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Barrie Cassidy started out in journalism as a cadet reporter with the Border Mail in Albury. In the 47 years since, he has been a court reporter and police roundsman, a political correspondent, program host, newsreader, radio broadcaster and foreign correspondent. He has worked for the Shepparton News, the Melbourne Herald, the ABC, the Australian and Network Ten, as well as in Washington and Brussels. For the past 13 years he has been host of the ABC’s highly respected political discussion program Insiders, and until recently, host of the sports equivalent, Offsiders. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, he was senior press secretary to Prime Minister Bob Hawke and then ultimately his political adviser.


Private Bill is his third book. The Party Thieves, a bestseller that traced the rapid demise of Kevin Rudd, was published after the 2007 election. An Ocean of Cricket was written with his son Adam, and captured in words and stunning photographs the emergence of cricket in the South Pacific.




BARRIE
CASSIDY


PRIVATE BILL


IN LOVE AND WAR


[image: ]




MELBOURNE UNIVERSITY PRESS
An imprint of Melbourne University Publishing Limited
11–15 Argyle Place South, Carlton, Victoria 3053, Australia
mup-info@unimelb.edu.au
www.mup.com.au


First published 2014
Text © Barrie Cassidy, 2014
Design and typography © Melbourne University Publishing Limited, 2014


This book is copyright. Apart from any use permitted under the Copyright Act 1968 and subsequent amendments, no part may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted by any means or process whatsoever without the prior written permission of the publishers.


Every attempt has been made to locate the copyright holders for material quoted in this book. Any person or organisation that may have been overlooked or misattributed may contact the publisher.


Photo on page 184 by Heather Ewart
Cover design by Sandy Cull
Text design and typesetting by Megan Ellis
Printed in Australia by McPherson’s Printing Group


National Library of Australia Cataloguing-in-Publication entry


Cassidy, Barrie, author.


Private Bill: in love and war/Barrie Cassidy.


 


9780522866131 (paperback)


9780522866148 (ebook)


 


Cassidy, William.


World War, 1939-1945—Prisons and prisoners,
Australian—Biography.


Prisoners of war—Australia—Biography.


Prisoners of war—Austria—Klagenfurt—Biography.


Family secrets—Australia.


Adopted children—Australia.


 


920.710994




This book is a tribute to Bill and Myra’s fifty-seven direct descendants (as at October 2014).




[image: ]




[image: ]



1    A Regrettable Decision
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Bill Cassidy stopped his truck to clear away a body that was partly blocking the narrow mountain road. He saw that it was mutilated—the birds and animals had already gone to work on it. As he began dragging the corpse of the young German soldier to the side of the road, he realised it was so decomposed that one more scorching day and pulling at it like that would cause the limbs to fall away.


When he was done, he happened to look up and found himself staring at an eerie, horrible, almost nonsensical image. Shredded parachutes trailed limply from the bloated corpses of two German soldiers who were entangled in some power lines.


This ghastly scene brought home to Bill, a 28-year-old private in the Australian Army, just how extraordinary was the massive paratrooper-led invasion of the Greek island of Crete that had occurred just three days earlier, on 20 May 1941—an invasion that had given him his first taste of combat. The Germans, in their haste to introduce an element of surprise, had dramatically miscalculated the strength of their enemy, and the vulnerability of their 15 000-strong airborne soldiers. On 22 May, the Allied troops—the British, the Australians and the New Zealanders—had taken advantage of a lull in the fighting to bury 950 dead German soldiers around the city of Heraklion. Most of them seemed no older than their early twenties. Many of them were still attached to their parachutes, killed by gunfire before they reached the ground.


Bill was travelling alone to an airstrip near Retimo, about two hours’ drive west of Heraklion, to help a small group of British soldiers tow an anti-aircraft Bofors gun to a more secure place. Captain Bertie Baglin, Bill’s immediate superior officer, had told him before he set off that both Heraklion and Retimo were safely in Allied hands and he should have a clear run to the airstrip. Nevertheless, he warned, there could be occasional German resistance on the ground, and there was the constant threat of attack from the air. ‘Just move the gun and get out of there’, he said bluntly.


About twenty minutes from Retimo, Bill saw some of the action he’d been fearful of encountering. He came across perhaps 200 Australian and British troops exchanging heavy machine-gun fire with some Germans who were holed up in an olive oil factory. He was waved off the road, then told to push his way through the scrub and rejoin the route a few hundred metres further on.


It struck him as an odd situation, an isolated battle that targeted a single building, while in every direction around it, noth ing else stirred. This is the nature of war, he thought quietly.


