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INTRODUCTION


In November 1941, a group of young male students (primarily evening and external students) from the University of Queensland was called up for compulsory short-term military training, to be conducted during the university vacation. The men were due to return to their workplaces and studies in early 1942, but the eruption of the Pacific War in December 1941 saw them conscripted instead into a Militia infantry battalion. For the next seven months they were prohibited from enlisting in another service and most of them spent the rest of the war in an army that made little or no use of their specific skills and talents.


That group of young men was either largely ignored or deliberately overlooked by the Army, the Manpower authorities and the University of Queensland, and was simply abandoned to its fate. Yet these were young men who were highly motivated and hard-working, and eager to make a meaningful contribution to the war effort. Instead they were forced to continue their service as novice infantrymen at a time when the nation was desperate for men who could operate the fledgling radar stations, learn ciphers, design communications and signals systems and perform myriad other tasks for which they were ideally suited.


University students were a rarity in the Australian society of that time. In Queensland in 1941, there was only one university—the University of Queensland—with a total student population of around 1800, about 1300 of whom were males. While the Queensland government granted about twenty university scholarships a year, all the other students paid their own way. Few families could afford to send their children to secondary schools, fewer still to university. Contrary to the views of some sections of the public at the time, most university students were not the children of the very rich. Almost two-thirds of them were evening or external students who also worked during the day, many of them for five and a half days per week. A number of the day students had part-time jobs which they worked during the university vacations to help pay their fees.


University students were a scarce human resource—a fact recognised in government circles. Very sensibly, Commonwealth government policy regarded university students as potentially of great value to the wartime community and exhorted students to complete their university courses prior to enlisting in the armed services. The introduction of compulsory military training in 1940 saw all young males aged twenty-one called up for training in a ninety-day camp with Army Militia (home defence) units, after which they were released from further service unless and until they were called upon in some wartime emergency. These men constituted a form of Army ‘reserve force’. University students, however, were generally exempted from this training. But by 1941 the policy had been modified to include university students, although their training was deferred until after the end-of-year examinations and the training schedule was modified to accommodate the university vacation.


November 1941 saw around two hundred students from the University of Queensland called up for their military training in a number of separate drafts. The students were allocated to several different units with some medical students sent to Army field ambulance units, some engineering students to Army engineering units and students from other faculties attached to an Army infantry battalion. They were the first and last of the University of Queensland students called up for short-term military training. In the tumultuous times that followed the outbreak of the Pacific War in December 1941, the medical students who had been sent to the field ambulance unit and, later, the engineers with the engineering units, were released to return to their studies, as were some science students with the infantry battalion. Yet, in some quirk of bureaucratic logic, many others among the hundred or so students training with the infantry battalion were not released, but were instead compulsorily converted to full-time duty with the Militia.


The students allocated to train with the infantry battalion had initially been grouped in a specially designated ‘U’ Company of the 15th Infantry Battalion, specifically raised to train the students in a shortened course to fit within the university vacation. At the end of the training period, ‘U’ Company was disbanded and, while some troops were released, most were allocated to the other companies of that battalion. Many of these students became frustrated that little effort was made to use their capabilities, and that transfers to other Army units were inexplicably rejected. The students’ frustration was not born of resentment that they had been ‘shanghaied’ into the Army, or into the Militia, or even that they had been allocated to an infantry battalion. Rather, they were dogged by the conviction that they could better serve their country in work in which they could use their skills—yet they were prevented from doing so. They resented the fact that they were prohibited from enlisting in the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) and the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) when there was no such prohibition against most of the other 1200 or so male university students and against young men in the community with no previous military training.


‘U’ Company ceased to exist in early February 1942. Its short life was not unexpected perhaps, and there was nothing extraordinary about ‘U’ Company—except for the very character of the company itself. While the Army saw these men as best employed as infantry soldiers, the summary of their later lives is populated by professors, managing directors and chief executive officers, lawyers, doctors and captains of industry. Count the number who have received an honour or award or have been decorated for their extraordinary achievements and the proportion is simply staggering.


