



[image: image]






[image: image]




Each story in this book is a personal reminiscence of the author. The Defence Force Welfare Association ACT Branch Incorporated is not responsible either for the accuracy of factual detail they contain, or for the judgements, opinions and/or descriptions of events related therein.


Copyright in this collection © Defence Force Welfare Association ACT Branch Incorporated. The Defence Widows Support Group - ACT is a sub-group of the ACT Branch of the Defence Force Welfare Association and operates with its full support.


First published 2012


Copyright in individual contributions © remains the property of the authors 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


Front cover design and typesetting: Think Productions.


Back cover design: Hayley Cullen of Spectrum Graphics, ACT.


Cartoon illustration: Bill Laing of Spectrum Graphics, ACT.


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


Title: Here, there & away: voices of the families of those who served /


Defence Widows Support Group ACT.


ISBN: 9781922132161 (pbk.)


Subjects: Families of military personnel--Australia--Anecdotes.


Other Authors/Contributors:


Defence Widows Support Group ACT.


Dewey Number: 355.120994


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


Title: Here, there & away [electronic resource]: voices of the families of those who served


/ Defence Widows Support Group ACT.


ISBN: 9781922132178 (eBook)


Subjects: Families of military personnel--Australia--Anecdotes.


Other Authors/Contributors:


Defence Widows Support Group ACT.


Dewey Number: 355.120994




[image: image]


[image: image]


Compiled by the Defence Widows Support Group - ACT




[image: image]


Members of the Defence Widows Support Group - ACT gathered around the Tomb of the Unknown Australian Soldier, Hall of Memory, Australian War Memorial at their 30th Anniversary Commemoration Service in October 2011.
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A Dedication


Much has been said in recent years about the unique nature of military service. Unique not so much because members of the armed forces show courage and sacrifice – that’s a common human trait – but because they give up many of their basic human freedoms to the State. It follows that the service provided by family members who support those who serve must also be unique.


How do we measure the family disruptions caused by frequent postings, time away from extended families, and dislocation from the wider civilian community?


How do we measure the countless hours of loneliness that the families suffer as their loved ones serve in far-away places?


How do we measure the emotional strain on families by their having to live with servicemen and women adversely affected by their service?


How do we measure the impact on the family of the death of their loved one, having served their nation and having made the ultimate sacrifice?


The truth is these things cannot be accurately measured. That price has been paid by literally countless hundreds of thousands of wives, mothers, fathers, brothers, sisters, sons, daughters, sweethearts and just mates – going back to the theatres of war since South Africa in the late 1800s and through to today’s combat zones.


This book is dedicated to all those family members who have supported those who serve with special mention of the past and present members of the Defence Widows Support Group, the group responsible for the compilation of this book.


Lt Colonel Les Bienkiewicz (Retired)
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Preface


When we launched a project to collect the ‘stories of the partners of former defence personnel’, we had no expectation of a book, only a hope. The year was 2011 and the occasion was the 30th anniversary of the establishment of the Defence Widows Support Group (DWSG), and this was to be its celebratory project. The DWSG is a sub-group of the Australian Capital Territory Branch of the Defence Force Welfare Association (DFWA) and the idea for the project had its genesis in a paper entitled A Wife’s Perspective, delivered by Mrs Bronwen Usher at a DFWA Forum in 2009. Bronwen explored the differences between the present and the past but she noted that “It is still an inescapable truth that those who marry into military life, must recognize that the life is different and that it must be so.”


The paper generated a lot of interest and it highlighted the fact that, although many aspects of life for a military family have remained the same, a lot has changed. Much has been written about the military side of that earlier service life, particularly when linked to war, but little has been written about the lives of the families who supported those who served. The collection of stories project aimed to contribute to the filling of that void.


A team of three DWSG members was entrusted to oversee the project. Initially it was decided to restrict contributors to the wives, partners and widows of former defence personnel. We established procedures and protocols and agreed to accept all possible means of collection – handwritten, typed, electronic and oral. The invitation was simply to write in their own words a story of what they remembered from their time as the partner of a member of the military. It could be as short as a couple of paragraphs, but we suggested no longer than 1000 words. We then tentatively started to spread the word.


It couldn’t be said that we had an initial rush. It was more like a dribble. Many doubted they had a story interesting enough to tell. Some felt dubious about their writing skills and for others the process of memory was too painful. We appealed to our own members to start the ball rolling and were rewarded with some lovely stories which, with the authors’ permission, we used as examples to entice others to follow.


