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Preface


January 5th 1937


Today is my fifteenth birthday, and I am going to keep a diary. I must start with a few notes on past years. Compared with some boys I have had quite an exciting and interesting life. Adventures started several days before I was born, and it is a pity that I can’t remember my birth, as it happened in an unusual way and in an unusual country.


These words were my introduction to Edward Christopher Bagot, courtesy of his school friend, the late Jim Bowen. Both went to the same Adelaide schools (Queen’s School in North Adelaide and St Peter’s College); both joined the RAAF; and both became Pathfinder pilots in Bomber Command. Bagot was lost in action – ‘presumed dead’ – in 1944. Bowen survived the war and returned to Adelaide to run successful businesses, and served as Lord Mayor of Adelaide (1979–1981). He died in 2016.


In the mid-1990s, Bowen approached me through a mutual friend to work on Bagot’s diaries and letters, sent from wartime England, without giving me a specific brief. His only desire was to ensure there was a record of the short life and values of his friend.


My first reaction was one of total surprise, in particular, the mature (partly precocious) nature of Bagot’s musings, and it was also fascinating to see into the mind of (in English terms) an upper-middle-class boy who had been raised in modest comfort in the Adelaide Hills and Wellington Square, North Adelaide.


His story was dramatic and even romantic enough to conjure up ideas of a film in the style of Chariots of Fire or Brideshead Revisited. Indeed, I contacted a local film producer, Mario Andreacchio. He was enthused and approached the ABC with a view to producing a TV film about Bagot’s life. While initially responsive to the idea, the ABC declined the proposal because of its likely cost.


Since I had already written a few books, it became obvious that written record should be my focus. Although all my books to date have been of a historic nature, I do not profess to be a professional historian or an academic. My working career has been varied, ranging from teaching, to trade unionism, the London theatre, a brief period in the Adelaide arts industry, and the last 30 years as a market researcher. My account of Edward Bagot’s fascinating story is not an academic treatise: there will be no learned footnotes, although specific attributions will be supplied when required.


My aim in this book is to provide an insight into the mind of a staunchly idealistic patriot, who felt compelled to serve his country, although it needs to be said that for him this meant ‘King and country’ – helping to defend Britain. This is scarcely surprising, since he was descended from an English aristocratic family, dating back to the time of William the Conqueror, which still owns one of Britain’s country’s largest stately homes.


Part of the fascination of Bagot’s story is that he was able to visit his ancestral home when on leave; at other times, he became involved in ‘high society’ events, attending glamorous parties in London’s West End and first nights at the theatre. Part of his appeal to his hosts was undoubtedly the glamorous blue uniform he wore as a member of the RAAF.


In presenting Bagot’s own account of his life in the build-up to the Second World War and of his wartime experience (in all, just seven years of his life), this book provides background details of the war’s progress, albeit that he died a year before its successful outcome for the Allies. I have tried to avoid too much detail or analysis, since this is best left to experienced historians.


A secondary plot in this brief anecdote of Edward Bagot’s life involves his father, Alec. He achieved some fame in his own right, having been part of the effort to rescue victims of the Titanic disaster. Later, he opened up a trade route across Iraq (then known as Mesopotamia). He subsequently attempted to repeat the exercise in Australia, although less successfully. Active in Right Wing Australian politics, he played a significant part in the Citizens’ League of South Australia, a movement which saw Menzies rise to power.


But the main character is Edward Bagot himself. Alec was often absent from home – working overseas or later involved in politics across the country – with Edward, an only child, brought up in a household comprised of several female members of the extended family.


He was profoundly religious – ‘high Anglican’, bordering on Catholic – regularly contributing pieces of religious writing to local newspapers, sometimes paid despite his youthful age – he sent some even while at school. He was a sickly child, which affected his academic achievements. And yet he was able to articulate quite erudite opinions about the world of politics and the war, even to the point of predicting the establishment of a Common Market (now the European Community), leading to a united Europe after the war was over.