This book tells the story of those Queensland University students of ‘U’ Company, 15th Battalion, during its short existence. It is the story of their wartime service in all its tragedy and triumph and how they saw out their later years once the war was over. It is undeniably the story of lost opportunity, yet it is also the story of men who made the most of a bad situation and who served their country to the very best of their ability given the circumstances in which they were, to a greater extent, trapped.


I was one of them—this is my story too.


Bill Park
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Above: Three ex-musketeers and two ex-gunners, Coolangatta, 1948.


Below: Jack Laurie, Bill Mayo, Bill Park, Col Wallace and Dick Phillips, Brisbane, 1990.
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PREFACE


More than sixty-nine years ago, in the heady and uncertain days just prior to World War II, a group of five young Brisbane lads embarked on what was to become a lifelong friendship. This friendship endured the dangers of war, the privations of the postwar recovery, and the inevitable changes within the men themselves, set against the backdrop of a society in a state of flux. While time has taken its toll and the number has now dwindled to two, the sharp memories of those wartime days have not been blunted and those experiences are no less vivid and immediate despite the passing of time.


We five were all around the same age—born in the fresh optimism that followed the end of the dark days of World War I. Four of us: Jack Laurie, Bill Mayo, Dick Phillips and I went to the same school, Church of England Grammar School, known affectionately as ‘Churchie’. Col Wallace, however, completed his schooling at Brisbane Boys’ College (BBC), a fact that Col insisted always set him apart from ‘the hoi poloi’! Four of us worked for the same organisation—Queensland Trustees—and three of us were evening students at the University of Queensland where we were studying for a Commerce degree. With the onset of World War II, we all served in the Army. We often commented that our lives existed in strangely proximate parallels.


Three of us, Jack, Bill and I, were called up with other students for seventy days’ compulsory military training in November 1941. A week later, the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor and we spent the rest of the war in the Army which clearly could not defeat the Japanese without us. Dick was already a member of the volunteer Militia forces and was then called up to his artillery unit. A few days after the Pacific War began, the Commonwealth government produced its momentous decree that Militiamen could not enlist in the AIF. The four of us were not allowed to join the AIF until after June 1942. Only Col (who had not been called up) was spared this bureaucratic bar: he enlisted in the AIF in January 1942, joining an artillery unit.


After the war we inevitably met up again. Dick Phillips had married during the war, while the other four of us were still single. We spent our Easter holidays camping on the Gold Coast, surfing and playing golf, in between chasing the different hotel trading hours in Queensland and New South Wales. Beer was in short supply, and we used every ounce of native cunning to secure supplies of the amber liquid to enliven our gathering. Dick finally joined us in 1948, having secured a leave pass from home, and we spent that Easter at Kirra.


Shortly afterwards, I was transferred to Townsville as Branch Accountant for Queensland Trustees. I met a Victorian girl there, married, and lived in Townsville for a few years before returning to Brisbane in 1953. By then, four of us were married. We met up again and decided to hold a reunion at Christmas that year. The reunions have continued each year since then (until this year), usually held at one of our homes. My family calls them ‘Old Diggers’ Day’ and that is precisely what they are.


The second photograph of the five of us was taken at our ‘Old Diggers’ Day’ in 1990. Strangely enough, and completely by chance, the five of us are lined up in the same order as the 1948 photograph some forty years earlier. In both photographs we appear almost in alphabetical order by surname.


At our reunion in early 2003, Jack and Bill reminisced about our seventy days’ training in ‘U’ Company of the 15th Battalion at Chermside from November 1941, our subsequent compulsory transfer to full-time duty, and the seven months’ embargo on any transfer to the AIF and the RAAF. They asked me whether I had ever been interviewed during that time and told about my options for transfer to other units. I was surprised at such a notion, declaring that, not only had I never been interviewed by anyone with the least concern for my options to serve, but, furthermore, my application for a transfer to an artillery unit had encountered every possible obstacle. I had finally left the 15th Battalion, not by choice, but due to a medical downgrade to Class A2—the result of a knee injury—and had been transferred to a Labour Company, easily the lowest point in my military service.


Jack and Bill had been likewise astounded. They referred me to an article they had recently discovered, published in the University of Queensland Alumni Association Bulletin a few years before, which confirmed their assertion that some VIPs had come out to the camp and interviewed students. Scanning the article, Jack and Bill had been amazed to discover that we were all supposed to have been interviewed. It was the first they had ever heard of the VIP visit—some sixty years after the event. Later, one of them sent me a copy of the article, reproduced on the next page.


