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FOREWORD


It was a great honour to be asked to write a foreword to this story because it is a story that resonates greatly with me, as it is very similar to my father’s story. Like Alex Kerr, my father was also shot down as a very young man, incarcerated for the remainder of his war in Stalag Luft III and at the very end of the war marched across Northern Europe in bitter winter conditions, emerging from the whole experience a man of great resilience and integrity.


This book is a fascinating read and at the same time a careful and accurate record of life in the POW camps. Alex Kerr states in his epilogue that he set out to give an account of his days as a POW in the Second World War based on his diaries, which he kept meticulously during his incarceration. These diaries were transcribed directly and the background narrative added later, with a view to providing a historical, factual account of that period of our war history. Throughout Shot Down the author gives a very matter-of-fact account of his whole experience of being shot down, wounded and imprisoned at the age of 20. There are no complaints or emotional self-indulgence, and yet the author paints a very clear picture of life in the camp. His strength, courage and devotion to his mates, his supreme optimism and determination to make the best of any situation, come through the narrative on every page. Occasionally however, we get glimpses of the pain, despair and futility that he must have felt at times. He manages to encapsulate the whole POW experience in his description of the gift of an egg, an unheard-of luxury, on his 21st birthday, from a fellow prisoner he hardly knew. The hunger that was almost always with them is suddenly brought into clear focus. He dismisses his own efforts to escape lightly and gives a fascinating account of his escape from the Death March, his journey to the Allied lines and his final self-repatriation back to England.


Air Chief Marshal Sir Angus Houston AK, AFC (Ret’d)




PROLOGUE


The German ambulance bumped and swayed as it sped in the dark along the rough country road. Its headlights, striving to shine through the meagre wartime slits, broke the darkness and lit up the road ahead with a narrow beam.


The rough movement of the ambulance threw me from one side of the stretcher to the other, making me strain against the leather straps which held me in. My breathing was laboured. I was in pain, but it was more mental than physical. I was bleeding from my chest, my arm and my leg in a sticky mixture of torn leather, torn fur, and torn flesh and blood. It was not a pleasant sight.


As I fought for each breath and recalled what had happened to me I became convinced more than ever that I did not have much more than minutes to live. So several times I tried unsuccessfully to end the pain quickly by holding my breath. The effort exhausted me and I lay back to await the end with resignation. I drifted off to sleep thinking back on my life and to where it all started.




CHAPTER 1


ANTIQUITY


My father, Bill Kerr, was born in Scotland in 1880 and, after service in South Africa in the Boer War, immigrated to Australia. Here he met Lillian Weight, who had been born in New South Wales in the same year, but was by then living in Victoria with other members of her family. They were married in Toorak in 1903. They lost their first baby—a boy—and then in 1906 had another boy, William Langford.


After Bill had been plying up and down the eastern seaboard as a ship’s engineer, the couple set out by ship for Western Australia with the baby. My brother was christened William Langford but known throughout his life as Langford, presumably to avoid confusion with my father, who was also William. The ship’s voyage ended at Albany so they disembarked there and made their way by land to Perth. Bill’s first job was with a large hardware firm—Harris Scarfe and Sandovers—which handled machinery and other equipment. He was a trained engineer and Scottish engineers were in demand in those days.


The first of many moves in their new state came when Bill was given the task of installing a suction gas engine and setting up a power station to give electric light to Southern Cross, a town which was fast becoming an important communication and population centre on the line from Perth to Kalgoorlie. It was there that Freda was born, in 1909, and Frances the following year. About 1912 a similar assignment saw the family move to Kellerberrin where Bill’s task was to install the town’s power plant and then spend a year or so training an operator to run the plant.


This completed, the family moved back to Perth and took up residence in West Leederville. After a brief stay there Bill was on the road again, this time to Albany to install the power plant there. After completion the family moved back to West Leederville once more. Thus ended a period during which Bill was in demand for installing power plants in the young growing towns in fledgling Western Australia, substituting electric light for candle light and oil lamps.


