



[image: image]






DUST


DONKEYS


AND


DELUSIONS


The Myth of Simpson and his Donkey [image: image]


[image: image]




DUST


DONKEYS


AND


DELUSIONS


The Myth of Simpson and his Donkey [image: image]


[image: image]
www.bigskypublishing.com.au


Graham Wilson




Copyright © Graham Wilson 2012


First published 2012


Copyright remains the property of the author and apart from any fair dealing for the purposes of private study, research, criticism or review, as permitted under the Copyright Act, no part may be reproduced by any process without written permission.


All inquiries should be made to the publishers.


Big Sky Publishing Pty Ltd


PO Box 303, Newport, NSW 2106, Australia





	Phone:

	1300 364 611





	Fax:

	(61 2) 9918 2396





	Email:

	info@bigskypublishing.com.au





	Web:

	www.bigskypublishing.com.au







Cover design and typesetting: Think Productions


National Library of Australia Cataloguing-in-Publication entry (pbk)


Author: Wilson, Graham.


Title: Dust donkeys and delusions: the myth of Simpson and his donkey exposed / Graham Wilson.


ISBN: 9781921941740 (pbk.)


Notes: Includes bibliographical references and index.


Subjects: Kirkpatrick, John Simpson, 1892-1915.


Australia. Army. Medical Corps.


World War, 1914-1918--Medical care.


World War, 1914-1918--Campaigns--Turkey--Gallipoli Peninsula.


World War, 1914-1918--Battlefields--Turkey--Gallipoli Peninsula.


History--Errors, inventions, etc.


Dewey Number: 940.425


National Library of Australia Cataloguing-in-Publication entry (ebook)


Title: Dust donkeys and delusions [electronic resource]: the myth of Simpson and his donkey exposed / Graham Wilson.


ISBN: 9781921941757 (ebook)


Notes: Includes bibliographical references and index.


Subjects: Kirkpatrick, John Simpson, 1892-1915.


Australia. Army. Medical Corps.


World War, 1914-1918--Medical care.


World War, 1914-1918--Campaigns--Turkey--Gallipoli Peninsula.


World War, 1914-1918--Battlefields--Turkey--Gallipoli Peninsula.


History--Errors, inventions, etc.


Dewey Number: 940.425


Front cover image: Statue of Simpson and his donkey located at the Melbourne Shrine of Remembrance. Image reproduced courtesy of the Shrine of Remembrance Library archive.




THE AUSTRALIAN ARMY HISTORY COLLECTION


[image: image]


Winning with Intelligence
Judy Thomas


Duntroon
Darren Moore


The Warrior Poets
Robert Morrison


The History of the Royal Australian Corps of Transport 1973–2000
Albert Palazzo


Defenders of Australia
Albert Palazzo


The Fight Leaders
D. Butler, A. Argent and J. Shelton


Operation Orders
Pat Beale


Little by Little
Michael Tyquin


Red Coats to Cams
Ian Kuring


Bowler of Gallipoli
Frank Glen


Vets at War
Ian M. Parsonson


Only One River to Cross
A.M. Harris


The Fragile Forts
Peter Oppenheim


Hassett: Australian Leader
John Essex-Clark


Persian Expedition
Alan Stewart


The Chiefs of the Australian Army
James Wood


Never Late
Gordon Dickens


To Villers-Bretonneux
Peter Edgar


Madness and the Military
Michael Tyquin


The Battle of Anzac Ridge 25 April 1915
Peter D. Williams


Doves Over the Pacific
Reuben R.E. Bowd


The Lionheart
David Coombes


Battlefield Korea
Maurie Pears


Chemical Warfare in Australia
Geoff Plunkett


A Most Unusual Regiment
M.J. Ryan


Between Victor and Vanquished
Arthur Page


Country Victoria’s Own
Neil Leckie


Surgeon and General
Ian Howie-Willis


Willingly into the Fray
Catherine McCullagh


Beyond Adversity
William Park


Crumps and Camouflets
Damien Finlayson


More than Bombs and Bandages
Kirsty Harris


The Last Knight
Robert Lowry


Forgotten Men
Michael Tyquin


Battle Scarred
Craig Deayton


Crossing the Wire
David Coombes


Do Unto Others
Alan H Smith


Fallen Sentinel
Peter Beale


Sir William Glasgow
Peter Edger


Training The Bodes
Terry Smith


Bully Beef and Balderdash
Graham Wilson


Fire Support Bases Vietnam
Bruce Picken


Toowoomba to Torokina
Bob Doneley


A Medical Emergency
Ian Howie-Willis




Table of Contents


Introduction


Chapter 1: Will the real John Kirkpatrick Simpson please stand up?


Chapter 2: Gallipoli – the campaign


Chapter 3: Gallipoli – the medical campaign


Chapter 4: The clown prince


Chapter 5: 300 men saved


Chapter 6: Menagerie of Myths I


Chapter 7: Menagerie of Myths II


Chapter 8: Litany of lies


Chapter 9: A VC for Simpson


Chapter 10: Sutton


Chapter 11: MID


Chapter 12: Conclusion and Afterword


Glossary and list of Abbreviations


Appendix 1:
Unsuccessful VC recommendations for Australians in World War I


Bibliography


Endnotes


Index
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This book is dedicated to my beloved, loving and long-suffering wife Sharon, who puts up with my eccentricities and actively supports my various creative pursuits. Without her, I doubt if this book would ever have seen the light of day.




Introduction


I am sure that many people will wonder why someone would be silly enough to write a book both challenging and debunking the Simpson myth. After all, in today’s jingoistic and chauvinistic Australia, land of the ‘Anzac Spirit’ (whatever that is), land of the ‘Digger’, land of the ‘uniquely Australian quality of mateship’, land where any man or woman who ever learned to tie military boot laces is, to the politicians, the media and the uninformed public, a ‘hero’ (no room for heroines these days apparently), Simpson, the quintessential Anzac and Digger, the very paragon of mateship and heroism, would seem to be a particularly dangerous windmill at which to tilt.


There are two reasons for the existence of this book — or perhaps two impetuses for its writing. The first of these is a lifelong love of military history — particularly the history of the Australian Army in which I served for 26 years. By ‘history’ I mean documented fact rather than myth, which is usually based on unsubstantiated anecdote and fabrication. Having said that, I have no real problem with myths per se; every country needs myths and Australia, as a young country, has precious few. However, for me, the problem arises when myths are presented as ‘history’. No-one would offer the myth of the battles of the Norse gods as acceptable Scandinavian military history. Yet, here in Australia (and elsewhere), the Simpson myth, which is based almost totally on unsubstantiated anecdote and outright fabrication, is universally offered and accepted as ‘history’.


The second reason or, more correctly, the second impetus, is my former job. Until my retirement from the Australian Public Service in February 2011, I was employed in the Policy Section of the Defence Department’s Directorate of Honours and Awards as an historical researcher and drafter of complex departmental and ministerial responses. In this capacity I was required, on a number of occasions, to draft detailed responses to departmental and ministerial inquiries from persons seeking the award of a Victoria Cross (VC) or Victoria Cross for Australia (VCA) for Simpson. Over the years the research for these tasks required me to dig far beneath the surface of the mythical version of Simpson’s story which has become the accepted historical version of the tale. Having peeled back layer after layer of half-truth, mistruth, falsehood and fabrication, I came to two conclusions: first, that John Simpson Kirkpatrick was an extremely likeable but otherwise wholly unremarkable young man; second, that just about every statement ever uttered or written about Simpson is false.


With this falsehood now enshrined in its entirety in 21st-century Australia as historical fact, the reasons for this book began to take shape. I wanted first and foremost to set the historical record straight as part of an ongoing crusade — not mine alone — to strip away the layer of myth and legend that surrounds the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) of World War I and allow that force’s history to speak for it. I hold the firm opinion — again, shared by many — that this is a history that needs no embellishment. The second reason behind this book is the need to portray the reality of the young man who was John Simpson Kirkpatrick. I aim to place his work at Gallipoli, which I fully acknowledge was both useful and admirable, in its rightful context and, hopefully, go some way to rehabilitating the gallant service — now somewhat forgotten and overlooked — of every other member of the Australian Army Medical Corps who served at Gallipoli.


This latter point is very important. The mawkish and maudlin nonsense spouted about ‘poor, brave Simpson’ (to quote a description of him from a letter I recall dealing with at one time) has done a grave disservice to Simpson’s fellow stretcher-bearers. While Simpson’s advocates, the people I refer to in the book as his mythologists, generally acknowledge Simpson’s fellow medical corps soldiers, it is most frequently along the lines of remembering Simpson first and foremost as a symbol of all of the brave stretcher-bearers at Gallipoli; to me, this has always smacked of tokenism. By concentrating on Simpson, the gallantry and self-sacrifice of his fellow stretcher-bearers, which was often far in excess of anything Simpson did and some of which I describe in this book, is totally overlooked.


