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INTRODUCTION


‘I might say that I am now “somewhere” in the Middle East’


– Private Percy Vyner,
a driver with the 2/4th Field Ambulance.1


Every Australian soldier in the Second World War was gifted a copy of The Australian Soldiers’ Pocket Book, a small ready reference full of useful information, from the Laws and Customs of War to a soldier’s conduct overseas or a list of helpful Arabic or Japanese words. Among the many tips and recommendations, such as ‘pay your way, don’t cadge’ and ‘all the world’s brains are not under your own hat – so go easy on your criticism of others’ was the simple reminder: ‘Don’t forget to write home.’2 Excerpts from Diggers’ letters, woven together through a narrative of events, form the basis of this book. Together they tell the story of Australia’s participation in the North African campaign 1940–1942.


  The Desert Diggers’ writings excerpted in this book are primarily drawn from wartime diaries or letters published in the multitude of rural (and city) newspapers then in operation. Rural and local newspapers of the time, such as the wonderfully titled Don Dorrigo Gazette and Guy Fawkes Advocate, tended to have closer, more parochial relationship with readers than their larger metropolitan counterparts.3 As a conduit of local news, soldiers’ letters – having passed the censor’s pen and an editor’s eye – were a regular feature. Mr J. C. Reeve from Lindenow (Vic.), as an example, shared a letter from his son, 31-year-old Private Eric Reeve (2/23rd Battalion), telling, in part, of his experience inside Tobruk.




   

During the day all was quiet as neither side could show a head with the slightest degree of safety, and most of the night there would be bursts of machine-gun fire crossing the positions on the off chance of hitting someone moving about. Rations and ammunition had to be carried to the posts at night over a distance of about 110 yards, and all were pleased when the job was done ... I was almost blown out of [a hospital] bed by the bombs during an air raid. A wonderful job was done by the doctors and orderlies as hurriedly dropped bombs often landed in the hospital area, but very little damage was done when it was realised what could and might have happened ...4







The welfare of local lads serving in the 2nd Australian Imperial Force (AIF) was similarly communicated. The Dandenong Journal, as another illustration, reported rosily on Sergeant Roy Selleck (also from 2/23rd Battalion) and his ‘extensive injuries’. A well-known former Spring Vale footballer, Selleck was injured in July 1942 – ‘one of his arms was broken in two places, his collarbone is broken, he received shrapnel wounds in the chest and [a] bullet through the liver. Apart from that he is all right!’5 While many of these regional mastheads closed in the postwar period, they leave us an exceptional (digitised) legacy.


  In our twenty-first century world of instantaneous electronic communication, it may be difficult to comprehend the importance of hand-penned correspondence during the war. Letter writing, perhaps a lost art today, was the primary means of contact between servicemen and loved ones back home. Letters were composed whenever possible – an opportune moment before battle, a more conducive environment behind the front lines, a hospital bed. Writing from inside besieged Tobruk, 31-year-old Private Hubert Lang (2/43rd Battalion), a single farmer from Yongala (SA), offers one example. ‘As I am writing this letter, I hear the Hun planes overhead and the guns shooting. I must have a look – nothing doing; all gone over.’ (Sadly, Lang died on 5 May 1942 from second and third degree burns when a ‘hydro-burner which he was in the process of using caught fire.’6)


  Army regulations naturally swayed what could or could not be written: for example, ‘It is permissible to state “I am in Palestine” but NOT “We are in Palestine” or to make any other reference to unit movement.’ Soldiers could ‘say that they have been in the front line, but no details or incidents of our own or enemy activity must be mentioned.’ Breaching such regulations, or ‘committing an act to the prejudice of good order and military discipline’, could bring fines and/ or detention for those charged.7 Fortunately for us, many Diggers’ letters arrived home replete with pencilled portraits of their service in the Middle East; this writing holds an immediacy lost, perhaps distorted, in later memoirs. Their firsthand accounts offer a matchless insight into their courage, privations, mateship, sense of humour, trauma and losses amid the bloody realities of war. In one such letter, Private Richard Kelly (2/28th Battalion), a Western Australian sheep station employee, described Private Stan Booth rescuing a comrade under enemy fire.






Stan Booth did a nice bit of work some time ago. He and another chap brought in a wounded cobber quite a long way under machine-gun fire. As far as Stan was concerned, they may as well have been barrows around a wool store and dodging the boss at the same time.8







Recruits, in the main, were not highly educated. Those evaluated as needing attention because they were deemed ‘educationally backward’ were doubtless more common than those who had completed a full secondary education. Illiterates were two to three times more common than university graduates. Indeed, within the demographic snapshot presented in this book, ‘labouring’ appears as one of the most common occupations.9 With this in mind, Gunner Edwin ‘George’ Edwards (2/1st Anti-Tank Regiment) observed firsthand that a Digger’s prose was generally more pithy than phonemic.






In the writing room one chap was asking another how to spell the word ‘conscientious’. Neither of them knew, so they decided to put ‘fair dinkum’ instead. ‘Pinched it’ also found its way into the letter in place of ‘acquired’.10







For families and friends awaiting the postman in Australia, a soldier’s letter delivered a measure of comfort, albeit fleetingly at times. After receiving a cable from his Albury parents bluntly asking ‘state condition of health’, their son, an AIF sergeant, replied, impressing on them ‘that this war business is quite a dangerous game, and you mustn’t worry about me or my whereabouts. I want you to look the facts in the face and don’t worry.’11


  Disembarking in Egypt, Private Edward ‘Ted’ Boxer (2/48th Battalion), a part-Aboriginal farmer from Penong (SA) felt ‘safer now I’m on land.’12 Boxer, as we will read, lost a leg in battle several months afterwards.


  Escaping from his German captors during the siege of Tobruk and re-joining his unit, Corporal Allan Hempel (2/24th Battalion), a 19-year-old tractor driver, recounted his lucky flight to his Albury (NSW) grandmother. ‘Tucker and water was the main trouble’, he explained. ‘We used to sneak up to the German trucks at night, “rat” the boxes if there were in any in them and drain the radiator.’ Touched by the ‘little mounds, each with a cross and a tin hat’, behind the front line upon his return, Hempel shared that ‘it kind of gets you down when you pass them by, as you know that one of your cobbers is lying there.’ (Hempel died two months later from wounds sustained in combat.)13


  Soldiers commonly penned condolence letters to families of the fallen, extolling their mates’ virtues. Driver Ron Moyle recounted the tragic death of (Melbourne butcher) Driver Fred Wapling, ‘the best friend and cobber I ever had.’






Fred had been out on a trip for the two previous days and was cleaning his rifle when I left him. He had the magazine removed from it, and I might add here that the rifle, when examined sometime later was faulty, as it had a broken ejector spring and I think this was largely the cause of the accident. In the course of the cleaning of it, nobody knows how, it went off and Fred was shot. I can assure you that he felt no pain, as he was unconscious all the time ... He lived for about half an hour ... This letter may appear to you to be rather rambling, but I just cannot put my thoughts on paper. I understand just how hard it must be for you to realise he has passed on, as I cannot realise it myself.14







The rigors of desert life were a standard topic. ‘We are camped in the Western Desert’, Private Laurence Cowling (2/17th Battalion) informed his parents. ‘Here it is nothing for the temperature to hover between 120 and 128 degrees [49 to 53°C] (shade temperature).’15


  ‘We hadn’t had a wash for two days, hadn’t shaved for a fortnight and our clothes, even to our boots and socks hadn’t been off since we went out’, Private Allan Ball (2/5th Field Ambulance) recounted. ‘The meals were just enough to keep us going.’16


  Special meals were cherished. Corporal Alan Coe (2/24th Battalion), a farm labourer from Balliang (Vic.), praised ‘our company cooks, living up to a great reputation.’ Prior to entering battle at El Alamein, they ‘sent us up an excellent hot meal, which included a bonzer plum pudding and custard. After the meal we (the infantry) got into our harness and set off for our start lines, well out in no-man’s land.’17


  Self-censorship might dilute or remove disturbing subject matter, yet many letters offer candid and forthright descriptions. ‘Imagine us, dirty, unshaven, haggard men, in a dreadful wilderness’, a Digger detailed after a funeral service at Tobruk.






