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‘A truly brave man is ever serene; he is never taken by surprise; nothing ruffles the equanimity of his spirit. In the heat of battle he remains cool; in the midst of catastrophes he keeps level his mind. Earthquakes do not shake him, he laughs at storms.’


Inazō Nitobe, Bushido: The Soul of Japan


‘At the going down of the sun
and in the morning
We will remember them.’


Laurence Binyon, ‘For the Fallen’
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Prologue


‘Freame. Harry Freame, 0007,’ I said to the lady behind the counter when she asked who I was there to see.


The name made no impression on her. ‘How do you spell that last name?’ she asked.


Around us the routines of death went on uninterrupted. People in tracksuits arrived to pick up ashes, others in suits and long dresses held bunches of brightly coloured flowers. Like me they had come to the Macquarie Park Cemetery and Crematorium to visit graves. Some freshly dug, others long settled. The man standing beside me had mislaid his mother. ‘I’ve come once before,’ he said in apology. ‘Maybe if you can just point me in the direction of the Jewish sector, I’ll remember where she is.’


After locating Freame on her database, the lady looked up proudly at me. ‘Got him,’ she said. ‘Harry Freame, Church of England Section D, grave plot 0007.’


‘That’s him,’ I said, then came to the reason I was there: ‘I thought the grave was unmarked.’


The lady turned her eyes back to her screen. ‘Yep. Unmarked. That’s right, love’.


‘But it’s not,’ I said. ‘There’s a small engraved stone laid on his grave. It looks like black marble.’


She studied her screen again. ‘Harry Freame, plot 0007. No, it’s definitely an unmarked grave. It says so right here,’ she said, and tapped the screen with a red fingernail, producing a little clicking sound.


‘I was just standing at the grave. It’s marked with a headstone. And the details on the stone are wrong. His birth year is wrong and the date of death for his daughter is out by thirty years. Is there any record on your computer of who may have laid the stone? Or when?’


But all she could tell me was that the records showed it as being an unmarked grave despite the rock-hard physical evidence to the contrary less than 300 metres away from where we stood. There was no record of who had laid the stone or when.


I should not have been surprised to find that Harry Freame had one more mystery for me. His whole life was a riddle wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma and soaked in intrigue. From his remarkable feats of courage at the Anzac landing at Gallipoli that made him a hero of the First Australian Imperial Force (AIF) to his recruitment into the Australian intelligence service at the outbreak of World War II, the record of his life and deeds is a battle between oral history and written documents, each as unclear and as unreliable as the other. Sometimes the discrepancies were created by Harry himself, a deliberate muddying of the trail; at other times they are the fault of others, hyperbole, bad reporting or patriotic embellishments. It was the case then and still is that the distance between fact and fiction is often no more than the length of a journalist’s pen. Unravelling it eighty years after his death was like walking through a thicket of lantana at night. But of all the intrigues and mysteries of Harry’s life, there were two that came to dominate my thinking, two that drove me on to find answers.


The first was the circumstances of his death. On 11 October 1940 Harry Freame boarded the SS Tanda at Sydney Harbour bound for Tokyo, where he would take up his position as interpreter for the first Australian legation to Japan. Harry was aware that the Japanese knew his role as interpreter was a cover for his real work in Australian military intelligence. The Japanese consulate in Sydney had had their spies tailing him for weeks. He knew how the feared Japanese secret police, the Kempeitai, a law unto themselves, had dealt with another British spy, James Cox. Cox had been thrown out of a fourth-storey window a few months earlier, a short but fatal journey. In short Freame knew before he left Australian shores that his cover was blown, his life in danger, and yet on that Sydney morning in the flush of spring he boarded that ship. Six months later he would be back in Sydney, choking on his own mucus, dying in a small bedsit, unable to eat or swallow and gasping for breath, surrounded by his wife and a few close friends. ‘They got me,’ he whispered in a painful rasp of a voice. Why had he gone there, even when he knew he was in so much danger? And why wasn’t his death as a spy in the line of duty acknowledged by the Australian Government?


The second question also centred on the lack of acknowledgement of Harry’s life. In the years after World War I, Harry Freame had a legitimate claim to be considered the most famous Anzac soldier to have landed at Gallipoli. The recipient of the first Distinguished Conduct Medal to be awarded to an Australian soldier for his efforts in those first bloody days of Gallipoli, his name was legend among the Australian troops who had fought that tragic battle. And as the landing turned into trench warfare, the troops knew that Harry Freame risked his neck each night to venture out into no-man’s-land and map the Turkish defences.


Harry was on personal terms with the key Anzac commanders, and in the postwar years generals would visit him and reminisce about the war. Australia’s official war historian for World War I, Charles Bean, who first met Harry in June 1915, was another fascinated by Harry and would continue to be so for his whole life. The Australian public came to know Harry through the newspapers of the day that splashed his wartime exploits of courage and daring across their pages.


When I set out to write this book, I wanted to discover why we had forgotten Harry Freame. Why, when our schoolchildren learn of the history of the Anzacs, do they learn more about a donkey than a man who was known at the time as the ‘Marvel of Gallipoli’?


And I wanted to know why the Australian Government covered up their role in the death of Harry Freame, why the man Charles Bean described as probably the most trusted scout at Gallipoli was never believed when he said, ‘They got me.’