Bill reached the airstrip and found the Bofors gun and the British soldiers at its eastern end. The arrival of Bill’s truck in an area so starved of resources was met with considerable enthusiasm. ‘Good to see you cobber’, one soldier said.


Some of the men were refashioning cardboard boxes into the shape of a large gun. It was common practice for troops to make dummy guns from cardboard in the hope that the enemy would be tricked into wasting valuable ammunition shooting at them. ‘We’ll just finish with this cut-out’, said the man who’d greeted him, ‘and then we’ll get you to tow the gun up near that church somewhere’. He indicated an old stone building nearby, which the British had identified as a strategically important vantage point.


‘That cardboard thing. That’s supposed to be a gun, right?’ asked Bill. ‘It looks more like a giant bird or something. Maybe a kiwi’, he laughed.


‘It’ll fool them cobber’, another man said. ‘All that matters is how it looks from the air.’


‘And how do you know how it looks from the air?’ asked Bill, amused.


Undeterred, the men finished their work. Then they attached the Bofors gun to the truck and jumped on board for the short, bumpy ride over rocky ground to the churchyard. Once the gun had been concealed, Bill joined the men in digging a series of trenches around the site, to provide protection in the event of a ground assault.


He remembered his orders: ‘Just move the gun and get out of there’. But it was a magical Cretan morning, a day to be enjoyed. The sun was shining, reflecting off the clear azure waters of the Aegean Sea in the distance. Bill was seduced by the quietness of it all. So when his British colleagues invited him to join them for a cooked breakfast with fresh, piping-hot tea, he accepted. It was a decision that he would revisit for the rest of his life.


It seemed they had just begun to relax when from out of that clear blue sky came the distant roar of several enemy planes—Stukas, the deadly Luftwaffe dive-bombers. Almost immediately the men knew that the planes were not targeting the airstrip itself. The were coming for the Bofors gun, and for them. The decoy hadn’t worked.


In a near panic, the Brits ran for the big gun, their only means of a counterattack. Two men climbed into some seats on top of it—one would move the gun vertically and the other horizontally. The other men formed a line and began feeding shells to the crewman, whose job it was to drive them into the gun’s barrel. Someone shouted at Bill to join the line and he fell in between the two men at the end.


Suddenly, one of the Stukas broke formation and plunged towards them, its siren wailing. The men on the gun struggled to swivel the heavy, clumsy weapon around. But no sooner had they got a sight on the dive-bomber than it dipped and swung away, staying just out of range. They’d been conned. A second plane attacked, and then—from the opposite direction—a third, with the other planes right behind them.


Bill was still standing in the line when a direct hit smashed the gun to pieces. He took a shrapnel blast to the right side of his abdomen, which struck him with such force that he landed on his back a few feet away. He looked up and saw the man who had been last in the queue—next to him—now draped lifelessly over one of the gun’s seats. How did that happen, he wondered? How did he get there?


Bill felt as though he had been hit by a hammer. There was a searing pain deep inside him, just below his stomach. He wondered if the shrapnel had hit a vital organ. Am I going to die? he thought. Will this foreign war take my life just three days into combat?


He felt breathless, dizzy. Was it the carnage all around him, or anxiety about his injury? Best not to try and move, he told himself. Just lie and wait for help.


Inexplicably, the Stukas came around again. Bill thought: Why would they do that when they’ve already destroyed the gun? He asked himself why pilots who so valued their fuel and their deadly arsenal would make another dive at wounded men lying so helplessly on the ground.


The Stukas attacked ferociously, forcing the men to stumble towards the shelter of the stone church. Despite his disorientation and the pain of his injury, Bill managed to get inside and take refuge under a pew. Surely now the firing will stop, he thought. But the planes dipped and dived a third time, spraying the church windows with machine-gun fire that ricocheted from the floor and the walls to the pews.


Bill was hit again right alongside his first wound. His first thought was it was a splinter from a shredded pew. But a quick look and he knew that this time he had taken a bullet. It felt as if a knife was being twisted in his abdomen, and the dizziness was far worse than when he’d taken that first hit—he seemed to lose his vision altogether, though he was still conscious, just.


