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Introduction


In 2008, after having completed research for my first book – Aussie Soldier Up Close and Personal – I decided that I had uncovered such a plethora of tales that had not seen the light of day, that I would stitch together a small book called Soldiers Tales. I sifted through the material and chose a selection of stories, quotes and anecdotes that encompass our short military history, choosing those that provide fascinating glimpses of our military service through the decades.


Several years on, and with more research under my belt, I felt the need to expand upon this first installment. Taking a slightly different tack by not wanting to put forward stories that were my choice alone, I sought the counsel of a number of my colleagues, who are more credentialed military historians than I, and asked for their Soldiers Tales of choice. This volume contains those tales. I have also included a few others that I found along the way.


Most of these stories and quotes are first hand. However, given the time that has elapsed and the passing of many of our veterans, I have also included some recollections from secondary sources. I regard these too as Soldiers Tales. Those telling them share the same passion for preserving our heritage as I do.


They grew up listening, with ears pricked, to stories told by fathers, mothers, uncles, grandfathers, etc., just as I did. And just because they have passed on a story that a relative told them does not diminish its place in the tapestry of our military history. My personal experience is that if I did not share the stories my father told me, they may never be told, and would therefore be lost for all time. If many other veterans are like my father, grandfather and great-grandfather, then they will tend to only share these stories sparingly, with trepidation and only with trusted loved ones. To lose these stories would be tragic.


I have also taken the liberty of casting the net a little wider, and have included a few morsels from allies who now call Australia home.


Most of these stories appear in print for the first time here; others have been previously published and are worthy of telling again. In the interests of authenticity, I have not changed the voices of those telling the stories, so there is an eclectic mix of language from eras past and present.


I hope you enjoy reading these stories as much as I have enjoyed finding them.
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A Tearful Thank You


On one of our early Platoon patrols in South Vietnam [SVN] we were moving through light bush about a click inside the free-fire zone. Any locals found there were to be treated as Viet Cong [the enemy]. We apprehended a person who turned out to be an elderly woman. She was dressed in rags and her only possession seemed to be a small hessian bag with a few pieces of fruit in it. The Diggers formed a perimeter and passed her into Platoon HQ. Through our SVN interpreter we found that her identification was in order and she had a letter explaining that she was ‘simple’ – mentally incompetent – and homeless. The Diggers were watching the whole interview process, fascinated by their first view of ‘the enemy’. Finally, we pointed her towards the nearest village and she started to shuffle off. However, as she passed the machine gunner, he rose and stopped her. I might add that at this point none of the Diggers knew of her ‘simple’ or homeless status. He handed her something. Another Digger stood and handed her something else. Then another. Soon she had a line of Diggers who, one at a time, rose, approached and handed her something. It wasn’t long before she had more things than would fit in the bag. A Digger then emptied a Claymore mine out of its carry bag and gave her the bag. I could see, as she put the rest of her goodies into the cloth bag that the Diggers had given her whatever food they could spare – plus cigarettes and chocolates – anything except cans, which she couldn’t have opened. It was entirely spontaneous and I was angry at myself that I hadn’t started the gift-giving. By the time she left, I reckon everyone in the Platoon had contributed something, and yet not a word had been spoken, except by her in her tearful Vietnamese ‘thank yous’.


Lieutenant Dave Sabben, MG,
6th Battalion the Rayal Australian Regiment, Vietnam
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A Humble Lieutenant Captures a Commanding General in the Battle of Tobruk


Charles Granquist, 2/4th Battalion, Tobruk


On 7 January 1941, the 2/4th Battalion moved from Bardia and closed up the eastern defences of the fortress of Tobruk, taking up position in a series of wadis (gullies) which ran down to the sea. Here we were subject to constant shelling. A number of patrols were sent out to gather information on the enemy. Any movement in the open produced a torrent of fire. From the information obtained by these patrols, it was decided a more suitable position was required for an attack on the fortress. After ten long days we were relieved by the 2/5th Battalion. After a well-earned rest for the day, we were issued with new clothing and were once again on the move. We marched through the night to the southern side of Tobruk; the new location from where the attack would be made.


Early in the morning of 21 January, the 16th Brigade breached the forward defences. We moved through these breaches only to be greeted by an enormous artillery barrage courtesy of the Italians. The bombs followed all the way to the Bardia road. Shortly after crossing the road we captured the sector Headquarters at Sidi Mahmud. Here we regrouped and received orders to advance across the airfield and capture Fort Solaro, which was thought to be the location of the fortress Headquarters. We moved off at 1400 hours supported by a British field artillery regiment and other units.


Severe resistance was encountered at the aerodrome and two companies had to be diverted to deal with this. A Company pushed on to Fort Solaro but there were no signs of the Headquarters anywhere. The following account is taken from White over Green, the history of the 2/4th Battalion:


Lieutenant Copland, Corporal Vic Hill and Private Nobby Clarke were in a forward position when out of the gloom appeared an Italian naval officer and said:


‘His Excellence wishes to surrender.’


Copland replied: ‘OK bring him along.’


A very scared Italian explained that His Excellence wanted to surrender to an officer and that the surrender had to take place at his Headquarters. Eventually Copland convinced him that he was an officer and the three followed him to the escarpment where in the half light they came to a doorway cut in the rock.


All three had plenty of grenades with them and the naval officer knew, in the event of any funny business what to expect. As they approached the door several shots rang out and the Italian really put on an act when the Australians pulled out their grenades. He stopped his friends and the party went in.