I was flabbergasted by this news. Not only had we not been told of the opportunity to transfer to other units, but applications for such transfers had been consistently refused. We felt very strongly that we had been ‘dudded’ as Jack Laurie so colourfully commented. We had been deliberately misled. How many others were there like us?


The three of us, members of the draft that marched into Chermside in November 1941—Jack Laurie (Treasurer of the 15th Battalion Association), Bill Mayo (with the 15th Battalion until 1945), and I—searched our memories to draw up a list of possible ‘U’ Company trainees. We could remember the ‘bull rings’ when we were being instructed on the mysteries of the Lewis gun and other weapons at Chermside and agreed that there were probably about one hundred to one hundred and twenty trainees involved. Our recollections of individuals, however, amounted to a paltry list of about twenty names.


As a consequence, I decided to research the identities of those university students who had been called up for military training with the 15th Battalion on 28 November 1941 at Chermside Army Camp. At first glance, this appeared to be a reasonably simple task. I planned to obtain a muster roll of the 15th Battalion around the end of 1941 and check the names of those recorded as belonging to ‘U’ Company against a roll of university students in 1941. Then, as a further check, I would use the World War II Nominal Roll, a website that had been established by the Commonwealth government to allow those doing such research to check full names and birth dates.





The Alumni Association of the University of Queensland Bulletin
March 1999
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During the previous twenty years or so, I had spent much time researching family history, part of which had involved tracing regimental and other records in Scotland in the search for an ancestor who had served in the Renfrewshire and Ayrshire Militia around 1800. To my surprise and delight, I discovered a muster roll for the very day that my ancestor had enlisted in that unit in 1798. In fact, he had been called up by ballot for compulsory military service for home defence in Scotland against a possible invasion by Napoleon. This told me that there is not much new about that method of selection. History almost repeated itself some one hundred and seventy years later in Australia when my elder daughter, Leigh, was due for call-up by ballot in 1970 during the Vietnam War, only escaping when the authorities realised she was a girl.


If the United Kingdom could turn up muster rolls of units after two hundred years, I was sure I could find a muster roll for the 15th Battalion in Australia after only sixty years. My plan was to seek out the 15th Battalion muster rolls for November 1941 through to February 1942. Hopefully, there would be at least one separate roll for ‘U’ Company during that period and, if so, it would list the names of the students who had been called up.


My shock at discovering that muster rolls for the 15th Battalion simply did not exist was profound. Now I had no alternative but to first obtain a list of all University of Queensland students of 1941 and then check those names against the World War II Nominal Roll—the definitive list of servicemen and women who served in the armed forces during World War II. I would then prepare a list of those students who had served.


I knew then that it would also be necessary to check the date of birth, date of enlistment, and unit for each student on that list and extract a list of those students aged about twenty-one who were called up for service with the 15th Battalion. I surmised that nearly all the students called up in November 1941 would be those who turned twenty-one sometime in 1941, also perhaps some who had turned twenty-one in 1940 who, for some reason or other, had not previously completed their training.


I quickly realised that finding those ‘U’ Company trainees was going to be a much more difficult and far longer task than I had originally envisaged. Yet I was determined to find them all and ensure that their names were recorded somewhere in this nation’s panoply of military service. No serviceman or woman who made any contribution, however small, to the nation’s effort to prevail in the dark and dreadful days of World War II should ever be forgotten. My research was to prove that there was a danger that more than a few of my ‘U’ Company mates ran the risk of being excluded from the national consciousness for ever.