Similarly, the claim that award of a posthumous VC or VCA for Simpson would imply recognition of the courage of all stretcher-bearers at Gallipoli is totally facile and little more than a ploy by the ‘VC for Simpson’ campaigners to persuade their way into an award. Indeed, the award of a VC or VCA for Simpson, a proposal that I discuss in some detail in this book, is, I believe, totally unwarranted. I make this assertion based on the fact that, given the entirely mythologised nature of the man and the difficulty in ascertaining his true character, any award of the VC or VCA would not be a matter of decorating the man, rather of decorating the myth.
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The myth begins – watercolour painting by New Zealand artist Horace Moore-Jones, which depicts New Zealander Private Richard (Dick) Alexander Henderson of the New Zealand Medical Corps with a donkey but which is erroneously believed by many to be a painting of John Simpson Kirkpatrick, the so-called “Man with the Donkey”. (AWM ART92147)
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The myth evolves – bronze statue by Leslie Bowles in the Australian War Memorial of a wounded soldier mounted on a donkey and assisted by 202 Private John Simpson Kirkpatrick (known as Simpson or ‘the man with the donkey’) 3rd Australian Field Ambulance, to reach an aid post (in this work Simpson is wearing a forage cap instead of a slouch hat). This edition was cast in bronze in 1950 by E.J. Gregory of Melbourne from the original plaster cast made by Bowles in 1941. (AWM ART19795)


I am aware that there are many people who will regard me as a ‘Simpson basher’. This I am not — far from it, in fact. Having spent years researching the man, I feel that I have actually come to know him — as much as I can know a man who died almost 40 years before I was born — and I find him a likeable young man and deserving of much respect. I would happily sit down and have a beer with John Simpson Kirkpatrick and I think we would have become friends. I respect what he did at Gallipoli and acknowledge that his work with his donkey, transporting lightly wounded men, was useful — but no more than that. I recognise him as just one of the hundreds of stretcher-bearers who served at Gallipoli, but do not consider him any more remarkable than the others and somewhat less remarkable than a number of those I have come across in my research.
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The myth evolves – maquette for Peter Corlett’s 1987 sculpture ‘Simpson and his donkey 1915’. The sculpture itself was installed in the Australian War Memorial’s sculpture garden in 1988. (AWM ART40983)


While I am not a ‘Simpson basher’, I am very much a ‘Simpson myth basher’. That is the whole point of this book — to dispel the Simpson myth and reinstate the real man. I do not blame Simpson for the myth. How could I? After all, he died on 19 May 1915 and the myth was created well after his death.


Having said all of that, I know that there will still be people who are unable to see past their own blinkered, myth-inspired version of Simpson and who will still castigate me and figuratively crucify me as a ‘Simpson basher’. That is human nature and is simply unavoidable. All I ask of the reader is to assess the facts as I present them and follow them to their logical conclusion, free of the bias that traditionally attaches to the myth.


I stand by every fact that I have included in this book. Where a statement is based on conjecture or hypothesis, it is clearly stated. While I am totally opposed to and contemptuous of the Simpson myth, I would be more than happy to be proven wrong in any assertion I make that runs counter to the accepted Simpson story. My aim in writing this book is to convert the Simpson myth and, by extension, the mythologisation of the entire AIF, into solid history. If it can be proven, by hard historical evidence rather than by anecdote or oral tradition, that any element of this book is incorrect, not only will I publicly recant and apologise for the error, I will also feel that I have achieved my aim, for it will mean that the historical record will have been corrected. However, when I write ‘proven wrong’, I mean precisely that — ‘proven’. For me to accept a challenge to this book in general or to any specific part of the book, the challenge must be based firmly on verifiable historical record, not on anecdotes, oral tradition or remembered tales.
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The myth grows - Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals Purple Cross “awarded to” Simpson’s donkey “Murphy”. (AWM REL25365)


At this point it is useful to include a word on the use of capitalisation and abbreviations in the book. Where I refer to a unit or corps or organisation as a proper name, for example, the 1st Infantry Battalion, the Australian Army Medical Corps, the 3rd Field Ambulance, the 10th Light Horse Regiment, etc., capital letters are used. However, where I refer to a generic type of unit, formation, etc., then lower case is used, for example, infantry, infantry battalion, medical corps, field ambulance, light horse, light horse regiment, etc. The word ‘Anzac’ causes much grief, with many people insisting that it must always be written ‘ANZAC’. This is incorrect, as the word ‘ANZAC’ refers to a specific military formation, the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps, whereas ‘Anzac’ is the proper word for any other usage, for example Anzac Cove, Anzac biscuit, ‘he was a son of Anzac’, etc. For anyone who wishes to verify this point, I recommend the Protection of the Word “Anzac” Regulations 1921. Abbreviations and acronyms are something of a minefield in writing military history, largely because the armed forces in general, and the army in particular, are great users of acronyms. This is not an exercise in obscurity, the creation of a ‘secret language’ to exclude outsiders (although, to be fair, the widespread use of abbreviations in the army does have that effect), it is an exercise in brevity and efficiency. Compilation of a list of unit names or military appointments quickly demonstrates that acronyms are quick and efficient. For example, it is far quicker and easier to write DAA&QMG than to write the full title Deputy Assistant Adjutant and Quartermaster General. While the AIF used an enormous number of acronyms in every piece of documentation, these never seem to have been standardised and the hapless researcher seeking mention of the 1st Australian Infantry Battalion will encounter: 1st Aust. Inf. Btn., 1 Aust. Inf. Btn., 1st AI Btn., 1st AIB, 1 AI Btn., 1 AIB, 1 AI BN, 1st Bn., 1 BN, 1st BN, and 1 BN. I have used acronyms sparingly in this book, but they will appear in quotes from primary sources and in the endnotes that refer to the details of those sources. Where a unit name, formation name, decoration name, rank or appointment title appears for the first time it will be written in full, with the abbreviation following in parentheses and the abbreviation used thereafter (with the exception that where it seems correct to reuse a full title, this will be done). A full list of abbreviations used in this book has been included as a ready reference for the reader.


In terms of quotes from contemporary documents including official orders and instructions, war diaries, personal diaries, letters, etc. used in the book, I have, as far as possible, retained the original spelling, abbreviations, punctuation, grammar and layout. I have always felt that quotations from original source documents lose much in translation if they are modernised for publication.


Finally, a word of acknowledgement — first of all to Roger Lee, Head of the Australian Army History Unit (AAHU), for having the courage to agree to publish this book and to Denny Neave of Big Sky Publishing for the production of this high quality volume. To Cathy McCullagh for editing my work and ironing out the wrinkles. My thanks also to the other members of the AAHU, notably Dr Andrew Richardson and Lieutenant Colonel Bill Houston, for their support and encouragement. I am indebted to David and Kristen of Alexander Fax Books, not only for sourcing second-hand reference books for me, but also for being good friends. I wish to thank my friends and fellow military history enthusiasts in the Military Historical Society of Australia, particularly my fellow members of the ACT Branch, for good-natured ribbing and their constant support and encouragement. To Anthony Staunton, good friend and world-renowned expert on the VC, my thanks for the provision of valuable information and for his advice and encouragement; to my dear friend and Gallipoli guru Joe Crumlin, for his honest advice. To the late Dr Charles Bean I extend my thanks for having the foresight to establish in Canberra the marvellous military historical repository that is the Australian War Memorial (AWM); to the staff of the AWM’s Research Centre for their constant assistance. My thanks in particular to my children Raymond and Rhiannon, both of whom often don’t really know what Dad is doing but always seem happy for him to be doing it, and to my son Stephen, who loved to discuss military history with me but who did not live to see this book finished. To my grand-daughter Bridie, who can always be relied on to give Dad-dad a much-needed break away from writing by jumping in his lap and demanding to see pictures of big sharks on the Internet and to my beautiful grandson Stevie, whose heavenly smile lights up my life and always improves my day, I offer a heartfelt thank-you. Finally, yet above all, to my wonderful, patient and much-loved wife Sharon, without whose support (and a bit of nagging) I doubt if this book would have ever been finished — thank you.


P.S. I suppose I should also thank all the Simpson mythologists for making the book both necessary and possible!


Graham Wilson
March 2012
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Chapter 1


Will the Real John Simpson Kirkpatrick Please Stand Up?


Who was John Simpson Kirkpatrick?