The church fell silent except for the soft groans of his colleagues. Bill thought of his family back in Chiltern: his wife of just two years, Myra, and his infant daughter, Pam. Would he ever see them again? He closed his eyes, and waited to die.
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2    Awkward Questions
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Chiltern in 1960 was a place where the shops shut for lunch and the dogs slept in the street. At least that was how some city journalist described the north-eastern Victorian township in a feature article for the Melbourne Herald, a paper whose sales that year in Chiltern depended entirely on my guile. I had landed what I thought was the best job any local 10-year-old could aspire to: selling the afternoon broadsheet up and down the main street and in the two pubs. I thought the journo’s description of Chiltern was an odd thing to write. Weren’t all towns like that? But I wasn’t too bothered by it because the mere mention of the town in a metropolitan newspaper meant I would have no trouble unloading my consignment of fifty papers.


Chiltern then was a town of 800 people. The country’s major road, the Hume Highway, ran straight down the main street. With cars parked on either side of it, the road was so narrow that the highway traffic slowed to a crawl. There was barely enough room for two trucks to pass. Occasionally one would brush against another and end up crashing into a parked car. One night there was great excitement when a fully laden semitrailer ploughed into Brann’s drapery store at the town’s main intersection.


For those on foot, crossing from one side of the main street to the other was also hazardous, something I had to do often as I sold the Herald. There were no pedestrian crossings, and the nearest traffic light was 37 kilometres away at Wangaratta. My younger brother Megsie, the redhead in the family, was hit by a car once and sent sprawling against the wall of the Star Hotel, only to get up, brush himself off and limp home. It was the last time he indulged in his habit of running behind semitrailers to feel the breeze on hot days.


Such dramatic moments were hardly typical of life in Chiltern. In 1956 the Olympic torch passed through Chiltern on its way to Melbourne. And two years before that, the Queen had visited Benalla, about 65 kilometres away. But that was about as close as the town had come to notoriety. Most of the time the place was quiet and uneventful. Everybody would spring into action, however, when the town’s fire siren sounded. By the time the designated volunteer driver had reached the truck at the fire station, numerous locals would have taken up a spot on the ramps around its water tank. Age was seemingly no barrier; riding the fire truck was almost a rite of passage for young teenagers.


Aside from the highway traffic, with its noisy engines and blaring of horns, the place did have real charm. Verandah posts a century old ran all along the main street, adorning historic buildings like the banks, Dow’s pharmacy and the pubs. On side roads, the post office, the lock-up and the newspaper office still looked as they had at the height of the gold rush, when 20 000 miners converged on the town seeking their fortune—or a job of any kind. The classically built Lake View Homestead, once the home of author Henry Handel Richardson, was a standout on the shores of Lake Anderson, a five-minute stroll from the main street. It had even started to attract tourists. And why wouldn’t they come to Chiltern, we thought. After all, the town also had the oldest and largest grapevine in the Southern Hemisphere, which snaked its way through the Star Hotel beer garden and over the pub’s roof.


For the locals, and especially for my dad, Bill, the town had everything you could possibly need: two schools, a bush nursing hospital and a movie theatre. (Ben Hicks ran the cinema. And the council—he was the shire president. He was the owner and editor of the local four-page weekly newspaper as well.) The kids in the town wanted good sporting facilities, and there were plenty of those, too. We played football in the winter and cricket and tennis in the summer. There was also a swimming pool, of sorts. It had a dirt floor and brick walls and was fed by murky water from the nearby lake. Only once you got out would you see the leeches attached to your legs.


Chiltern had been the home of my mother Myra’s family, the McGanns, from the moment it had sprung up near the banks of Black Dog Creek off the back of the gold rush in 1858. Mum had been born there, as had a sister, Melva, and a brother, Ron, and at the start of the 1960s her parents still lived in the town. It might have seemed that Dad had chosen to raise a family there after he returned home from the war, but perhaps it’s more accurate to say that it was chosen for him.


The old Victorian brick house that Mum and Dad rented was in High Street, just 50 metres from the main street. Two of the rooms were unusable because of severe damp. There was no sewerage, no hot water and no heating. The laundry and bathroom were in a tin shed that sat to one side of the main building. Inside, a large copper was heated by lighting a fire underneath it—serving a family of eight, and the occasional boarder, it was going most of the time. The kitchen was also in its own building, accessed from the house proper via a covered verandah. Like the copper, the stove was constantly alight, not only for cooking but to provide hot water and heat in the winter. Television had arrived but it remained unaffordable to just about every family in town. So we kids would put deckchairs outside the window of the electrical store, in which a TV set flickered.


Immediately after the war, Mum and Dad had lived with relatives in Elsternwick in Melbourne’s south-east. They needed time to figure out what peacetime really meant for them. Dad worked in a plastics factory and Mum in a jam factory. Their first son, Ron, was born in 1947, at the Royal Children’s Hospital in Carlton. It was later that year that they moved to Chiltern. There, Dad picked up a job at the local brickworks. His salary was close to the basic wage but it was supplemented by child endowment, a welfare system that was expanded in the 1950s. Mum didn’t work a paid job—by 1951, she had five kids on her hands, and one more to come. In any case, many women in the 1950s gave up their paid jobs so that men who had returned from the war could be employed.


