the woman belonged. The missionary wives received modest portions of their husbands’ stipends, but most needed to augment that in some way. The Administration officers’ wives initially received an allowance from their husbands’ income, but by March the issue had become very confused. As the administration of New Guinea islands by the Australians had ceased, some questioned whether the men should continue to be paid. Eventually, when it became clear that the men were captives or missing, these families were supported financially by the government. (Many Administration officers had transferred to the New Guinea Volunteer Rifles shortly before the invasion, but their wives did not know of this change and continued to be treated as civilian rather than military families with relative security of income.)




    Most disadvantaged were the women who had been depending on a private business or plantation for an income. Many had been going through a difficult time before the invasion, with a fall in copra prices and business problems. Now, with their business or plantation in occupied territory, these women had no income. Gladys Baker, a widow running her own plantation on isolated Witu Island, arrived in Cairns on the Lakatoi with no money at all. Another group to be disadvantaged were those women who had obeyed the original order to leave the islands, before it was compulsory; fares and support were offered to the later group, but the earlier group had paid their own way.16 Frances Ryan, for example, had travelled to Sydney in November 1941, but though she experienced all the problems faced by the other women she did not receive the assistance offered those recognised as evacuees.




    Finding work became more urgent. Single women, of whom there had been many in Rabaul, and married women without children found this relatively easy. A number had been teachers, secretaries and nurses and were able to find jobs, particularly because of the number of men leaving the workforce to enlist. But it was many years since some of the women had worked outside the home, and they suffered the usual selfdoubt about their competence. It was twenty-three years since Edith Gascoigne had last been employed, but her husband’s business was gone and so at age forty-seven she went to work in a shirt factory.




    In a climate of change, anxiety and loss, many of the women turned to each other for support. Branches of a society for women who had lived in the islands were established in the capital cities: the New Guinea Women’s Association in Melbourne and the New Guinea Women’s Club in Sydney, Brisbane and Adelaide. Similar women’s organisations catered for soldiers’ families, sometimes with a specific group linking families whose men were together in the same unit. Major J. C. Mollard’s wife organised a group for the women linked with Lark Force. As one recalls, ‘It was a very good place for women to come. If there wasn’t any news then at least we were all in the same boat. We got to know each other and understand each other.’




    For many of the displaced women, these meetings played a vital part in keeping them sane and supported. They provided social interaction, purpose, entertainment, and a place where they knew they would be understood. The journal Pacific Islands Monthly, which was read by people from the white communities across the Pacific islands, commented on the value of a forum where women could talk about island interests and issues:



OEBPS/Images/fig1-5.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig1-10.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chap1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig1-11.jpg





OEBPS/Images/map1.jpg
PACIFIC OCEAN

-
_STABAR IS

MANUS .

NEW - GUINEA
.. Madangy

i
H
'
H
H

— BISMARCK SEA

vty

Lokbau|  Open Bay’
) Tol
~a w;.molowJ

Willaumez ,
Peninsula . 7~ Kimbe Bay e sy
m“c' NEW BRITAIN

>

J b
WEST NAKANAI

WEST NEW BRITAIN

‘w’vj/‘%:,






OEBPS/Images/fig1-9.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig1-6.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
3





OEBPS/Images/fig1-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/map2.jpg
Baining Mountains






OEBPS/Images/fig1-2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig1-3.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig1-7.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig1-12.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig1-4.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig1-8.jpg