This book is the fruit of my years of painstaking research and my determination to tell the story of ‘U’ Company. The story of the fight against Australia’s wartime enemies is a complex and multi-layered tale and there is much that remains untold. ‘U’ Company has its own war story to tell. I am privileged to be the means of telling that ‘U’ Company tale.
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Chapter 1


THE CLARION CALL: THE DRIVE
TO RECRUIT


For many of the children of the 1920s who had grown up in the trailing wake of the Great War, the eruption of a second global conflict came as no particular surprise. I was born in 1920 and registered little of the political blood-letting and internecine bickering that followed the silencing of the great guns on the Western Front. As the years slipped into the 1930s and the battered Australian economy rose phoenix-like from the economic ashes of the Great Depression, our attention turned from the immediacy of our daily needs to the steadily deteriorating international situation. For our parents, the generation blighted and scarred by the Great War, it was a time of deepening concern as they recognised the signs that pointed to another slide towards mass conflict. Perhaps what horrified them most was that this should happen so soon after the end of the Great War—universally lauded as ‘the war to end all wars’. None of us wanted war, particularly my Shetlander mother, who never forgot the slaughter of so many young men of the Shetland Regiment in one horrific night during World War I. The Regiment was never re-formed.


We learned very little about World War I at school—we were told that it was too recent to be regarded as history. It was always a source of great regret to me that all our history textbooks and courses at school (even those on modern history) had ended with the outbreak of that war. We simply could not imagine how a war could last as long as four years, which at that stage of our lives seemed an eternity. Little did we realise that we were to experience a war that would last almost six years. Nevertheless, my friends and I were mesmerised by stories of that first, ‘great’ war. My father gave me a Chums’ Annual for my 11th birthday in 1931. It ran to some eight hundred pages of stories, adventures from all over the world and tales of heroic deeds from past wars. A number of these stories came from World War I, and they quickly awakened my slumbering fascination with that conflict.


My friends were similarly captivated and, in the early 1930s, we fought mock battles, waged vigorously on the tennis court of our Corinda home. We set up barricades at each end of the court and took pot shots at one another with air rifles from the safety of our home-made pillboxes. We would fearlessly wave arms or legs in the air, demonstrating our contempt for our foe and for fear itself, occasionally rewarded for our bravado with the sharp stings that told of a liberal peppering with pellets. Playing at war was almost as popular as playing cowboys and Indians. We were not practising for another war, nor did we want another war—far from it, in fact. Yet it was an endlessly fascinating topic for us as young boys and we milked it for all it was worth.




The Slide into War






	1931

	Japan occupies Manchuria and withdraws from the League of Nations.






	1933

	Germany withdraws from the League of Nations and from the Disarmament Conferences.






	1934

	Germany and Poland sign a non-aggression pact.






	1935

	Germany reintroduces conscription and repudiates the disarmament clauses of the Versailles Treaty (yet Britain and Germany sign a naval pact). Italy invades Abyssinia and the League of Nations imposes sanctions which fail.






	1936

	Germany occupies the demilitarised Rhineland in spite of the Treaty of Versailles. German-Japanese friendship pact signed.
The Spanish Civil War begins, with Germany and Italy helping Franco the dictator, and Russia the Republican government which opposes him. Belgium withdraws from the French alliance, thus exposing (for Germany) a way around the French Maginot Line which ends at the Belgian border.






	1937

	Japan invades China and soon controls the Chinese coastline. Italy joins the German-Japanese friendship pact, withdrawing from the League of Nations.






	1938

	Germany annexes Austria and threatens to invade Czechoslovakia. The Anglo-German peace agreement (Munich Treaty) is signed, effectively selling out Czechoslovakia.
Britain and Italy sign a friendship pact. Franco-German declaration of friendship.






	1939

	Germany occupies Bohemia, repudiates 1934 pact with Poland and the 1935 Anglo-German Naval Agreement.
Germany and Italy sign pact of mutual support in the event of war.
Germany and Russia sign a non-aggression pact.
Germany invades Poland and World War II begins.













During 1939 the news from overseas continued to be bleak. I can clearly recall the air of disquiet in the community and the pervasive feeling that somehow Hitler had to be stopped. He had torn up the peace treaty that he had signed with the British Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, the year before and it was generally believed that it was only a matter of time before more of Germany’s neighbours would fall victim to his military aggression. I can vividly remember one Sunday evening when events finally came to a head. I was doing my university homework, lulled by the sound of the sprinklers running on the tennis court and the wireless humming in the background. I was a keen electronics buff and had built a wireless in my room which, despite my parents’ keenly expressed reservations, I used to listen to as I studied. Now the broadcast was interrupted and the clipped tones of the British Prime Minister announced that England was at war with Germany. Within a few hours I heard Australia follow suit. I was numbed by the realisation, but far from shocked.