His diaries and letters home from England portray an obvious development of maturity, although just like any teenager growing into his early 20s and living away from home, his writings contain occasional banal requests for very basic treats. The final diary entries and letters, however, display genuine pathos, in which he effectively expressed a powerful premonition of his own imminent death.


The biggest challenge in reading his diaries lies in trying to reconcile his religious views with his role as a merchant of death, a somewhat dramatic expression, but we need to be mindful of the wholesale slaughter inflicted on German cities and their civilian populations – Berlin, Hamburg, Dresden – by the Bomber Command squadrons. Was it a form of justified retribution for the blitzing of London and other English cities by German bombers?


It must have been his sense of patriotism above all else that drove him to speak so exultantly about his role in Bomber Command as he inflicted death and destruction on those below. Today, we express concern about the bombing of Gaza and Ukraine, but I wonder whether similar questions were being asked about the raids over Germany at that time. Bagot borrows from Shakespeare when describing the high-flying night time role of Bomber Command as ‘Gentlemen of the shade – minions of the moon’. Hence the title of this book.


In researching for the book and reading Bagot’s diaries, I am mindful of my own experience of wartime bombing, although I was only two years old at the time. My family was living in a suburban house in Bromley, Kent, just 30 minutes south of the heart of London. Although we had survived the London Blitz, we were in the line of fire when the Germans renewed their bombing of London in 1944. Our house was flattened by a V2 bomb, and my older sister was killed.


Despite my reservations over how Bagot could reconcile his role as a member of Bomber Command with his Christian beliefs, I have attempted to remain non-judgemental about his motives and to avoid any criticism or justification of his actions. He was doing his duty, and clearly was doing it very well, since he was invited to extend his period in Bomber Command by becoming a Pathfinder pilot.


While Anzac Day provides an opportunity each year for Australians to focus on the bravery and patriotism of those who enlisted to protect Australia and Britain during the First World War, especially those who died on the beaches of Gallipoli, much less attention has been given to the sacrifices of those who enlisted for the Second World War.


When war was declared in 1939, there was marked reluctance for Australia to become involved in a second European war, and there was steadfast opposition to compulsory conscription. Young Australians were well disposed to fighting the country’s own war within the Pacific but not so keen on fighting Britain’s war in Europe, a reluctance heightened by Britain’s half-hearted efforts to defend Singapore.


Many of those who survived the war returned to Australia with completely different personalities, and they received a very mixed reception. Many experienced a hard time getting a job or finding somewhere to live. Not surprisingly, many became bitter.


Having been approached by Jim Bowen to work on Bagot’s diaries and letters many years ago, I have devoted a great deal of time to the project and amassed much material. Sadly, I had to put it aside because of other work pressures, much to Bowen’s disappointment, and it has taken me ten years to return to it.


In publishing this book, albeit late in the day, I hope I am honouring my commitment to him and fulfilling his desire to preserve Bagot’s memory.




Edward’s Family Background


From the first moment I began to read Edward’s diaries, it became apparent to me that he was no ordinary teenage boy, even for his era, and his early claim to being different from other boys of his age was immediately justifiable once I’d become aware of his origins and upbringing.


Clearly setting him apart from his peers was his own family ancestry, which went back to tenth-century Arras in Northern France. The Bagots were descended from Robert d’Arras (circa 975), whose great grandson, Bagod d’Arras, settled in Staffordshire in England in the aftermath of the Norman invasion. He became the owner of the manor at Bagots Bromly.


His descendants included the Dukes of Buckingham, the last of whom was beheaded in Henry VIII’s reign. Simon Bagod became the Lord of Bromly, and from him both the English and Irish families were derived.


The English branch continued in Staffordshire until 1383, when Ralph Bagod married his neighbour’s daughter. From then the Bagots lived at Blithfield Hall, one of the oldest castles in England, remaining the family’s ancestral home.