There have been many versions of Simpson’s story told over the years, most of which I personally believe to be factually incorrect.


E.C. Buley, a hack journalist who recognised in the outbreak of war an opportunity to be exploited, helped initiate the Simpson myth by describing him as making a ‘lightning dash’ into no man’s land to pick up a wounded soldier and carry him to safety. He embellished the myth with his portrayal of Simpson as ignoring orders that the ‘ambulancemen were not to go out’ as it was too dangerous. These are two elements of the myth constantly trotted out by the mythologists.1


Sir Irving Benson, author of the first book on Simpson, literally hijacked Simpson for his own moralistic ends and created a mythical saintly character, totally at odds with the real man and, incidentally, laid much of the groundwork for the modern-day perception of Simpson as the selfless hero of Gallipoli.2


John Pearn and David Gardner-Medwin in the Medical Journal of Australia paint a picture of a young man who grew up in straitened circumstances — a picture of Simpson’s early life that I believe cannot be sustained.3


Others, including Tom Curran, portray Simpson as disobedient and ill-disciplined and a chronic prankster, a so-called ‘clown prince’ — a view of Simpson that again I believe to be unsustainable.4 This version of the myth was considerably embellished in the British newspaper The Independent in a 14 May 2005 piece on the campaign to have Simpson posthumously awarded the VC. In this piece the author writes that Simpson’s teenage years were ‘inauspicious’ and that ‘much of a misspent youth was passed working the fairgrounds of his native South Shields on Tyneside’.5 I suspect even Tom Curran would question this assertion.


[image: image]


Studio portrait of Annie Simpson Pearson, nee Kirkpatrick. (AWM P01550.003)


One anonymous author, with an apparent socialist political barrow to push, in an article on a website entitled ‘Indymedia’, paints Simpson as a pacifist rabid socialist who refused to fight for king and country and, as an ‘internationalist’, ‘refused’ (the anonymous author’s word) to live with the Australians at Gallipoli, preferring the company of the Indians.6 The author then cites an interview with a man named Alf who recounts a rather garbled and somewhat one-sided version of the Simpson tale that includes the theory that Simpson was actually shot by an Australian. Although the author of the piece apparently accepts Alf’s yarn without question, needless to say, this bizarre version of the Simpson tale also cannot be sustained.


So where is the real man in all of this?


To answer this question it is necessary to delve into precisely who John Simpson Kirkpatrick was, where he came from and how he came to be serving at Gallipoli in the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) in 1915. While I will refer to John Simpson Kirkpatrick by his full legal name as appropriate, for the sake of clarity, I will primarily use the name ‘Simpson’ as this is the name under which he served.


John Simpson Kirkpatrick was born in South Shields in the county of Durham in the north of England on 6 July 1892, the son of a Scots merchant seaman who had settled in Durham, bringing with him his Scots wife, Sarah.7 Although it is rarely spelled out in so many words, those writing about Simpson usually convey the sense that his childhood was harsh and deprived. For example, in a 2003 Medical Journal of Australia article entitled ‘An Anzac’s Childhood: John Simpson Kirkpatrick (1892-1915)’ the authors state:


It is known from Kirkpatrick’s surviving letters that food was not plentiful in his family, and the neighbourhood was poor … The boy’s entire childhood was spent in working-class streets.8


This assertion is apparently based on an entry in a letter from Simpson to his mother, dated 31 May 1911, commenting on Sarah’s idea to open a shop in South Shields. In his letter, Simpson warns his mother:


I am very much afraid that you are in the wrong district … for the people round there would rob ‘Old Nick’ himself if he gave ‘Tick’ [credit] and I suppose you will know that there is no hope unless you give the good old ‘Tick’. I wasn’t four years going round with the milk without finding out a little of there [sic] weak points. 9


It should be noted, however, that Sarah’s letter made it plain that she was not planning to live in Edward Street, simply to set up a shop there. Certainly Simpson’s advice was sound.


However, while perhaps by today’s standards Simpson’s childhood might be viewed as harsh and deprived, I personally believe (and here I stress that this is my personal opinion only) that by the standards of the time Simpson and his family were not badly off, certainly not at least until the crippling injury to his father in 1904 (and his father’s death in 1909 following a painful decline) when the family’s major breadwinner was lost and the family was thrown on hard times. Prior to this, however, bearing in mind that Simpson’s father was a merchant captain in the coastal trade and thus reasonably well paid, to suggest that Simpson and his family were paupers is drawing a long bow. At worst the family could be described as reasonably prosperous lower middle class. Indeed the British Census of 1901 listed the family as employing a live-in servant, a fifteen-year-old girl named Ettie Crozier — hardly a luxury available to most paupers.10


By contrast, it is my belief that the family was relatively prosperous, at least while Robert was fit and healthy and in full-time employment. Nevertheless, I freely admit that, while probably reasonably well paid, Robert would have been no millionaire, and raising six children on his wage, plus whatever Sarah could bring in working as a household domestic, would have been difficult at best. The family’s relative prosperity would have continued until fate intervened in the guise of the crippling accident suffered by Robert Kirkpatrick in 1904. Even then I do not believe that life for the Simpson family would have been as harsh and misery laden as many would have us believe. Bear in mind, for instance, that Simpson had two elder siblings who would have worked from an early age and thus contributed financially.


Not all authors have taken the impoverished and deprived childhood line. Curran, for instance, in painting his admittedly somewhat romanticised version of Simpson’s boyhood has, I believe, come quite close to the truth in his depiction of the family’s circumstances. He portrays a happy and loving family in which, while there was never much extra cash, there was always enough for the rent and for food for the family. The children, Simpson included, were raised in a loving and caring home.11
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Portrait of John Simpson Kirkpatrick, taken as a young boy. (AWM P01550.002)


Census and council records indicate that the family moved a number of times, although the reasons for this are unspecified. While it could be that the family was unable to meet the rent as, for example, ‘An Anzac’s Childhood’ infers, I personally do not believe that the facts as we know them support this premise. My personal belief (and again I stress that this is personal opinion) is that the family moved for various mundane reasons such as the rental lease on the current home running out and not being renewed or, as is more likely the case, the need to continue moving to larger premises as the family grew in size.


Simpson started school at the age of six, attending the Barnes Road Infants’ School in 1898 where his initial two years of education included a curriculum of ‘reading, recitation, writing, arithmetic, singing and drawing’.12 A typical local government-funded public school of the day, records indicate that Barnes Road Infants’ was crowded and was probably a fertile breeding and infection ground for childhood illnesses. In 1904, for example (four years after Simpson had left), the school was closed for some weeks because 40 of the 509 pupils had contracted measles, mumps, whooping cough or diphtheria.13 For those who would argue that this is further evidence of an impoverished childhood as, for example, do the authors of ‘An Anzac’s Childhood’, I would point out that, in Australia in the 1950s and 1960s, a number of schools, neither overcrowded nor unhygienic, were closed for several periods due to outbreaks of measles and mumps. Indeed, as recently as the early 1990s, a primary school in a well-heeled suburb of Canberra was twice closed for periods of a week due to school-wide outbreaks of head lice. School closures due to outbreaks of childhood disease do not an impoverished childhood make.


In July 1900, around the time of his eighth birthday, Simpson moved from the infants’ school to the South Shields Barnes Road Boys’ School, where he remained a pupil until 19 June 1903.14 The records show that Simpson’s attendance was exemplary with, for example, only a single day’s absence for the entire school year of 1900–1901.15 At Barnes Road, Simpson learned to read and write fluent English and he was to prove a prolific letter-writer in his later years as a teenager and a young man. Although his punctuation and spelling are somewhat deficient (not uncommon, even today), Simpson’s surviving letters are written in a strong, clear, fluent and confident hand and are extremely easy to read.


In 1903 Simpson moved from the Barnes Road School to Mortimer Road Council School, apparently as part of the normal progression of the contemporary education system in England. He completed his formal education in 1905 immediately prior to his 13th birthday.


Curran writes that, in ‘1904, Jack began work for Fred Patterson, the local milk merchant in South Frederick Street’.16 This, however, cannot be correct or, if it is correct, then his work was initially part-time only, as Simpson could not legally have left school until the following year. In 1904 the leaving age for school was 12; that is, the end of the school year in which the student turned 12, this age having been set by the Board of Education Act 1899, and it would not be until 1918 that the leaving age would be raised to 14 by the Education Act 1918, the so-called Fisher Act.17 In Simpson’s day, as today, the British school year ended in July, thus Simpson would have been 12 when he commenced the 1904 school year in September, following the summer break. Required by law to remain at school until the end of his final school year, Simpson was almost 13 when he left school, a fact confirmed by his school records.18 Given these facts, Curran’s statement that Simpson commenced a full day’s work on Fred Patterson’s milk float in 1904 cannot be supported as Simpson would not have been able to do a full day’s work and attend school. I can accept, however, that Simpson could have started working for Fred Patterson on a part-time basis in 1904, which would have been the perfect introduction to full-time employment when he left school in July 1905.
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Image of the Tyne River.


