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"The Aussie digger has never been one to blow his own trumpet with personal stories of his actions, or brag about his part in some action or another.For many families they will probably not know what their husband, father, grandfather or uncle did in the war or the hardships he faced, simply because most of us don't talk much about it.


"I am sure however that some blokes who did tell their mates what things were like or gave an honest account of what they saw would have been laughed at in disbelief as some things, although quite true, would appear to be beyond belief to most people back home.


"I do not think that our families or friends, sitting in the comfort of the homes in Australia could really comprehend the hardships, conditions and dangers that confronted us, by this I also include any conflict we have been involved in."


Warrant Officer Arthur Francis, CSC,


OAM, ex-RSM Army, 1993


"Your mates are like brothers they are there when you need them and their friendship is unconditional, they trust you with their life and you in turn trust them with yours. They endure the hardships and the pain along with you, and no person in civilian life can ever hope to understand what sacrifices you make for each other. You are entrusted with the qualities of the Australian soldier, those that have gone before you have hard fought that reputation and your actions reflect directly on them."


Corporal Chris Caspani, DSM, 1RAR, Iraq





Australia has a proud history of military service. Since Federation in 1901, more than one and a half million men and women have served in wars and conflicts. And more than 102,000 of these have made the ultimate sacrifice. As you read this book, thousands of military personnel are serving at home and abroad to preserve the values that are important to all Australians.


The public perception of Australian soldiers is often not realistic. Many of us only see soldiers in action on the news on television. But these brief bytes of sound and vision from the battlefield or conflict zones are almost impossible to put into context. The human side of the Aussie soldier – his or her courage, dedication and empathy – often go unnoticed. So too does the difference their presence can make to the lives of the people they are trying to help.


The Australian soldier’s reputation as one of the world’s best sits proudly alongside his standing as one of the most compassionate. I have not been in combat or on peacekeeping missions, but have had the privilege of meeting many soldiers who have. Fascinated by the stories that flow so freely over a brew or a beer, I decided to write Aussie Soldier so others could find out what really makes our nation’s soldiers tick. Their own words and their experiences are brought together in this book.


Today a soldier’s job can take many forms. Within a single day he can be a peacekeeper, a diplomat, a friend to those less fortunate in a war-ravaged county and a fighting soldier trained to kill if required. We should all take great comfort in the knowledge that the character of Australian servicemen and women will see them through and, regardless of where and how they are deployed, make a grateful nation proud.


In my association with the wider military family I have come to see that many different characteristics define a soldier. Based on many soldiers’ thoughts and opinions, I have chosen to concentrate on their compassion, mateship, courage, initiative, loyalty, integrity and trust. These are not the only defining qualities of an Aussie soldier and neither are they possessed by all. They are simply the ones I have chosen to highlight.


The Australian Army recognises that values are strong forces in the shaping of behaviour. High standards are set. Soldiers are in part assessed and promoted on the strength of their character. I believe that you cannot necessarily teach someone to have and maintain values. Generally you have them or you don’t. We inherit certain qualities, but others are developed as we grow and still others lie dormant until they are needed, often in time of crisis. However, if soldiers operate in an environment where leaders take on the responsibility of cultivating positive values and establishing a strong ethos then a young soldier’s behaviour can be shaped and moulded into the type of person we need to serve the nation effectively.


Winston Churchill once said: “Medals do not just glimmer, they cast a shadow.” Many of the soldiers in this book talked about how they felt they had been entrusted with a fine tradition of soldiering. It was as if the spirit of the Anzacs had been woven into the fabric of their uniforms. The pride came in knowing how many had worn the uniform before them, the hardships they had endured and that so many died serving their country.


Through the course of my research and interviews I found many other quotes, short stories, diaries and letters that did not fall neatly into the selection of values I had chosen to concentrate on. I felt it was important that these memories were also shared, so several other chapters evolved. I received such a huge response to my questionnaire that the biggest challenge was deciding what to include and what to leave out. To those whose memories and stories have not been included here, I wish to say that they were no less important and it pained me immensely to leave them out.


In shaping this book I deliberately decided not to bury the soldiers’ names in countless footnotes. I wanted their names to appear alongside their words so the style of this book is somewhat different from traditional works of military history. I was also conscious of not wanting to bog readers down with too much historical detail, so I have provided a separate chapter called “The Battle Book” which can be used to reference the battles and campaigns discussed. It is only a short summary of the battles in which contributors to this book were involved and is by no means a complete history of the Australian Army.


The contributors participated in one or more of the Australian campaigns following WWI. It was not intended that one campaign or battle featured more heavily than others. I have simply included the campaigns that the various contributors discussed. The current situation in Afghanistan means that there are fewer extracts from that campaign as the soldiers are involved in the task at hand. Over time their memories too will be recorded, perhaps in Aussie Soldier, Volume Two! In addition, my experiences, family history and contacts are from the Army, so my comments are restricted to this service. I leave the Air Force and Navy to those who are better qualified to comment.


On a technical note, while the term ‘digger’ traditionally refers to the soldier or non-commissioned ranks, whenever a reference is made to a digger or soldier in this book it is in relation to all soldiers – both commissioned and non-commissioned. I have also opted not to standardise some of the spelling or style within the quotes, letters and diaries as I wanted to avoid erasing the unique style of writing from the soldiers’ individual eras.
 

I am privileged to enable the stories in Aussie Soldier to be told and I hope my readers get something out of them. I’m sure you will laugh at their antics, be inspired by their courage and determination, and be moved as you relive their pain, hardship and challenges. I am certain each of you will, in some small way, feel a sense of pride in the legacy left by these men and women who served our country with such distinction.
 