Charles Henry Bagot was one of the first settlers in Adelaide, arriving in 1840. His family were descendants of the Irish branch of the family. Alec Bagot, his grand-nephew, was born on 25 December 1893 in Henley Beach, South Australia, the son of Edward Arthur Bagot of Kildoon, an Anglican clergyman from Co Kildare in Ireland. The family had moved to Coolgardie in Western Australia, where Alec’s clergyman father had hoped to make his fortune in the goldfields, but he failed. They moved to England in 1899 and Alec was educated in Suffolk, including at Framlingham College.


Alec’s first job was for the Marconi Wireless Telegraph Company, and he became the second operator on the Olympic, a sister ship of the famed Titanic, from 1910 to 1913. Only luck ensured that he was not on the fateful maiden voyage of the Titanic in 1912, as reported by The Register in Adelaide on 15 April 1926. As he explained to The Register:


I always count it as one of the great pieces of luck in my life that I did not go on the Titanic. Capt E.J. Smith, Commodore of the White Star Line, and then in command of the Olympic, offered us a billet on his new command, the Titanic. My colleague, Moore, and I were undecided, so we tossed up, heads to go, tails to stay.


The coin came down tails, so we remained on the Olympic, whilst 60 per cent of the officers were transferred to the Titanic, and many of them were lost.


The newspaper then records how Alec Bagot was closely involved in the activity surrounding the final hours of the Titanic on Sunday 14 April 1912.


We had left New York the previous day – Saturday – and were well out to sea, passing Sable Island, and expecting to pass the Titanic on the following day. She was then on her maiden voyage, and the eyes of the world were fastened to her. You can imagine our distress on getting into touch to hear her signalling SOS, and saying, ‘We have struck an iceberg’. That was 10 minutes to 11 New York time on April 14 1912.


He kept a record of the official log of the messages he sent and received at the time, from which the following is an extract.


10.50 pm Hear Titanic signalling to some ship about striking an iceberg. Am not sure if it is the Titanic which has struck an iceberg. Am interfered by atmospherics. Many stations working.


11.00 pm Hear Titanic sending out signals of distress and I answered his calls immediately.


11.10 pm Titanic replies and gives me his position 41.46 N 50.14 W and says, ‘We have struck an iceberg’. Reported this information to bridge immediately. Our distance from Titanic 505 miles.


11.20 pm Signals with the Titanic. He says, ‘Tell Captain get your boats ready and what is your position?’


11.35 pm Sent message to Titanic – Commander … Titanic …. 4.24 am GMT 40.52 N61.18 W. Are you steering southerly to meet us … Haddock (signature of sender)


11.40 pm Titanic says ‘Tell Captain we are putting passengers off in small boats’.


11.45 pm Asked Titanic what weather he had had. Says ‘Clear and calm’.


11.50 pm Message to Titanic: ‘Commander… Titanic … Am lighting up all possible boilers as fast as can … Haddock.


The log book shows that several messages were sent and taken over the next few hours, including media enquiries and cash offers for any information. No more was heard from the Titanic throughout the Sunday, but the following message was received on Monday 15 April from a ship that had reached the area where the Titanic had sunk.


2.00 pm Established communications with SS Carpathia. Ask him for news of Titanic. He says, ‘I can’t to everything at once. Patience please’. Then continues. ‘I received distress signals from the Titanic at 11.20, and we proceeded right to the spot mentioned. On arrival at daybreak we saw field ice twenty-five miles long apparently solid and a quantity of wreckage and a number of boats full of people. We raised about 670 souls. The Titanic has sunk: she went down in about two hours. Captain and all engineers lost. Our captain sent order that there was no need for Baltic to come any further, so with that she returned on her course to Liverpool. Are you going to resume your course on that information? We have two or three officers aboard and the second Marconi operator. Mr Ismay is aboard.