It was at the time of the outbreak of World War I in Europe that Bill joined the staff of Hoskens Foundry in Perth to run its power plant. Along with several other companies it was owned by mining entrepreneur Claude De Bernales. De Bernales was a very wealthy man. A rogue is how many would have described him, much of his money having been made through dubious mining ventures. He used some of his money to construct a large mansion at Cottesloe. Bill was responsible for supervising the electrical installations. The mansion later became the Cottesloe Civic Centre.


Bill recalled the early days in the outback when he would wait on his motorcycle outside some mining tenement, ready to start the motor for a quick getaway. More than once a fleet-footed De Bernales, pursued by an irate miner who felt he had been fleeced, would sprint to the bike, leap on the pillion and the two of them would disappear in a cloud of red dust. It was his mining ventures, promoted so successfully in London, and his dubious business ethics—to give them the most charitable interpretation—which eventually brought about his downfall and subjected him to the humiliation of a public trial at the Old Bailey. By this time Bill had long left his service and moved into the oil business.


He recalled other incidents in the then colourful Western Australian outback where, even though the heady days of the Kalgoorlie and Coolgardie gold rushes had receded into the past, the lure of gold still drew hopefuls from all parts of the globe. His earliest visits there were as a greenhorn Scot, not knowing quite what to expect and having heard hair-raising tales of violence on the ‘fields’, for self-protection he carried a pistol and slept with it under his pillow.


In a typically grossly overcrowded hotel in Wiluna the dining room was converted after the evening meal into sleeping quarters, with camp stretchers. One night some of the miners decided to have a joke at the expense of the new chum with the Scottish accent. They tied a rope to the leg of his camp stretcher and when he retired early—as was his wont—they crept in and gave the rope a hearty tug thus dumping a sleeping Bill on the floor. They had not bargained with an armed and very scared Scot who thought murder and mayhem were about to take place. He grabbed his pistol, fired a warning shot into the ceiling and threatened to shoot anyone who came in his sights. It was some time before they could summon the local police constable. He was able to persuade Bill that it was all a practical joke and the much-inconvenienced and chastened hotel patrons were able to get to bed.


In 1917 Bill left Hoskens Foundry and began a new job that was to last for 16 years. He joined the Texas Oil Company as a salesman. Motor cars were increasing rapidly in number and prospects in the oil business appeared bright. But the industry was still in its infancy and selling to the limited market was not easy. At that time the one and only city taxi rank ran along the centre of St George’s Terrace and the cabbies were Bill’s main source of custom. It was not long before Bill was appointed manager. He enjoyed his new status in the community. In those days the life insurance office managers, the stock company managers, the bank managers and the oil company managers formed a small but influential clique in Perth’s business life.


My father was a well-dressed, portly gentleman, genial and friendly, with a pronounced Scotch accent. He had a sense of humour and liked to entertain. I remember him singing Scottish songs and playing records by Harry Lauder, the famous Scottish comedian, on his HMV wind-up gramophone. His greatest hobby was tinkering with cars.


On weekends he donned overalls and immersed himself in car reconstruction and maintenance. He owned a succession of cars in the 1920s and 1930s and claimed that at one time he held the unofficial speed record between Perth and Albany. In his stable of cars, stretching over a period of years, were a 1912 De Dion Bouton, a 1914 Woolsley with gas lamps and a Bianchi body, a 1916 Flanders bought from a Chinese gardener for 10 pounds (Bill completely rebuilt the body), a 1920 Hupmobile, a 1923 Grasshopper Chevrolet, a 1926 Essex six, a 1930 Buick straight eight, a General Motors Marchette and finally a Vauxhall commercial coupe.