Denny Neave


Sydney, February, 2008
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Scott Bunzli, Pat O'Connor and Denny Neave, on course, Singleton, 1992
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Many believe the Aussie spirit can be traced back to the hardship encountered by the early pioneers. Starting with those first few settlers, the unique spirit has passed from generation to generation, evolving and shaping who we are today.


The early settlers relied on each other during lonely and challenging times, handing out assistance to family, neighbours and strangers alike. The Anzac spirit was forged in WWI and on the shores of Gallipoli, where the legend of the digger as a formidable soldier and larrikin was created. The diggers’ bravery and humour in the face of unbelievable hardship on that heart-rending campaign helped form an enduring image of the Aussie soldier and in turn defined Australia as a nation.


The bravery and comradeship for which Australians are renowned is exemplified by 2/2nd AIF Battalion, Kokoda, as recorded in the Nulli Secundus Log 1946: “Captain Concannon, commanding C Company, led his troops into attack after attack, in face of certain death. ‘You’ll be killed,’ said a mate, who felt that he had done enough for a while. ‘That’s what I came here for,’ said Concannon. He was shot dead a minute later.”


"Then their faces were set, their eyebrows bent, and they looked into it for a moment as men would into a dazzling flame. I never saw so many determined faces at once."


Australian soldiers had already taken part in the Maori War, Sudan, Boer War and against the Boxer, but WWI was the first conflict that saw diggers fighting under their own flag. The Great War was an Australian triumph because of the amazing contribution of its soldiers, but it also exposed a generation to the horrors of war. The authentic Aussie spirit and bravery earned a respect that remains to this day.


Official WWI correspondent, Charles E. W. Bean, described the combination of humour and gravitas that made up the Aussie spirit: “I heard one chap say, ‘Come on chaps, we’ve got to get it sometime. We can’t stay here always’; and that was the spirit


– that, and the feeling that being Australians they must get on. It was very fine to watch, and it was great to watch them as they went, absolutely unaffected by bullets. I never saw one man whose manner was changed by them, except in that moment when they got up and faced them; and rushed over the trench – then their faces were set, their eyebrows bent, and they looked into it for a moment as men would into a dazzling flame. I never saw so many determined faces at once.”


Captain Reg Saunders of 3RAR relayed beautifully the impact the WWI diggers’ legacy had on him and others after the Battle of Kapyong in Korea in 1951. “At last I felt like an Anzac,” he stated, “and I imagine there were 600 others like me.”


It is as if that spirit is woven into the fabric of our soldiers’ uniforms. Soldiers seem to stand a little taller, pump their chests out further, raise their heads and push their shoulders back a bit more. The pride comes from knowing how many have worn the uniform before them, the hardships they endured and that many of them died serving their country.


"He is clinically aggressive and tough against his foes, but mellows quickly around the vanquished and when near women and children of any race."


Major Alec Weaver, another campaigner of 3RAR in Korea, says: “I am a great believer in the power of the Anzac tradition which, although never openly mentioned by our diggers, has a significant effect on their attitudes in battle where mateship and moral toughness play an important part. In WWI, out of a population of about 4½ million, 60,000 men were killed in action and around 156,000 wounded, resulting in enormous national grief and suffering. One sad result: whole country towns lost most fathers, sons and brothers.


“As a young country, we cannot look back to the great achievements attributable to the grand British regiments or those of other nations, but nevertheless the spirit kindled at Gallipoli and on the Western Front continues to inspire our men. I experienced this personally in the jungles of New Guinea, in Korea and later in Vietnam. Not that this phenomenon is uniquely attributable to the Australian soldiers, but there is something to be found which cannot be readily explained – larrikinism (a nonchalant air and a delight in puncturing pomposity), individualism, fair play, tolerance (towards the less fortunate among their ranks), and a rare sense of humour (especially in adversity), independence rather than blind discipline and respect for results rather than rank alone. Each of which manifested into mateship when combined.


“When the diggers’ initiative and ingenuity for improvisation are considered, they appear to be unparalleled. This was born in the bush during the early days of settlement. The absence of elitism based on social class systems is also a most significant aspect. Thus, whenever an officer is immobilised in action, there is never a question as to who would take his place.”


"Diggers in combat are grubby, scruffy, dirty and smelly and, if well led, are proud of it. Yet, on parade, out of battle, they can be immaculate in dress and recise in drill, and proud of that too."


Brigadier John Essex-Clark, DSM, served in the Rhodesian Army before joining the Australian Army in 1963. He saw service in Central Africa, Malaysia and Vietnam where he was awarded the Distinguished Service Medal for leadership in action. His wide and varied service allowed him to experience first-hand the essence of an Aussie soldier’s spirit and its uniqueness. Essex-Clark states the Australian digger is in a class of his own when it comes to personal initiative, common sense, tenacity in battle, humour in adversity and volunteering an opinion on anything.


“He quickly sees through ‘bullshit’, hypocrisy and sanctimonious waffle. He is a man’s man, can swear vulgarly and incessantly; but fights with a skill and intelligence that belies his rough anti-intellectual demeanour. He is clinically aggressive and tough against his foes, but mellows quickly around the vanquished and when near women and children of any race. He has a remarkable propensity for selecting an apt and pithy nickname for his mates and his leaders. He demands much of his leaders and his leaders have to prove themselves worthy of their authority before being accepted. He accepts all worthwhile discipline that leads to group efficiency and combat effectiveness; he intensely dislikes stupidity and carelessness.