Part I


Fight, Fight, Bullets and Shells









Chapter 1


Hell on Earth


Harry Freame’s boots hit the sands of Anzac Cove at around 7.40am on 25 April 1915. He was part of D Company, 1st Battalion. By the time they landed, Anzac Beach, as it came to be known, was already strewn with the broken and bloodied bodies of the men and pack animals that had come before them on that infamous morning. It wasn’t Harry’s first sight of the region – he had sailed this way before – and it wasn’t his first taste of war.


There is a picture of Harry taken before the landing, most likely in Egypt. In it he is in full uniform, flat-brimmed hat, a bandana tied around his neck, wire clippers and binoculars attached to his belt. He holds his Lee–Enfield full wood .303 rifle by the barrel, the butt resting on the ground. He is looking slightly downwards at the camera. There is none of the naive merriment so often seen in the pictures of young Australian soldiers who had mistaken war for a great boys’ own adventure. But nor is there any fear in those eyes. Harry knew what he was in for, and he was ready for it.


As he waded through the waist-high water towards the sand, Harry carried in his pack three days’ rations and an extra 150 rounds of ammunition. He would have heeded the warning of Lieutenant General William Birdwood, the British officer in overall command of the ANZAC (Australian and New Zealand Army Corps) forces, who had advised the troops prior to landing to drink as much water as they could, as once ashore supply of food and water could not be guaranteed for at least three days. Birdwood had signed off his missive to the troops with four final bits of advice:


Concealment whenever possible,


Covering fire always,


Control of fire and control of your men,


Communications never to be neglected.1


The landing itself had been rehearsed as much as possible on the nearby Greek islands, under conditions nothing like what Harry and the rest of the Anzacs would soon face, but as the 1st Battalion’s official war diary records, ‘we knew very little of the actual plans for the attack. In fact, the whole thing seemed to be rather in the air, and so it proved.’2


All that the officers of the 1st Battalion knew was that the 3rd Brigade was to land first and rush the enemy positions. When Harry and D Company landed on Anzac Beach, they had no idea what success, if any, 3rd Brigade had had. Judging by the dead and dying who littered the beach, staining the Aegean waters red, and the enemy bullets and shells that whistled around their heads and whipped the waves to foam, it could be easily believed that none of the 3rd Brigade had survived that hellfire of a dawn.


Harry’s battalion formed up just north of Anzac Beach, in the shadow of Ari Burnu, sheltered from the murderous fire being poured down upon the landing from the peaks of Gaba Tepe, and waited for orders. When the orders came, they ‘were very vague’, alluding to nothing more than the need for the battalion to reinforce the firing line.3 But to reinforce a firing line, you needed to first find the firing line, and when the men looked up towards the imposing ridges and valleys that confronted them, there was no firing line.


The ridges above the beaches were crawling with pockets of men, some engaged in isolated fights, hand-to-hand combat wherein they lived or died by the thrust of their bayonets or the quickness of their wits. Recalling that bloody morning, poet John Masefield wrote:


All over the broken hills there were isolated fights to the death, men falling into gullies and being bayoneted, sudden duels, point blank, where men crawling through the scrub met each other and life went to the quicker finger, heroic deaths, where some half section which had lost touch were caught by ten times their strength and charged and died. No man of our side knew that cracked and fissured jungle. Men broke through it on to machine guns, or showed up on a crest and were blown to pieces, or leaped down from it into some sap or trench, to catch the bombs flung at them and hurl them at the thrower. Going as they did, up cliffs, through scrub, over ground … they passed many hidden Turks, who were thus left to shoot them in the back or to fire down at the boats, from perhaps only fifty yards away.4


The firing line, a concept easily imagined in the safety of an officer’s headquarters, was non-existent on the actual field of battle. On that first morning there was just a mad rush for high ground, up the forbidding slopes and into the ridges and valleys that held not only Turkish and German and Syrian troops and gunners but also the hope of cover and survival. A primeval need to push further and further inland gripped the soldiers, in the hope that there, beyond the next valley, the next ridge, lay safety.


By 10am with clothes still heavy with sea water after the landing and many of their rifles jammed with sand, now useful only for bayonet thrusts and charges, Harry and what elements of D Company were able to be formed up left the beach and set off for the ridges. Coming upon officers from the 3rd Battalion, D Company was redirected to the hill known as Baby 700, where reinforcements were urgently needed.


Through dense, waist-high scrub of gorse-like bushes and along the dried-up water courses littered with boulders, the men forged ahead uphill, legs heavy but the words of the commanding officers to advance, advance, advance running through their heads. Many of the men of D Company who fought their way up towards Baby 700 that clear bright morning would etch their names into the history of the Anzacs and the 1st Battalion: Major FJ Kindon, second-in-command of 1st Battalion; Major Blair Swannell, commanding officer of D Company; Captain Harold Jacobs, second-in-command of D Company; Lieutenant Geoffrey Street; and Captain Alfred Shout, the man who would leave Gallipoli the most decorated soldier of all, though sadly not with his life. And beside Shout, as was so often the case in the blood-soaked months that followed, in lock step, there was Lance Corporal Harry Freame.


Strategically important, Baby 700 had been the focus of intense fighting all morning, with remnants of the Australian 9th, 11th and 12th battalions all joining the battle as the Turkish troops advanced and retreated in a series of intense skirmishes conducted under the continuous hail of shrapnel fire from unseen Turkish positions. The approaches to Baby 700 were complicated by folds of ridges and valleys, and in these the Australian men became detached from their companies and lost until they could connect up with other Australian soldiers, sometimes from their own company, sometimes not.