He and my brother Langford, who had become a fully qualified marine steam and diesel engineer, always had some kind of project going in the garage, with engine blocks, pistons, conrods, and other bits and pieces of cannibalised cars lying about in cutaway kerosene tins, and chain blocks and tackle suspended from the roofing rafters.


My mother, in contrast to my father, was a tall, quiet, good-looking housewife who always dressed in the fashion of the day and had a dignified demeanour. She always managed to look to be in command of the situation and seemed to me to be the real boss of the Kerr household.




CHAPTER 2


CHILDHOOD, 1921–1929


It was in April 1921 that I came onto the scene. As was common in those days, I was born at home—109 Northwood Street, West Leederville—with Dr Fred Carter and Nurse Mary Cox in attendance.


Looking back on the 1920s from my perspective as a young child in a middle-class family, and coupling that with what I have learnt subsequently about that era, I am sure that it must have been a great time to have been a young adult. World War I—the ‘war to end all wars’—was now comfortably in the past, and Australia was developing rapidly with no hint of the economic pain that was to come from the worldwide Great Depression.


Popular music was jaunty, simple and happy and everyone was dancing to it (the Charleston days); jobs were easy to come by; a new mode of entertainment, the movie, was emerging; that new mode of transport, the motor car, was developing rapidly; and an even newer and more exciting mode, the aeroplane, had arrived on the scene. There would seem to have been no cloud of any sort on the horizon. I think the ‘Roaring Twenties’ must have epitomised the phrase ‘the good old days’ to many as they grew older.


I was too young to experience much of that decade, unfortunately, but I certainly have vivid recollections of its declining years from about 1927, when I was six years of age, onward.


Of my early years, one to five, I have very few recollections. One memory that does stand out is of a magnificent three-wheeler bicycle which I am sure must have cost a great deal of money. It was mine and a very beautiful piece of machinery it was; much larger and more substantial than those one sees today. I was very proud of it and treated it well. Apropos that, I have always considered myself lucky to have had a father and a brother who taught me to understand, respect and look after machinery with tender loving care.


Another memory of those early years was a trip that I took with my mother across the Nullarbor by train. I was fascinated by the Aborigines who seemed so black to me. I had a new experience of sleeping in a moving train and was astounded by the miles and miles of endless arid and uninteresting (to me) red plains. There was also the new experience of having to go down to the dining car one evening, minus my mother who was indisposed, to order my meal. At six years of age, I was not up to coping with a menu that was mostly in French and Italian so I drew upon my limited memory of culinary delights and, after looking knowledgeably at the menu, solemnly ordered the only thing I could think of—a leg of lamb!


I commenced school at West Leederville Primary in 1927. This was also the year in which brother Langford decided to try his hand at gold mining. Langford was a strapping 21-year-old, a well-trained mechanic who was later to become Chief Superintending Engineer of the Western Australian State Ships. In the large backyard we had at Northwood Street, he and my father erected the framework of what was to be his home for the next few years. All joists were bolted; it was a very professional job. I have a very clear recollection of that frame standing there. It was then disassembled, transported to the mine site and reassembled. It served as Langford’s home for three years.


During those years he and five others worked their mine at Lake Austin in the Murchison—north of Mt Magnet and 14 miles from Cue. They worked the mine to 220 feet but eventually ran out of gold. It had, 30 years before, yielded quite a lot but was now played out. Langford often commuted to Perth on his 2.75 hp AJS motorbike with Prince, his black cloud Kelpie, riding on the petrol tank in front of him. He usually brought down a kangaroo tail for soup and very much appreciated it was too.


One occasion I will never forget occurred in my third year at school. The day was very hot and I was walking up Northwood Street on my way back to school after lunch. I walked in the centre of the road and came across a metal horseshoe which I immediately picked up. It was believed to be a powerful good luck symbol. Remembering that the way to maximise your luck was to spit on the horseshoe and throw it over your left shoulder, I did so immediately and started off to school wondering what good luck would come my way. It was probably only a few seconds before I felt a heavy blow on my head and the horseshoe fell to the ground. So much for good luck! So I continued on my way to school and it was not until sometime later that Miss Green gasped with fright as she saw blood running down both sides of my face. I was sent to the doctor without delay. The memory is still very clear.