“Any Australian infantryman inevitably enters combat after months of training and practice and then weeks of walking, waiting, standing, staring, digging, eating, waiting, listening, reading, joking and dreaming in mud, dust or rain; in desert, streets, buildings or jungle. Australian infantry are the only element of our army that closes with the enemy, man to man, kills or captures him, seizes and holds ground and repels attack regardless of time, season, weather or terrain.


“In combat he normally experiences occasional short bursts of intense, violent and brutal action between long periods of boredom. A digger’s task is total; there are no limits, other than those of the capability and endurance of the human body, to what he is expected to do; and he trains hard for this. Good training and sound leadership are integral to a digger’s performance. Any good infantryman needs the skill of a marksman and the initiative and cunning of a poacher, yet he must be a team player. He must have physical and moral courage, the muscular strength and stamina to carry heavy loads over long distances, unlimited patience, and perseverance. The Australian digger masters these challenges with a constant goodhumoured grumble and hearty cynicism.


“Diggers in combat are grubby, scruffy, dirty and smelly and, if well led, are proud of it. Yet, on parade, out of battle, they can be immaculate in dress and precise in drill, and proud of that too. An Australian digger can fight on his own when needed to do so. However after having trained, lived, shared and fought as a ‘team’ under extreme and hazardous conditions, the diggers bond because their lives depend on it. They know and trust each other. Australian infantry traditionally have an informal ‘buddy system’ to ensure all new to a group know what is happening and what is expected of them. They know the names and nicknames of their mates in their section well, as well as their immediate commanders’. They overcome personal stress and battle trauma by tight comradeship, joking, laughing and swearing. They become just as frightened as anyone facing death, but they control that fear, for they are more fearful of others seeing it.


“An Australian digger is as proud of his capabilities as a soldier but much loath to boast or comment about his achievements or quality. Nevertheless, most diggers are superb raconteurs and tellers of jokes. A digger quickly sees through posers and non-performers and finds many subtle ways of getting them off his team. Australian diggers in most cases are, of course, a mirror-image of their civilian counterparts and demonstrate normal Australian cultural attitudes to life, a fair go and sporting competitiveness. Diggers respect their enemy and give them credit where credit is due. However, they fear none but are constantly wary of all.”


"Their sacrifice gave birth to the Anzac spirit, and that spirit is an idea. It's the idea that we all have value, you, me, and, in the end, what we're fighting for. We're fighting for each other."


The legacy of soldiers who have worn the same uniform is emphasised by Warrant Officer Class One, Kevin “Irish” O’Halloran who served in Rwanda and Timor.


“The spirit of the Australian soldier is found in our past. From those that have gone before us. From those who cannot be here today. Their sacrifice gave birth to the Anzac spirit, and that spirit is an idea. It’s the idea that we all have value, you, me, and, in the end, what we’re fighting for. We’re fighting for each other. The ethos of the Army is that of the soldier serving the nation: to be mentally and physically tough, and with the courage to win. We fight as part of a team and are inspired by the Anzac tradition of fairness and loyalty to our mates. We are respected for our professionalism, integrity, esprit de corps and initiative. In all of my years of service, operational and non-operational tours, and the countless faces, only Rwanda and Kibeho still remain as vivid to me as if it were only yesterday. What we did there on that day, on that tour, was important and worthwhile and how many people can ever say that about a day in their lives? But it’s not the medals. There are always more medals. In the Australian Defence Force we judge you by what you do, not by whom your father was or by how many medals you wear.”


Strong esprit de corps among our soldiers, and within their units, is directly related to the strong ethos and dedication that inspires Australian soldiers to do what is just and right. WWII veteran Jo Gullet recounts:


“An effective battalion, in being ready to fight, implies a state of mind – I am not sure it is not a state of grace. It implies a giving and a taking, a sharing of almost everything – possessions, comfort, affection, trust, confidence and interest. It implies a certain restriction, and at the same time a certain enriching and widening of the human spirit. It implies doing a hundred things together – marching to the band, marching all night long, being hungry, thirsty, exhausted and filthy; being near but never quite mutinous. It involves not the weakening but the deferment of other bonds and interests: the acceptance that life and home are now with the battalion. In the end it is possible to say ‘the battalion thinks’ or ‘the battalion feels’ and this is not an exaggeration.”
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"They were young, proud, determined and confident. They had been imbued with wonderful qualities and values taught to them by a previous generation who also had seen war."


Ask a soldier to reflect on the meaning of ‘Aussie spirit’ and the responses will vary. However, the underlying theme remains the same. The highs, lows, boredom and fear experienced on battlegrounds, in trenches and during peacekeeping tours create a firm and unique bond among men who started out as strangers.


"The Aussie soldier is made up of a dash of larrikinism, garnished with a bit of ratbag at times, a good pour of whinge, controlled aggression and the ability to crack on in times of adversity and complete the given task."


“Those who marched off to Vietnam went to a war they did not plan and did not seek. They were young, proud, determined and confident. They had been imbued with wonderful qualities and values taught to them by a previous generation who also had seen war. These were values which were considered the norm of our nation at that time and included that a promise was a promise and to believe a man’s word was his honour and a handshake sealed it. Like those before them there was the same duty, dedication, humour, mateship, suffering, boredom, the unknown, and the same love of nation – and why not? It was just the third generation since Anzac and after all the genes were strong, the pride in those before them evident, and the traditions and standards of the Australian Armed Forces firmly embraced.”


Brigadier George Mansford, AM, Vietnam


“The Aussie soldier is made up of a dash of larrikinism, garnished with a bit of ratbag at times, a good pour of whinge, controlled aggression and the ability to crack on in times of adversity and complete the given task.”