Most commentators make much of Simpson’s relationship and affinity with animals, Curran waxing lyrical about his work with donkeys on the beach sands at South Shields during the summer. Simpson certainly worked with animals for a number of years, namely donkeys on the beach and milk float horses, and he must have had some affinity with animals. However, in the absence of any hard evidence beyond hagiographic post-mortem anecdotes that paint Simpson as almost a latter-day St Francis of Assisi in his mystical affinity with animals and birds, much of what is recounted concerning his supposed uncanny ability with animals appears to have been crafted to fit the myth of ‘The Man with the Donkey’.


Thus, by his 13th birthday in 1905, Simpson was working a full day for Fred Patterson. The life of a milkman was not an easy one. The 13-year-old Simpson would have arrived at the dairy by 5.00 am to prepare his horse and float to receive their allotment of milk sent to the dairy by local farmers. He would then spend the day on the road making his deliveries, then return to the dairy to care for the horse and ready the harness and float for the next day’s work. It would have been a gruelling day’s work for a young teenager and the fact that he apparently stuck at it for several years makes a mockery of the notion that Simpson was a lazy, ill-disciplined ‘clown prince’, yet another of the widely accepted elements of the Simpson tale so beloved of the Simpson mythologists. A boy of 13 years who was prepared to rise before 5.00 am, day after day, week after week, and put in a full day’s work, scarcely fits the accepted image of Simpson as the idle ‘clown prince’.


My refusal to accept this view of Simpson as the ill-disciplined, insubordinate ‘clown prince’ is reinforced by the fact that, at 17, he enlisted in the Territorial Force (later renamed the Territorial Army), Britain’s part-time army.19 Simpson would, in fact, have been one of the earliest Territorials, the Territorial Force only coming into existence on 1 April 1908 following passage of the Territorial and Reserve Forces Act 1907 which abolished the old Militia and Volunteers. Pearn and Gardner-Medwin, in ‘An Anzac’s Childhood’, intimate that Simpson served with the 3rd Durhams; however, this unit was based at Hartlepool, while the British Army unit Simpson listed on enlistment in the AIF, ‘4th Durham Territorials’, was almost certainly the 4th Durham Royal Field Artillery (Volunteers). This unit, headquartered at South Shields, was transferred to the Territorial Force as part of the Durham and Yorkshire Royal Garrison Artillery (RGA), and allotted to coastal defence duties in the Tynemouth region. By the outbreak of World War I, however, the 4th Durhams had been converted to Royal Field Artillery (RFA) and become the 4th Durham (Howitzer) Battery of the 4th Northumbrian (County of Durham) (Howitzer) Brigade, allotted to the Northumbrian Division (Territorial Force) [later the 50th (Northumbrian) Division].20 The 4th Brigade Headquarters and Brigade Ammunition Column were based in South Shields, along with the 4th Durham Battery, while the other battery of the brigade, the 5th Durham (Howitzer) Battery, was based at Hepburn on Tyne.21


Simpson stated on his enlistment in the AIF that he had served 12 months with the 4th Durhams and from his personal correspondence we know that he attended at least one camp of continuous training, as Benson’s papers in the Australian War Memorial include a postcard written by Simpson to his mother and postmarked ‘20 June [1909]’. The card is humorous, a military version of a hugely popular genre of postcards used in those days before telephones as a means of rapid communication. Entitled ‘Camp Life’, the card depicts a caricatured soldier in a scarlet shell jacket with yellow facings, striped trousers and black pillbox cap with red band wheeling a handcart piled high with bottles of beer and whiskey, subtitled ‘For the relief of the garrison’. Addressed to ‘Mrs Kirkpatrick 14 Bertram St So Shields Durham’, Simpson’s inscription on the reverse reads:


Dear Mother we arrived At Fleetwood at 6.30. We have just been having tea, Two jam wedges and 1 pint of dirty water. I am now going down into the Town, so time is precious, as it is now 8 oclock and we have to be in by ten, I remain yours truly Jack.22


Simpson’s sister Annie replied to his card (on behalf of their mother) the following day with a postcard showing a colour image of ‘The Cross, Malpas’, addressed to ‘Gunner Kirkpatrick, 4th Howz: Batt: Knott End Camp, Fleetwood’:


Dear Jack, Mother received your P.C. this morning. There are 8 pigeons in your duckett now, of course including the young ones. I hope that you enjoy yourself on Wednesday. Sarah and I are going to the Knutson’s house for the afternoon instead of going to the picnic.23


Finally, the Australian War Memorial’s collection includes a photo of Simpson with gun and limber taken at Knott End Camp in July 1909.24 The photo shows Simpson in service dress, wearing service dress cap with a distinctly identifiable Royal Artillery cap badge, standing behind the left-hand wheel of the gun limber, smiling for the camera. Oddly enough, while the lance bombardier at the extreme left of the photo is also wearing service dress (and unbuttoned greatcoat), the other six men in the photo are wearing white canvas drill uniforms, suggesting that, at the time the photo was taken, Simpson was employed on other duties. Knott End Camp was located close to the town of Fleetwood in Lancashire and the trip to the camp must have been something of a culture shock for the young Geordie, as Fleetwood is not only over 160 kilometres away from South Shields in a straight line (a huge distance to travel for the average Englishman, even today), it is on the other side of the country, across the Pennines, on the west coast of Lancashire, on the shores of the Irish Sea. It must have been quite an adventure for the young Simpson.


All of this indicates that, although Simpson only spent a year in the Territorials, he seems to have achieved the required level of efficiency in training, including completing an annual camp of full-time instruction. Had Simpson remained in the United Kingdom and remained active with the Territorial Force, it is more than likely that he would have proceeded to France with the 50th Division in April 1915, most likely with the 1/4th Durham (Howitzer) Battery. This was not to be.


Following his father’s death in 1909, Simpson left Tyneside to go to sea. Various commentators have written over the years that ‘the sea was in his [Simpson’s] blood’ or words to that effect. For example, Benson writes:


After four and a half years as a dairyman, the sea that was in Jack’s blood began to call.25


The Anzac Day Commemoration Committee web-based account of Simpson, ‘Not Only a Hero’, asserts:


With Jack’s father a ship’s captain it is scarcely surprising that his greatest wish was to follow him to sea one day. 26


There is, however, little, if any, actual evidence that Simpson ever really felt the ‘call of the sea’. Curran probably comes closer to the truth when he notes that:


If he stayed at Shields … he’d more than likely end up going doon [sic] the pits. That’s where the only real money was these days – where the only reasonably guaranteed work was. Even the shipyards were idle at times nowadays, with men walking the streets. Having a trade was no longer any guarantee of work.27


As Curran quite rightly points out, had Simpson stayed on in South Shields, there was a high probability that he would have ended up ‘doon the pits’ (working in a coal mine), for want of any other steady employment opportunities for a young man of limited education and no trade qualifications. He thus may have faced the choice of working as a miner or following his father’s calling and taking to the sea. Indeed, he may have had no real choice in the matter at all. It is also worth bearing in mind that, although Simpson’s father Robert had been an invalid since his accident in 1904, he would have retained his connections in the shipping industry in South Shields which would have assisted his son in finding a berth at a time of apparently high unemployment. This theory tends to be supported by the fact that Simpson sailed on his first voyage just two days after his father’s funeral and, considering that securing a berth would probably have been a lengthy process, it may well have commenced long before Robert’s death.
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Lancashire, England, July 1909 – volunteer gunners of the Durham Territorial Howitzer Battery in training at Knott End Camp. Standing (partly obscured) behind the wheel of the limber is the future 202 Private John Simpson, 3rd Australian Field Ambulance. (AWM P01446.002)


Whatever the reason, Simpson sailed on his first voyage, as a storeman, aboard the SS Heighington, a general cargo vessel of 2,800 tons operated by the West Hartlepool Steam Navigation Company, on 14 October 1909.28 From this point it is possible to follow Simpson’s life through the letters that he devotedly wrote home to his mother and sister in South Shields. While these letters (now held in the Australian War Memorial) are generally quite short, usually no more than a page or two at most, they always contain some snippet of news that adds to the tapestry of Simpson’s life. His letters home from the Heighington indicate that he was apparently employed as a steward for the ship’s engineers (the ship was sufficiently large to have a Chief, First and Second Engineer) and, although he initially complained about the food (Simpson’s letters display a fixation with his food intake and his weight), by the time the ship reached Genoa, his letters had become complimentary and even enthusiastic.29 Simpson’s first voyage lasted three months and he arrived back at South Shields, via Leith where he was paid off, in time to spend Christmas with his family.30