Food in the 1920s and 1930s differed in a great many respects from what is generally eaten nowadays. It was less refined and undoubtedly more wholesome. Heart disease was not a topic of conversation, lung cancer was relatively unknown, cholesterol was not on everyone’s lips, polyunsaturated fats had never been heard of and any kind of alternative medicines and diets were regarded with the utmost suspicion.


The European influences in food, introduced to the country by the waves of post-war migrants, and the later introduction of the spicier oriental foods, brought in by the groups of Asian refugees from countries torn apart by civil war, had not yet occurred and as a consequence the typical Australian diet was the traditional bland English fare—mostly roasts, stews, bakes and puddings. Even the Aussie ‘barbie’ had not yet arrived!


Despite the fact that we were reasonably well off, on the whole our meals were simple and cheap compared with what a middle-class family would expect now. Beef, pork, lamb, rabbit, beef sausages and tripe were the staple meats with plenty of cooked vegetables in the winter and plenty of salads in the summer. Bread and dripping was a favourite. Water was drunk with meals. Wine was rare in our house. Chickens, turkeys and all other kinds of birds were delicacies to be savoured only on special occasions. We kept chooks and ducks and it was always my father’s job to decapitate the bird when a special occasion was looming, and it was my mother’s job to pluck it. The smell of the warm bird being plucked always offended my nose.


In my early recollections of those halcyon days are things which do not exist anymore but which then were accepted, indeed essential, parts of life. The Western Ice cart came regularly in the summer, and from it was dispensed the glistening, dripping blocks of ice for the top of our ice chests. Drawn by a pair of heavy draught horses, cold water dripping from it continuously, it left its transitory trail on the steaming bitumen of the road. John the Chinaman would toil with his horse and cart up Northwood Street, laden with beautifully just-picked vegetables from the market gardens which were at the foot of Northwood Street, a mere eight hundred yards away. The aroma of the fresh produce was so seductive. The bread cart would appear, pulled by one horse, oozing out the heavenly, mouth-watering smell of freshly baked bread. The bake house was in Northwood Street, two hundred yards up the hill from our home. The money for the milkman was always left out in an enamel billy at the front gate where the milkman would ladle out the designated amount. The creamy milk was always delivered in the cool of the night for obvious reasons.


Coolgardie safes were part of every household. With hessian sides moistened by thin strips of linen siphoning water from the tray at the top to reticulate slowly down the sides and hopefully catch air movement, they induced cooling by evaporation. They provided cheap but somewhat ineffectual competition to the ice chests. With no home refrigeration in those days the ice chests themselves, carrying a block of ice in the top compartment, were essential for the short-term preservation of perishable foodstuffs.


Rotary clothes lines were unknown. Clothes were hung on long galvanised wire lines which had to be propped up in the centre to prevent the clothes from dragging on the ground. Aborigines would walk the streets regularly with their cry of ‘Props, Props’ selling long hand-hewn wooden props. Their black faces and hands used to scare me, as did also those of the Indian and Malay seamen on the ships that we visited occasionally in Fremantle when my father had friends or business acquaintances to visit in port.


Meanwhile my two sisters were working as stenographers in Perth. I used to look forward to Fridays as that was pay day, when my two big sisters would bring me home lollies and other goodies.


In 1928, aunts Mary and Catherine visited briefly from Scotland and in 1931 Freda followed them back to Scotland for a year or so. In the same year Langford quit the mine and came back to Perth where he joined the Texas Oil Company and spent the next two years installing manually operated petrol pumps at the metropolitan garages which were springing up in all suburbs as motor vehicles became the popular means of personal transport. Perth’s population was around the quartermillion mark and the main forms of mass transit were the steam train and the electric tram.