Private Francis Shipway, 2RAR, Iraq


“In other countries you see hate being passed down from generation to generation, but here we live next door to the people we fought. For me, that’s what the Anzac tradition is about.”


Private Richard Barry, 6RAR, Vietnam


“The experience gained from active service with a foreign army allows one to comment on comparisons with the Australian army and our soldiers. The Australian soldier is unique. The foremost aspect of mateship helps to overcome extreme hardships in extreme conditions. Loyalty and respect to the unit, even sometimes grudgingly, is constant and the initiative of our soldiers is unbelievable. It is amazing what they can do with a piece of 10-gauge fencing wire! Whilst they may from time to time bitch and moan about things, they still stick together and get on with the job and – importantly – finish any task. Their sense of humour and timing thereof is legendary and has relieved many confronting situations in combat. Our soldiers are true warriors in every sense and, like our defence force members of today, they are no different, quietly getting on with whatever task is sent their way and completing it successfully.”


Captain Mike Wells, AATTV, Vietnam


“To me the spirit of the Australian soldier is a strong sense of tradition that was forged at Gallipoli and in later wars, a love of the country and a disdain for the mistreatment of others. A cheeky bugger, who when the chips are down will fight to the death to uphold what is right.”


Warrant Officer Brian Boughton OAM, ex-RSM, Army, 2001
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“There’s only one spirit. It’s called mateship. See, when soldiers are together they form a bond, and that bond turns to love and that love turns to longtime eternal friendship. That is what esprit de corps is, that we believe in what we do, and we stay together, and do the job that is asked of us.”


Sergeant Colin Neave, 8RAR, Vietnam


"In what other organisation would the person responsible for toilet hygiene not only accept, but rejoice, in the official designation of 'Battalion Blowfly'?"


“The words ‘Aussie’ and ‘digger’ are so closely bound that it comes as a surprise when you consider that the Aussie digger is pretty much a bundle of contradictions.


[image: image] He’s keen to learn, yet feigns disinterest;


[image: image] He’s very competent, yet masks this with apparent indifference;


[image: image] He’s laconic, yet his observations are incisive and usually brutally honest;


[image: image] He bitches with the best of them, yet is more a stoic than any other; and


[image: image] He’s in the most serious occupation in the world, yet thrives on irreverent humour.


“In what other organisation would the person responsible for toilet hygiene not only accept, but rejoice, in official designation of ‘Battalion Blowfly’?


“Or if you call the cook a ‘tucker fucker’, he’ll answer back without throwing something. Where else, when diggers are being crowded into a vehicle and start to bleat like penned sheep, would the person in charge bark like a sheepdog – and everyone would laugh and consider it normal behaviour? In a country where hardship was a way of life, the hardships endured by the original diggers were tolerated with dignity and humour. While the hardships of the country have eased, the hardships of the diggers have not, yet the modern diggers still hold with their forefathers’ manner of tolerance – to endure with dignity and humour.”


Lieutenant Dave Sabben, 6RAR, Vietnam


“The spirit of the Aussie digger is to serve and protect the mates who would serve and protect him. To overcome the seemingly insurmountable by using the collective strength and brains of the section, platoon and company he proudly serves. To ‘stick it up’ whoever threatens any innocent Aussie, wherever help is needed.”


Private Andrew Harvey, 6RAR


“To me the spirit of the Aussie soldier is unquantifiable. It’s in your soul, the pit of your guts and fills your heart.”


Corporal Robert John Clayton, SASR


"He is the raw steel whose spirit has been forged in the furnace of war from the Boer campaign and Gallipoli to the present-day conflicts. It has hardened under fire in difficult situations during the desert and jungle campaigns of WWII, Korea, Borneo and Vietnam. It was then tempered under modern conflicts which have been far different, where compassion, understanding and patience are as much a part of the soldier's kitbag as his war-fighting skills."


“The spirit of the Aussie digger [I include officers in that term] is a combination of many attributes, some spiritual, some physical and some psychological, which, when combined, create what I feel is the ethos of the Australian soldier. Some of this spirit or ethos is based on historical facts and events depicting great acts of courage, leadership and initiative; also thrown in there somewhere are some myths and legends mixed with daring deeds and supreme sacrifice. Our digger can often be irreverent to authority, but he uses his commonsense approach with distinctive initiative to achieve results.


“Although at times a larrikin and often known to ‘have a go’ at his leaders, he admires those who have proven themselves worthy of his respect. He is the raw steel whose spirit has been forged in the furnace of war from the Boer campaign and Gallipoli to the presentday conflicts. It has hardened under fire in difficult situations during the desert and jungle campaigns of WWII, Korea, Borneo and Vietnam. It was then tempered under modern conflicts which have been far different, where compassion, understanding and patience are as much a part of the soldier’s kitbag as his war-fighting skills. This spirit now smoulders, burning brightly just below the surface in the more recent United Nation commitments and the conflicts of Timor, Iraq and Afghanistan.


"The Australian soldier that I know has an abundance of pride and esprit de corps for his individual establishment or unit."