Money was tight, but Mum and Dad grew vegetables and kept chooks and a milking cow, so there was always food on the table. And thanks to hand-me-downs and the ridiculously cheap St Vincent de Paul second-hand store in Wodonga, the five boys of the family seemed to have enough clothes. Dad had an old and unreliable Chevy that had to be started with a crank handle, but still, it allowed him to get around town. Holidays, however, were practically impossible, though occasionally a sponsor would be found to send one of us boys to the summer holiday camp at Portsea.


Dad never exhibited any sense of being dealt a dud hand. He had survived the Great Depression, which had come at a critical time for him, just as his working life was getting started, and then the war after that. He had a job, however basic, and to him every pound he earned was a bonus. It was just that at the end of every week, there was never any money left.


That was why for me, selling the Herald was such a big break. The sales and tips were great pocket money. Ron was working, too. Then fifteen, he bedded down at night under the manual telephone exchange at the post office and took care of the few overnight calls, a job I inherited when I turned fifteen myself. You had to turn up at ten o’clock at night and leave at seven o’clock in the morning, which allowed just enough time to get home, have breakfast and catch the school bus to Rutherglen, 19 kilometres away. Mostly it worked out OK, except when there was a major accident on the highway and the police, emergency services and the metropolitan media would quickly tie up the phone lines—there would be no sleep that night. That job allowed Ron to buy a bike on hire-purchase, which the whole family rode.


For Mum, the days after the war had a set routine, and that seemed to suit her. Once the kids went off to school, she would wash, iron, sew, prepare meals, straighten out the bedrooms and tend the garden. She rarely left the house—‘rarely’ meant almost never. That struck us children as more annoying than odd. We would get home from school, desperate to go off to the swimming pool or the tennis court, only to be handed a note—‘a message’ she called it—with a list of items to be bought from the grocer or the butcher or the pharmacist. We lived virtually on the main street and yet Mum never did the shopping. She hardly ever visited other homes either; Dad would take the newspaper and milk to her father’s house most evenings without her. Perhaps because of Mum’s isolation, visitors to our house, apart from two or three close relatives, were also uncommon. She would even insist that everybody go to church—she had persuaded Dad to become a Catholic, like her—yet she didn’t regularly go herself.


All of this went almost unnoticed by us kids, most of the time anyway. It wasn’t until much later in life that it took on a special significance.


Certainly Dad never seemed to query Mum’s slightly idiosyncratic behaviour. He was defensive of her at all times, totally devoted to her. He almost always backed Mum’s judgement. Mum, too, built her life around Dad. Even in a large family with the inevitable chaos and conflicts among the kids, they operated almost as a tightly bonded separate unit.


Dad, essentially a private person and quite shy, was nevertheless always on the go: raising money for the new pool, organising most of the football club’s activities, lending a hand around town wherever and whenever it was needed.


One night when I came home from the pool, Mum asked me to go and find Dad.


‘Where is he?’ I asked. ‘He’ll be at the Muellers or the Bruseks or the Habecks’, she said. All German families, though I just thought of them as ‘new Australians’, like so many others in the town.


The first postwar assisted migrants to Australia arrived at a tiny village less than 50 kilometres from Chiltern, called Bonegilla. The migrants stayed in old army huts at a reception centre there until they could be resettled, and as a result the surrounding district got a disproportionate share of the newcomers. By 1958, a million migrants had arrived in Australia, most of them from the United Kingdom, Ireland, New Zealand and Italy. Displaced Germans arrived in large numbers as well: in the first ten years after the war, three times as many Germans arrived as Greeks.


It was not strange to us that Dad embraced all of the migrants no matter where they were from and no matter his war experience. We almost always had an Italian boarder staying in the old wooden annexe adjoining our house, to supplement our rent. The night I went looking for Dad, I found him helping a German family with their tax return, and in exchange, he was loaded up with the pick of their vegetable garden.


So life was good in Chiltern, if somewhat predictable, right down to the meals: a roast on Sunday, rissoles and vegetables on Monday, corn beef on Tuesday, sausages on Wednesday, spaghetti bolognaise on Thursday, a fish-and-chips takeaway treat on Friday, and hamburgers on Saturday after the football. The evening meal was usually eaten in silence around the kitchen table while the whole family listened to fifteen-minute serials on the crackly valve radio: Dad and Dave, Tarzan, Biggles. Most programs would leave you in suspense: Dad, Dave or Mabel would be having a crisis on the farm; Tarzan would be in mortal danger from killer tribesmen. But Biggles, the World War I flying ace, would end every night triumphant.