There is a minute’s silence as we stood to attention in memory of our fallen comrades – one man had lost a brother, most of us had lost a cobber; but the Salvo [Salvation Army officer] gave us a cheery little talk, and believe me, Mother, I went away a much happier man than before.18







Embellishment, conversely, could slur or sour the truth. A Taree newspaper, for example, carried a private’s (disingenuous) letter in May 1941, detailing an incident when troops retrieved enemy airmen from a downed aircraft. Dressing an injured flier’s wound, this individual claimed,




   

there was a report of a firearm, and I was knocked over. I stumbled up and the boys bandaged my leg. We searched the man I had been attending and found, a Colt 44 Derringer pistol with two chambers ... My cobber had put his bayonet through him before he had a chance to fire the second one ... The dirty cow died before the ambulance came. The bullet entered just above my knee, drilled through the knee joint and lodged in the muscle.19







Investigating this serviceman’s record decades later, however, sheds light on a sequence of hospitalisations in Palestine and Egypt before his evacuation in March 1941 due to a self-inflicted bullet wound. Subsequently deemed to be ‘permanently unfit for service’ by a medical board, the private’s right leg was amputated below the knee. He was discharged from the Army in June 1942.20 Every attempt, accordingly, has been made to review and cross reference the individuals mentioned in this book through their wartime service records held by the National Archives of Australia and the Department of Veterans’ Affairs Nominal Rolls. My apologies in advance for any errors that may have occurred.


  Bolstering morale, letters from home were as indispensable to a soldier as his rifle and bayonet. ‘Mail day is a wonderful day for all’, Sister Mona Prindable from Coffs Harbour wrote.21 ‘Sitting in the sun outside my [Tobruk] dugout’, Lieutenant Phillip Ferrier (2/43rd Battalion) shared the importance of mail: ‘Letters are the only enjoyment we have here, and it is tough on the lads when the mails are held up.’22 Or worse. ‘Words just about fail me in writing this letter’, an AIF captain began in a letter to his wife.






I’ve written practically every day to you for the past month, and today we all lined up to see the mail plane (a big bomber) go over on its way to Alexandria with at least a fortnight’s mail aboard. Well, it got over our lines all right, and was just heading out to sea when over came a couple of Messerschmitts and chased it: the result was a foregone conclusion. They emptied everything they had into it and after about five minutes it caught fire and dived direct to earth; so goodbye to the five poor chaps aboard and all our mail ... To see that plane crash into the sea was the worst medicine we’ve experienced. We are still holding our own, but it is a hell of a job.23







Predictably, the army postman was ‘the most popular man in the desert’. He was a ‘man of infinite resource and high training’, Gippsland Times told its readers:






he must have regular physical training to make him as hard as nails against the day when marauding armoured car patrols or paratroops may make his beat a hot spot. He does regular practice with rifle, light machine gun, and grenade. He must study the elements of field combat tactics and their technique, of camouflage and concealment, of anti-gas measures, first aid, hygiene and sanitation, of map reading and vehicle driving and maintenance.24







A Reuters correspondent described a night-time visit to Tobruk’s front line in a ration truck. Arriving at a perimeter defence post, he watched as infantry ‘armed with plates and mugs’ and ‘keen as Oliver Twist’ lined up for supper. Hearing mail had also arrived, ‘they immediately dropped their hardware and fell eagerly upon the letters’, posted a fortnight earlier in Brisbane or Sydney.25 Marvelling at the service, Melbourne’s Australasian found the desert postal service handling 200 bags of mail a day, ‘calling at the farthest sunbaked outposts, leaving letters, newspapers, parcels. Its reward? – smiles’.26 ‘You should see the effect when they are distributed’, Private Kenneth Jolliffe (2/2nd Field Workshops), a Burnie (Tas.) electrician exclaimed.27


  But not every letter carried a greeting from home, especially after Imperial Japanese aggression threatened Australia. While part of the AIF was brought home, as we will read, the 9th Division remained in the Middle East to defend Egypt. These Diggers, as a consequence, were maligned in some quarters for remaining abroad. ‘Don’t you think your place is here in Australia looking after your children instead of protecting Arab children and other foreign people’, one letter censured.28 Speaking of another Digger, an officer recently returned from the Middle East in early 1942 told of him receiving ‘a letter from his fiancée’ breaking off their engagement.






The girl ... told him that she was not prepared to marry a coward and that she would become engaged anew to some man who was willing to fight for his country at home.29







Other men opened reproachful mail to find a white feather, a hateful symbol of cowardice, ‘the act of a lunatic’, Lieutenant Arthur Roden Cutler VC blasted. ‘It would be hard to find a body of troops anywhere in the world to equal these Australians’, came Cutler’s riposte.






Every one of them wants to come back and help defend his own country. It is not their fault that they are unable to do so. I would remind these white feather specialists that these men they are reviling could quite easily have lived on [at] home in luxury, patronising dance halls, race tracks and sport arenas. Instead, they had the guts to leave the homes they loved and go overseas to fight the enemy on his own ground.30







In mocking indifference, Driver Terrence ‘Terry’ Toomey (AASC) had no objection to the pair of white feathers he was mailed from the Sydney GPO, ‘particularly as more of them would go to good to make a good mattress in the sand. Still, I wish the sender had added the address, as I like to reply to all correspondence.’31
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A few notes on language and geography. Though it may be offensive to some today, the term ‘British’ will be used in its contemporary context to denote Commonwealth and Empire troops – who outnumbered British-born troops for much of the North African Campaign – were drawn from the Antipodes, India and South Africa. Specific formations have been identified by their country of origin. Terms of racial abuse reflect the vocabulary, standards and attitudes of the period. They are not condoned by the author. Ranks stated were those at the time of writing. In keeping with the time, Imperial measurements will be used: 1 yard = 0.91 metres; 1 mile = 1.6 kilometres.


  Australia’s land fighting force during the Second World War was essentially composed of two separate armies: the 2nd Australian Imperial Force (AIF) and the Citizen Military Forces (CMF or Militia). Men volunteering in the AIF would serve for an indefinite time period in any location. Their service numbers, for example NX1343, denoted the state of enlistment; in this instance ‘N’ stands for NSW, while the ‘X’ signifies a soldier of the AIF.
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In celebration of their townsmen’s triumph at Tobruk in 1941, Albury’s Border Morning Mail surmised: ‘No single pen will ever record the real history of how the “desert rats” withstood the horrors of such a long siege. That will have to come from the men who were there.’32 With this in mind, it is my hope that the Desert Diggers’ writings will help us grasp and appreciate their role in defeating Italian and German forces in North Africa (1940–1942) while preserving their experience of war.


David Mitchelhill-Green
 2024




CHAPTER ONE


Menzies – ‘Australia is also at war’


Twenty-one years after the guns had fallen silent on the Western Front, Europe was again gripped by war. Hostilities (following earlier Nazi aggression) opened on 1 September 1939, when Adolf Hitler marched into Poland. Two days later Britain’s prime minster, Neville Chamberlain, declared war on Germany. Robert Menzies followed suit, announcing that Australia, a Dominion of the British Empire, was also at war. Anxious family members gathered around wireless sets, listening closely to the prime minister’s imposing evening address. ‘Fellow Australians’, he began, ‘it is my melancholy duty to inform you officially, that in consequence of a persistence by Germany’s invasion of Poland, Great Britain has declared war upon her, and as a result Australia is also at war … we must at all costs win.’1 ‘The die is cast’, Melbourne’s Age ventured, ‘What may be the greatest mass tragedy in the world’s history has commenced.’2


Unlike the outpouring of patriotic fervour in 1914, this time it was different. Absent was the fervent flag-waving or obvious enthusiasm for war.3 Vivid memories of the First World War and the Great Depression were still raw for many older Australians, a Goulburn newspaper affirming ‘to-day we at least know war for what it is, an ugly, horrible thing’.4 ‘Few were surprised at the dramatic announcement’, Kalgoorlie’s Miner informed its readership, ‘but the reaction after the long tension caused women in many homes to break down.’5 This was not to say support for Britain was waning, for as Melbourne’s Argus announced, the call to support Britain would be answered ‘with all the energy of a young, productive, and virile people. Australia will fulfil every obligation entailed by her free and equal partnership in the privileges, responsibilities, and destinies of the British Commonwealth of Nations.’6


Federal Parliament next sat on 6 September. Sitting mute regarding Australia’s entry into war, Opposition Leader John Curtin responded with his Party’s stand – to ‘do all that is possible to safeguard Australia’, at the same time maintaining ‘the integrity of the British Commonwealth.’ While a question mark hung over Imperial Japanese intentions, one commentator questioned how this new war would be fought, foreseeing infantry as only minor players on a larger mechanised stage. Conjecture also existed whether an early peace settlement would be negotiated, leaving Hitler to hold his gains.