The years at West Leederville Primary School were pleasant ones. I lived in the same street as the school and not very far from it so it was no hassle to walk to and from school each day, even when it was raining. I was a reasonably good scholar and thus did not incur the wrath of teachers very often, though I can still feel the pain of the cane hitting my outstretched hands on a cold winter’s morning when the headmaster gave me the ‘cuts’ for some misdemeanour. On the other hand, it was the cold winter mornings that used to herald the 4-gallon kerosene cans full of steaming hot milk from which our enamel mugs were filled.


Once a year the trainee dentists came to set up their dental chairs in the school cloakroom and go about their business of achieving experience and skill by operating on terrified primary school children with a pedal drill and seemingly ineffectual anaesthetics. The cries of pain, anguish and terror were unnerving to those who were trying to concentrate on their lessons in the adjoining classrooms.


Play in those days was really very simple. There was always sport—football in the winter, which required no equipment other than the ball, and cricket in the summer, which required a kerosene case for the wicket, a tennis ball and a piece of wood for the bat. Other sporting and playtime activities included making use of the Northwood Street hill for trolley races. We made our own trolleys very simply—a plank about 12 inches wide and 48 inches long provided the body, with a fixed crosspiece at the rear to take the rear axle and a swiveled crosspiece at the front to take the front axle and to provide steering by rope. Sometimes we even went to the luxury of attaching a brake. Even though cars were scarce in those days we nevertheless always had to station a lookout at the bottom of the long hill to avoid accidents.


Mongers Lake was also a focal point for leisure activities. At the height of the summer we used to swim in the lake after school—half a mile each day—to the Wembley end and back to the jetty and boatshed at Blencowe Street. At the turn of the century boating regattas were held on Mongers Lake. We found that hard to believe as it was not very attractive when we knew it. But it did boast a substantial jetty we used to dive from and a boatshed where the Sea Scouts kept their steel canoes. I and most of my friends belonged to the 135th West Leederville Scout Group.


The Mongers Lake Yacht Club was an exclusive group of boys who all owned their canoes. To qualify for membership one had to have made one’s own canoe. Essential materials for this were: a sheet of galvanised roofing iron, preferably without nail holes; some tar or pitch; some nails; and two pieces of wood, one for the transom at the back, and one for the stem at the front. We made our own paddles and sometimes went as far as to fit out the canoes with masts and sails, though without a centreboard they were very unstable in a strong breeze. Rudders were considered too sophisticated and in any case were too hard to build. Some Saturdays we would sail over to the other side of the lake (the north-west corner) with a sack of provisions and on the dried reeds would cook ourselves sausages and onions for lunch, imagining that we were explorers, breaking new territory in some vast unexplored land. The perennial leeches were a nuisance and we always carried matches as we found that burning them off our skin was a quicker and much more effective way of ridding ourselves of the slimy black creatures than trying to pull them off.


The Saturday afternoon movies were also very popular, particularly in the winter when outdoor activities had sometimes to be curtailed. The moving film was a new and exciting entertainment medium and was just making the transition from silent films to sound. Colour was still a thing of the future. The local venue was the Empire Theatre in Cambridge Street. To the viewer nowadays those early films were almost unbelievably ‘corny’ but to us they were very real. To the accompaniment of shouts and the stamping of many feet, and the playing of the ‘William Tell’ overture, our cowboy screen heroes, Tom Mix and Hoot Gibson, firing from the hip at full gallop and assisted by subtitles, would chase the baddies into the wide blue yonder where the heroine was usually tied to a tree, waiting to be rescued. We would, while savouring the excitement of the chase, be consuming quantities of broken biscuits bought for three pence from the tuckshop beside the school.