The prospect inside was grim. There was a tunnel zigzagging this way and that through the soft rock with huge caverns dug out on either side. They were full of Italian soldiers. Copland left Nobby Clarke at the first turn and went on with Vic Hill and left him at another vantage point. He then went on with the naval lieutenant. Then he came on to the Headquarters itself.


Sumptuous was hardly the word. It was a huge chamber, beautifully furnished with sycamore table, bedroom suite and chairs galore. Behind the table sat His Excellency and staff. Military, Naval and Air Force attachès and a Primate of the Church, all in full regimental dress. This was no less than General Manella himself.


Lieutenant Copland feeling very grubby in front of all this finery, returned the General’s salute and then had to let go of his pistol to shake the old boy’s hand. This was a pathetic episode. Tears welled from his eyes. He seemed an old man, dignified, quiet and very tired. He made his formal surrender and handed over his pistol. Still very conscious of three lone Australians being entirely responsible for the General and his entourage and hundreds of Italians, Copland suggested they move out into the open. General Manella insisted on proceeding last.


Corporal Hill started the men moving and took the naval officer with him. As things were moving rather slowly, with night closing in, he asked the naval bloke the Italian words for double march. He was told ‹forte presto› which turned out to be a rather free translation. The Australians quickly took up the call with other typical Australian adjectives thrown in and the mob emerged from the hole in the wall to be greeted by other members of A Company.


Soon, all the members of the Italian staff came out followed by Copland who, tired, hoarse and relieved was helping the heartbroken Manella. So, a humble lieutenant of the 2/4th Battalion had captured the General commanding the garrison of Tobruk and accepted his surrender.


The battle of Tobruk was over and we were stood down. It was a reasonably cold night and we had no blankets but we just lay down and slept – we had been on the move and under fire for some 17 hours.


The next morning we moved into Tobruk and our platoon and a troop from 6th Division Cavalry Regiment were first into the main square where there was a flagpole from which an Italian flag was flying. Then something happened that featured in documentaries for many years after the war. The Italian flag was eagerly pulled down but we had no Australian flag to replace it. My mate ‘Rusty’ McWilliam got hold of a slouch hat from somewhere (we were wearing steel helmets so this was no mean feat) and tied it to the flagpole rope. He cheekily raised the Aussie slouch hat to fly proudly over the town square to the delight of every digger present. There was plenty of grog and tinned food for the taking and we celebrated heartily. Best of all, when we bedded down in some villas nearby – praise be – there were beaut showers which we made the most of.
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The Last Rose of Ypres


Frank Hurley, Official War Photographer, Commonwealth Military Forces, Ypres, 1917


To drive the Boche [slang term used for the German soldiers] from Ypres, it was necessary to practically raze the town; and now that we hold it we are shelled in return, but shelling now makes little difference, for the fine buildings and churches are scarce left stone on stone. The car alighted us just near the ruins of the famous Cloth Hall. Regulations compelled it to remain without the ruins of the town. Our big guns, which are situated near the city, maintain an endless bombardment on the Boche line and trenches and shot for shot is returned. Frequently these fall short or are deliberately fired into the ruins by the Boche. Then with a deafening boom comes the explosion; bricks stones and debris fly skyward, shell splinters whiz past and then a cloud of brickdust fills the air for a few minutes and then comes another fizzing scream, and boom, boom, boom, goes on eternally. Sometimes they land on the road, sometimes on a team of horses and sometimes on a group of men. Whether they land on ruins, horses or men is a matter of comparative indifference so dulled have our susceptibilities and finer instincts have become.


Wilkins, myself and Sergeant Harrison wandered through the ruins, pathetic, though awesome in their demolition. The main roads have been cleared of most of the debris, and instead of the fine buildings that were, hideous gapings and breaches in shot away remnants remain. In many cases the roofs and top storeys have been blown away and the fronts shorn off, so that the smashed up rooms gape into the street. In other places there are just heaps of bricks and a few standing pillars. Roaming amongst the domestic ruins made me sad. Here and there were fragments of toys; what a source of happiness they once were. Bedsteads broken and twisted almost into knots lay about, almost hidden with brick dust. A stove riddled with shrapnel, roofs poised on almost shot away walls, and walls balanced in every impossible fashion, that seemed to defy all laws of equilibrium and gravitation. Down in the cellars, quite a number of Royal Artillerymen had their billets, and it made me grin to see their cooks with funny improvised ranges, concocting stews from their army rations in some hovel which admitted as much light through the roof as the gaping walls. But most regrettable of all is the ruin of the famous Cloth Hall. This magnificent old church is now a remnant of torn walls and rubbish. The fine tower is a pitiable apology of a brick dump, scarred and riddled with shell holes. Its beautifully carved facades are ‘small-poxed’ with shell splinters, not a vestige of the carving having escaped. The figures are headless and the wonderful columns and carved pillars lay like fallen giants across the mangled remnants of roofs and other superstructures. Oh! It’s too terrible for words. Returning to the car in the evening over the shell-cratered roads we came upon an enormous crater. God knows what did it, but pacing round the lip it measured 75 yards round, its depth about 25 to 30 feet! Then we came to a tiny courtyard, which had escaped for some time the ravages of bombardment. The strafed trees were coming back to life and budding, and there beside a great shell crater blossomed a single rose. How out of place it seemed amidst all this ravage. I took compassion on it and plucked it. The last rose of Ypres.
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Left Out In No Man’s Land


Sister Margaret Dorothy (Dot) Edis, 2nd Australian Casualty Clearing Station
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