By 11am Harry and D Company had reached The Nek, a thin strip of ridge that connected to Baby 700. The area was being held by Captain Lalor and men of the 12th Battalion. Lalor was the grandson of Peter Lalor, the man who had led the revolt at Eureka. With him on that morning on the approaches to Baby 700, Lalor carried a magnificent sword, said to be the one used by his grandfather at that famous stockade. Swords had been prohibited to be carried during the landing, but Lalor had disregarded the order.


Across The Nek on the slopes of Baby 700, Turkish troops were gathering. Joining up with Lalor’s group, the newly arrived men of D Company formed up and charged the Turkish troops, driving them back into a gully before advancing up Baby 700. After reaching the summit, D Company started to dig into that hardscrabble ground. The Turkish troops they had driven before them had retreated, but only to a previously unseen trench, and from here they poured heavy fire on the entrenching D Company. It was here that D Company’s commander, Major Blair Swannell, was killed on that first morning, shot dead just as he had earlier predicted he would be to his mates aboard the Minnewaska in the predawn fog before the landing.


Against the fierce Turkish assault, the Australians had only their rifles (when they worked), bayonets and pistols. The naval guns offered no support, as those manning them were afraid of firing on their own troops in the complicated mess of invaders and invaded that swarmed the hills of the peninsula. A few artillery guns had been brought ashore at midday but were then ordered to be sent back out to the boats.5 Other commanders had refused to allow their guns to be landed, such was the chaos on the beaches, and it wasn’t until dusk that the first artillery guns came into action in support of the Australian troops.


The Australian firing line on Baby 700 could not hold, and over the course of the morning the Australian troops moved over the summit only to be thrown back by vicious counterattacks no fewer than five times. In the midst of the fighting there was Harry Freame, moving from position to position, scouting the ground and enemy positions, running messages between commanding officers. At one point he came across Lalor’s discarded sword, retrieved it, then lost it himself as the fighting intensified in the afternoon.6 Lalor would have no further use for it. He had been killed earlier, felled by a Turkish bullet as he stood to rally his battalion.


At one point Harry and a small group of men drove a contingent of Turkish troops from a trench. But having gained the trench they found they were then held in place by persistent enemy fire. The men hadn’t heeded the words of Lieutenant General Birdwood, and who could blame them, but they were out of water, exhausted and near death. Without water they felt that they would soon perish or be forced to surrender. Harry called for volunteers to brave the bullets and shrapnel and go for water. None raised a hand or spoke a word, so over the side of the trench he went, collecting water bottles from those who would never thirst again, fallen soldiers whose twisted repose could never be mistaken for the sleeping, a last look, a last thought of home or their best girl held fast in a glassy eye like a butterfly trapped in amber. When Harry returned he brought not only precious water but food and pickaxes for the grateful men.


All day the fighting raged on Baby 700, with ground taken then lost, the attackers and counterattackers continually changing roles, the air perfumed with the smell of the wild thyme that had been lashed by the bullets and shrapnel bursts. And as the day stretched on, still the men had no idea where the firing line was, only supposing that it was somewhere ahead of them, always somewhere over the next ridge, and that they must get to it. And if they could not advance, then at all costs they tried to hold on to whatever patch of land they had come to stop on.


At around 4.30pm as D Company, reinforced now with New Zealand troops, fought to hold the right side of the Baby 700 slope, a massive Turkish counterattack was launched that peeled the Australians off the slope. Alfred Shout, who had been with Lalor when he was killed, had earlier left Harry and fourteen men at The Nek with orders to hold it no matter what. The small group came under intense fire and before long only nine men were left, and by the time Shout returned, retreating from Baby 700, only Harry and one other man held the position. The rest lay dead or dying about them. Shout ordered them both to follow him in retreat towards the beach.


After regrouping on the beach, Shout and Harry then set about rounding up men from various battalions, a combination of the stragglers and shirkers, the lost and the shell-shocked. Harry collected around two hundred men7 and led them back up the slopes to reinforce the New Zealand troops who were holding Walker’s Ridge, a key position leading back to Baby 700, which was by now firmly in Turkish hands.


Recording the efforts of Lance Corporal Harry Freame on that chaotic first day at Anzac Cove, official war correspondent Charles Bean wrote:


With such fighters as Lieutenant A.J. Shout, Lieutenant G.A. Street and Lieutenant Jacobs, all of his own battalion, he and others held vital positions in that constantly moving and changing fight but none was so ubiquitous as he, now holding a key position on The Nek leading to Baby 700, now finding for his commander the scattered parts of his battalion.8


As night fell on the evening of 25 April, the fighting abated only somewhat; rifle fire and shrapnel bursts echoed through the night. At around midnight Lieutenant General Birdwood sent an urgent message to his commander-in-chief, Sir Ian Hamilton, urging an immediate evacuation of the peninsula. Hamilton, from the comfort of the HMS Queen Elizabeth, was having none of it, advising Birdwood that he had ‘got through the difficult business and you have only to dig, dig, dig until you are safe’.9


The following morning, 26 April, the hills of the peninsula rang with the sounds of shovels, digging, digging, digging. Those not digging or engaged in holding a position were out scouring the ravines and hillsides for the wounded and missing, and it was while thus engaged that Harry came across a detachment of men under the command of Captain Harold Jacobs sheltering in a trench at Quinn’s Post. The men had had no water to drink and were in a desperate state. Harry offered to go for water and without a second thought braved the enemy fire that came in from unseen snipers and dashed back down the valley from where he had just come. He soon returned with the promised water, allowing the position to be held.