The Mr Ismay referred to in that communique was the chairman of the shipping company that owned the Titanic. He was reported later by other sources to have remained in his cabin on the Carpathia for the remainer of the voyage. A message from the Carpathia recorded briefly, ‘Bruce Ismay is under an opiate’. 


Later, however, a further message relayed Ismay’s orders that the Olympic was ‘not to be seen by Carpathia’ and that no transfer would take place. The remaining log refers to the various ships involved, and Alec Bagot did not in fact get to the actual site where the Titanic had sunk. Only 650 passengers and crew from a total of 2,506 people were rescued.


In 1913 Alec became employed by the Postmaster General’s Department in Adelaide. He was keen to enlist for the First World War. Although he had hoped to serve in a more active role, his actual war service was with the Royal Australian Naval Radio Service. His account of this period appears in his unpublished autobiography, ‘Roaming Around’.


I spent two happy years at the Marconi stations in Melbourne and Adelaide. I enjoyed life as well as work, and made many friends, but my great disappointment was that, having become part of the Navy, I was not yet allowed to transfer to the Army, as the 1914–18 war had started during that time, and the very few Marconi land stations were much needed. Having wanted to get away to the fighting front in 1914, I had to wait for my transfer until 1915, and I was then sent with the First ANZAC Wireless Squadron to Mesopotamia [Iraq].


In the meantime, as he recorded, he had fallen in love.


As life worked out, that lapse of time was my greatest piece of good fortune. I was taken by a cousin to visit some friends, and having been introduced to my hostess, turned to come face to face with her daughter – my Christmas Day baby of years ago; and each of us found the love and influence that was to last for all our lives.


He had met Christobel Bollen, who was aged 23. Like Bagot, she had been born in Adelaide on Christmas Day 1893. Her parents were Christopher Bollen, a doctor in Port Adelaide, and Helen Anne Ballantyne. As was common practice during both world wars, once they met their prospective partners, servicemen married very quickly. They were engaged almost immediately.


We rushed a cable to my future father-in-law, who was with his Field Ambulance in France, and managed to be married twenty-four hours before my troopship sailed for the Persian Gulf. The old Karmala sailed from Adelaide, South Australia, and I watched from the deck as my wife faded into the distance, with the heart-breaking thought, ‘Will we ever meet again?’


They were married on 20 September 1916 in St James’s Church, West Adelaide. A report of their wedding appeared in The Critic.


Romance figures largely in the present war. Long is the list of pretty girls who have set aside all the bridal finery and preliminary excitement dear to the feminine heart, and married the man of their choice at a few hours’ notice before he has left for the front.


Miss Christobel Bollen, elder daughter of Dr Chris Bollen of Woodville, is now added to the number. The bridegroom Mr Alec Bagot, son of Colonel A.E. Bagot of London, has been anxious to be on the fighting front from the first, but his services being required here as a wireless operator, they refused to let him go.


Last week, however, he had an offer from the military authorities to go in an official capacity, and he left by the mail boat on Friday for Colombo, en route for Mesopotamia. As his services were required for the duration of the war, the young couple were naturally anxious to marry before his departure. The bride’s father is at the French front, and his permission was asked for by cable. Only the day prior to the bridegroom’s departure came the anxiously anticipated reply, and the same evening the bridal party of four motored to St James’s Church, where they were married by the Rev W. Wehrstedt.


Between 1916 and 1919 he was in Mesopotamia with the Australian Engineers, and became a captain in the First Australian Wireless Squadron. His record shows that he was twice mentioned in despatches.


His hurried marriage and departure for war was later to become a source of concern for him and his new wife. In January 1918 he made an emotional plea to his superiors to be granted leave so that he could spend time with his wife. His application registers the fact he had spent no time with his wife across the 18 months since their marriage. During that time he had been quite sick, requiring hospital care.