Menzies subsequently announced on 15 September that a volunteer force of 20,000 men, sufficient for a single infantry division and auxiliary units, would be raised for service locally or overseas as circumstances permitted. With the militia already fielding fifteen infantry brigades, the new division would draw a brigade from New South Wales, another from Victoria and a third from the smaller states, numbered respectively – 16th, 17th and 18th. An estimated six months would be needed for basic training plus a further six before the new formation was ready to deploy.7 Building upon the tradition of the First Australian Imperial Force (1st AIF), which had five divisions, the new division was named the 6th Australian Division. Three additional divisions – the 7th, 8th and 9th – would follow in time. The prefix ‘2/’ would distinguish individual battalions from militia forces and First World War predecessors, for example, the Victorian 2/5th Battalion and South Australian 2/10th Battalion.


We should remember that a division (on both sides) was an army’s primary tactical formation. Dominion armies were aligned with the British model: An infantry division comprised three brigades, each containing (initially four then) three battalions of between 750 to 850 men. A battalion was further broken down into sub-units – a company contained 120 to 130 men, a platoon 30 to 37, and a section nine to eleven. Together with divisional headquarters, an intelligence section and a mechanised reconnaissance regiment, each brigade was supported by a field regiment of artillery, a field company of engineers, a field ambulance and various service units including signals, a hygiene section, a mobile veterinary section and a provost (police) company. All up, a division would number some 17,000 men, though few formations were ever at their correct ‘establishment’ strength.8 In terms of leadership, a major general oversaw a division, a brigadier (general) commanded a brigade, a lieutenant colonel headed a battalion, a captain or a major led a company, and a lieutenant led a platoon, with either a sergeant or a corporal in charge of a section.


The 2nd AIF, Minister for Defence Brigadier Geoffrey Street outlined, would retain its identity under a newly appointed commander, Major-General Sir Thomas Blamey.






The men of the Second AIF wear their own uniform with its distinguishing marks, the jacket made famous by the First AIF, and the characteristic Australian slouch hat. They will use made-in-Australia rifles and made-in-Australia Vickers machine-guns. The only thing about them which will not be made in Australia will be the reputation they will make for themselves overseas.9
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AIF recruitment window display at Georges in Collins Street, Melbourne. (Argus Newspaper Collection of Photographs, State Library of Victoria.)


Quite unlike the ‘white heat enthusiasm’ of August 1914, recruiting at Sydney’s Victoria Barracks was ‘steady rather than spectacular’. Nobody had to jostle their way to the recruiting office. A more stringent vetting process now applied, in contrast to the time when the ‘military had flung open the doors of the recruiting tents.’ Men employed in certain ‘key’ occupations, numbering in the thousands, were advised not to apply at this time.10


 After driving over 170 miles to his nearest recruiting office, Lindsay Long, a single man from Goodooga (NSW), joined the handful of men of ‘all description’ waiting outside. Entering a ‘long and sombre hall’, it was Long’s turn to face the selection panel: two men sitting in the centre at a long table, one in plain clothes, the second in uniform.






‘Name?’ he asked. ‘Age?’ ‘Twenty-nine.’ ‘Occupation?’ ‘Overseer.’ The military man gave a quick look at the man opposite and then at me. ‘Don’t speak so loud’, he said. ‘Do you want to join this army?’ ‘Well, I’m not a fanatic, but I’ve come a long way. Yes, I suppose I do.’ ‘Well, you’re in a reserved occupation. If you want to get in, you’d better give your occupation as something else.’ He spoke in a low voice so that the man in the plain clothes did not hear … ‘Put my occupation as bookkeeper’, I said.11







(Lindsay Long later served in the 2/3rd Battalion. He was awarded the Military Medal and discharged in October 1945.)


Age limits narrowed recruits to between 20 and 35 years of age. Men under 21 (in theory) required written consent from both parents.12 Eighteen-year-old Leo ‘Terry’ Rowen’s parents in Streaky Bay (South Australia) were therefore surprised when a letter arrived from the Wayville AIF camp advising of their son’s successful examination results. Reporting on Rowen’s reification, the local daily trumpeted the ‘spontaneous response of the gallant young men of Australia to the nation’s call to arms’, as an ‘inspiration and a great credit to the whole country.’13 Not to be deterred, minors across the country clamoured to enlist. ‘Many well-built lads under seventeen are declaring themselves over eighteen and presenting letters which they say are from their parents’, a spokesman from Victoria Barracks (NSW) acknowledged in June 1940. ‘Despite our vigilance, some are accepted. Then parents demand their discharges. We appreciate the patriotism of the youngsters, but it seriously disrupts our organisation.’14


Confessing in due course to be only 14, a boy presenting at a Brisbane recruiting depot was ‘bitterly disappointed’ when told he would not be accepted.15 Just shy of his sixteenth birthday, Alan Smith of Brompton Park (SA) had left home in 1940, his whereabouts unknown. Eight months later his parents learned of his journey on foot from Adelaide to Melbourne and that he was training with the army at Seymour. Serving in the 6th Division, Smith was later wounded in the battle for Bardia and in the fighting in Greece.16


Fifteen-year-old Edwin Days, described as a ‘butcher boy well known for his cheery whistle’, disappeared shortly before his birthday on Easter Saturday 1940. ‘He just didn’t come home’, his mother said. A year later, having enlisted in New South Wales on 2 May under an assumed name, Robert Summers, and given his age as 22, Day found himself in Tobruk (2/13th Battalion) – the hottest spot in the Middle East.17


Adelaide’s North Terrace recruiting depot received perhaps the most poignant offer to serve, via a letter addressed to ‘The Recruiting Officer’. Penned by a Normanville boy, it read:






I am 9 years of age and I want to enlist to help our British Empire. I have French blood in me. I am going to buy five war bonds to help win the war. Mum and Dad said I am too young, but I am asking you could I join. If I can, let me know. From John Beasley.18







On the opposing end of the age spectrum, men up to 70 also stepped up (vainly) to enlist.


Recruits (in theory) needed to pass a minimum height requirement of at least 5 feet 6 inches (167.6 cm); those under 5 feet 4 inches (162.56cm) were still examined, with their papers retained for possible future selection. Twenty-eight-year-old Edwin ‘George’ Edwards, a Sydney golf course greenkeeper, ‘was nearly knocked back for being half an inch too short, but eventually got through.’19 A Queensland recruit, measuring ‘6-foot 4-inch high in his stockinged feet’, presented at a Cairns depot, prompting the local Post to claim: ‘the type of men is getting better as recruiting continues.’20 One of several renowned athletes in the 18th Brigade, Sergeant Charles ‘Ted’ Pickrang, a Māori heavyweight professional boxer (and Rugby Union player for New Zealand), was in training with ‘a fine body of troops’ in the Hunter Valley. Described as ‘almost 6 feet and built in proportion’, Pickrang would become one of the AIF’s first casualties in Greece.21 German General Erwin Rommel later watched with interest as a group of Australian prisoners were marched past him outside Tobruk in 1941: ‘immensely big and powerful men, who without question represented an élite formation’. All volunteers, often labourers or farm hands, they represented the ‘cream of the country’s manhood’.22


But as Wagga Wagga’s Daily Advertiser protested, the imposed minimum height was hindering enlistment, possibly even combat performance.






… a number of Australian VCs and many other Diggers who won high decorations in the Great War could not have passed the physical standards now being imposed on recruits … In all States there is a long waiting list of men of excellent physique who have been rejected because they are not quite tall enough. While uniformly tall men look excellent on parade, Australia’s expeditionary force will deliver its moral effect on the battlefield and not on the parade ground. Army doctors state that the comparatively small man is just as good a potential soldier as the tall man. In trench warfare the small man has many advantages, while as a general rule the squarely built type stands up better to the rigors of campaigning than the lanky type. But these shorter men need not despair; their chance will undoubtedly come.23
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Chest in, stand straight. Would-be soldiers are measured for height. (Argus Newspaper Collection of Photographs, State Library of Victoria)


Medical standards, available publicly, also narrowed eligibility. An eyesight examination required volunteers to read minute type on the seventh line of a test card at 20 feet. Should a candidate fail, he would repeat the letters on line five with one eye and line two with the other. Several test cards were on hand to prevent a letter sequence being memorised and whispered to others waiting in line.24 Upon passing preliminary medical examinations, would-be recruits faced a second review by a physician and a surgeon. Chest x-rays screened for consumption (tuberculosis). All men were cautioned post-screening not to dispose of their businesses or undertake final arrangements for leaving civilian life until notified of their x-ray result.25


Curiously, doctors were ‘puzzled’ why fewer candidates in Queensland were rejected due to heart disease in comparison to the southern states. Dr H. G. Wallace (State Senior Medical Officer) attributed this anomaly to Queenslanders being a ‘selected race’. In his opinion:






The State was populated by immigrants from New South Wales and Victoria, and those who will pull up their roots and go to a new land are generally of a more hardy and vigorous type than those who stay behind.26







Another doctor concluded the differences between states were due simply to conflicting criteria.
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Medical inspections for AIF volunteers. Note the eye chart on the wall. (Argus Newspaper Collection of Photographs, State Library of Victoria)


Dental standards were generally woeful. Only 3 percent of the 6,000 men of the New South Wales 16th Brigade, for example, passed their initial dental examination with an officer quantifying that 25,000 fillings, 15,000 teeth drawn and 7,000 dentures ‘of all types’ were needed.27 A Queensland corporal diarised his inspection.