Simpson’s second ship was the SS Yeddo, a 4,563-ton general cargo ship built in 1901 and operated by Bank Line (Andrew Weir & Co) of Glasgow.31 Simpson sailed on the Yeddo, this time shipping as a stoker, on 12 February 1910, bound for South America and then Australia. From Simpson’s letters, we learn that the Yeddo was not the happy ship that the Heighington had been. In a letter home dated 16 April 1910, he is voluble in his complaints about the food and advises his mother that if the ship proceeded from its South American port (probably Valparaiso) to Australia, then he intended to try his luck there.32 While he provides no detail, the conditions aboard the Yeddo were sufficiently bad that, when the ship arrived in Newcastle (New South Wales), Simpson and 13 of his shipmates jumped ship.33


There is some evidence to suggest that Simpson was, in fact, paid off in Australia, and did not desert as generally supposed. This theory is based on the fact that articles of engagement did not necessarily cover a United Kingdom-to-United Kingdom trip, but might cover one particular leg of a voyage only — in Simpson’s case, from the United Kingdom to Newcastle in Australia. The theory is contradicted, however, by two facts: first, Simpson openly declared to his mother, in a letter dated 30 May 1910, that he and his mates had waited until 13 May 1910 to desert as, had they absconded prior to this, they would not have received their ‘half-pay’; that is, the portion of their wages owing to them for that leg of the trip.34 The second fact is the indisputable evidence that Simpson enlisted in the AIF under an assumed name. Under the Merchant Shipping Act 1894, deliberate failure to complete articles constituted the crime of desertion. A seaman guilty of desertion forfeited all wages due to him, not only for the ship from which he had deserted, but for any other ship on which he engaged for return to the United Kingdom if he had not already been subjected to the punishment prescribed by law. In addition to loss of wages, a merchant seaman found guilty of desertion under the Merchant Shipping Act 1894 was liable to arrest without warrant in any British possession and to punishment by a period of penal servitude up to three months, with or without hard labour.35 This certainly supports the theory that Simpson was, in fact, a deserter as, had he enlisted in the AIF under his legal name, he was liable to arrest and detention for desertion from the merchant marine, as well as forfeiture of all wages paid to him as a merchant seaman between the time of his desertion and the time of his arrest. Of course, desertion as a merchant seaman — ‘jumping ship’, as it was termed — was not regarded as the heinous crime that desertion from the Royal Navy was and actually appears to have carried little or no stigma. This is supported by the fact that Simpson was able to gain employment in the coastal trade in Australia on several occasions after he had jumped ship in May 1910. To obtain such employment he would have had to produce his seaman’s papers which with careful scrutiny would have shown him to have been a deserter. Clearly they were sufficient to secure his employment in the coastal trade with no questions asked. However, when he came to enlist in the AIF, Simpson was probably canny enough to realise that, were he to be identified as a deserter under the terms of the Merchant Shipping Act, he would still have been liable to penal servitude (highly unlikely) and relatively severe financial penalties (possible). He thus apparently decided to play safe and use an assumed name. He was not, of course, the only person to do so; it is estimated that, at the very least, 7,000 men enlisted in the AIF under an assumed name for various reasons.


Following his desertion in 1910, Simpson travelled around Australia for the next four years working in various jobs, including his original trade of merchant seaman. The latter was, in fact, his longest and steadiest job for, having been taken on as second steward on the SS Kooringa in January 1911, he was to remain aboard, first in the messing department and then later back in his old job as stoker, until June 1913.36 It is worth noting here that, despite being a deserter under the terms of the Merchant Shipping Act, he was still able to secure employment as a merchant seaman, apparently under his own name. This seems to indicate that, when taking him on as a member of a ship’s company, the respective captains either did not bother checking his working background or did not care. This would seem to confirm the theory that Simpson’s dodge of enlisting under an assumed name was simply a form of insurance.


Kooringa was a 3,174-ton general cargo ship operated by the McIlwraith McEacharn Line, a Scottish-based company (indeed, the line had been known worldwide as ‘The Scottish Line’ until it disposed of the last of its ‘Scottish’ class of sailing ships in 1900), which had been a pioneer in the frozen meat trade from Australia to the United Kingdom in 1879.37 Simpson’s letters provide a record of his travels around the western, southern and eastern coasts of Australia, from Geraldton in the west to Newcastle in the east. A faithful correspondent and regular despatcher of money to his widowed mother, at least one of Simpson’s letters reveals an unsavoury racist side when he describes his mother’s recently evicted lodger (a man named ‘Antonio’) as a ‘Russian Jew bugger’.38 While this statement is consistent with British racial views of the time and Simpson was only voicing opinions generally held by most men of his era and nationality, it certainly indicates that Simpson was not quite the ‘internationalist’ that ‘Indymedia’ would have us believe.
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Probably Bunbury, WA, February 1912 – John Simpson Kirkpatrick (right) stands on the wharf with two shipmates. The condition and type of the men’s clothes strongly suggests that have been involved in coaling their ship. (AWM P01446.001)


One of the incidents that Simpson records in a letter home is the oft-reported incident connected with Christmas dinner aboard the Kooringa in 1911 which, apparently, degenerated into a drunken brawl. Simpson writes to his family:


We left Kembla NSW about Xmas Eve for the West of course we had a good dinner. We had goose and Plum Pudding and Brandy Sause [sic] and of course we drank each others health a number of times until each man thought he was Jack Johnson champion of the world then my mate suggested going over and having a fight with the sailers [sic] of course that was [heralded] as a noble idea and as the sailers feeling a bit lively themselves from sampling the bottle too much things went pretty lively for the next half hour you couldn’t see anything for blood and snots flying about until the Mates and Engineers came along and threatened to log all hands forward.39


This incident has often been quoted by those keen to paint Simpson as the ill-disciplined ‘clown prince’ of myth; however, I personally do not believe that the incident is indicative of Simpson’s true nature. Certainly, the only other recorded incident of Simpson’s involvement in any sort of physical altercation occurred while he was living at Corrimal between Bulli and Wollongong, then a small mining town and now a northern suburb of Wollongong. In a letter to his mother dated 15 October 1910, Simpson related how he had, much against his will, become involved in a fight with his drunken landlord, sparked by an alcohol-fuelled argument between the landlord and his wife. The fight resulted in a summons for assault being served on Simpson; however, as the landlord (and his wife) had been drunk at the time and Simpson had not, and as it was a clear case of self-defence, the charge was dismissed.40 I do not believe that Simpson was a brawler or boozer; certainly he states that he was sober at the time of the incident in Corrimal and there is no reason to doubt his word. As for the Christmas dinner incident, I believe that this was a unique incident triggered by the conditions and fuelled by alcohol. I also suspect that Simpson may have been embellishing the tale in his letter to his family, engaging in a young man’s boasting to show the folks at home what a lad he was. Apart from the Christmas dinner letter, Simpson’s letters home reveal no evidence of problems with his employers or fellow employees while working ashore, and he seems to have been more than prepared to turn his back on potential trouble.


Simpson left the Kooringa in June 1913 and tried another spell ashore, apparently enjoying a well-earned holiday, but also dealing with personal illness in the form of a bout of influenza, followed by a bad cold.41 Sometime after 11 August 1913, Simpson shipped aboard the SS Tarcoola, a 2,647-ton general cargo ship operated by the Adelaide Steamship Co.42 March 1914 found Simpson working as a stoker aboard the SS Yankalilla, also of the Adelaide Steamship Co., slightly larger than Tarcoola at 3,568 tons.43 In May 1914, Simpson, still aboard Yankalilla, wrote to his mother and advised her that he had become ‘sick and tired’ of Australia and intended to work out the year or so on Yankalilla and then make his way back to Shields.
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Studio portrait of John Simpson Kirkpatrick, probably taken in Melbourne on the occasion of his 21st birthday in 1913. (AWM A02826)


This, however, was not to be. In August 1914 Yankalilla steamed into Fremantle and the crew learned that Australia (and the Empire) was at war. At that very early stage of the war it was popularly assumed that the AIF would travel directly to the United Kingdom and thence to the Continent to join the fight. Clearly, sensing an opportunity to work a free ticket back to the Old Country, Simpson jumped ship (again) and enlisted in the AIF on 5 September 1914.44 Yet another example of historical error in the simplest of facts concerning Simpson is the date of his enlistment. Benson records Simpson’s enlistment date as 25 August 1914, while Curran gives the date as ‘23rd of August [1914]’.45 A soldier is enlisted on the day on which he raises his right hand and solemnly swears (or, these days, ‘affirms’ if the recruit so desires) that he will ‘well and truly serve [the] Sovereign … and … will resist [the Sovereign’s] enemies and cause [the Sovereign’s] peace to be kept and maintained; and that [he] will in matters relating to [his] service, faithfully discharge [his] duty according to law’. For Simpson, this occurred on 5 September 1914 when he raised his right hand before the attesting officer and duly swore and signed.