Mondays were always washing days and they would begin early with my mother stoking up the wood-fired copper. The pine copper stick, used to stir the clothes, was worn smooth and bleached almost white and on hot summer days wielding it to turn over the sheets and other large items must have been enervating to say the least. Housewives in that era, without all the labour-saving devices that are taken for granted these days, had to be fit and strong. Of course, everything is relative and their progenitors were expected to do even more than they did. For some time we had a succession of maids but none of them was very satisfactory.


Another regular and, to my mind, most reprehensible and vile custom was for my mother to administer, every Saturday morning, a teaspoon of castor oil, just to ensure regularity.


Music in the house came in various ways. I used to love playing the pianola, or player piano, as we used to call it. We had a goodly collection of ‘rolls’ with selections from grand opera and Gilbert and Sullivan mixed in with some of the more popular light songs of the time. As well as the pianola we had a His Majesty’s Voice portable gramophone and a good selection of 78 rpm records which had a playing time of three minutes. One had to wind the spring each time and select a steel needle from the little container which swivelled out from the corner of the machine. It was just a toy compared with the sophisticated sound systems of today but it gave a lot of pleasure, particularly on picnics and outings. Into the bargain we had the beginnings of radio with the first crystal sets. With two electrical engineers in the house we did not want for these modern day marvels and we used to get the early programs through our rudimentary headphones, including those first test cricket broadcasts by Alan McGilvray in the early 1930s.


I was starting to learn piano at that time from a friend of the family, but I did not make very good progress. I regretted later, of course, that I had not persevered with it. Langford, on the other hand, did learn to play several instruments and set up a dance band with some friends. I well remember one Saturday night, as a small kid, sitting behind the band listening to my brother dispensing music to a group of perspiring dancers somewhere in a hall in Leederville.


It was no doubt the music that I was surrounded with in my childhood that instilled in me a lasting love of and need for music. Just before the war I used to occasionally sing with the Ron Jenkins Band at the Palais de Danse on the Cottesloe beach front and several years later I sang with Ron Bush’s 20-piece dance band in a German prison camp as a member of a vocal trio. At the same time, before the war, I was expressing myself musically in another way through the founding and development of a mouth organ band which eventually reached a respectable level of competence.


One very vivid memory of a custom that is no longer extant—at least in Perth—is of our Guy Fawkes or ‘bonfire’ nights. Preparation would begin well before 5 November, the date on which Guy Fawkes (a fanatical Roman Catholic, who had served in the Spanish Army and had returned to England to mastermind a plot to set fire to and blow up the Houses of Parliament) was apprehended and subsequently beheaded. We would spend days gathering wood and other flammable materials and pile them up on some vacant land nearby ready for ‘the bonfire’. Occasionally we would make up a ‘Guy’ from old cast-off clothes stuffed with straw and any other available material and then parade it down the street and solicit money from the public. As the big day approached we would take our guy down to the West Leederville railway station and set him up at the bottom of the ramp used by the commuters going home from work. There we would rattle our empty jam tins and cry, ‘Remember, remember the fifth of November. Remember, remember the fifth of November. Penny for the guy. Penny for the guy.’ We used the money we had collected to buy fireworks—catherine wheels, penny bombs, sky rockets, jumping jacks, sparklers, flower pots and tom thumbs which we let off after dark on the night, standing around the blazing bonfire.


My mother was very athletic. She was a great sport lover and good at sport. She was a member of the Leederville Tennis Club for many years and sometimes would take me there on a Saturday afternoon when I was very small. My fondest recollections are of the afternoon teas, particularly the scones with jam and cream! She was also a very good golfer and won several trophies at the Nedlands Golf Club where she was a member. She continued playing until she was 75. Bridge was also a favourite pastime of hers and she was a member of the Perth Bridge Club. My mother had her own car and used it to run me to all the meetings I needed to attend as I joined more and more youth groups. Before I got my driver’s licence she used to drive me to the Sunday baseball games which I played in as a member of the Wests Baseball Club. On one occasion, in 1933, she took me to see the great Don Bradman play at the WACA ground. We were in a perfect position to see another century crafted by the master. He made six runs!