One of the early stories we received was from an ex-serviceman. A moment of panic ensued but it was a great story and was definitely about the family, with no mention of his service. Then someone asked “What about the children of servicemen – can they contribute?” Why not, indeed! We found that many of the widows whose husbands served in World War 2 did not marry until after their husband had left the service so we asked “What about your father or brother?” and the memories would flow. So, over a short period of time, our initial parameters for contribution were broadened to include all family members.


After just three months we had sufficient stories to realise that it really was a great idea but we needed many more to make a book and promotion began in earnest. To encourage action, we set a deadline for receipt of stories to be considered for publication. We produced a range of promotional material and visited as many ex-service groups as possible. With the assistance of technology the word was soon spread nationally and internationally. Stories started to arrive in greater numbers and the small team of editors set to work, always mindful of retaining the author’s voice. Amongst other things, stories were checked for historical and military accuracy. When help with the latter was needed, it was willingly provided by ex-members of each of the three services.


Some stories were presented orally and these were transcribed by one of the editors and then refined with the assistance of the author. In a couple of instances an interview was conducted with an author to expand the content of their story to make it more suitable for the project’s family orientation.


With such a broad brief we had no idea what to expect from our contributors. As the stories came in we were continually surprised at the breadth of the experiences of our defence families. The variety of stories is more than we could ever have imagined. From short, amusing anecdotes to longer, deeply moving stories and, along the way, stories of romance, living conditions, dangerous situations and the after-effects of service. All have contributed tremendously to the making of this book.


For the three project co-ordinators, the journey has been very satisfying and indeed humbling. We are extremely proud to be associated with a very special community. Working with the stories has been a tremendous privilege and we have never tired of the required re-readings.


We are indebted to all who contributed to this project and thank them for sharing something of their lives with us. We are extremely pleased that we have found a publisher who also believes that their stories deserve an audience.


The great majority of our authors are women. They are women who have both thrived and survived through being part of a military family. When needed they supported each other with a feminine version of mateship. With the passage of time they have been able to look back with humour, or at least good grace, on quite grim circumstances and put the difficult parts oftheir lives into perspective. For some telling their story can’t have been easy. However, many have expressed an appreciation of the opportunity to do so.


We sincerely hope readers will find much to enjoy and admire and that those who have not yet written, will be encouraged to write.


Dawn Laing, Judy Rule, Annette Sadler
Project Co-ordinators
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Introduction


Now that your husband has joined the Army and become a soldier, you will find that many aspects of his new career will involve his family.1


The above quote is taken from the introduction of the1986 Department of Defence publication, A Guide for the Soldiers Wife. This could equally apply to the wife of a sailor or airman. The booklet informed wives new to the Army of matters relating to a soldier’s induction, housing, salary, recreation, support services and postings. It served as an introduction to Army life, highlighting the integration of military culture into the lives of defence personnel and their families with the aim of helping wives navigate this new culture. The stories in this book are a testament to the impact a husband’s service has on his wife and family. They bring to life the implications of the statement quoted above, sometimes sad, sometimes funny, always insightful, showing in vivid detail the many ways in which the world of the military intersects with the domestic world.


The lives of the wives, partners and families of members of the Australian Defence Force is a little known story, though it is one which is integrally linked not only with the history of the ADF itself, but with the histories of generations of women who have been absorbed in the military, either through their own service, or as a result of a husband’s service.


The history of Australian women in war, once relatively untold, is now well-documented. In her book, Australian Women and War, Melanie Oppenheimer traces the experiences and varied roles of women at war and on the home front, demonstrating the contribution Australian women have made to war efforts from the Boer War to the modern era and the impact these wars have had on their lives.2 Jan Bassett and Gay Halstead have also documented the changing nature of the work of Army and Air Force nurses in twentieth century conflicts.3 Other histories focus on the work of Australian nurses in specific campaigns.4 In Heroic Australian Women and War Susanna De Vries traces the stories of Australian women in various roles in the First and Second World Wars.5 The involvement ofAustralian women in the Vietnam War, as entertainers, nurses, reporters and wives of Vietnam veterans is sensitively told in Siobhan McHugh’s Minefields and Miniskirts.6 In addition to scholarly histories, many women published autobiographies detailing their experiences of war.7


The history of the women who waited at home during wars is just as varied. Melanie Oppenheimer’s All Work No Pay documents the unpaid work carried out by women during the two World Wars.8 Joy Damousi has documented the pain of wartime bereavement, while Michael McKernan and Marina Larson have analysed the challenges for families supporting returning soldiers.9 Despite this growing body of literature documenting the involvement ofwomen in war and the impact of war on women in Australian society, the stories of the everyday lives of defence wives is little known. This is likely a result of the focus on the impact of war and active service and a lack of exploration on the impact of the military generally in the lives of defence families.