Benson apparently took the date 25 August 1914 from the front page of Simpson’s AIF attestation papers where this date is entered against the heading ‘Joined on’; however, ‘joined’ does not mean ‘enlisted’ and a number of men who ‘joined’ the AIF never actually ‘enlisted’ as they were eventually rejected for service during the enlistment process. For his part, Curran appears, quite oddly, to have taken the date of Simpson’s medical examination and clearance, also contained in Simpson’s attestation papers, as his enlistment date. However, as Curran, a former member of the Australian Army himself, should know, just because a man passes an enlistment physical does not mean that he has been enlisted, simply that he has been passed fit for enlistment. Simpson’s enlistment date was not 23 August 1914 or 25 August 1914, it was 5 September 1914.


At the risk of labouring another point, Simpson could not have been enlisted on either 23 or 25 August 1914, as he required a regimental number to be allotted to him on enlistment. Regimental numbers for the AIF were not advised until 26 August 1914, vide AIF Order No. 2, while Simpson’s number (202) was not published for allocation until 29 August 1914, vide AIF Order No.10, which stated:


With reference to Australian Imperial Force Orders No. 2, paragraph 3 (iv), regimental numbers of Army Medical Corps units will be allotted as follows:








	

	Light Horse Field Ambulance

	2nd Military District, 1-55.






	

	

	3rd Military District, 56-111.






	

	
1st Field Ambulance

	1-243.






	

	2nd Field Ambulance

	1-243.






	

	3rd Field Ambulance

	1st Military District, 1-87.






	

	

	4th Military District, 88-165.






	

	

	5th Military District, 166-216.






	

	

	6th Military District, 217-243. 46











Note that Simpson’s number, 202, falls in the block allotted to members of the 3rd Field Ambulance enlisted in the 5th Military District (Western Australia).


Simpson’s number, 202, has led to another published error, this time in a truly execrable ‘historical’ video made about Simpson in 2001 by the British Tyne Tees Television and entitled ‘An Ordinary Hero – The Story of John Simpson Kirkpatrick’. In this abysmal video, which is riddled with historical errors, the presenter earnestly advises the viewer that Simpson was ‘the 202nd man to join up [in Western Australia]’. As the above extract from AIF Orders shows, Simpson was far from the 202nd man to join up in Western Australia and had, for example, at least 500 or so members of the 11th Infantry Battalion in front of him! Although a digression, this matter of numbers begs some explanation. In World War I, at least until late 1917 when General Service Reinforcement Numbers were issued, the AIF used truly ‘regimental numbers’; that is, each infantry battalion and light horse regiment allotted numbers to enlisted personnel (officers did not have numbers) in a numerical sequence beginning with ‘1’ and then continuing ad infinitum. The same system applied to the arms and corps but as a whole; that is, the whole of the artillery, engineers, ordnance, medical, dental, service and flying corps used a single sequential list, each arm or corps starting at ‘1’ with numbers allotted in blocks in the earliest days as required (for example, as allotted by AIF Order No. 10). Theoretically, since there were eventually 60 infantry battalions in the AIF, there should have been 60 infantrymen with the number 1; however, for various reasons, this was not the case. Nevertheless, there were at least 105 members of the AIF who had the regimental number 1. The same, of course, applies to Simpson’s number, 202, with at least 71 members of the AIF sharing the number with him, including Private Francis Paget Sudlow of the 11th Infantry Battalion and Trooper John Alexander Keay of the 10th Light Horse Regiment, both Western Australian units.47


While the matter of Simpson’s enlistment date is a small point, a glance at any number of texts dealing with Simpson will reveal one of the two incorrect dates (usually Curran’s) published as Simpson’s enlistment date, strong evidence of an erroneous statement repeated so many times that it has become ‘historical fact’. Similarly, the claim that Simpson was the ‘202nd man to join up’ in Western Australia, based on his regimental number, is yet another example of an incorrect fact (the probable result of appallingly bad research) stated publicly as an ‘historical fact’ and generally accepted as such.


Simpson’s attestation papers give his unit on enlistment as ‘A.A.M.C.’ or Australian Army Medical Corps. Various theories have been advanced as to why a big, strong, strapping lad such as Simpson was enlisted in the medical corps rather than the infantry. These range from the influence of a mate who was enlisting in the medical corps, all the way to being the best way to avoid the fighting. I do not believe the latter theory and feel that the most likely explanation for Simpson’s enlistment in the medical corps is that the fighting units being raised from Western Australia had reached their full complement and Simpson was simply allocated to the medical corps as part of the normal enlistment process. Certainly his physique, physical strength and acquaintance with hard work would have suited him well to the role of stretcher-bearer, to which work he was allotted with C Section of the 3rd Field Ambulance, the medical unit of the 3rd Infantry Brigade. This unit, which is pivotal to the story, will be discussed and examined in some detail in a later chapter.


So, out of all this, who is the real John Simpson Kirkpatrick?


Buley paints for us a picture of a heroic character who defies both orders and all manner of danger in pursuit of his mission, the only man brave enough to risk his life in no man’s land to rescue wounded diggers.


Benson, the arch-mythologist, would have us believe that Simpson was a secular saint with an affinity to animals rivalled only by St Francis of Assisi, and who harboured a lifelong desire to both go to sea and to visit Australia.


Pearn and Gardner-Medwin would have us believe that Simpson was a child of abject poverty and, by inference, misery.


Curran and many others, obviously quoting or drawing from Curran, portray Simpson as a discipline problem and chronic prankster, a so-called ‘clown prince’ who deliberately disobeyed direct military orders and, in so doing, laid himself open to the most serious military charges.


At least one anonymous author would have us believe that Simpson was a pacifist and rabid socialist who refused to fight for king and country and, as an ‘internationalist’, declined to live with the Australians at Gallipoli, preferring the company of Indians. More seriously, he implies that Simpson was actually shot by Australians.


As far as I am concerned, Simpson is neither the ill-disciplined tearaway from an impoverished background of the myth nor the drunken, ne’er do well brawler whose only saving graces appear to be, if we are to believe the myth, devotion to his family, fatalistic courage and a near mystical love of animals. While I am more than prepared to accept that Simpson was an animal lover and worked well with animals, I do not accept the commonly held vision of Simpson as the mystical animal lover to whose touch all creatures responded.


Having spent years digging through the mass of misinformation, disinformation, half-truth, untruth, outright lie and general unsubstantiated nonsense that surrounds Simpson, I believe that the real man was a robust, gregarious and likeable young man, with a few rough edges and some attitudes that might be regarded as less than politically correct these days, including his self-admitted racism. He was brought up in a loving home where, while money might often have been scarce, there was always food on the table and warm clothes to wear and he was the recipient of a reasonable education and introduced to the concept of hard, regular work at an early age. I personally believe that the statements that Simpson was lured by the ‘call of the sea’ and that he had a lifelong desire to go to Australia are unsubstantiated anecdotes crafted to fit the accepted myth. I believe that he took to the sea as the best option open to him at the time and that reaching Australia was pure happenstance based on the passage of the ship on which he sailed at the time. Having reached Australia, he found that work was at times as hard to find as in South Shields and that what work was offered tended not to suit him. Nevertheless, he was a young man not afraid to turn his hand to whatever work was available and was just as unafraid to turn his back on the job should it prove unsuitable. Despite the incidents that describe Simpson as becoming involved in fights, I do not regard him as an undisciplined brawler and, apart from the Christmas dinner incident aboard Kooringa, I certainly do not believe that he was a heavy drinker, for there is no evidence that he was and several statements that imply he was not. While I believe that Simpson had a robust sense of humour, I totally reject the notion of the undisciplined ‘clown prince’.


If asked who the real John Simpson Kirkpatrick was, I would answer: a fit, energetic, relatively well educated, hard-working young man who, while a victim of the prejudices of his age, loved his family and his country. While he enlisted willingly, he did so (as did every other man who enlisted in the AIF) for his own reasons, yet was a good soldier and did his duty to the best of his ability in trying circumstances.