Perhaps it was that indoctrination that sparked in me and my brothers an adolescent interest in wars, and particularly World War II, Dad’s war. ‘Did you kill anyone Dad?’ we would ask. ‘Did you see anyone get killed? What was the worst thing you saw?’ Dad would show little emotion, just annoyance that the questions were so blunt and awkward. I’m sure he thought: Maybe when they’re older I can talk about all this. But not now. Not yet. They wouldn’t understand.


It was always Mum who shut down the conversation. ‘Can’t you see Dad doesn’t want to talk about the war?’ she would insist. ‘Talk about something else.’ And that would be it, until the next time.


Little did we know that Mum didn’t want to talk about the war either, that she had her own fears and her own secret, one she would keep for fifty years.


War will do that, even to those who didn’t go.
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3    The Other Side of the World
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Bill’s abiding memory of when his ship set sail from Port Melbourne on 29 December 1940 would be of flashing mirrors and waving scarves. Hundreds of the soldiers’ friends and family members had gathered at the docks to say farewell. They’d also come to get a glimpse of the RMS Mauretania before it departed in a convoy of six boats.


This was no ordinary troopship. The Mauretania was a long, sleek, state-of-the-art cruise liner that had gone on its maiden voyage from Liverpool to New York only seventeen months beforehand. When war broke out, the boat was requisitioned by the British Government and converted to carry troops. It had been painted battle-grey and was now armed with two 6-inch naval guns.


Bill had joined the 3rd Light Anti-Aircraft Regiment, part of the large 6th Division of the Australian Army. He was chosen along with a fellow Victorian, Lennie Hodgson, to stand guard on the deck of the Mauretania, putting him right alongside the ship’s captain and its navigator. As the boat departed, the two of them had better views of Melbourne than anyone else in their battery.


Lennie was twenty-five, an orchardist and truck driver from Templestowe. He had an air of confidence and an endearing smile. He and Bill were comfortable in each other’s company right from the start.


‘Who are you leaving behind?’ Lennie asked his new friend. ‘My wife, Myra, and my little girl, Pam. She’s just twenty months old. God knows when I’ll see them again, hopefully not too long down the track. What about you?’


‘My mum and dad are there on the dock somewhere, but I’m single so I guess it’s a bit easier for me. You know Bill, we’re officially on guard against submarines, but to be honest with you, I’ve never seen one. Maybe I’ll double-check with you before I raise the alarm.’


Bill spent much of that first night on deck, and idle moments during the rest of the long voyage, reflecting on his life—tossing around his decision to enlist and wondering what his wife and child, his mother and father, his brother and his eight sisters, were doing.


Bill was the third-generation product of an Irish convict, William Cassidy, who had been convicted in Dublin of ‘waistcoating’ (picking pockets) and deported to Tasmania for seven years—effectively a life’s sentence back then. He had left his wife and four young children in Belfast during Ireland’s Great Famine and tried to find work. Apparently, when that didn’t work out, he’d gone into a different line of business. Bill’s mother’s grandfather was Andrew Allan Crombie, a barrister who was born in Edinburgh in 1793. Crombie travelled to Tasmania in 1853 on an assisted passage to take up a position as Hobart’s first town clerk. The convicts and the law came together two generations later when another William Cassidy, Bill’s father, married Eliza Sarah, Crombie’s granddaughter.


Bill was born in 1912 in a tent beside the Murray River at Koondrook, 300 kilometres north-west of Melbourne, his mother was assisted in the birth by a midwife. His father served in Europe in World War I and was promoted to the rank of sergeant. But after the war, he found that cutting sleepers and working on farms made for a tough and unrewarding life. He applied for and was granted a small soldier’s settlement block near Stanhope in the Goulburn Valley. He and his wife planned to plant cereal crops and run some dairy cattle.


Bill was a month short of his eighth birthday when the family left Koondrook for that block of land. He wrote of that trip:


We travelled by wagon, uncovered except for a tarpaulin thrown over our worldly goods, and there weren’t many of those.


With Prince and Bess in the shafts, and Lady and Jess in the lead and Hetty in the gig behind, the journey took over a week. The weather was shocking. In some of that flat country between Cohuna and Echuca, we often found the wagon half way up to the axles in mud. At least we had a light load.
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