This book extends beyond the battlefield, or the public arena of the home front in war, into the homes of military families. The contributors share their lives, in times of war and peace, to illustrate the everyday of military life, usually from the perspective of the women who did not join the military themselves but, nevertheless, became part of the military community. These women are the newer generation of ‘camp followers’. Holly Mayer described the wives of soldiers of the American Revolution who accompanied their husbands on a campaign, often staying within the camp. Those women provided support to the military, performing duties such as caring and washing.10 Not all of the contributors in this book followed their husbands to war zones, although some did. Nevertheless, like Mayer’s ‘camp followers’ they provided support to the military community and became part of that community.


This book was created to commemorate the 30th Anniversary of the Defence Widows Support Group - ACT (DWSG). Rather than documenting the history of the organisation, the DWSG felt the most fitting celebration would be to share their experiences through stories of life in a defence family. The stories are diverse, demonstrating that such a life is as varied as it is unpredictable. The book contains stories from nearly seventy contributors. Representing the families of ex-servicemen from all three branches of the Australian Defence Force from as early as World War I, this is a literary first.


Dr Rebecca Fleming
Historian


(Rebecca works as an historian in Canberra and volunteered to assist with this project through the Volunteers for Veterans initiative.)






FOR BETTER OR WORSE


“I knew nothing about service life which I discovered was very different to civilian life.”
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How to Get a Husband
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In 1950, as a secondary teacher, I was unwillingly transferred at short notice from a Melbourne school to one in a large northern Victorian town. Very unhappy there, in November of that year I purchased a copy of Woman’s Day & Home because of the cover which featured four pilots from 77 Squadron based in Korea, standing around the propeller of a Mustang aircraft. I vividly remember sitting on my bed thinking about which one I would like to meet, then forgot about it. I have no recollection of reading the long feature special article, ‘How to get a husband’.


At the end of that year I packed and went home to my parents in Stratford, Gippsland, to wait for a transfer back to the city which I had requested upon threat of resignation. I was transferred to Sale, ten miles away, so was able to live at home.


In Sale I became friendly with a lady who lived with her husband on the RAAF base there. In late April she asked me to a party on the base and to stay the night at her house. Her husband, Ted, whom I hadn’t met before, picked me up and on the way to the base said he had someone to accompany me for the evening.” Great,” I thought, “some crashing bore I’ll be stuck with”. I was twenty-two, had never had a serious boyfriend, had never felt that special spark with anyone I’d met.


Ted went off to collect my date to meet me at the house and when they entered, I’m sure my heart stopped. No spark, more a bolt of lightning! At the mess I wondered why so many heads kept popping around the corner from the bar. Only much later I learned that the original date had had cold feet and pulled out and, of all the single men there, only this gorgeous one volunteered. We began going out, often to the mess. Then one night on entering, I saw that someone had pinned on the notice board that cover of Woman’s Day & Home and immediately I realised that this man I had fallen in love with was one of those pilots whose faces I had studied a few short months before.


We married one year later in Stratford, Victoria in April 1952.




Dining with Decorum
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It was 1965 and I had moved from the country to Brisbane to go to University. Peter had just taken up a posting with 4th Field Regiment in Wacol. The Regiment was preparing for deployment to Vietnam.


In my home town, I had been used to going to the Saturday night dance. There was always one somewhere in the district. In Brisbane, the equivalent was Cloudland so that’s where I and some of my new friends, also from the country, headed. Peter asked around as to what there was to do in Brisbane on a Saturday night. Cloudland was suggested and that’s how we met.


Recently, I met a friend of Peter’s from the time when he was with Survey Corps in Bendigo, some time before we met. She asked me if we had liked to dance as she had taught several of the young men in the Corps, including Peter. I was happy to tell her that not only was that how we met but it was something we did whenever we had the opportunity.