In other words, he was just another soldier.
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Chapter 2


Gallipoli – The Campaign


Working on the premise that not everyone is totally familiar with the Gallipoli campaign, some background on Gallipoli and the campaign and battles fought on the peninsula is necessary to describe the conditions in which Simpson lived and worked in the few weeks between 25 April and 19 May 1915. For obvious reasons this account will concentrate on the Australian efforts at Anzac, as this is where Simpson lived, worked and died.


Given their dire lack of progress in Europe, the Allies agreed that attacking Germany’s weaker ally, the Ottoman Empire, could provide an opportunity to shorten the war. However, Allied naval attacks in the area of the Dardanelles made little headway at great cost. In March 1915 the decision was made to mount an amphibious assault on the Gallipoli Peninsula to secure ground for renewed naval operations. The objective was the capture of the peninsula’s high ground to deny the area to the mobile artillery which had devastated the Allied fleet. A secondary objective was the destruction of the strategic forts which guarded minefields in the narrow channel leading to the Ottoman capital, Constantinople.


The amphibious operation was underpinned by an air of urgency and time to prepare was thus critically short. This lack of time for adequate preparation, coupled with minimal cooperation between the services and a fundamentally flawed decision-making process, led to an ill-conceived, under resourced and poorly coordinated operation that would ultimately fail.


The Allies were keen to open an effective supply route to Russia since any increase in Russian effort on Germany’s Eastern Front would relieve pressure on the Western Front in France and Belgium. Germany and Austria-Hungary effectively blocked land supply routes to Russia and no easy sea route existed. The White Sea in the north and the Sea of Okhotsk in the east were too far from the Eastern Front to be useful as resupply avenues and, in any case, were often icebound. The Baltic Sea was effectively blocked by the German navy, and the only entrance to the Black Sea was through the Bosporus, which was controlled by the Ottoman Empire (in modern-day Turkey).
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Anzac map.


The Ottoman Empire entered the war on the side of Germany with a declaration of war on Britain, France and Russia on 11 November 1914. The decision to go to war had been the cause of much dissension in the higher echelons of the Imperial Ottoman Government; however, a variety of factors, not least of them a secret treaty signed between the Ottoman Empire and Germany in August 1914, made Ottoman involvement in the war on the side of Germany almost inevitable. The die was cast when the two German warships Goeben and Breslau, which had been in the Mediterranean at the outbreak of the war and had escaped pursuing British forces to the safety of the Sea of Marmora, entered the Black Sea, accompanied by Ottoman ships, and bombarded the Russian ports of Novorossiysk, Odessa and Sevastopol. The Allies declared war on the Ottoman Empire on 4 November and the Empire issued its own declaration of war on the Allies a week later. With the Ottoman Empire now on the side of the Central Powers, Russia could no longer be supplied from the Mediterranean.
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Starboard view of the German Navy battle cruiser Goeben sailing under Turkish colours. (AWM H13555)


By late 1914 the Western Front had effectively bogged down into a stalemate and the Allies desperately needed to open a new front to relieve pressure in the west. The Allies also hoped that an attack on the Ottomans would draw Bulgaria and Greece into the war on the Allied side. The first proposals for an attack on the Ottoman Empire came from the French, but failed to gain British support. However, in November 1914, the British First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill, advanced his own plans for a naval attack on the Dardanelles. Churchill argued that, while the large number of obsolete battleships of the Royal Navy would be no match for Germany’s High Seas Fleet in the North Sea, they could certainly be useful in a secondary theatre, such as the Dardanelles. The initial plan, which was not supported by Admiral of the Fleet Lord John Fisher, the First Sea Lord, involved a purely naval attack on the Dardanelles by the Royal Navy, with the army to be landed later for occupation duties. While the First Sea Lord called instead for a navy-supported landing on the north coast of Germany, his opposition proved futile and it was Churchill who won the argument.


The first attack on the Dardanelles commenced on 19 February 1915 with a bombardment of Ottoman artillery positions on the coast by a combined Anglo-French naval task force. Many believed victory to be inevitable — merely a matter of pounding the Turkish forts into submission. The British commander, Vice Admiral Sackville Carden, was so optimistic about the initial results that he sent a message to Churchill on 4 March stating that the fleet could expect to arrive in Istanbul within 14 days.1 An intercepted German wireless message advising that the Ottoman forts in the Dardanelles were critically short of ammunition prompted Carden to decide that the main attack would be launched on or about 17 March.2 As it transpired, Carden was not to lead the assault as he was taken ill and immediately replaced by Vice Admiral John de Robeck.


On 18 March the main attack was launched. The fleet, comprising 18 battleships with a supporting array of cruisers and destroyers, sought to target the narrowest point of the Dardanelles, where the straits are just a mile wide. Despite some damage sustained by ships engaging the Ottoman forts, minesweepers were ordered to proceed along the straits. According to an account by the Ottoman General Staff, by 2.00 pm ‘All telephone wires were cut, all communications with the forts were interrupted, some of the guns had been knocked out … in consequence the artillery fire of the defence had slackened considerably.’3 Despite this early success, however, disaster stalked the Allied assault. First, the French battleship Bouvet struck a mine which caused the ship to capsize with its entire crew aboard. Minesweepers, manned by civilians and under constant fire from Ottoman guns, retreated leaving the minefields largely intact. HM Ships Irresistible and Inflexible both sustained critical damage from mines, although confusion during the battle led some to attribute the damage to land-launched torpedoes. HMS Ocean, sent to the aid of Irresistible, was herself struck and exploded, with both ships eventually lost. The French battleships Suffren and Gaulois were also sunk. All the ships had sailed through a new line of mines placed secretly by the Ottoman minelayer Nusret 10 days earlier.


The loss of ships and men shocked the Allies and convinced them that an attempt to force the straits by naval power alone was futile. While the Allies had certainly anticipated losses during the planning of the campaign, many naval officers — including de Robeck and Fisher — did not consider these losses acceptable. The defeat of the Allied fleet had also delivered the Ottomans a considerable morale boost, particularly since their gunners had almost exhausted their supply of ammunition before the Allied fleet retreated.


Following the failure of the naval attacks, the Allies decided to use ground forces to eliminate the troublesome Ottoman mobile artillery. This would allow minesweepers to clear the waters for the larger vessels. The conduct of a land campaign would be the responsibility of the newly established Mediterranean Expeditionary Force (MEF) commanded by British General Sir Ian Hamilton. Hamilton’s MEF originally consisted of the British 29th Infantry Division and the Royal Naval Division (RND), plus the newly formed Australian and New Zealand Army Corps (ANZAC), comprising the 1st Australian Division and the New Zealand and Australian Division (NZ&A Division). The 29th Division was a superlative formation, the last of the fully regular divisions formed by the British at the outbreak of the First World War, and comprised of battalions of long-serving pre-war regular soldiers, many with combat experience in the Boer War and on the frontiers of the Empire. The division became something of a ‘fire brigade’ at the Dardanelles, deployed where it was needed most and probably engaged in the toughest service of any Allied formation at Gallipoli.


The RND was of somewhat lesser quality at this stage, and was the pre-war brainchild of the First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill. The RND was formed from mobilised naval reservists, excess to the requirements of the fleet, plus battalions of marines, and was originally designed as an amphibious assault formation. Blooded in the early fighting in Belgium, the RND had lost a considerable part of its strength in combat, with many troops interned in neutral Holland where a large proportion of the division had been forced to retreat in the face of the early German onslaught. Rebuilt and reorganised in England and allotted to the Dardanelles operation, the RND was nowhere near as well trained as the 29th Division; on the other hand, it was at least as well trained as the Australian and New Zealand formations and was certainly better disciplined.