“He enjoys the challenges of his job, sure in the knowledge that he has a responsibility to upkeep the reputation and tradition of the Australian soldier. This spirit is a continuation of the soldier’s morale, esprit de corps and mateship, sure in the knowledge that he is making a significant contribution to the defence of his country. The digger ethic is probably an intangible quality; even though it cannot be seen, felt or touched, its presence is felt nonetheless and is more often displayed as a unit’s morale and esprit de corps. Most older and more experienced soldiers can feel this intangible quality as soon as they enter a unit or talk to a digger. There is something in the air that is different. This, of course, is evident in the outward carriage, demeanour and confidence of its men. What is not in the spirit of the digger is giving in. He has never been a quitter. His dogged determination and pride will ensure he will always be there at the end. Neither is he a whiner or complainer, except when it is to ‘the brass’! He remains stoic in his emotions, accepts the discomfort and pain with a grimace but gets on with it. Even when it does hurt he will not want his mates to see any weakness. Bludging on your mates, thieving or malingering is not part of his ethic either; these afflictions are frowned on by any honest soldier.”


Warrant Officer Arthur Francis CSC, OAM ex-RSM Army, 1993


"We got into boats manned by midshipmen — just boys. The officer in charge of ours was 15."


“I have served in various countries and with a number of servicemen from other armies, (and) have found that even though others have esprit de corps and pride in their units they differ from what I have found. The Australian soldier that I know has an abundance of pride and esprit de corps for his individual establishment or unit. He will argue, even fight members of other units/corps to reinforce the superiority of his own unit/corps or arm of service. What seems to make him stand apart is that should an outsider interfere or assault the service’s integrity, the digger will forget his minor squabbles and stand back-to-back with the defence fraternity to resist any abuse or intrusion from outside sources.”


Warrant Officer Class One Hans-Joachim Karl Sahariv, RAE, Vietnam


“The spirit of a soldier is many things combined into one and each of these differs slightly with each individual person. However, if I had to make it into a statement it would be, ‘His willingness to serve and to make a difference – no matter how small.’ Your mates are like brothers. They are there when you need them and their friendship is unconditional. They trust you with their life and you in turn trust them with yours. They endure the hardships and the pain along with you and no person in civilian life can ever hope to understand what sacrifices you make for each other. You are entrusted with the qualities of the Australian soldier. Those that have gone before you have fought hard for that reputation and your actions reflect directly on them.”


Corporal Chris Caspani, DSM, 1RAR, Iraq
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"A 20-year-old youth, the baby of his platoon, cracked a wide grin. The Japs had put a bullet through his thigh, and another had wounded him in the head, but he was still grinning when I left."


Many young would-be soldiers found cunning ways to sidestep the condition that they be a certain age to enter the army. An account from the diaries of J. H. Turnbull of the first hours of the Gallipoli landing reveals how many succeeded. Their youthfulness made these young men’s deaths even more harrowing.


“We got into boats manned by midshipmen – just boys. The officer in charge of ours was 15. He was sitting with his legs hanging over the gunwale of the boat, holding his hand to his side. He called out to us: ‘Go on Australians, you have them on the run and you have just captured a Krupp Gun.’ With that, blood rushed from his mouth and he fell into the bloodstained sea. On the beach the sight was awful. Dead and wounded were in long rows on the strip of sand. The sea at the water’s edge was red with blood. Two boats had all their men killed and were drifting about.”


F. C. Folkard, a war correspondent in New Guinea during the Kokoda campaign, gave his perspective on our young soldiers and their unmistakable Aussie edge. “A sight I shall never forget was of three battle-weary, wounded young Australians suddenly materialising from the thick jungle. All were wounded, each supporting the other. Cigarettes dangled carelessly from their blood-stained faces, and their tin hats were at a cocky angle.


“One, a 20-year-old youth, the baby of his platoon, cracked a wide grin. The Japs had put a bullet through his thigh, and another had wounded him in the head, but he was still grinning when I left. From behind that screen of trees came the shattering bark of mortars, the ping of snipers’ bullets, the heavy chatter of machine-guns. And you knew that other young Australians were doing what these had done – gun in hand, chin thrust forward, moving slowly against these Japanese positions, as slowly as in a pleasure stroll, because it was impossible to charge through the tangled undergrowth.”
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The spirit and attitude of the soldiers was reflected in their actions, dogged determination and will to win — on and off the battlefield. That determination caught the attention of Charles E. W. Bean.


"Wherever a wounded man was seen in the scrub or a cry went up for bearers, these men made their way, whatever the danger."


“In the battle which that day flowed over the ridges, where the low holly-oak scrub gave cover from height only about knee high, many companies had every stretcher-bearer killed or wounded. Wherever a wounded man was seen in the scrub or a cry went up for bearers, these men made their way, whatever the danger. Corporal J. B. Malone of the 3rd Battalion’s medical detachment, hopping from shelter to shelter on MacLaurin’s Hill, had three bullets through his cap, one through puttee and boot, and one through his coat and others ripped the bottom from a bucket that he carried. He survived though most who tried similar tasks never came back.


“That day they built the tradition that still worked in the Second AIF. I remember just after the arrival of a salvo of Turkish shrapnel on an exposed crest, hearing the call ‘stretcher-bearers’ nearby, and then seeing two men stroll down, one with stretcher on shoulder and pipe in mouth, walking full height when everyone else crouched in shelter from the next salvo or dashed from cover to cover. As the two passed every man watched and respected them. Such things happened everywhere. High up on Walker’s Ridge on our left flank, overlooking North Beach, Australians and New Zealanders gazed down on three or four stranded boats that had come ashore far beyond the flank and had been shot to pieces by Turks on the heights nearby.


“Next day it was seen that some men in the boats, previously believed to be dead, had changed their position. It seemed clear that some were still living. At intervals all that day, men on the warships and infantry on the heights saw stretcher bearers; principally 2 of the 2nd Battalion (S. F. Carpenter and E. A. Roberts) make that dangerous journey along the beach to the boats and back with bullets kicking the sand about them. Two bearers were seen to fall and lie there with their stretcher; nine wounded men are said to have been brought in.”