My teeth, as a whole, were good, but there was apparently one hoary old wisdom tooth somewhere way back that was no longer any use to me. It was discovered in our last medical examination. Before I went up to the dental officer (following the receipt of his official request to be allowed to get at me), a couple of my comrades regaled me with accounts of what happened. ‘He’s got a bucket full of teeth up there’, I was told. ‘He just pulls ‘em out and chucks ‘em over his shoulder, quick as lightning.’ So I went up. First into the dental officer who gives the injection. I didn’t feel much. Then around a partition into the chief puller out. I shut my eyes and waited. After a while I opened them, having noticed that the puller out had stopped touching me. ‘Can’t you get it out?’ I asked. ‘It’s out,’ he said, and it dropped ‘plonk’ into the bucket. I hadn’t felt a thing.28







Clerical particulars with full-face and profile photographs completed the selection process. Notwithstanding the rigour of the examination, underlying physical weaknesses in certain individuals only became apparent when ‘put to the actual test of soldiering’. In the event of a recruit receiving a medical discharge, Brisbane’s Courier-Mail called for understanding, with the suggestion the men ‘might be spared some hardship if the military authorities had exercised more care and foresight’ while ‘those who left jobs ... [should] be reinstated by considerate employers.’29 Regardless of application zeal or suitability, state enlistment quotas for the 6th Division filled within weeks. Recruiting continued, though, to both ready reinforcements and select aspirants for succeeding divisions.30


Reasons for volunteering were many and varied. In one instance, two naturalised Italian brothers presented at the Flinders Street station bureau to enlist, confident that should Italy enter the war, Benito Mussolini would side with Britain.31 The 1st AIF’s proud tradition enticed others to join up. ‘This [new] force’, Grafton’s Daily Examiner editorialised, ‘has provided courageous and patriotic Australians with an opportunity of demonstrating once again that splendid volunteer spirit which was characteristic of their fathers and uncles who made up the Anzacs of imperishable fame.’32 Outside a noble sense of duty or lust for adventure, some volunteers came forward on more prosaic grounds – to escape a tedious job, to exit an unexciting town and suburb, or to evade domestic woes.


Edwin ‘George’ Edwards mused:






I don’t quite know why I joined the AIF. Who does? Was it for adventure, or for the sake of my country? Was it propaganda playing on my emotions, to keep out of gaol, to avoid debt, or to get away from a nagging wife? Probably a little of each of the first three, but certainly none of the last. I had a lovely little girl whom I wanted to make my wife, a family to whom I was devoted, a good job, and I was reasonably happy, but felt that I could never be completely happy until I joined the AIF. I had been in the militia for a month in an artillery unit, but the playing soldiers stunt had disgusted me and I could not get out of their uniform quickly enough.33
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‘Much to our delight we were issued with our service dress, boots and hats’, Gunner Edwin ‘George’ Edwards (left) penned on 21 April 1940, his 29th birthday. ‘We could not adjust them quickly enough to get them on. At last, we had the old rising sun up on our hats, and at last we could wear the plain drab khaki uniform of the famous AIF.’ (courtesy of Jason Stanley)


Unable to pinpoint his own rationale for joining up, a would-be recruit considered other men’s motives.






The men who joined the army were the type who stood up in trams and gave their seats to women. There are people who are constitutionally unable to resist when a call is made, or when they feel under some obligation. I doubt whether many of them could tell why they enlisted. The real cause was something deeper than they could fathom … There was, I believe a large body of men – perhaps the majority – who were adventurers at heart but common citizens by force of circumstances – how many of us are not – who saw in this call a glorious combination – the life of an adventurer with the duties of a citizen.34







Men in training at the Northam camp northeast of Perth, one of many camps springing up nationally, were quizzed in November 1939 about their motives for enlisting. The majority, Perth’s Daily News deduced, wanted to ‘do something for Australia’. Other reasons included an attraction to ‘adventure or the hope of improving their lot’, some examples being: from a farmhand, ‘to get this ruddy war over as soon as we can’; from a labourer, ‘It’s a better job than picking stumps’; from a truck-driver, ‘For adventure; to see the world’; and from a butcher, ‘It’s in the family. There’s always been someone in the army. When the war began there would be nothing else a man could do.’35 Over 600 recruits were then in the Northam camp. More were expected. Drawn from all walks of life, the diverse band included ‘bronzed farmers, public school boys and ex-university students, miners, carpenters, teamsters, truck drivers, bank clerks, mechanics, butchers, bookkeepers, stockmen, labourers and former unemployed.’ Leaving the land, the transition to army life ideally suited a farmer, no longer shackled to an uncertain livelihood.






Three big meals a day, four blankets and a comfortable rig-out for nothing, good officers and NCOs, and no flaming worries about droughts and the price of wheat. It’s a good job, and they’re a bonzer crowd of chaps. This life will do me!36







Much the same as Alan Smith, another man had walked 450 miles from Meekatharra to Perth to enlist. ‘The material here is all right’ affirmed a camp warrant officer, ‘We’ll soon make soldiers of them.’37 Across the country at Ingleburn (NSW) clerks rubbed shoulders with labourers, the unemployed and other white-collar workers.38 Many would-be recruits had travelled from the Northern Rivers and Newcastle in a packed troop train. Lieutenant Kenneth Curtis (2/2nd Battalion) looked on.






The men were in high spirits … They sang lustily and every town passed was a signal for vociferous calls and cheers. Bunting in the form of toilet paper startled mild-mannered churchgoers as it streamed from every window as the train sped through the outer suburbs of Sydney. Several gentlemen amused themselves between Gosford and Hornsby by climbing from window to window along the side of the train. They streamed off the train at Ingleburn carrying suitcases, sugar bags and every conceivable kind of dunnage.39







Yells of ‘You’ll be sorry’ greeted bedraggled groups of men passing through the front gate. The new arrivals were issued blankets and a straw mattress. While some militiamen wore their uniforms, the diverse mix of clothing mirrored former civilian vocations.40 ‘We were a bit jealous when we saw some of our militia mates who had previously been NCOs issued with the AIF uniform to become instructors’, Edwin Edwards (2/1st Anti-Tank Regiment) jotted in his diary. ‘We envied the uniform, not the stripes.’41 An initial wardrobe of mismatched and ill-fitting uniforms was finally remedied by December. Now, looking the part, training began in earnest, albeit stymied by a lack of equipment and qualified instructors. Coming to terms with communal living, drill and discipline, within a matter of months the recruits would be on a war footing. ‘Before I joined the army’, Edwards reflected,






I had worked a lot on my own and I had also been in the sole company of my fiancée for some years and was comparatively unused to much male company. It surprised me to find out how quick the boys were at repartee, and how happy they kept at all times, turning everything into a joke and taking nothing seriously.42







A young Renmark gunner at Holsworthy (NSW) also felt cut out for his new role.






At dawn the guns open up with a tremendous explosion. There appeared a spurt of flame yards long and a whistle as the shell passed overhead. The war had begun! … This was a hard test to see how we stood up to it and believe me we would have gone on indefinitely. We relished our work.43







Unofficial mascots appeared as formations gelled and friendships grew. The 2/9th Battalion fêted ‘Rudolph’, a white Angora rabbit ‘who drinks beer and eats anything.’ ‘Major Ram’, a tobacco-chewing billy goat, was adopted by the 2/3rd Battalion. ‘Linky’ the Alsatian belonged to the 2/10th Battalion, his custodian joking: ‘I’m thinking of starving him until he gets a chance to have a piece of Hitler.’ Troops quartered at the Melbourne Showgrounds misappropriated their motif, ‘a wooden effigy of a Jersey cow’ from an outdoor advertisement. It became ‘Ferdy’ the cow. A stray sheep, eschewed as a rival mascot, roamed the showgrounds, causing consternation ‘by charging through the ranks of men drilling in the arena.’44
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A column of recruits marching from Liverpool to Ingleburn, led on horseback by New York-born Lieutenant-Colonel John A. Rena, Camp Commandant, and his Adjutant, Captain Hardy. (Argus Newspaper Collection of Photographs, State Library of Victoria)
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AIF recruits learning to march. Of the interim uniform, Gunner Edwin ‘George’ Edwards wrote: ‘The “giggle” suits and hats got their name from their peculiar shapes which fitted no-one, and they were either too big or too small (only two sizes they had.) The hats were of brown cloth with drooping edges and we looked like a bunch of convicts.’ (Argus Newspaper Collection of Photographs, State Library of Victoria)
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Active duty approached. Menzies announced to the House of Representatives on 29 November 1939 that the 6th Division would leave for service overseas early in the new year. No destination was given, though Adelaide’s News ‘stated on higher authority’ that it would go to Egypt. A storm of protest erupted. Australia’s security could be jeopardised, Curtin argued.45 Would conscription follow?