Realising that Lieutenant-Colonel Leonard Dobbin, the company commander, would need information on Captain Jacobs’s position and situation, Harry was again up and over the side of the trench, making his way back down the valley to where Lieutenant-Colonel Dobbin was located. As Harry approached Dobbin’s trench, he was heard to yell out, ‘All right!’ Arriving he delivered his message to Dobbin. Mission accomplished, it was only then that Harry revealed that on the descent he’d been struck twice by snipers’ bullets, once through the fingers of the left hand and once through the left arm.10


For the duration of the fighting at Gallipoli, Quinn’s Post remained the Anzacs’ most advanced position and the key to their defensive positions. It would never have been held if not for the bravery of Harry Freame.


Charles Bean later noted that very few men received decorations for the deeds performed at the Anzac Cove landings. But when the recommendations came out, the name Harry Freame was first among them. His citation read: ‘Has displayed the utmost gallantry in taking water to the firing line, though twice hit by sniper fire.’ Harry’s commanding officer further reported:


Since I have assumed command of the Brigade, Serjeant Freame has almost daily performed some action worthy of recognition in the shape of carrying out night reconnaissance, conveying messages through dangerous zones etc etc. He is a fine fearless soldier who I strongly recommend for recognition.11


The recommendation was heeded and Harry, for his work over those first days of Gallipoli, was awarded the Distinguished Conduct Medal. Writing both publicly and privately years after the war, Bean offered the view that Harry should have been awarded the Victoria Cross and that the only reason he wasn’t awarded the VC was because, ‘Australian Commanders hesitated to set up for that hallowed decoration any standard short of the impossible. I think that it is safe to say but for that Harry would have been awarded the highest decoration.’12


More than a hundred years have passed since that tragic week in the northern spring of 1915, and such was the carnage and chaos faced by the Australian, New Zealand, British, French, Canadian and Indian troops that despite the hundreds of thousands of words that have been written describing and detailing it, it is still difficult to know exactly what happened or when it happened, or who did what and how, in those first few days with any level of detail and certainty. The 1st Battalion’s official war diary doesn’t even report the events of 26, 27 and 28 April. It merely records that when the battalion was re-formed on the morning of 29 April, of the 972 men of 1st Battalion who had landed, 366, practically a third of the force, were either missing, killed or wounded.13


Possibly the best description of what occurred on the peninsula in the last week of April 1915 can be found in the diary entry of Lance Corporal Eric Harford Ward of Harry’s D Company, 1st Battalion. Reflecting on that first week of fighting, on 1 May Ward wrote, ‘1st 4 days perfect Hell on earth’.14









Chapter 2


Born Between Worlds


On 27 February 1880, in the Japanese port city of Nagasaki, Sei Kitagawa and William Henry Freame welcomed their third child, Hidetsugu Kitagawa, into the world. Given the English name Wykeham Henry Freame, this was the boy who would grow into the legend Harry Freame.


Harry’s father, William Henry, had arrived in Japan from Melbourne in 1867, and at the time of Harry’s birth was working as a telegraph clerk for the Mitsubishi Mail Steamship Company. But he would not live long enough to see his third-born son become the Marvel of Gallipoli. On 7 December 1880 just eight months after Harry’s birth, William Henry Freame died from an aneurism of the heart. He was just thirty-nine years old.


Harry and his two older siblings, brother Shunichi and sister Grace, were not only left fatherless but also stateless, thanks to the complicated life of William Henry before he arrived in Japan.


At the Church of Saint Paul in Swanston Street, Melbourne, on 20 June 1867 William Henry Freame had taken Ellen Jane Coker to be his lawfully wedded wife. If the family and friends of William Henry and Ellen Jane had wished them a long and happy marriage on their special day, they were to be disappointed, for the marriage was neither long nor happy. The nuptials had been hastened on by an unplanned pregnancy. The impending arrival of a newborn notwithstanding, William Henry had deserted his marital home by mid-October 1867, leaving his heavily pregnant wife to fend for herself.


In divorce papers filed with the Supreme Court in 1870, Ellen Jane stated that from the very first day of their marriage William Henry had stayed out late, frequenting bars and brothels and cavorting with prostitutes. It wasn’t until the middle of December 1867 that Ellen Jane learnt that William Henry had not only abandoned his young family but the colony of Victoria entirely, swapping the charms of Melbourne for those of the Japanese port city of Yokohama.


William Henry Freame, whether by design or accident, landed in Japan at the dawn of the Meiji era, a period that would see Japan transform from a feudal society to a modern nation-state under the guidance and reforms of the young Emperor Meiji.


In 1854 Japan and the United States signed the Kanagawa Treaty, which ended a 220-year policy of self-imposed isolation for Japan. The treaty gave the United States access to Japanese ports and the right to install a US consul on Japanese territory. The Japanese were at first reluctant to enter into the treaty but soon changed their minds when US Navy Commodore Matthew C Perry showed up off the coast of Japan with four gunboats and threatened to proceed to Tokyo and burn it down.