The 1st Australian Division consisted of the 1st, 2nd and 3rd Brigades, each of four infantry battalions, and each boasting a strength of around 1,000 officers and men, plus artillery, engineer, medical and other support troops. The NZ&A Division was an under-strength formation consisting of the 4th Australian Brigade, the New Zealand Infantry Brigade (plus the Maori Battalion) and a mix of AIF and New Zealand Expeditionary Force (NZEF) support units.4


In addition to his Imperial formations, Hamilton’s command also included the French Corps Expeditionnaire d’Orient (COE) or Eastern Expeditionary Corps, consisting of two divisions of mixed metropolitan (recruited in France) and colonial units, with additional corps-level artillery and engineer units.
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Winston Spencer Churchill, First Lord of the Admiralty and major proponent of the Dardanelles Campaign. (AWM H12243)


Unfortunately for Hamilton, not all his troops were immediately available to him, and the six-week delay as he waited for the remainder of his troops to arrive gave the Ottoman forces time to prepare for the land assault they regarded as inevitable. The Ottoman commanders agreed that the most effective form of defence was to hold the high ground on the ridges of the peninsula. However, there was some disagreement as to where the enemy would eventually land, and hence where defensive forces should be concentrated. Turkish officers, including Mustapha Kemal, a 34-year-old lieutenant colonel familiar with the Gallipoli Peninsula from his operations against Bulgaria in the Balkan War, believed Cape Helles (the southern tip of the peninsula) and Gaba Tepe to be the two most likely areas for a landing. Helles was nominated as the most likely landing point as its location would allow the Allies to use their naval forces to command the land from every side; as for Gaba Tepe, the short distance to the eastern coast meant forces could easily drive across the peninsula to reach the Narrows.
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Vice Admiral de Robeck (second left), Commander of the Naval Forces in the Dardanelles, General Sir Ian Hamilton (second right), Commander in Chief of the Mediterranean Expeditionary Force (MEF) and General Walter Braithwaite, Chief of the General Staff, MEF (far right). (AWM H10350)


The German general Otto Liman von Sanders, head of the pre-war German military mission and now a senior officer in the Ottoman Army, disagreed. In his view, the greatest danger lay in Besika Bay on the Asiatic coast where von Sanders believed British forces would benefit from more accessible terrain and would target the most important Ottoman batteries guarding the straits. Von Sanders’ view prevailed and he placed two divisions, a third of the total force of the Fifth Army, in this area. Two more divisions were concentrated at Bulair at the northern isthmus of the peninsula to defend the vital supply and communication lines in the area. Finally, at Cape Helles, on the tip of the peninsula, and along the Aegean coast, the 9th and 19th Divisions were posted, the latter under the command of Mustapha Kemal. Over the protests of Turkish officers who believed the Ottoman forces were too widely dispersed and thus not in a position to drive the attackers immediately into the sea as soon as their invasion commenced, von Sanders ordered that the bulk of forces should be held inland with minor coastal defences spread across the peninsula.


The delay in landings by the British provided the Ottoman forces with valuable time in which to prepare defences. Von Sanders himself noted:


The British allowed us four good weeks of respite for all this work before their great disembarkation … This respite just sufficed for the most indispensable measures to be taken.5


Roads were constructed, small boats assembled to carry troops and equipment across the Narrows, beaches were wired and makeshift mines constructed from torpedo-heads. Trenches and gun emplacements were dug along the beaches, while troops were regularly exercised to avoid lethargy.


The Allied invasion plan of 25 April 1915 would see the 29th Division land at Helles on the tip of the peninsula and then advance on the forts at Kilitbahir (Kilid Bahr). ANZAC was to land north of Gaba Tepe on the Aegean coast and advance across the peninsula to the Narrows, cutting off retreat from or reinforcement of Kilitbahir. The small cove in and around which the ANZAC forces landed became known as Anzac Cove. This sector of the Gallipoli Peninsula was generally known as ‘Anzac’; the area held by the British and French became known as the ‘Helles sector’ or simply ‘Helles’. The French made a diversionary landing at Kum Kale on the Asian shore before re-embarking to hold the eastern area of the Helles sector. The RND likewise launched a diversion in the Gulf of Saros opposite Bulair.


As the armada of Allied ships approached the Dardanelles coast in the early hours of Sunday 25 April, it was spotted by Ottoman observers who passed the information to the headquarters of the 9th Division at Maidos.6 The 2nd Battalion of the 27th Infantry Regiment (II/27th Regiment) was ordered to prepare to repel troops landing on the shores.7


The first troops to land were two companies each from the 9th, 10th and 11th Battalions of the Australian 3rd Brigade, known as the Covering Force. The companies disembarked from three old Formidable class battleships, HM Ships Queen, London and Prince of Wales, each of which despatched four steam launches, each towing three rowboats (launches and pinnaces) — a total of 48 boats.


The moon set at 3.00 am and the battleships released the tows at 3.30 am. With no moon to provide light, the tows headed due east, relying on the correct positioning of the battleships at the time of their release to ascertain their heading. However, for various reasons, this phase of the landing quickly degenerated into something of a shambles and the boats that were supposed to land their troops on a two-mile (six kilometre) front between Hell Spit and Gaba Tepe ended up concentrated around Ari Burnu, 1.5 miles (2.4 kilometres) north of their intended landing area. The 3rd Brigade troops were, in fact, now in the landing area of the 2nd Brigade which had been tasked to follow on from the initial landing.


The Ari Burnu sector was very lightly held by the Turks and defended only by a single, widely dispersed company of the II/27th Regiment of the 9th Division. The Australians began to come ashore at 4.30 am, the first troops to land met by heavy rifle fire. Claims that the landing Australians were cut down by machine-gun fire are refuted by contemporary Turkish accounts which confirm that an Ottoman infantry regiment held only four machine-guns; there were no machine-guns at Ari Burnu and casualties were, in fact, relatively light. The local Turkish commander, Lieutenant Colonel Sefik Aker, Commanding Officer of the 27th Regiment, in a short account of the battle published in 1935, not only confirms that he had no machine-guns under his command, but comments that he mistakenly ordered his troops to hold their fire until the first enemy troops had landed. He wrote later that, had he given the order to fire while the landing boats were further out from the beach, Australian casualties would have been far higher.8


The main enemy at this point for the Australians was not, in fact, the Ottoman defenders, but rather the confusion of the landing itself. The problems encountered by the tows in the approach phase meant that the units had become intermingled. Officers were unsure where their units were or indeed where they were themselves; indeed, some thought that they had landed at Gaba Tepe. The geography was utterly unfamiliar and no objective could be identified. Most of the troops of the 9th and 10th Battalions began to climb the first hill that confronted them which, unfortunately, turned out to be the dead-end Plugge’s Plateau.


The second wave, comprising the second half of the 9th, 10th and 11th Battalions, as well as the complete 12th Battalion (which had been designated the brigade reserve), landed from seven destroyers, HM Ships Chelmer, Colne, Ribble, Usk, Foxhound, Scourge and Beagle. The destroyers had begun to move in at 4.00 am and approached to around 550 yards from the shore before disembarking the troops into their boats. The destroyers had also moved too far to the north, albeit in places closer to the planned landing area. Beagle disembarked her troops south of Hell Spit on the designated beach, far enough south in fact that she came under machine-gun fire from Gaba Tepe. The relatively short distance to travel meant that the battalions tended to land in the correct order and not become mixed as had happened with the Covering Force; however, with the element of surprise gone, the second wave found itself under relentless fire.
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General Sir William Riddell Birdwood KCSI, KCMG, CB, CIE, DSO, ADC, GOC Australian and New Zealand Army Corps (ANZAC). (AWM A03365)


Those units that did land to the south of the first wave at Ari Burnu were confronted by gentler terrain than Plugge’s Plateau and so, despite coming ashore 20 minutes after the first wave, they tended to make more rapid progress inland towards the second ridge. As was the case with the first wave, those of the second who landed north of Ari Burnu encountered heavy fire and suffered casualties both in the boats and on the shore.
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Major General William Throsby Bridges, CMG, GOC 1st Australian Division. (AWM H15440)


To the north, some parties avoided the bottleneck on Plugge’s and reached the extension of the first ridge at Russell’s Top. One party, under the command of Captain Tulloch of the 11th Battalion, had followed the beach to the north and then ascended Walker’s Ridge. There they encountered other parties from the 12th Battalion, one under Captain Lalor, which had scaled the cliff faces between Plugge’s and the Sphinx.


The remainder of the Australian 1st Division (the 1st and 2nd Brigades) began to land from the transports between 5.30 am and 7.30 am. Boats from the transport Galeka, carrying around 140 men of the 7th Battalion, made the most northerly landing of the day, opposite Fisherman’s Hut. They were met by heavy fire from the Ottoman defenders and fewer than 40 men made it to the beach. Over the next night and day numerous attempts were made to recover the wounded from the exposed boats.


News of the landing reached von Sanders at around 6.00 am. He maintained his belief that the Gaba Tepe landing was a feint and that the main blow would fall at Bulair where the peninsula joins the Ottoman mainland. The demonstration by the RND in the Gulf of Saros reinforced this belief. Von Sanders therefore retained two divisions, the 5th and the 7th, at Bulair, leaving the 9th and 19th Divisions to deal with the Anzac and Helles landings. The Commander of the 9th Division responded by sending the two remaining battalions of the 27th Regiment (1st and 3rd) to reinforce the 2nd. Mustapha Kemal, Commander of the Ottoman 19th Division which was in reserve only a few miles from the landing, was also instructed to send a single battalion.
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