Gunner Ernie Osbourne (2/2nd Battalion), a Sydney labourer, recounted the prevailing mood following a public march.






Gee, what a crowd. I thought there was a crowd when the harbour bridge was opened but it had nothing on the crowd at the march, women were crying and playing up, one onlooker ... called [us] 5/- a day killers ... and one of our mates knocked him off his feet and the crowd did give a cheer.46







In a separate incident in Perth, a man ‘dressed in a semblance of a military uniform and shouting “down with democracy – Don’t fight for Australia”’ was arrested in Perth with three companions and gaoled for fourteen days.47 In his ‘letter to the editor’, Reverend G.E. Hale, in Adelaide, refused ‘to tolerate war in any form.’ Various groups across the nation likewise rallied to voice their disapproval. Public meetings staged by the Australian Peace Pledge Union, the Christian Socialist Movement, the Fellowship of Reconciliation and the Legion of Christian Youth collectively urged the Commonwealth Government to seek an immediate armistice.48, 49 More widely, the Quakers announced their ‘intention of refusing to register’ on the national roll through their ‘loyalty to Christ.’50


Soldiers found themselves in an unwelcome firing line. ‘Even at this stage of the war’, Gunner Edwin Edwards noted with irritation on Anzac Day 1940, ‘the AIF had to put up with a lot of abuse from its own people. I’ve often thought since what a lot of good a few bombs would do the public of Australia.’






They want waking up! At times we were baited, called five-bob-a-day murderers, and slated by communists in the Domain. Newspapers, at variance to our cause, were not slow to magnify the sometimes drastic action we took, but such action was the only chance of righting many wrongs and putting certain people in their places. At Ingleburn the boys burnt down canteens charging excessive prices and brought the prices down to a fair thing. At other times they raided communists in Sydney Domain, and eventually put an end to those disloyal meetings.51







Amid the polarised debate about the war, and a period of quiet unease across Western Europe, the 2nd AIF prepared to leave for the Middle East.


[image: ]


Rifle and bayonet training at Ingleburn, NSW. (State Library of NSW 25336)
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Attention to detail. An AIF captain adjusts a recruit’s belt. (Argus Newspaper Collection of Photographs, State Library of Victoria)


‘Our wishes for the best of luck on active service’


A spell of final leave preceded embarkation. Emotions naturally flowed. A soldier at Puckapunyal consoled his mother, writing:






Dear Mum, just a quick note before breakfast to ask you to draw £1 out of the bank, and buy me a khaki shirt, with collar and pocket, and keep the change home for me. Now don’t get upset, mum dear, and keep the old chin up. This will probably be my last weekend leave before final leave … I have got a good job now, and I’m quite happy and proud of the small bit I am doing. If you could hear the bands up here and see the boys swinging along just as I see them every morning, it would get you the same way. I don’t know what it does to me, but I seem to get tense and excited all over every time I see them. The chaps that aren’t in this show don’t know what they are missing. When I hear a good march being played, up here, and see the bayonets glinting in the sun, row after row of them, I could go to Hell and back quite easily, and nothing could stop me. They are a wonderfully fit crowd of men up here, and all I can say is God help Hitler and his gangsters when we get at them. We would wipe them off the map if we only had pick handles to fight with ... At least you and Dad can look any one straight in the eye knowing that the family is doing its bit.52







Well-wishers gathered in towns across the country to farewell departing friends, husbands and sons. Residents in Derby, northeast Tasmania, met in their town hall on 3 December 1939 to send off local volunteers, including privates Max Krushka (2/12th Battalion) and Albert Chilcott (2/3rd Field Company). Each man was presented with a fountain pen plus some ‘very good advice as to the uses to which it could be put.’53 (Chilcott, a 21-year-old farm labourer, subsequently injured his knee and was discharged as ‘medically unfit’ on 18 May 1940.)


Mount Gambier’s Mayor bade farewell to Corporal Arthur Pannell (2/4 Field Ambulance) and Private Peter ‘Walter’ Hudson (2/10th Battalion) the following year. ‘They were’, he declared, ‘carrying away the fighting spirit which was in every Australian’. Speaking on behalf of the town, he wished them ‘the best of luck, a happy time and a safe return.’54 Friends and family similarly assembled in the Victorian town of Drysdale to send off brothers Gordon and Wallace Duncan. ‘After three hearty cheers and the singing of “They Are Jolly Good Fellows”’, their father Gordon Duncan ‘thanked all for the magnificent evening they had given to their boys’. Men enlisting for overseas service were, in his opinion, ‘doing the right thing.’55
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A farewell for SA soldiers (2/10th Battalion) shortly to leave for the Middle East. (State Library of South Australia B 58110)


Carnival scenes ‘welcomed the [1940] New Year with traditional gaiety, but the khaki uniforms’ of AIF soldiers on final leave, in Sydney’s Morning Herald coverage, gave ‘the celebrations a new significance.’ Kings Cross was especially busy.






Hitler was the butt of most of the floorshows in the places of entertainment. At one night club, where an elaborate midnight floorshow was presented, a small boy, with a long beard, representing 1939, danced a weary dance until he was successfully chased from the floor by sprightly 1940. The bandsmen, dressed in kilts and carrying pipes, played Scottish airs, and the patrons joined in ‘Auld Lang Syne’.56







In a more melancholy setting, debilitated veterans in Randwick Military Hospital – decades after the November 1918 Armistice – wrote to Brigadier Arthur ‘Tubby’ Allen, commanding officer of the 16th Infantry Brigade, to offer departing servicemen an informal farewell.






Unfortunately, we cannot present ourselves at the camp or at troopships to cheer them on their way, but we’d like half a dozen of your fellows to drop in to see us before your brigade embarks. If this is impracticable, will you please convey to all ranks under your command, our wishes for the best of luck on active service.







Joseph McTague (ex-18th Battalion, 1st AIF) was confined to a hospital ward and still undergoing operations to remove shrapnel from injuries received in France decades earlier. Farewelling his 27-year-old son, Corporal Arthur McTague (2/31st Battalion), he joked: ‘This young fellow’s doing better than I did’, adding, ‘I never got past the rank of private.’57
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Age farewells youth at Ingleburn, NSW. (Argus Newspaper Collection of Photographs, State Library of Victoria)




CHAPTER TWO


‘Hurried goodbyes and tearful farewells were universal’


Fresh from their New Year revelry, nearly half a million Sydneysiders congregated on 4 January 1940 to cheer 6,000 AIF 16th Brigade soldiers as they passed along city thoroughfares. Marching six abreast, the ‘magnificent’ mile-long column filed, company after company, in ‘perfect formation.’ Women lining George and Elizabeth Streets showered the men with confetti and paper streamers, ‘which became entangled in hats and bayonets, broke and fluttered round the marching feet, so that for a time the columns walked on streets strewn with coloured paper, like flowers laid in the path of a conqueror.’1


A week later, ribbons of khaki wound their path up the gangways of the luxury passenger liners Strathnaver, Orford, Orcades and Otranto, berthed at Pyrmont. ‘What, no luggage porters! What kinda war is this?’ boomed one of the more mercurial characters. Abundantly accoutred, the troops from the Inglewood army camp, Melbourne’s Herald chronicled, boarded the vessels, lugging:






haversack, greatcoat, kitbag, dilly bag, rifle, bayonet, mess tin, gasmask and steel hat. At the foot of the gangway, officials of the Army Pay Corps, and the Records Branch met them, checked their pay-books, ticked off their regimental numbers, and certified identification. All this was achieved with the utmost smoothness and the minimum of fuss. No raucous orders hurled from foghorn voices rose round the dockside. There was no need for bullock-driver eloquence.2