After Cloudland, we had a few dates but the lead up to deployment to a war zone is not the best time for forming a relationship. It was therefore rather a surprise when I received an invitation to accompany Peter to a formal dinner to farewell the 105th Field Battery who were about to leave for Vietnam (Peter was not among these). This caused something of a flurry in the Hutchison household. My mother and I had always made our own clothes and I had several evening dresses but would any be suitable? My mother decided to consult the parish priest (as you do). However, this was fairly sensible as Monsignor Owen Steele (affectionately known as Mons) was a distinguished gentleman of society and a Rat of Tobruk. As we lived next to the Catholic Church in Rathdowney, we used to entertain the priest for lunch after Mass on Sunday. Mons would often regale us with stories about the dinner he had been to during the week, usually at Government House or at one of the military messes. He advised that a long dress and long gloves would be the order of day (or, in this case, the evening).


All my dresses were short so there was a trip to Gardams in Brisbane to purchase material and a pattern. We settled on a pale blue crepe and an Empire line dress pattern with a double, split skirt in the front. I purchased a rather nice crystal cluster brooch with little droplets, to attach to the top of the split. Long white gloves and a pair of white Paragon shoes completed the outfit. I think I possibly also wore a light artificial fur stole and I definitely had my hair teased and sprayed with deep curls on either side. Peter admitted some time afterwards that he was very relieved to see that I was appropriately attired when he picked me up. I was very impressed with him. He looked very dashing in his mess kit.


For me the evening was magical. Army messes were not always in the most salubrious of buildings. However, dining tables were always magnificent – white starched linen tablecloths and napery, extensive silverware, and sparkling glassware. With dimmed lighting and candelabra flickering, one did not notice the surroundings. Then, of course there were also the smart, uniformed waiters who called you Ma’am!


I had to have a quick lesson in protocol, such as not to leave the table until permitted to do so by the Dining President! At the appointed time we were asked to retire to the lounge while the men passed the port. The port was transported around the table on a miniature gun carriage and the tradition decreed that the bottle must never touch the table.


First port of call for the ladies was the bathroom. There was a rather thin wall between this room and the main dining room and the sound of merriment came through loud and clear. One of the wives told me how on a previous occasion she had to keep pulling the chain to mask the voice of her husband who was telling an extremely bawdy joke.


I was very aware that this was something of a sombre occasion. One of the young officers made the remark that it had never occurred to him when he joined the Army that one day he would actually go to war. I found this remark somewhat consoling.


That night was the start of a serious courtship. Eight months later, Peter flew off to Vietnam leaving me with a sparkling ring on my finger.




Thanks to the Navy
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I met my husband in August 1966 on his first day in the UK where he was to study electrical engineering at the Royal Naval Engineering College at Manadon in Plymouth. I was an ‘au pair’ girl in the Evelyn Court Hotel in South Kensington when twelve RAN midshipmen arrived to stay for a week before heading down to Devon. One of the midshipmen was married but the other eleven were single and were looking forward to a swinging time in 60s London.


That first week I had one date with Philip before he left for Plymouth. The college had a one-week autumn break in October and we went on another date when Philip came up to London. On the Saturday before he returned to Plymouth we went for a walk along the Thames and finished up watching the new Australian movie ‘They’re a Weird Mob’ which was completely incomprehensible to a Dutch girl! That night after walking back to South Kensington we went up to Earl’s Court for a meal, after which we got engaged. We surprised each other and both our families and friends, and were married in Holland a year later.


During the three years in Plymouth some of the other Australian officers also got engaged and married English girls. We all came over to Australia in August 1970. Because none of us had family here we became one very BIG support group for each other. Over the years we have all become great friends and still support each other.


I can say thanks to the Navy as I am sure that without it we would not have known each other and would have been the poorer for it! My special thanks go to my ‘support’ friends who after all these years are still there for each other.




Something Borrowed
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Plans for our wedding in mid 1964 were progressing smoothly until Greg’s unit received very short notice for overseas deployment. After some hasty phone conversations, we agreed to get married before he was to depart.


As Greg was not available due to pre-deployment preparation, this decision left me ten days to make all the necessary arrangements. I received some support from friends which included an offer to provide a wedding cake. It was too good to be true as the offer was subsequently withdrawn. Fortunately, however, a friend of the friend who had made and entered a wedding cake in the Royal Easter Show generously made it available to me. However it was only partly available because the cake had two tiers and she wanted the top tier for her own daughter’s baby’s christening.