Nursing a deep sense of humiliation at the forced nature of the signing of the Kanagawa Treaty and fearing that, with their ports now thrown open to the world, they would become victims of the process of Western colonisation that was already evident in mainland Asia, Japan’s leaders set out on an ambitious program of reform to modernise the nation. They determined to develop, or import where needed, scientific, technological, philosophical, political, legal and aesthetic skills and ideas. The policy was designed and executed with one goal in mind: to bring Japan onto an equal footing with the world’s other great powers.


In April 1868 Emperor Meiji released what became known as the Charter Oath. The oath consisted of five principles that would pave the way for Japan’s modernisation. The fifth principle declared: ‘Knowledge shall be sought throughout the world in order to promote the welfare of the empire.’1


The most fundamental knowledge needed by the Japanese, if they were to play on the world stage, was proficiency in the English language. This created a need for English teachers, and so in 1872 William Henry reinvented himself as a self-styled professor of English in Tokyo.


But all was not well in Meiji Japan. There were parts of Japanese society that resented a turning away from the old ways in favour of this pursuit of the modern. The sword-wielding class of samurais had seen their station in life brought down by the young Emperor Meiji and his pivot towards the West and modernisation. Their class privileges were revoked after all classes were declared equal, and they were later banned from wearing their samurai swords. While some samurai adapted and moved into business and politics, for others the emperor’s reforms generated feelings of shame. They considered his desire for modern ways a disgraceful pandering to Western ideas and power. This resentment spilled over towards foreigners and bubbled ominously below the surface of life in Meiji-era Japan. As a consequence, William Henry and the rest of the estimated three to four thousand foreign teachers then resident in Japan were never safe.


In early 1871 two foreign teachers, Americans by the names of Dallas and Ring, were set about by two sword-wielding rōnins in a Tokyo street as they wandered the night searching for female company. Though badly cut, both men survived to teach again. Commenting on that period in Japan’s history, academic Edward Beauchamp wrote, ‘Anti-foreign feeling ran so high among the ronin that they often felt that it was an act of the highest patriotism to cut down a foreign “barbarian” in the street.’2


Writing of the early Meiji period and the constant and vicious attacks upon foreigners, diplomat and serious Japanophile Ernest Satow observed that ‘Japan became to be known as a country where the foreigner carried his life in his hand, and the dread of incurring the fate of which so many examples had already occurred became general among the residents.’3 WE Griffis, a teacher resident in Tokyo, wrote that, ‘It is doubtful whether vice in Edo [the former name for Tokyo] was ever more rampant than in the third quarter of the nineteenth century … life was held to be cheaper than dirt by the swash-bucklers, ronins and other strange characters and outlaws … infesting Tokyo.’4


It may have been this latent threat of violence that led William Henry to abandon his search for pleasure and female companionship in the streets and bars of Tokyo and retreat to the relative safety and comfort of matrimony for a second time.


In early 1873 a petition was submitted to the Japanese Government requesting permission for Sei Kitagawa to marry William Henry Freame. The petitioner was Sei’s father, Yasuaki Kitagawa, a man of the samurai class, a Confucian scholar, editor and government administrator. Born in 1857, Sei was just sixteen years old in 1873 and likely a student of William Henry’s. Like other samurai families adapting to their much-changed position in society, the Kitagawas no doubt saw education, and particularly education in the English language, as important.


That William Henry married his sixteen-year-old student is completely in line with the class of foreign teacher that Japan’s push for education attracted. Frederick Dickins, an English medical officer resident in Japan at the time, writing of the wave of foreign teachers flooding the country, claimed that ‘the majority of the “Professors” in the schools of Tokyo were graduates of the drygoods counter, the forecastle, the camp and the shambles, or belonged to that vast array of unclassified humanity that floats like waifs in every seaport. Coming directly from the barroom, the brothel, the gambling saloon.’5


It is fair to say that William Henry fit this profile perfectly. One of his students, Miyake Setsurei, who went on to become a prominent journalist, thought very lowly of him, questioned his breeding and wrote that Freame ‘had bad grammar and pronunciation’.6


Another of Freame’s students, Sanae Takada, later recalled:


In retrospect, the Western teachers at that school [Kyoritsu Gakko] were very poor, and my first teacher was a foreigner named Freame, a former British or American sailor. Therefore, his character was rather crude, and his teaching was rather violent. Although he was quite strict with his students, he was a strange teacher who smoked from a large pipe used by sailors even in the classroom. We students had to recite the conversation as a task, and if a student got stuck in the middle, he would hit the student’s hand with a broken edge of the slate so that the colour of the skin changed.7


Jiro Ando was another who suffered Freame’s pedagogical abilities and recorded his impressions for posterity:


I knew this person [Freame] at Nagoya English School. He’s British, but he’s a British in Australia, and he should be called Australian. He was very rude. Once he got angry, and two or three times he made his way towards the student, slipped and fell, unable to get up. The students gathered and took care of him.8


Despite William Henry’s dubious teaching qualities, permission for the marriage to take place was granted on 7 June 1873. It was a historic event, the first recorded marriage between a foreigner and a Japanese woman in the Meiji period.


But in the conservative samurai society of late-19th-century Japan, where notions of honour and courage and morality were taught to young Japanese through the Bushido code, William Henry’s wayward lifestyle left an awkward and potentially dangerous legacy for Harry Freame. His father, a notorious cad, now dead, left him nothing but fair skin and the fate of a ‘half-caste’ in a society where foreigners were still viewed with deep suspicion, if not outright hostility.