Another of Bean’s accounts reveals not only the determination shown in battle by our fighting troops, but also by him – a journalist without any military training.


"I thought if one gets into these positions in the firing line one must accept the consequences."


“Whilst we were in this trench, and the brigadier was still there, I kept my head down most of the time; but when one put it up one could see that men had been knocked out – a good few of them. There was one chap I could see wounded about 20 yards [18 metres] to my right front, he was moving. I thought he would probably be hit again if he stayed out there, but the prospect of getting out and helping him in was not nice. However, I thought if one gets into these positions in the firing line one must accept the consequences. I waited a bit, and presently the youngster rolled over and began to painfully crawl in. One couldn’t stay any longer, so I nipped out of the trench and ran out to him and helped him back, with my help he could get along on both legs. We were back in the trench very quickly. I don’t think I did much good, but one’s conscience wouldn’t let one stay any longer, that was my only reason.


“As I ran back the brigadier said: ‘Look here, Bean, if you do any more of these dam’ fool actions I’ll send you straight back to Head Quarters. I’ve power to you know.’ A few minutes later he was doing the ‘dam’ fool action himself up on the parapet….He jumped up on the parapet his periscope in hand. I don’t know what officers were in the trench then, but he said: ‘Now then Australians which of you men are Australians? Come on Australians!’ The men jumped up, I suppose about 100 of this lot. ‘Come along Australians,’ they called. ‘Come on Australians!’ They picked themselves up, many with their rifles at the charge, and scrambled over the trench, over the Tommies’ heads, into a very heavy fire. The fire really was very heavy by now. It was knocking spurts of dust off the parapet into everyone’s face, kicking up little spits of dust. I saw it knock a stick four feet [1.2 metres] into the air as if playing tipcat – but the Australians went on like a whirlwind.”


The resolve of the Aussie soldier is not only reflected in their desire to win on the battlefield, but also in their determination not to give up the ghost if they are unfortunate enough to be wounded. Margaret Hopcraft of the Royal Australian Army Nursing Corps in Vietnam recalls one particular incident that stayed with her.


“We were expecting it to be fairly quiet because this truce had been called and then all of a sudden we were getting signals saying there’d been a major offensive against the allied bases and to expect multiple casualties, which we got. I can’t remember the exact dates but it was the very beginning of the Tet Offensive and we were actually confined to the hospital area. We never left our area to go anywhere because it was too dangerous. The chopper would just come in and we had wall-to-wall casualties. [At] one particular stage, me and my theatre team worked for 36 hours straight to deal with the worst of the casualties. We had some really horrific injuries from that. The soldiers just didn’t sit back and let themselves be overrun, they fought back. We had one lad that was on point guard. He was going through a section of the jungle and he was shot through the head. The bullet entered his right temple and exited his left, taking a good amount of brain matter with it. That’s how he came in, with a dressing holding his brain tissue against his head.


“We weren’t equipped to deal with that type of surgery, so he was put on another chopper with a doctor and my best theatre technician and transferred to an American neurosurgery unit. We later heard that he died, which we expected. It was only a couple of years ago now that that same theatre tech, Roy Sprake, told me that he was talking to some fellows that he knew that worked for the council down around Logan [Queensland] way and he was talking to this fellow about this particular night and this guy that he went with, and he said, ‘The poor bugger died’, and this fellow said, ‘No, he didn’t. Look, there he is over there’. He had actually lost the sight of one eye and he had some residual brain damage, but he was alive and working for the council. And here was I, not believing in miracles at that stage, thinking that we’d risked the life of a chopper crew and a doctor and a medic for this poor kid that’s not going to make it. I was furious because I didn’t want to lose any more people. I’ll never forget when Roy told me that the kid made it. He was barely 20 and he survived. He’s one that sticks in my mind.”
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"We lived in the mud. We sat in the mud and cleaned weapons, wrote letters home and ate our meals. We even slept in the mud."
 

A testament to the soldiers’ spirit is the amazing range of stories from WWI to the present day. With their patience, larrikin nature, calmness under fire, courage, pride and passion, the formidable, stoic and laidback Aussie soldier is always highly visible.


“6RAR deployed to Vietnam in June ’66. The tropical wet season started soon after. Being the first units to occupy Nui Dat, we started with nothing. The supply system was so stretched it was a long time before we received anything to make life more comfortable. So we lived in the mud. We sat in the mud and cleaned weapons, wrote letters home and ate our meals. We even slept in the mud. The pace of operations, coupled with the task of defending the base camp, was so demanding my soldiers were falling asleep on their feet. There was of course the usual grumbling and cursing when something particularly irksome occurred; but in the main the soldiers just got on with the job. There are numerous examples of this stoicism throughout the history of the Australian Army – particularly in the Infantry.”


Lieutenant Colonel Charles Mollison, 6RAR, Vietnam


"He did it tough and he did it right. He did make a difference. He earned his place in that brotherhood of very special men. Those men who are prepared to come forward and fight for their country."


“Walking wounded! What a misnomer! Men wounded in the arms and upper part of the body, doing their best to help even more unfortunate comrades wounded in the legs – broken arms helping those with broken legs, the sightless being led by the more fortunate, even stretcher cases carried by wounded men doing their best for their wounded mates. All this in a comparative silence of pain and stoicism. The stretcher cases and badly wounded were moved into the little church where a Greek civilian doctor did what he could with a plentiful supply of aspirin and a few shell dressings. Another godsend that night was a padre who had accompanied the wounded along those tortuous paths to the beach: chubby cheery Padre Youll from Taree, whose very presence seemed to breathe life and a spirit of hope even in the most badly wounded. Captain Morse was down on the beach signalling seawards and shortly after midnight there was an answering series of signals: the Navy had arrived and the evacuation of the wounded was soon under way.”