I recall no public outcry against this cataclysmic event, just general disillusionment in the League of Nations which had confirmed our suspicions and revealed its true nature as a toothless tiger. Sanctions against Italy following its invasion of Abyssinia had been a resounding failure and the gnashing of teeth over the Spanish Civil War had served only to reinforce the general belief that the League was weak and useless.


In some ways, Australians were relieved that the declaration of war had finally come. Many were uncomfortable—even ashamed—of the policy of appeasement generally applied to Hitler in the months leading up to the declaration. Most people had been initially shocked by the lack of action taken to contain the German conquest and to assist those countries engulfed in the deadly tide of German annexation. I found myself morbidly fascinated by the churning maelstrom of European politics and drawn to daily scrutiny of events such as the Spanish Civil War with a burgeoning fear that this carried some grave portent.


The average Australian was less than eager to fight another war; too many remembered the slaughter of the previous conflict, only twenty years earlier. Yet there seemed to be no other means of halting the German war machine which seemed hell-bent on crushing every European country that lay in its path, gobbling up small nations with an ever-increasing hunger. If unchecked, we realised that, sooner or later, Hitler would cast envious eyes towards the bigger nations such as France and England. It seemed to make sense to tackle him before he became too powerful.


Almost incongruously, life in Australia remained surprisingly unchanged despite the declaration of war. Somehow, people were determined to cling to their normality, as if it would deny the approach of the looming conflict. A drive for volunteers for the services began, but in an almost half-hearted, incidental way. In fact, the Australian government called on the nation to conduct ‘business as usual’, a tangible reinforcement of the distance of the war from Australian shores. The war was, after all, in far-off Europe, and there was still a faint hope in some quarters that Hitler might be persuaded to call the whole show off.


As 1940 rolled inexorably on, we found ourselves in what we referred to as ‘the phoney war’. There was little action on the Western Front, scene of so much carnage in the last war, and it all seemed a long way away from the idyllic shores of Australia. Many Australians believed that their most effective role lay in providing foodstuffs and other supplies for Britain to see her through the coming conflict, as already there was some talk of rationing food and clothing.


Some Australian men volunteered for the services, but it was by no means regarded as the ‘duty’ of Australian men to volunteer for what was clearly someone else’s war. Among those who raced to enlist were inevitably those who were looking for adventure or an escape from the tedium of domestic responsibilities or the boredom of a monotonous occupation. Others were simply looking for paid work. At the outbreak of war in 1939, the official male unemployment rate in Australia hovered around 13%. This was a significant improvement on the figure at the height of the Great Depression, when almost 33% of Australian men were desperately seeking work of any description.


Certainly I felt no deep sense of obligation or duty to rush to the colours in early 1940, given that I was aged only nineteen. At that time, those under the age of twenty-one years were legally minors. They had no voting rights and a parent’s consent was required for those wishing to volunteer for the armed forces. Some parents agreed to their sons’ joining the Citizen Military Force or Militia—at that stage confined to service within Australia—but many parents refused or were hesitant to agree to their sons’ enlistment for overseas service in the (all-volunteer) Australian Imperial Force (AIF), Royal Australian Navy (RAN) and the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF). For some families, losing a potential breadwinner was simply not an option in those uncertain times. Lionel Clark, a part-time university student later to serve in ‘U’ Company, was desperate to enlist in the RAAF early in the war. Lionel was underage, his father was very ill and his mother simply withheld her consent. It was a pointless gesture: in September 1941, Lionel was mobilised and fulfilled his wish to serve, albeit in the Army rather than the RAAF.


For my part, however, there was really no expectation, either from members of the public or from within my own family, that I, just turned nineteen, should rush to volunteer for a war on the other side of the world. In general, the Australian public did not expect a young man to enlist before he turned twenty-one. The idea of fighting for one’s country was still largely viewed as an adult concept—it was a task for those who had come of age.


Young males of nineteen and over did, however, have to register for military training and I registered in February 1940. On 6 April 1940 I was passed as medically fit—A1—but this was registration only and there was no word of a general call-up. So I continued with my job at the Queensland Trustees and enrolled for another year of evening study at Queensland University.