Harry’s mother, Sei, had been forced to give up her Japanese citizenship to marry William Henry. It was expected that in marrying a British subject, Sei would be granted British citizenship. But to do so William Henry needed to ratify his marriage before the British consul in Japan. This he never did. The British vice-consul at the time, Joseph Henry Longford, was aware of William Henry’s previous, and still valid, marriage to Ellen Jane Coker, and therefore refused to ratify the bigamous marriage between Sei and William Henry. This situation left Sei Kitagawa and her three young children officially stateless, having lost their Japanese citizenship but not gained the British equivalent.


In 1882 Sei remarried, this time to Magohiko Koba, an active member of the Anglican Church. Koba was born into a samurai family in the Kumamoto prefecture in Kyushu in 1855. Though his father died when he was just six years old, he was raised as a samurai. He was trained to use a sword, and as a young man was drawn into nationalistic and anti-emperor politics. He joined an ultranationalist group called the Shinpūren. Koba was a member of the group’s assassination squad and took part in the Shinpūren rebellion, which resulted in the assassination of several government officials in 1876. Around the same time Koba came under the influence of Anglican priests and his life changed radically. Under the tutelage of the priests, he started studying theology and English in the divinity school in Nagasaki.


After marrying Sei, Koba adopted all three of her children as his own and would later also father two more girls, Ayako and Yasu. However, neither Sei nor Harry and his siblings had Japanese citizenship yet. In 1885 Sei’s brother, Shichiro, applied to have Sei and her young family registered as his dependents. Doing so enabled Sei and her three young children to regain their status as Japanese citizens.


Though Harry now had a stepfather in the form of Magohiko Koba to guide him, Koba’s religion presented more problems for Harry. Christianity had been outlawed in Japan in 1587. Since that ruling both foreign and Japanese Anglicans had been openly persecuted, including the crucifixion, ten years later, of twenty-six Christians at Nagasaki. These Christians would be remembered as the Twenty-six Martyrs, beatified on 14 September 1627 by Pope Urban VIII, and canonised as saints on 8 June 1862 by Pope Pius IX.


The persecution of Christians took official form in the use of the fumi-e. Usually cast from bronze, fumi-e depicted images of Jesus Christ or the Virgin Mary. Government officials would order citizens to trample a fumi-e to prove that they were not Christians. This occurred at the beginning of each year. If a person refused to trample the fumi-e they were tortured ‘by hanging them over a pit filled with excrement’9 or in some cases executed by being boiled in hot springs. During this period over 2000 people died for refusing to renounce their Christian faith. When the ban on Christianity was finally lifted in 1873, there were just 20,000 Christians left in Japan, down from 500,000 before the persecution. The suspicion of Christians lingered and would only have contributed to Harry’s feelings of being an outsider in the land of his birth.


Despite his Christian religion, Harry, as the son of a samurai family, was raised in the Bushido code, instructed by Magohiko Koba. By the mid-1880s the samurai class was adjusting to life under the Meiji emperor, but they still clung to the Bushido code.


Education in the code was built upon the three tenets of wisdom, benevolence and courage. Writing in 1899 when Harry was still a teenager, attempting to explain Bushido to a foreign audience, Inazō Nitobe wrote:


Bushido, then, is the code of moral principles which the knights were required or instructed to observe. It is not a written code; at best it consists of a few maxims handed down from mouth to mouth or coming from the pen of some well-known warrior or savant. More frequently it is a code unuttered and unwritten, possessing all the more the powerful sanction of veritable deed, and of a law written on the fleshly tablets of the heart. It was founded not on the creation of one brain, however able, or on the life of a single personage, however renowned. It was an organic growth of decades and centuries of military career.10


The Bushido code was constructed around seven principles: righteousness, loyalty, honour, respect, honesty, courage and consistency. Nitobe points out that the way of Bushido could be arduous for the children of samurai families:


Parents, with sternness sometimes verging on cruelty, set their children to tasks that called forth all the pluck that was in them. ‘Bears hurl their cubs down the gorge,’ they said. Samurai’s sons were let down the steep valleys of hardship, and spurred to Sisyphus-like tasks. Occasional deprivation of food or exposure to cold was considered a highly efficacious test for inuring them to endurance. Children of tender age were sent among utter strangers with some message to deliver, were made to rise before the sun, and before breakfast attend to their reading exercises, walking to their teacher with bare feet in the cold of winter; they frequently – once or twice a month, as on the festival of a god of learning – came together in small groups and passed the night without sleep, in reading aloud by turns.11


Harry Freame learnt these lessons well, as we will later see. By the age of sixteen, though, the wider world called, and Harry left Japan and his family for England, to further his education. But Harry sought a different kind of education than the one to be obtained in an English classroom. As he later told Charles Bean, not long after arriving in England he ‘took to wandering’.12 The wandering led him to all corners of the globe, and it is here the first frissons of adventure, mystery, embellishment and a good dose of smoke and mirrors begin to appear in Harry’s life.


Harry would later claim that he had served in the Mexican army under President Porfirio Díaz, rising to the rank of captain in the intelligence department. Some writers have argued that this could never have happened, that Harry couldn’t have been in Mexico when he claimed to be.


The last Díaz presidency (there were three in total) started in 1884 and ended in 1911. We only have a reasonably accurate account of Freame’s whereabouts from 1903 onwards. If he left Japan as a sixteen-year-old in 1896, as he told Bean he did, there is every possibility that sometime between 1896 and 1903 he served in the Mexican army under Porfirio Díaz.