Captain Duncan Goslett, MC, 2/2nd Battalion, Greece


"We fed on courage and selflessness and dedication, and a camaraderie that no one who shared will ever find anywhere else again."


“This was Harry’s lot in Vietnam. He did his service for his country. He put his body and his mind on the line. The continual alertness, the relentless patrolling in the heat and humidity under that overbearing pack, the lack of sleep, the adrenalin-charged contacts with the enemy, and the most enduring memories of all, putting his dead and wounded mates on the chopper, were to have a profound effect on him for the rest of his life. And just like all his mates in his section and the platoon, he was proud of what he did. He did it tough and he did it right. He did make a difference. He earned his place in that brotherhood of very special men. Those men who are prepared to come forward and fight for their country.”


Private Ian Cavanough, 2RAR/NZ (ANZAC), Vietnam


“It didn’t take much to make us happy. We got overjoyed at little comforts like a squirt of insect repellent on a leech eating into our skin or a dry cigarette. We did everything that was asked of us and more. We fed on courage and selflessness and dedication, and a camaraderie that no one who shared will ever find anywhere else again. And we got by on the most simple and pathetic, most god-awful important little pleasures: a sweat-stained photo or a letter from home, a night’s sleep in a bed or water without leeches.”


Private Gary McMahon, 6RAR, Vietnam


"The 'esprit de corps' took a leap forward when all were tested in action; a unit pride was born, producing not so much a different man as one living by a different code."


“The unit in which I served consisted of approximately one thousand men, with such variation of type and character as one would find in a similar number of men in civilian life. We had our entrepreneur who ran the two-up game or, in camp in Australia, was the SP bookie. We had the con-men, the fellows anxious for promotion, the no-hopers and many more. The great difference in army life was that they were all linked in a bond of loyalty not usually present in civilian life. There was a remarkable tolerance, as in a family where all protect the one delinquent. However, this spirit of brotherhood developed only after time and shared experiences.


“At first there were many clashes in all ranks between men who were still raw civilians and permanent army instructors who knew more about their weapons than about managing men. But relations improved as we got to know each other and learnt the necessity of the discipline imposed and as unsuitable officers and men were transferred to other units. The ‘esprit de corps’ took a leap forward when all were tested in action; a unit pride was born, producing not so much a different man as one living by a different code.


“I can recall my feelings, on returning from a dangerous mission, just to be again in the company of my comrades; never had I felt such a love for my fellow man, with all his faults. I do not wish to imply that we lived in a utopia. We had our arguments and fights, and had to get over them because we could not escape to another place. Men came from all walks of life and, as we had to rely a great deal on conversation, views and experiences were exchanged and all our horizons were broadened. I have listened with great interest to young men from affluent backgrounds talking with those who had been poverty stricken – and marvelled at the latter’s ability to define the truth. I feel that I emerged from a great experience a much enlightened and improved human being.”


Gunner James Smith, 2/1st Field Regiment, New Guinea


The ability of soldiers to take things in their stride and get on with the job is reflected in extracts from two diaries kept by WWI veterans. This is just nine days in the life of these men, but you cannot help but feel an air of dignity, humor and uncomplicated acceptance as the events unfolded.


“17th June 1916 – Very first real gas attack and it was a beauty. Had just gone to bed and fell asleep when the sentry on guard woke me up and gave me the message. Didn’t need any messages, the smell was quite enough. Roused everybody up and managed to get 3 glorious whiffs of the blankey stuff. Coughed and spluttered a bit but got my helmet on before it done me any harm. Several of our chaps got slightly gassed, but nothing serious. The gas was quite visible just like a thick morning mist and white in colour. Passed off after about an hour. Gave them as good as they gave us. For every cubic foot of gas they sent over we gave them one High Explosive so I think someone would be sorry.


"We have to carry ammunition and bombs forward with the second wave. I don't like that, but it is no good not liking these jobs, they got to be done."


“19th June 1916 – Damn all Huns. Don’t mind them bombarding of a night because all the noise they kick up never affects the rest of this child, but with gas it’s different. Got roused out of bed at something past 12.30 this morning by a gas alarm. Had to stay up until 7am until everything was normal again. Fortunately for us the wind changed a quarter of an hour after they liberated the poison cloud. In fact it blew right back over their lines. I don’t wish them much harm, but I hope some of them have a throat and chest similar to mine at present, the last attack has left me with a beautiful cough and sore throat. Been swinging a pick and a shovel the majority of the day to try and get the full use of my lungs again.


“27th October 1916 – Huns got very cheeky last night and early this morning. Threw quite a number of gas shells about so we had to teach them a lesson again. Things still resembling a Hopeless Dawn etc. Up at the observation post (OP) all day. Strafed a road rather well. Tonight at 4.30 the Huns gave us what oh for an hour, so we sent back quite a few stamped receipts. They got into the battery and also the OP and blew things about a bit. Still raining and as cold as charity. Can’t walk in the trenches so have got to ‘risk it’ out over the parapet. Awfully exciting, believe me. Got down to the battery tonight and had a feed. The first one since early morning. Am going to live up at OP in the future I think. Too many shell craters to fall into between the battery and OP.”