‘It’s a wonderful life’, Private Kenneth ‘Ken’ Moses (2/4th Battalion), a jackeroo in outback Queensland, exclaimed to a reporter. ‘I only enlisted a week ago.’ Once aboard, Private Stanley Dean (2/4th Battalion) removed his boots and changed his socks. ‘We slept in our boots last night’, he explained, ‘and we had to march the two miles to the station pretty fast this morning. Have I got tired feet or have I?’ Raucous hoots answered Captain Lance Cutcliffe’s (2/4th Battalion) announcement through a porthole: ‘I’m going to be just a mother to them’. Cutcliffe, a belt man with Coogee Life-Saving Club, joked how the ship’s swimming pool would be the next best thing to the Sydney surf.3
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A staff embarkation officer checks the identity of soldiers quayside prior to boarding. (Argus Newspaper Collection of Photographs, State Library of Victoria)
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Farewell Sydney. (Argus Newspaper Collection of Photographs, State Library of Victoria)


‘A couple of hours before the first liner drew away from the wharf’, the Herald continued,






there arrived on the scene a group of ‘AWL’ lads. Seven of them dashed up in a taxi and commandeered a military lorry to take them the remaining 100 yards to the ship’s side. ‘Good luck, boys,’ shouted the crowd. And now, everyone was aboard. The first liner cast off and began to move out to the Harbor. Every soldier climbed as high as he could to wave his piece of red or yellow muslin in farewell. Hurricanes of cheering re-echoed from the rocky heights around Pyrmont … Every ship siren shrieked its tribute. Every ferry whistle found its voice. The passage down the Harbor was a triumphant progress.4







Melbourne journalist Adele Shelton-Smith (later to become the first Australian woman to report from a foreign military theatre) watched as stirred ‘staff officers cleared their throats. Nobody could find anything to say, and the rather peppery colonel [the embarkation officer] surreptitiously brushed away something from his eyes.’5


Despite the ‘secrecy’ of the sailing, hundreds of small craft were present to send off the troopships. Lining the cliffs above Jones Bay, spectators, friends and relatives cheered the convoy as it steamed through the Heads, the bows of the great ships lifting and falling in the swell as they met the Pacific Ocean. Soldiers on board watched as their homeland passed from sight, the flotilla of escorting craft now gone.6
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Troopship carrying men of the 6th Division, bound for to the Middle East, January 1940. (State Library of NSW)


Private Allan Anderson, a Condobolin (NSW) journalist, described what he called a ‘pleasure cruise’.






... as indeed it was – the farthest thought from any one’s mind was that we were leaving home to go and fight a war. Hearts were naturally very heavy as we watched Sydney Heads receding on our stern and I do not think anyone watched Australia disappearing below the horizon without a thought of the ones at home. Our one consoling thought was of the great day when we would be sailing not away from it, but towards it – with the war won and peace once more restored throughout the world.7







Quite unlike the lines of hammocks typical of a 1914 troopship, Private Jack Antony (2/4th Battalion) found himself ‘in a tourist class cabin’. Savouring meals served in the first-class saloon, and waited on by the ship’s steward, ‘it was a real pleasure cruise’.8
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AIF reinforcements dining in comfort aboard a troopship en route to the Middle East. (Argus Newspaper Collection of Photographs, State Library of Victoria)


Joined at sea by ocean liners conveying the 4th New Zealand Brigade, and protective escorts, the battleship HMS Ramillies and cruisers HMAS Australia and Canberra, the first convoy steamed to Melbourne. Arriving on 12 January, it was joined by the Empress of Japan, carrying the 6th Division’s headquarters. It was an ‘unforgettable sight’, Corporal Roland Hoffman diarised, ‘to see ten ships, seven of them luxury liners, flanked by warships of the British and Australian Navies. They kept in perfect formation – it seemed as if their engines might be throbbing in unison.’9 Further convoys would follow.


Lieutenant Kenneth Curtis (2/2nd Battalion) and his mates speculated ‘incessantly’ about their destination. The Middle East was a ‘hot favourite’ with Britain the ‘next best bet.’10 Settling into the world of luxury liner travel, albeit more cramped, Private Cyril Hughes from Whyalla found the first days affected by a ‘head-on swell’. A few men were sick,






but for the remainder the sea was almost as smooth as glass. Luckily for us the ship we travelled in had not been stripped and we had the benefit of everything that goes with a boat of this type – pictures, swimming pool and so on. The meals were extra, and I think everybody thoroughly enjoyed it. Each week every man was given an ounce of tobacco, a packet of cigarettes, chocolate and some fruit.11







Fremantle was the final stop on the Australian station. And a raucous night’s leave. According to one soldier, 16th Brigade ‘more or less took over the city’. Fire engines were driven through the main streets; some revellers ‘took it upon themselves to drive whenever they rode in the trams.’ ‘Lots of the boys went up to Perth and brought back tales about its beauties and the people’s generosity’, Gunner Edwin Edwards diarised, but






being broke, we wandered around the lawns, gardens and palms, and actually scanned the ground to see if we could pick up any two bobs that anyone might have dropped. We reluctantly came to the conclusion that the people in Fremantle never allow holes to wear in their pockets.12







Men started drifting back to the wharf as sailing neared. A few were AWL. Others juggled all manner of local souvenirs including domestic pets, signposts and posters.13 Captain George Yates (2/28th Battalion) charted the atmosphere as the great ships weighed anchor from Victoria Quay.






Hurried goodbyes and tearful farewells were universal. How well we remember that eventful day in January 1941, at Fremantle. The wharf packed with wives, mothers, sisters, brothers, sweethearts and friends all assembled to see us sail away. Amid cheers and tears the ship slowly left the wharf to take us out to the big transport which was to convey us safely overseas. All were sad that day and for many succeeding days.14







Monitoring from afar, Nazi propaganda promptly announced the sailing of an Allied armada and its destination – Suez. (Berlin disingenuously announced the loss of a troopship with all hands in a later broadcast.)15 For the moment, however, there was no danger of enemy attack. Still, the reality of their situation was now dawning. Gunner Ronald Keast (2/7th Field Regiment), a Broken Hill labourer, noted how ‘the boys on board who were setting out to do a job were unusually quiet though and were no doubt thinking of their loved ones at home and wondering when they would again see Australia.’16


‘It sent thrills up and down our spines’


Leaving Australia was a new experience for most. ‘We are sailing along at present’, a South Australian sergeant penned, ‘black shadows in a black night, in front, behind.’






On our right are other ships, all drowned in universal blackness. Far ahead are the greyhounds of the sea, the destroyers, watching like a hen with a brood of chickens. Slightly closer we have the cruisers ready and able to give assistance to their smaller brethren should it be required.17







Boat drills were rehearsed should an enemy warship appear. ‘We all know our boat stations and exactly what to do in case of emergency’, Private Hector Riddel (2/25th Battalion) wrote. ‘We have had at least one alarm a day as we are in dangerous waters now, and we are all told to watch for raiders. We wear our life jackets all the time.’18


Any notion of a pleasure cruise disappeared with the resumption of training at sea. A Western Australian officer documented his demanding schedule:






6 a.m. till 8.30 a.m. rise, bath, shave, visit troops, breakfast; 8.30 till 4.30 p.m. parade with one break for lunch. Lecture and give instructions throughout the parade; 4.30 till 5.45 p.m. compulsory PT parade for officers; 5.45 till 7 p.m. attend lecture to officers; 7 till 7.30 p.m. dress for mess; 7.30 till 8.30 p.m. mess; 8.30 till 10 p.m. lecture to officers; 10 p.m. till midnight: prepare next day’s syllabus; midnight till 1.30 censor letters; 1.30 till 6 a.m. sleep.19







Father Gerard Youll, from Newcastle, lent a hand in revolver practice on one vessel, lobbing makeshift targets, ‘bottles with toy balloons attached’, overboard.20


The daily routine was seen by another Western Australian as ‘sometimes monotonous, [but at least it] occupied us during the day and furthered our training and knowledge’.






This ocean, notoriously rough at times, was exceedingly mild; no one to my knowledge being seasick after leaving the West. People who at great expense travel the world could never see the sights we enjoyed in convoy. Many large ocean liners with their attendant cruisers, battleships and aircraft carrier, were remarkable sights, especially when changing direction to turn into port. Occasionally a cruiser would pass close to us, the sailors giving three cheers; one day a cruiser passing had the crew cheering, then the band played ‘Advance Australia Fair.’ It was quite an occasion. A battleship came near for the crew to say goodbye before leaving the convoy. Each ship in turn took and returned the cheer and with bands playing – in the middle of the ocean it was magnificent.21







Equally impressed by such fanfare, a Melbourne gunner noted a rousing Anzac Day exchange:






… a warship moved through the convoy with dressed ship and tons of cheering. Their band played ‘Australia Will Be There,’ while ours replied with ‘Rule Britannia’. Then, they moved, quite close and treated us to ‘The Road to Gundagai,’ and we played ‘Take Me Back to Blighty’ for them. Even the toughest of us had to admit that it sent thrills up and down our spines.22







But it was not always smooth sailing across the Indian Ocean, as Signaller Eloi D’Alton (2/10th Battalion), an electrician from Rainbow (Vic.), discovered.