There is further circumstantial evidence that supports Harry’s claim. Among his possessions that he kept throughout his life was a small English–Spanish dictionary. But most compelling is the evidence of Harry’s fighting ability. Among Harry’s fighting comrades and officers on Gallipoli, he was noted for his marksmanship, able to ‘blow the neck off six bottles, three shots with each hand, from a distance of 25ft’.13


To his marksmanship was married his skill as a battalion scout, with numerous reports and testimony from Gallipoli veterans attesting to his talents and fame as the finest scout on the peninsula.


The work of a scout was dangerous, more so than any other role in the infantry. During open combat the scout moved ahead of the main troop body, keeping a lookout for enemy troops or traps, reconnoitring the way ahead, locating strategic points. But once combat had moved to trench warfare, as it did at Gallipoli after the first week, the scout’s work became even more crucial. And more perilous.


Describing the scout’s work in trench warfare, Major Hesketh Hesketh-Prichard wrote in 1917, ‘His theatre of action is No Man’s Land, which comprises all the area between the two armies which are drawn up one against the other … The work of the scout was, of course, to dominate the enemy in No Man’s Land, and to this end he was continually patrolling it during the hours of darkness.’14 Hesketh-Prichard described the scout as a soldier of special aptitudes, strengths and abilities that could not be trained: a man either had them or he didn’t. Resourcefulness, a willingness to take risks, precise observational skills, an ability to see but not be seen, physical fitness and excellent condition, an ability to go long stints with little rest, accurate marksmanship and, above all else, intelligence. Their information had to be completely reliable as it would form the basis of decisions made at the very highest levels: whether to advance or retreat, and when and how to do so. Battalions of men lived or died on the quality of the scout’s information.


Harry’s skills with a revolver and his knowledge of scouting could only have been learnt in the heat of battle. His service in Gallipoli strongly points to a man with not only military training but hard-earned fighting experience, the kind one could be expected to pick up in the wars of Mexico at the turn of the 20th century.


Harry’s first stint outside Japan lasted two years. A photograph of an eighteen-year-old Harry, looking like a young Benedict Cumberbatch, holding his stepsister Ayako, places him in Osaka in 1898. The next official record we get of Harry is on 7 January 1902, when he arrived by ship in Avonmouth in the United Kingdom and signed off from a sea voyage that took him to Genoa and through the Black Sea. Four months later in May 1902, Harry signed on for another sea voyage that would see him leave Hull bound for the River Plate in Argentina.


Working as a scullion, a ship’s cook, and sometimes as a steward, Harry took to the seafaring life, finding in it an antidote to the strictures and rigours of a samurai upbringing. In the community of ocean-going men, a community of souls far more accepting of his mixed heritage than the still-conservative Japanese society, he found a place and an identity. Over the next ten years Harry made his life at sea, undertaking thirty-one voyages in all. Some were short trips of no more than a few weeks; others lasted for over a year.


Harry based himself in the United Kingdom, moving around the ports of the country looking for a berth on whatever ship would take him across the oceans. Liverpool, Newcastle and Glasgow all served as points of departure for Harry, but it was no coincidence that he spent most of his time at Middlesbrough. By the early 1900s Middlesbrough was home to a large population of Japanese, engaged mainly in shipbuilding and commercial trade, the result of both the Anglo–Japanese Treaty of Commerce and Navigation that had been signed in 1894 and the Japanese desire to go forth and bring back Western knowledge and expertise.


During one of his short onshore breaks at Middlesbrough, Harry met twenty-six-year-old Englishwoman Edith May Soppitt. Edith May came from a family with a strong connection to shipping. On 19 July 1906 the pair were married in Middlesbrough. A short honeymoon period was spent visiting Edith May’s older half-brother, Frank Arthur, in Failsworth near Manchester. Here Harry met and formed a special lifelong bond with Frank’s infant daughters. He would send them postcards and objects from all over the world that he picked up on his travels, always signing off as ‘Windy Harry’ or ‘Breezy Harry’.


But Breezy Harry could not tarry long on family visits, and now with a young wife to support he signed onto another voyage, this time aboard the Aislaby on 1 September at South Shields.


When the Aislaby docked in Philadelphia on 24 October, Harry deserted the ship. It seems not to have been a happy ship, for as author Brian Tate points out, in addition to Harry a further fourteen of the crew abandoned the Aislaby during this voyage.15 Harry would later tell how he worked for a while on an American farm before again crossing into Mexico and linking up with his old commander in the Mexican army, the German Colonel Zeigler. Zeigler convinced Harry to form up a band of mercenaries to fight alongside the German army in its African colonies. The adventure was a complete failure after nearly all the men succumbed to malaria, and Harry was forced to return to the seafaring life.


Writing in his insightful book Australia’s First Spies, author and ex-intelligence officer John Fahey questions Freame’s claims to have served in both Mexico and German East Africa. Fahey labels Freame a ‘fantasist’, arguing that ‘the two gaps in Freame’s seaman papers, 1906–07 and 1912–14, do not coincide with the Maji Maji Rebellion in German East Africa in 1905 or the presidency of President Díaz, which ended on 31 May 1911.’16


What makes it difficult to arrive at a hard truth on the question of Freame’s whereabouts in those years is that both Freame and Fahey appear to have made errors. Fahey compounds an error from Freame when he argues that Freame couldn’t have been involved in the Maji Maji Rebellion. Freame never claimed to have fought in this rebellion: he told Charles Bean that he had fought in the Herero–Nama Uprising – but he placed it in German East Africa, when it actually occurred in German West Africa, or modern-day Namibia. Whereas the Maji Maji Rebellion did occur in German East Africa. Was Freame obfuscating or confusing his geography almost two decades after the event? Without documentary evidence either way, it is difficult to tell.