Lieutenant Ralph Doughty, MC, 3rd Field Artillery, France
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“2nd May 1917 – We are prepared for tomorrow morning. There are a lot of troops going up in close supports. Our Division goes over at 3.30am. I got to report at Battalion at 2.00am with 25 of my men, for we have to carry ammunition and bombs forward with the second wave. I don’t like that, but it is no good not liking these jobs, they got to be done. Old Fritz is smelling a rat I think. He has started to retaliate with his big guns.


“3rd May 1917 – The 2nd Division had their stunt last night but they met strong resistance on the left of Bullacourt. The 6th brigade had a stand up bayonet fight for two hours before they got into Fritz’s line. The casualties on both sides are very heavy. The Huns was stronger than we thought, the battle is still going on at its hardest. I am out of it now for 24 hours then I go in again. My officer has gone in with 25 new men tonight, so I take the other 25 in tomorrow night.


“4th May 1917 – Well I was up with Rations & Ammunition tonight so the medical officer ordered my limbers to cart out wounded to the casualty clearing station. The casualties are very heavy on our side. We got in to the Hindenburg Line but fresh Hun troops came up and bombed our boys out so they are fighting in no man’s land now. The Scots are going in with our boys today to help them. I had 3 horses killed last night but both drivers got off alright.


“5th May 1917 – The 7th Brigade and the Scots Div made a charge at 2 o’clock yesterday afternoon in daylight so they took Bullacourt again. It has been taken 3 or 4 times in the last 2 days so the dead in Bullacourt is awful. We are holding all the line won now if the Huns don’t make any more attacks on it.


“6th May 1917 – The Huns knocked our boys and the Scots out of Bullacourt at 4 o’clock this morning and by 11 o’clock they had retaken it, so that was a smart bit of work. Our big guns are laying a big barrage down on Fritz’s line now, so that will keep them quiet. The poor Scots are well cut up it is the first time they have fought with our boys so they were glad to be with us, they are good fighters.


“7th May 1917 – The Huns have had another go, to try and get back Bullacourt but our boys held them out this time. They hammered hell out of them this time. They had plenty of bombs up ready so they did not spare him at all. Bullacourt is a heap of dead. The Huns got barricades made of the dead bodies so there is some there. They are burning the bodies of the Noreuil Gully stunt there is too many to bury so they burned them up.”


Sergeant Rupert Baldwin, 27th Battalion, France


It is clear the Aussie spirit is a mixture of values that were etched into our psyche when our nation was born. Every significant event in war and peace chisels, carves and shapes who we are and what we stand for. This spirit can be felt and seen in the actions of many young men and women who have served in the past and fill that role now. And you can say with certainty that future generations who strap on the boot will share the diggers’ spirit as well.
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"You tell them they can't do something, and you bet they'll bloody go and do it, just because you said they couldn't. They're larrikins, loveable larrikins. They know how to smile, they know how to laugh, and they know how to cry. Yeah, the Aussie digger, beautiful people."


The most recent Australian to receive the Victoria Cross is Warrant Officer Class Two Keith Payne, VC who served in Korea and Vietnam. He says: “You’ve got to have trust and loyalty in your superiors and from the superiors, as well as your troops. Everything’s got to be a two-way deal. Anybody who steps out of that square had better not be around the place, because Australian soldiers know how to look after somebody who steps out of the square. Also, initiative: the Australian soldiers can make anything out of nothing. You tell them they can’t do something, and you bet they’ll bloody go and do it, just because you said they couldn’t. They’re larrikins, loveable larrikins. They know how to smile, they know how to laugh, and they know how to cry. Yeah, the Aussie digger, beautiful people.”
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The popular perception of soldiers is that they are tough, tenacious and stoic individuals who work in one of the most challenging and dangerous professions. When they strap on their boots before an operation it is with the knowledge that they may have to kill or be killed. And when they are not on operations, they are constantly training in the art of warfare, peacekeeping or low-level conflict operations so that they are primed for battle at a moment’s notice.


"We are soldiers but we are human and it does not come naturally to see others die."
 

So does the psychological impact of battle and training for war affect the humanity of our soldiers? Does it harden them emotionally? History has shown time and again that while our soldiers are among the best in the world they are also among the most compassionate. How does this trait mesh with the harsh reality of war? Sergeant Colin Neave, who served in Vietnam, says: “We are soldiers but we are human and it does not come naturally to see others die”.


Compassion is essential when you consider what our soldiers commit to. Ask a soldier why he joined up and he is likely to answer using words such as “adventure”, “mateship” and “travel”. However, he would be just as likely to say it was a desire to serve and protect his country and fellow human beings, even if that meant putting himself at the ultimate risk.


Perhaps one of the most poignant examples of compassion occurred during the peacekeeping campaign in Rwanda. In 1995, Warrant Officer Class One, Kevin “Irish” O’Halloran witnessed the massacre of innocent men, women and children in Kibeho.


"There's one image I can never get out of my mind: a mother with a child strapped to her back, a little girl, and a little boy at her feet, all dead. I have a little boy and girl now too. Christ, someone's father, mother, sister, brother, son or daughter maybe."


“When you see death for the first time, it certainly changes your opinion of life. It makes you appreciate life more and what comes with it. The face of a dead person is like nothing you’ve ever seen before. Their faces, which had just been beseeching you with their eyes for help, trying to maintain your gaze. God, the way they look at you now – empty. Their hands begging you for food and water, or tapping your weapon – meaning they want to be killed by you rather than the Rwandan Patriotic Army [RPA]. Probably thinking our rounds were more merciful than the RPA’s. Their hands now clenched in a fist, as a reaction to the shock of the bullet’s penetration.
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Compassion
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2RAKYNZ CANZAC), Vietnam
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