My father’s ownership of a weekend shack at Mount Pleasant just past the Canning Bridge in the 1920s and early 1930s gave us a holiday home. In those days Mount Pleasant—now so pleasantly developed—was still bush land. The entire area along the river front—The Esplanade, where so many expensive homes are now established—was a dairy farm. We would cross the Canning Bridge and drive alongside the farm on a dirt road until we came to the rise of Mount Pleasant. We would then deflate the tyres and drive the remaining 200 yards of sand track leading to our wood and asbestos shack which came complete with goannas, snakes, scorpions, centipedes and large hairy black huntsman spiders. Just down the hill, at the river’s edge, was a small jetty where my father kept his boat. It was from here that my mother, my sister Freda and I used to swim across the Canning to the Mount Henry side and back. In those days the river never failed to deliver a good feed of prawns and crabs to the keen fisherman.


(In his later life my father retired to Yunderup on the Murray River, where he built himself—with Langford’s help and mine—a modest dwelling which became his home. He lived there in the 1950s from the age of 70 until he died at the age of 79. Mum joined him from time to time but she was a more social person and missed her friends in Perth.)


I suppose that by comparison with conditions and lifestyles of just one generation earlier, we were bathing in high technology. Our lives were being changed at an ever-increasing rate by the transport revolution (new modes of surface travel and air travel) and the communication revolution (radio and film). But of course, by comparison, just one generation later we would be seen to have been leading very simple and relatively uncomplicated lives. Our children could make the same assertion with conviction. A child nowadays could be described not as bathing but as wallowing in high tech.




CHAPTER 3


PRE-WAR, 1929–1939


My primary school days had come to a close when several from my class, including me, were awarded scholarships and entrances to Perth Modern School (PMS). This represented the culmination of our primary education and was the goal to which many of us aspired. Study and sport were the focus of this elite scholarship school, which had a staff of excellent, specially selected teachers. Anyone lucky enough to gain entrance to PMS had access to the best education in Perth.


Perth Modern School was located not far from where I lived although this time it was beyond reasonable walking distance; I needed a push bike to get there. It was a new educational experience and one which I took to readily. I made many friends and enjoyed the new subjects we were taught.


But the carefree life style of the 1920s quickly gave way to the Great Depression of the 1930s which followed the catastrophic collapse of the New York Stock Exchange in 1929. The countries hardest hit were the primary producers and Australia took a hard blow. By 1933 one-third of Australia’s workforce was out of a job and the dole queues grew longer and longer.


The Depression did not hit the Kerrs of Northwood Street at first and our standard of living did not suffer greatly, but in 1935 the axe dropped and my father lost his comfortable job. The American company he worked for sacked all its Australian managers and replaced them with Americans.


He came home one day to inform us. After we had digested the bad news he took me aside and said, ‘Alex, I’m afraid you’ll have to give up Modern School and look for some work. My income has suddenly taken a dive.’ It was a severe jolt, particularly since I liked my school so much. But I was aware of the seriousness of the situation and after some moments, when I had gathered my thoughts, I commiserated with Dad over his loss and said, ‘Well, bad luck. But I’ll start looking right away.’


I spent that night thinking about the drastic changes that this would make to my life. I was half sorry about losing my chance to complete my education but equally excited about what may be in store for me in the world of business. My inbuilt sense of optimism always stood me in good stead at times like this when there was a change of fortune.


So I went from Perth Modern School to WA Newspapers as an office boy in early 1936. It was somewhat of a different start from that which I had built up in my mind as the beginning of the promising career of Alex Kerr, writer and international adventurer par excellence! Nevertheless, this was another new experience and another very pleasurable and important segment of my life. I matured quickly and tasted many new facets of life as a working youth. I made many new friends and tried my hand at a lot of new activities. I settled into the staff of the Western Mail, the weekly journal for country people which was produced in the offices of The West Australian.