There is no doubt that, over the years, Freame’s backstory was embellished – sometimes by overeager journalists looking for an angle, sometimes by comrades repeating careless whispers and at other times by Freame himself. But where Fahey sees a fantasist, from what I know of Freame’s parentage, his upbringing, of Japanese society in the latter part of the 19th century, I see a small boy of both Anglo and Japanese parentage losing his father before his first birthday, growing up in a society that looked down upon his mixed-race genetics, a boy who needed a story to explain his father’s absence, to make of his absent father somebody to be looked up to, a boy who desperately wanted to belong, a boy who didn’t seem to fit into the neat and rigid social structures of Japan in the late 1800s. And in that wanting to belong, to be accepted, he created stories to justify and explain his place in the world.


Poignantly the little boy who didn’t belong would eventually find his place in no-man’s-land, that stretch of ground between enemy trenches, where his courage and determination would make him beloved by the officers and men of the first AIF.


Harry signed on aboard his next ship in August 1907 and for the next five years continued to travel the world. His seaman’s logbook shows that he rarely spent more than a few weeks at home before getting his next job. One can only imagine the strain this placed on the young couple’s marriage.


There was not a part of the globe he did not venture to: Brazil, India, China, the United States, South Africa, Egypt, the West Indies and finally, for the first time on 9 December 1911, the land of his father, Australia. But he did not stay long in the great southern land, arriving back in England a few short months later on 11 February 1912.


After returning home Harry took the decision to give up the seafaring life and return to Australia. It is unclear from the records when he arrived for the second time, but by 1913 he was living and working in the New South Wales town of Glen Innes. His young wife, remained behind in England.


Also in Glen Innes in 1913 was a woman by the name of Josephine Clarke. Josephine had been born in nearby Tenterfield. Her sister, Bessie, had married saddle maker Joseph Higgins in 1900 and the young couple had moved to Glen Innes where Joseph was to run the local saddlery. In 1913 Bessie gave birth to their third son, Joe. It was at this time that Josephine Clarke travelled to see her sister and newborn nephew in Glen Innes. While there, she was introduced to a good-looking though very married young horse breaker called Harry Freame.17


Though we can only speculate on the seriousness of the relationship that formed between Harry and Josephine, we do know that in March of the following year Josephine gave birth to a baby boy. Though still a resident of Tenterfield, Josephine travelled to Brisbane to give birth. On the birth certificate in the space reserved for the father’s name was written Walter Warner Collins. But Collins never existed. The motives are clear. Even assuming that Harry had hidden the fact that he was already married, for a young unmarried Catholic girl in 1913 to be in a relationship with, let alone fall pregnant to, a man of Japanese birth, and an Anglican to boot? It was enough to warrant any level of subterfuge. How much Harry was involved in this is unclear. It is possible that he did not even know that he had become a father.


Regardless, by 1914 events would overtake the young parents and Harry would be swept away to the war that would make his name.


Upon hearing the news that there was a war to fight and an adventure to be had on the other side of the world, like so many other young men in country Australia, Harry set off to Sydney to enlist. On 28 August at Kensington, Harry presented himself before the New Zealand–born carpenter Captain Alfred Shout.


Harry was just under 180 centimetres tall, lean and fit. He weighed around 150 pounds and had a tattoo of a snake on his right arm. Harry gave his age as twenty-nine years and three months and told the captain he was born in Kitscoty, a remote village in central Canada that had been founded three years earlier in 1911. Asked if he had any previous military experience, Harry simply wrote, ‘Mexican army only’.


Men were needed, and Shout had before him a fine specimen of a man, eager and willing and – most importantly in the untested volunteer army that was being put together – one with fighting experience. No doubt caught up in the headiness of the early days of that Great War, Shout signed off Harry’s attestation papers as being true and accurate. But they were far from it.


Standing before Alfred Shout, Harry must have been unsure if he would be accepted into the Australian Imperial Force. He was a Japanese national, and at the time the army was only accepting British nationals. This explains why Harry gave his birthplace as Kitscoty, Canada. It provided him with British citizenship, and he rightly assumed that nobody would ask for proof. Kitscoty also helped him explain his dark skin and Japanese accent, enabling him to pass as a man with Indigenous North American ancestry. Kitscoty also had the benefit of being just a dot on the map, even today as close to the middle of nowhere as geographically possible, meaning Harry was extremely unlikely to come across someone from there, or who had heard of the place, and who could therefore expose his falsehoods.


At the outbreak of the war Harry was over thirty-four years old. He must have been concerned that he would be considered too old for military service, so he simply shaved five years off his age by giving a false date of birth.


Whatever the reasons, the untruths on Harry’s attestation forms worked and he was soon falling in with the other men at the training grounds at the Randwick Racecourse. On 18 October he boarded the SS Afric with the rest of the men of 1st Battalion. In a few short months he would be landing at Gallipoli, and the man born Hidetsugu Kitagawa would transform into Harry Freame. By the time Harry left the peninsula his name would be legend among the Anzac troops.
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