28 January 1918


Sir


I beg to apply for Australian leave to be granted as early as possible this summer. Reasons being: leave due, private reasons, reasons of health. Have already served fifteen months in Mesopotamia without leave of any sort (arrived Basrah October 1916).


I came away from Australia to reinforce this squadron at very short notice, and without any leave, and so have not had a vacation of any kind from war service since January 1915, having been in the Royal Australian Naval Radio Service until a week before I left.


Owing to my having to leave Australia with such urgency, and having been engaged to be married for the fourteen previous months, my fiancée and I were only married the day before I sailed, and for special and private reasons I fear my wife’s health and happiness will suffer a good deal if I cannot see her soon.


Thirdly, having just had three months in hospital with dysentery, an illness contracted during the hot weather of last year, I really do not feel fit enough to withstand the coming hot weather, whereas, if leave were granted, a holiday in the Australian winter would prove a great benefit.


Will you therefore please consider my case favourably, and let me know as soon as possible, whether leave will be granted, as my wife is anxiously awaiting news.


His request was granted. After the war he fulfilled several roles, including running a trading company and being appointed editor of Times of Mesopotamia and secretary of the British and Arab Chambers of Commerce. He became managing director of the Eastern Transport Company, which had pioneered a cross-desert mail service, linking Baghdad, Beirut and Teheran.


In a later interview with a local newspaper, Christobel Bagot described their life in Mesopotamia – she had subsequently joined him there – with its colonial lifestyle for the Australian expats.


I think life in the East is absolutely delightful. Women have a wonderful time out there. There are so few of our sex that everyone seems to think it a duty to amuse us from morning to night.


Of course, we have nothing to do in the way of housewives. We get perfect servants, all lndians, and they are wonderfully efficient. One may arrive home from the club at 5 o’clock and announce that there will be five extra for dinner. There is no turmoil in the household, and at 8.30 a perfect dinner will be served, starting with hors d’oeuvres and ending with savories.


It is such a lovely life for a woman. The climate is bad, some of the conditions trying, and one never for a moment contemplates living there for the rest of one’s life, but nevertheless it is undeniably fascinating and full of compensations.


However, back home in Adelaide, their lifestyle was more modest. Bagot himself described the social and financial standing of their two families in a way that epitomised their ongoing future financial struggles: ‘Our respective parents were in those circumstances known as “middle class”, neither overburdened with this world’s goods not utterly deficient in them’.




Edward’s Early Years


Edward Bagot was born in 1922 just after Christmas Day. Alec was ecstatic about the birth of his son, writing in his autobiography ‘Roaming Around’.


And so a gay, pleasant and very happy life went on until its wonderful end to me, almost unbelievable climax in the early hours of January 5th 1922, when my son was born. Almost another Christmas Day baby, but not quite.


He referred elsewhere in his memoir to the remarkable coincidence that both he and his wife had been born on the same day.


It was neither with my knowledge nor consent that on Christmas Day in the year of grace 1893 my mother’s gift to my father was myself. And it may be a matter of interest to those who are interested in such things that upon the same day the young lady who afterwards became my wife first saw the light of day in the same city, that of Adelaide in Her Majesty’s province of South Australia.


I have intentionally quoted this somewhat portentous extract from Alec Bagot’s autobiography to highlight a likely influence in Edward Bagot’s own writing style, namely, that of his father.


Edward himself seemed equally keen in his own diary note to portray the circumstances of his birth as somewhat special. ‘I was born at night in the lamplight of the little hospital in Basrah, Iraq, on January 5 1922, and came into this world in the same way, as rumour has it, as Julius Caesar.’


He was referring to a caesarean birth. His account of his early days continues in similar vein.


The next exciting incident was three weeks later, when the native chemist gave me, by mistake, an overdose of opium. Naturally, I went to sleep, and nearly didn’t wake up again. Mother says that when the excitement was all over, the nurse held me up and said, ‘Well, little Caesar, you must have been born for something special’. I wonder!