Here, among other things, I organised a library for country readers, each week trundling a trolley loaded with brown paper parcels of books along William Street to the Roe Street section of the Railways parcel post. There I dispatched the current orders to all parts of the state (I soon became familiar with the names of all the Western Australian country towns) and picked up the parcels of returns from the grateful readers. There was no charge for this service. I shared a room with Mary Durack, who ran the women’s section and wrote under the pseudonym of ‘Virgilia’, and Jack Mallett, who wrote the farmers’ section under the pseudonym of ‘Martingale’.


In a room at the rear of the Newspaper establishment worked Clive Gordon, cartoonist for the West and for the Broadcaster, the weekly newspaper for radio programs. Clive also drew the weather map each day from a chart which I used to pick up daily from the weather bureau. In those days the observatory, which housed the weather bureau, was located at the top of St George’s Terrace, opposite the entrance to King’s Park, and I used to catch a parlour car outside Newspaper House to travel up the hill to the observatory. The parlour cars were large lumbering vehicles which can best be described as a cross between a sedan car and a bus. They were not successful as a means of mass transit and soon vanished from the scene. When I see reference to today’s lightning electronic means of communication my mind slips back to the image of a young lad sitting in the lumbering parlour car with an envelope on his lap containing a piece of paper on which is drawn the daily weather map.


I established a film section in the West and used to apply regularly to the film companies for ‘stills’ to be used for publication in my column. In this way I built up quite a library of black and white photographs of the film stars of those days. My desire to be a journalist had another outlet in my writing occasional articles which were published from time to time in the West Saturday literary section and occasional short stories, most of which were not accepted for publication anywhere, and a few songs which no-one but me ever listened to.


To complete my studies at Junior and Leaving Certificate level, I took night courses at Perth Technical College in the Terrace. I had enrolled for these immediately upon leaving school. I was able, in that way, to finish my Junior Certificate without losing ground and to complete my Leaving Certificate in two years, thus enabling me to go to university in 1939. I enrolled for a Diploma in Journalism—a course which was offered pre-war—and attended for the first two terms, but the war intervened and I never did finish it. It was not offered post-war.


Almost as an aftermath of the Great Depression, but with roots going far back in history, war clouds began gathering over Europe from the mid-1930s onwards and life became less effervescent and more sombre.


In 1936 the 16th Battalion Cameron Highlanders of Western Australia was formed as a rebirth of the 16th Battalion AIF, a Western Australian Infantry Battalion which had distinguished itself in World War I. The army barracks in Francis Street, Perth, became its headquarters for a short time. Together with my friend from WA, Tom Nisbet, I joined up in November of that year. I had to put up my age by two years before the recruiting sergeant would sign the papers. Eighteen months later I had my sergeant’s stripes.


Bret Langridge also joined the battalion at that time as did Frank Sublet. Captain Bret Langridge was subsequently killed on the Kokoda Track but Frank and Tom both went on to command the battalion. After the war, coincidentally, I married Bret’s sister Joan.


Those years in the 16th Battalion were for me a period of development in a different direction. They were years in which my friends and I developed self-confidence and leadership and learned what comradeship and being part of a team meant. Camps at Rottnest, Guildford and Northam and weekend bivouacs in the country at selected sites and weekends at the Swanbourne rifle range provided healthy, invigorating and exciting outdoor activities and gave us proficiency in map-reading, communications, team work, self-reliance, survival techniques and weapon training. I enjoyed using the .303 rifle at Swanbourne and became company-shot of B Company, for which I was awarded the silver crossed rifles to wear on my sleeve.


Our social life was full-on. In the winter we went to many dances and social outings. Tom and I used to frequent the Embassy Ballroom in Perth on Saturday nights, finishing the evening by walking home together to West Leederville and Shenton Park, stopping the milkman on the way to purchase a bottle of milk each.
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