The vessel rolled from side to side consistently. Not a very nice feeling. Just a slow roll. It took about two minutes to return to vertical position after each roll, then away she would go to the opposite side. This motion is one of the worst and liable to make one seasick, but I was lucky.23







Time for some passed slowly, the tedium of weeks at sea frustrating one embarkee. ‘Water, water, and still more water. By now the same old scenes morning, noon and night is becoming monotonous, but must be endured.’ The cry of ‘man overboard’ broke the monotony of one voyage. The escorting vessel,






went ‘flat out’ to the scene and having located the man, the precision with which those naval boys went to work was a pleasure to watch. A boat was lowered, and the man picked [up] and the boat back in the davits within five minutes.24
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Troopships at sea. Gunner Edwin ‘George’ Edwards diarised an enemy submarine encounter. ‘Just on dusk one of the escorting cruisers dropped ten or twelve depth charges at a [potential] submarine. We could feel great vibration on our ship from the explosions and could only hope they got it. A quiet evening followed, with no sign of enemy aircraft or shipping.’ (State Library of South Australia SRG 435/2/44)


They were soon to make land fall. Closing on Singapore, and about to spend several days docked at a British naval base, Edwin Edwards first glimpsed Malaya. The view, he wrote, was:






... the most beautiful I have ever seen before or since. It loomed up suddenly out of the haze. Ten or twelve sampans lay riding the lazy roll of the ocean, their occupants busily fishing. The next few days took us on a very interesting run across to Colombo. The sea was still and very calm and the [Royal Navy cruiser] HMS Danae acted as our escort. She went chasing a supposed submarine one day, but it was only a whale.25







Leave ashore in Ceylon (today Sri Lanka) or British India brought the novelty of sightseeing in an exotic land, another first for most men. Disembarking troops received a stipend of local currency with the firm admonition that they were ambassadors of their country, in proud AIF uniform, to be judged by their behaviour. Accordingly, low grade spirits were forbidden, certain ‘establishments’ were to be skirted, and cautionary tales forewarned of food poisoning, though a severe bout of dysentery would later depart with the convoy. Eager rickshaw pullers and native pedlars – all hoping to deprive the Australians of whatever currency they carried – waited quayside. Exploring their first Eastern city, the tourists in uniform were typically steered to stores carrying hyper-inflated prices. While the locals came out on top financially, Kenneth Curtis recalled how ‘the battalion got its money’s worth in general entertainment.’26


Captain Sydney Newcomb (2/15th Battalion), a bank clerk, shared his adventure.






We had our first sight of land since leaving Fremantle, and the ship steamed into a small harbour where our battalion changed over, to a smaller vessel and continued the trip to Colombo. I missed the approach to Colombo as I was not too well but looking from the porthole the port seemed to be packed with shipping of all description and sizes. We were moored very close to the shore, but to our dismay we heard that there would be no leave for our chaps until the following day, so it was a case of hanging over the rail and envying the other troops we saw going ashore. However, there was much to interest us, for a fleet of native craft was around the ship all day endeavouring to sell their wares to the men and talk about bargaining? Well, our turn came the next day and early in the morning we all went ashore in ferries. I was still feeling unwell, but I was not going to miss the fun for anything, and in a short time, the men were scattered about the town. We toured the town and native quarter in rickshaws, hired a car out to Mt. Lavinia, came back through the European quarter, did some shopping, drank a lot of beer, went down through the native quarter again and saw Hindu temples and other queer places ... At roll call there were only a few missing, and they arrived back some time during the night. We left Colombo on Thursday, and our ship ran aground in negotiating the narrow entrance and by the time we got free of the mud the convoy was well under way and incidentally our place in the convoy was number 13.27







Private Hollister ‘Jim’ Dean (2/43rd Battalion), an Adelaide butcher, discovered a ‘mixture of ancient and modern’. The traffic, he noted, was a mix of cars, ‘oxen wagons, rickshaws, etc. all pushing and hooting to get through.’28 (Hollister Dean was killed in action on 2 October 1943 near Milne Bay.) ‘The sights in the streets were enough to bring on hysterics’, Sergeant Alfred ‘Rex’ Mallyon (2/10th Battalion), a Port Pirie salesman penned.






Any vehicle drawn by mules (which seem to be in the majority over horses) was immediately halted by the AIF who took over from the drivers and used them as conveyances, while sturdy ‘bronco busters’ perched themselves on the rumps of the mules, which objected. They controlled the traffic, while the police looked on in amazement, confiscated all beer that passed in trollies (owing to the town opening the hotels for only half an hour), and took rides on wagons, lorries, and everything moving.From where I was standing, I saw what appeared to be a funeral coming down the main street. The head of it proved to be one of our chaps pushing a three-wheeled dust box adorned with his mate, while the whole of the traffic crawled along behind in the narrow thoroughfare. At the main crossing the box capsized, and after the two diggers had solemnly dusted themselves down, they changed places and weaved their way onward, leaving the crowd helpless with laughter.







As could be expected, leave ashore ‘was the boys’ day out’.






... and they made the most of it. It was great to see them return to the ship bearing all manner of souvenirs. They had picture advertising boards, ornamental animal horns, streamers, caps, helmets, and sacks of fruit. Heaven knows what would happen if we had to remain on board for a month without touching land.29
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Rickshaws in Colombo. Handwritten note on back: ‘Self and Roy in Rickshaw. We are at Galle Face Green facing the sea. The Galle Face Hotel in the distance.’ (State Library of South Australia SRG 435/2/5)


‘For a run around in a rickshaw [in Columbo]’, Private Freddie Holt, and Ross Domney (2/11th Battalion) were charged double fare, ‘so naturally we paid nothing. They put on a show, but we took no notice.’


Holt’s next port of call was Bombay (today Mumbai) where ‘the only trouble was the smell’, a problem compounded by monsoonal rain.30 Eager to explore India’s largest city, Private Harry Dick (2/2nd Battalion) witnessed ‘some very beautiful sights’.






But the native quarters are awful. The people themselves have no idea of cleanliness, all household rubbish, old fruit, vegetables, everything, is swept into the alleyways, so you can guess the stench that soon arises after a few hours in the tropical sun.31







[image: ]


A snapshot with local children outside Deolali Camp, India, 100 miles north-east of Bombay (now Mumbai). (State Library of South Australia PRG 1737/2/5)


‘The people’, Private Harry Webster beheld, were ‘a tribe to be remembered – [they] carry everything on their heads and sleep anywhere in the streets. The towns are old and toil worn and the women do most of the work.’32 Also writing of Bombay, Senior Chaplain Frederick Porter, formerly of Bacchus Marsh, recorded:






a city of extremes in wealth and poverty – palace and hovel, prince and outcast, mosque and brothel, standing or living cheek by jowl. I saw the best and it was good, and I saw the worst and was disgusted, amazed, shocked and saddened by it all.33







Nearing the Red Sea, aptly named according to Harold Hammond (6th Australian General Hospital), since ‘the heat is almost unbearable’, some transports called at the British colony of Aden (today the temporary capital of Yemen) on the southern end of the Arabian Peninsula.34 It was ‘beautiful to see from the ship as we approached’, another soldier recounted.