Christened Edward Christopher a few weeks later in the military barracks church of St Peter in Basrah, Edward was brought to Adelaide by his mother, his grandmother and his aunt: it was felt the South Australian climate was better suited than Iraq for raising a young baby. His father’s business commitments meant that he remained in Iraq for a few years more.


On their arrival in Adelaide in 1922, Edward Bagot and his mother went to live with his grandfather, Christopher Bollen, known as Garg, and his wife Nan in Woodville, where Edward spent his formative years.


He was effectively raised by his grandparents in Woodville and later by his mother and aunts in a household in Wellington Square, North Adelaide. His diary provides no details about this period, summing it up briefly: ‘just a very happy childhood, given everything to make it happy by Mother, Nan, Aunt and whole household’.


He attended a local kindergarten, run by his grandmother’s cousin, Auntie Jess. He was fulsome in his praise for her:


One of the most wonderful women it would be possible to find. She had a great influence on my young life, as she also had on Mother’s and Aunt’s. Someone else I loved from my babyhood was Auntie Fish. Her influence was a very great one.


In a letter to his wife in late 1924, Alec wrote of his intention to return to South Australia:


Now Christmas is nearly there, and 1925 only just around the corner, it makes me give thought to the fact that we have come to the end of the time that we should be living on opposite sides of the world. The cross desert service is flourishing, and does not now need me to stay with it, and my mind wanders to another country that means home, you, with a small son growing, and perhaps that country could benefit by the experience of one cross desert service to make another across our wonderful continent of Australia.


He joined the family in Adelaide in 1925 when Edward was four years old, but again due to his business and political interests, he was often away from home.


On returning to Australia he immediately embarked on a concerted campaign lobbying the government in an attempt to establish a road transport service similar to the cross-desert service he had established in Mesopotamia/Iraq. Called Bagot’s Overland Tours, it was intended to link Adelaide and Darwin. It was not an immediate success, but he attracted newspaper headlines and some kudos for his venture, as recorded by Edward:


Though I was only four, I remember the terrific excitement caused by his Trans-Australian trip with twelve passengers. He crossed Australia from Adelaide to Port Darwin and back, taking five weeks, and did it absolutely to scheduled time. In those days there was no road and some of the driving had to be done by compass alone.


This business venture eventually failed, however, and Alec Bagot turned to working for General Motors and in other small business ventures. He was typical of many former army officers struggling to find meaningful employment after the war, although many developed a career in politics with varying degrees of success.


As we shall see in the next chapter, Alec Bagot played a significant, albeit brief and ultimately unsuccessful, role in Australian federal politics in the 1930s, which was to have a significant impact on the government’s response to the postwar crisis of the Depression and the build-up to the Second World War.


As we have seen, his father was frequently absent from home on business and/or due to his political interests, meaning that Edward became close to the female members of his extended family, especially his grandmother on whom he doted.


The joy expressed by Alec Bagot over the birth of his son was set to be repeated in 1930, when Christobel became pregnant again. However, as with Edward’s birth, she had to endure another Caesarean operation, although on this occasion it was unsuccessful, and their second son was stillborn. A devastating blow for them both, it had the effect of making Christobel even more devoted to Edward. This was an unforeseen harbinger of the double tragedy to be inflicted on the couple, when they were also to lose Edward as a war casualty.


The extent of the love and affection between Alec and Christobel, expressed in their correspondence, is striking. Given Alec’s frequent absences from home, they both became prolific letter writers – several times a week – and each letter is full of heartfelt affection. The following is typical: ‘My darlingest. It seemed to be worth going away, simply to have received your lovely note’.


Edward described himself as a shy and sickly child, with bouts in hospital and weeks away from school, when he was ill with various ailments. His powerful religious convictions also become apparent in his diaries, with frequent pious evocations – ‘May God give her peace’. Even in his teenage years, he would show a strong interest in and knowledge of religious matters.
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