Not many can claim to have a wedding with half a borrowed cake. Naturally the borrowed half was returned with much appreciation and without mishap.




A Submariner’s Wife
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Fifty years ago this year, at age sixteen, I met my late husband, Robert Charles Wilson.


I was a junior legatee who went to physical culture classes at Sydney Legacy in the CBD (Central Business District) of Sydney. One Thursday night a friend’s cousin, who had not long joined the Navy, mentioned he had a couple of mates who would like to meet a couple of girls.


My friend and I said OK. We gave our addresses to this guy and I said his mate had to make first contact. I received a letter (with photo), then a phone call and we arranged to meet at Beberfalds Corner (Town Hall corner George and Park Streets, now Woolworths) on a blind date. At first he was talking to a girl I didn’t know but his mate noticed me standing nearby and gave him the word. He then turned his attention to me. We chatted for a while, decided to go and have something to eat and then went to the pictures (not called movies back then) and saw ‘West Side Story’.


It turned out that he had only joined the Navy four months before, had just finished recruit training at HMAS Cerberus and had been posted to HMAS Watson for underwater weapons training. We saw each other most nights, other than when he was on duty, from then until his training was finished and he was posted to his first ship, HMAS Anzac. Our courtship had its ups and downs but survived and we got engaged in January 1965. We were to be married in August 1966 but the Navy intervened in April 1966 when he was posted to England for submarine training, leaving on the Oronsay in June. This meant that if I wanted to go, we had to put the wedding forward three months and had only three weeks to re-organise it. We did this and were married at St George the Martyr Chapel at HMAS Watson. We had a good time on our government funded honeymoon to the UK with the other young sailors and married couples some of whom have remained great friends over forty-six years. We were in England from July 1966 to September 1967. We rented a house in a quiet cul-de-sac in Gosport in the south of England near Portsmouth where he undertook his submarine training at HMS Dolphin. After initial training he was posted to HMS Alcide which was based at Plymouth a few hours further south from Portsmouth. I stayed behind in Gosport and got a job for a few months and he travelled back and forth when possible. I must say that I was not contacted at any stage by the Navy as to how I was getting along on my own. I was a twenty year old and on my own in a strange country but I managed and kept in contact with the other couples who lived in another suburb (town) a few miles away.


Life in Gosport, England whilst Bob was doing his training and being posted to his first submarine HMS Alcide was spent largely on my own. I kept myself busy by visiting other wives and friends. Our English neighbours had a young ten-year-old daughter and I spent some time on weekends taking her to London and other places of interest, travelling on buses and trains which were most enjoyable times. I found myself an office job in a neighbouring town working for a motor company and travelled to work by the old-fashioned open-top double-decker bus. I stayed in that job for about six months. In April 1967 while Bob was in Scotland for ten weeks I was able to travel to Canada to visit my brother and sister and spent eight weeks there visiting Niagara Falls, Quebec, Toronto, Montreal and New York State in the USA. I was able to work in Canada for a few weeks to earn my fare but as I hadn’t emigrated I had to leave the job. In those days you had to be a ‘landed emigrant’ to work in Canada. A little different to the UK!


On our return to Sydney later in 1967 we lived with my mother, in Concord until August 1968 when we moved into a brand new Navy flat in Artarmon along with other submariners and their families. Bob had been posted to HMAS Platypus which was the submarine base. He served on the four submarines of the time, HMASs Oxley, Otway, Onslow and Ovens.


I returned to work full-time, working for the Department of Main Roads (DMR) at the toll office on the Sydney Harbour Bridge. I had worked for the DMR in the head office before going to the UK. I remained in that job until I fell pregnant with our daughter. Bob was away on HMAS Oxley when I was put in hospital to be induced. On returning to Sydney a few days later, the Commander of the boat sent him to the hospital in his car. I hadn’t had the baby at that stage. We lived at Artarmon until Bob left the Navy in 1971.


I guess I was one of the lucky wives of the time as Bob was designated ‘spare crew’. He spent more time ashore even though he went on quite a few trips on the four submarines. The submarines at that time were not away for more than a few weeks during which time I worked, learnt to drive and spent time with the other families who lived within the complex. It wasn’t till after Bob left the Navy that submarines went away for months at a time. I can imagine it would have been a lot harder for the wives who had young children to rear.
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