With houses built in the side of extremely high mountains, whose points were often obscured by clouds, it looked really wonderful. The glamour was short-lived, however, for being allowed ashore for a few hours was enough for even the most venturesome. There was no trouble in getting the entire complement back on board – they were glad to leave.35







‘We had some enjoyable evenings playing bridge and drinking Chinese beer’, Sydney Newcomb, remembered of the final leg of the journey to Suez. ‘The convoy was all over the place and apparently some danger existed from enemy surface craft. We had a strong escort, and I think most of the men were praying for something to happen.’36
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‘We duly reached the Middle East’, Lieutenant John Ifould (2/3rd Machine Gun Battalion) revealed, adding the ‘country is rather like the country in the Mallee without the trees.’37 Purportedly the most bloodstained region on the planet, the Middle East was economically and strategically indispensable to Britain’s Empire. The 5 percent of the world’s oil then produced in the area was ample for Britain’s immediate needs, or indeed those of the Axis. Geographically, the region shielded India and safeguarded the Suez Canal; politically, it underpinned British prestige. To lose the Middle East would be calamitous for Britain, its standing allies and potential new ones at a time when it was far from certain whether America would enter the war.
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The Middle East in 1940.
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Anthony Eden inspects newly arrived troops. Before leaving the Middle East, he affirmed that the region was ‘safe in their hands’. (Argus Newspaper Collection of Photographs, State Library of Victoria)


Anthony Eden, Secretary of State for Dominion Affairs, Sir Miles Lampson, Britain’s Ambassador to Egypt, and General Sir Archibald Wavell, Commander of British Forces in the Middle East, were on hand to greet the first convoy. Wavell voiced his approval of the Australian troops now coming under his command, having served with General Edmund Allenby (Egyptian Expeditionary Force) and observed AIF troops in action during the First World War. ‘When the Empire is at war Australia is at war’, Brigadier Arthur Allen, officer commanding the AIF contingent, responded. ‘We have come with a serious purpose in our hearts to take our place beside our sister Dominions.’38 Songs from the Great War radiated through darkness as troop transports neared their destination – Kantara (El Qantara). Docking after midnight, the town throbbed with activity as Diggers streamed ashore by the light of flares. Veterans from the First World War quietly reminisced about their arrival into Egypt decades earlier. Their younger companions could only wonder what lay ahead; having never encountered war, how would they react? Would they survive?39


Sapper Frank O’Donnell (2/4th Field Company) was sailing in a later convoy on the Canal when enemy aircraft attacked, ‘bullets with taillights’ as he put it, narrowly missing him.




I saw these red and blue lights coming towards me, but I did not know what they were. I thought the airman was trying to light up a target for a bombing attack. The bullets came to within two feet of my face, less than arm’s length, but I was not worried. I felt very much like reaching out and patting them down or touching them to see what happened. When they told me they were tracer bullets I nearly died.40






Safely ashore, crowded troop trains left on the five-hour journey to the British mandate of Palestine (today Israel).


[image: ]


A new arrival meets a young vendor in an ancient land. (Argus Newspaper Collection of Photographs, State Library of Victoria)




CHAPTER THREE


Palestine – ‘Brown as a berry, and never felt better’


The Middle East knew Australians only as khaki-clad soldiers. Vivid memories of Antipodean troops running amok through Cairo's quarters during the First World War, according to some, persuaded the Egyptian government to refuse entry to a new cohort, which in part led to their training in Palestine. ‘The oldest international battlefield of the world is again assuming the aspect of an armed camp’, Palestine’s Post announced. ‘Scenes where the titanic struggles of bygone ages sealed the destinies of great empires again teem with soldiers.’1


  After a ‘lovely but uneventful’ sea voyage, Private Arthur Tillott (2/7th Field Ambulance) arrived at Julis military camp, some 27 miles northeast of Gaza. ‘We were given another hot meal and then allotted to various tents ... There is an average of ten to a tent and we are fairly comfortable.’ A Digger from Broken Hill found himself billeted with ‘the finest chaps possible. All country chaps from a bank clerk to a gardener.’ Boarding under canvas, Private Robert ‘Bob’ Connors (2/2nd Battalion), a Taree (NSW) shop assistant, reasoned, was healthier ‘than the huts we had at Ingleburn’, adding, ‘the meals are not too bad.’2


  Captain Archibald McLellan’s (2/2nd Battalion) ‘new home’ was ‘pleasantly situated on the western side of a hill adjoining an orange grove. Both officers’ and sergeants’ messes were sited on the hilltop, commanding a magnificent view over a wide valley dotted with Arab villages and orange groves.’3 Julis’ new residents set to work, servicing the defective sanitation system, setting out roads and paths and furnishing tents with make-do furniture. Flower beds and trees were planted, while familiar names such as ‘Kings Cross’, ‘Ingleburn’ and ‘Wagga’ appeared on road signs and living quarters.4 All areas were bordered by the army’s emblem of orderliness – the white-painted rock. A large bell once rung at the Warrnambool railway station to cue train departures also ‘turned up’.5 With the troops having left their mascots behind in Australia, local denizens such as lizards, hedgehogs and tortoises were ‘conscripted’.
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Pitching camp. ‘Palestine carries an eternal debt of gratitude to the AIF’, a Palestinian barrister on holiday in Sydney exclaimed. ‘For four years we have been used to soldiers pouring into Palestine. We were never glad to see them – until the AIF arrived. Those boys have changed the whole place. They have made it one of the happiest, jolliest places there could be.’ (Argus Newspaper Collection of Photographs, State Library of Victoria)


  Night-time ushered in an unwelcome cacophony. ‘We had just got used to the flaming jackals yowling around the camps, and now we have to get used to dogs barking all night’, a private grumbled. ‘I reckon a full-scale barrage won’t keep me awake after this.’6


  Melbourne-born war correspondent John Hetherington was surprised to see a civilian wearing an Australian Returned Soldiers’ League badge outside the ancient building housing the officers’ mess. A Russian Jew who arrived in Australia in 1911, the man had joined the 1st AIF in 1917 and served in the 56th Battalion in France. Having emigrated to Palestine in the 1930s, the veteran talked of returning to Australia, ‘the best country in the world. It seems to be the only place untouched by trouble of some kind.’7


Camp security was of immediate concern to Arthur Tillott.






The Arabs are our biggest snag here, as they are the biggest thieves going. They will sneak in and take an article from under our very noses and get away with it. They are so bad we have to picket the camp day and night. The night picket is armed and it’s flowers for the Arab who is seen inside our lines.8







‘We dare not leave our tents unguarded for a moment’, Sapper Ray Bahr (2/8th Field Company Engineers), a Henty (NSW) farm labourer, informed his parents, ‘otherwise our gear would disappear. Our rifles have to be padlocked at night, because the Arabs have a weakness for rifles.’9


  While a passage in The Australian Soldiers’ Pocket Book – ‘how to behave abroad’ – warned against any ‘sense of racial superiority’, long missives written through the lens of white Australian ideals were stamped and sent home. The Arab ‘was a very lazy individual and the women appear to do all the work’, a soldier from Tumut (NSW) expressed; ‘one Australian would do the work of five or six Arabs.’ Irked by local hygiene, ‘all fruit purchased from them has to be washed in Condy’s crystals [iodine]’, he was nevertheless affected by an incident inside the camp.






The Arabs evidently do not believe in doctors. When I was in hospital recently one of the Arab recruits that had enlisted in the Palestine Army was brought in suffering with acute appendicitis. The doctors decided on an immediate operation. Through an interpreter he said he would not have an operation. He had to sign a paper to this effect. He practically signed his death warrant as when I left there was no hope for him.10
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Soldiers pose with a young local girl in Khassa, Palestine. (State Library of South Australia SRG 435/2/594)
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British authorities and Zionists continued to clash after the outbreak of hostilities – the latter wanting to increase Jewish immigration; Britain doggedly regarded such immigration as illegal and a threat to regional stability. Britain had assumed responsibility for Palestine under a League of Nations Mandate in 1920. At this time there were 650,000 Arabs and some 50,000 Jews in the mandated territory, a number that had grown to 310,000 by 1935. The so-called Balfour Declaration of 1917 had promised to establish a Jewish national homeland (in the then Ottoman region) to garner Jewish support for Britain’s war effort. Simultaneously, London promised Arabs a united country encompassing most of the Middle East. Neither promise eventuated, and violence became a hallmark of the region.

OEBPS/images/halftitle.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg_24.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg_46.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg_25.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg_47.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg_45.jpg
ROMANIA

SoVIET
UNION

oTelvan

sauol






OEBPS/images/pg_29.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg_27.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg_49.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg_42.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg_21.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg_43.jpg





OEBPS/images/st-com.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Writings From a War Zone
‘Somewhere in the Middle East’ 1940-1942

i bigskypubishing com.au

David Mitchelhill-Green





OEBPS/images/pg_19.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg_35.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg_14.jpg
FREEDOM 15 WORTH |
FIGHTING FOR,

wEm
ik
TONR AL





OEBPS/images/pg_33.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Writings From a War Zone
‘Somewhere in the Middle East’ 1940-1942

DIGGERS

David Mitchelhill-Green





OEBPS/images/pg_34.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg_39.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg_18.jpg





OEBPS/images/copyimg.jpg
QUL A catelogus record for this
LTSS booicis avallaio from the
VAN National Library o Australl





OEBPS/images/pg_32.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg_27-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg_51.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg_30.jpg