Within Australia, support for the war was by no means unanimous. The Communists exerted a strong influence within the trade union movement, especially in the key areas of coal mining and transport—shipping, stevedoring and the railways. They did not support a war against Germany which, a few weeks earlier, had signed a peace treaty with Russia. Another section of the population, while sympathetic to the Allied cause, did not see any burning reason to alter the ‘business as usual’ policy that was advocated by the Commonwealth government. There was also a view that Australia should look to its own defences, and that its home forces should be supported and strengthened.


The situation changed dramatically in June 1940 with Hitler’s blitzkrieg into Holland, Belgium and France. His attack on Belgium came completely without warning and he overwhelmed the Belgian defences, outflanking the Maginot Line which France had constructed along her borders with Belgium and Germany and which ran east to the Swiss border. In little more than a month, France, Belgium, Holland and Denmark were out of the war, and Britain counted her good fortune that most of her troops had been evacuated successfully from Dunkirk, even if the bulk of their arms and equipment was left on the beach. It was a disaster of the first magnitude, compounded by Italy’s entry into the war as Mussolini decided that the fight was almost won and it was time for him to share in the spoils of victory.


The mood in Australia swung with the blitzkrieg pendulum as people began to fear that Britain’s day had come. With France occupied, the twenty miles of the English Channel posed a fragile barrier to the forces of the Wehrmacht and the might of the Luftwaffe. The grim realisation dawned on Australians and recruiting figures jumped overnight. There was no conscription for overseas service, but this made no difference as men came from everywhere to volunteer to help the beleaguered British.


Australians became involved in the war almost immediately as they were sent to join the Allied forces in the Middle East. Casualty reports began to wend their way home and the fact of war intruded on the Australian consciousness: the unthinkable had happened again. A number of lads from my office joined up, some enlisting in the Army, others in the RAAF. With the threatened invasion of Britain came the desperate air war which we would come to know as the Battle of Britain. The British were fighting for their very survival and they won that battle by the barest of margins. We began to realise that we had a long, hard campaign ahead of us.


By 1941, like many young men in Australia, I found myself on the horns of a dilemma. There were increasing pressures to enlist and I was approaching the age of twenty-one which was considered the mark of adulthood when parental consent was no longer required. Some of my friends had enlisted, while others were toying with the idea. While I had not heard of any ‘white feather’ incidents, there was little doubt that the public perception had changed and now most people felt that enlisting was the right thing to do. I felt quite uncomfortable catching the train home from evening lectures as the carriages were now always full of troops in uniform, usually returning from town leave to the Redbank Army Camp which was then a major training area. As an able-bodied young man out of uniform, I felt increasingly self-conscious. Nothing was ever said at the office, but the talk was always of those who had enlisted.


In the end, I decided to try to complete my accountancy qualifications as I thought it would be very difficult to break my studies midway and try to pick up the remaining subjects following demobilisation from war service. I also feared that there might be fewer jobs available at the end of a war, a situation that had confronted many soldiers returning from the Great War. Armed with the invincibility of youth, I never entertained the possibility that I might not return.


In 1941 the situation on the front went from bad to worse. Germany invaded Russia and battered at the very gates of Moscow. Once again, I was registered for compulsory military training and passed as medically fit. In normal circumstances, I would have gone into camp immediately, but my training was deferred until the end of the year following the university examinations, as was the training of all university students in accordance with official government policy which decreed that university students should finish their courses before enlisting in the armed forces.


When compulsory military training was introduced in 1940 for young males aged twenty-one, its stated purpose was to train them in a ninety-day camp with Army Militia (home defence) units, then to release them from further service unless there was some wartime emergency that threatened the nation. These men would act as a form of Army ‘reserve force’. In 1940, university students were generally exempted from that training. The policy was amended in 1941 to include university students, but their training was deferred until after the end-of-year examinations and was designed to fit in with the university vacation so that the students could return to their studies.


October 1941 also saw a change in the nation’s leadership as the two Independents in the House of Representatives voted against the Fadden government budget, bringing down the government. The Curtin Labor government was sworn in on 7 October 1941 and, with the new government barely settled, the Pacific War erupted.


The demise of the former government and the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on 7 December 1941 proved the catalyst for change. The Curtin government immediately announced that trainees previously trained and released would not be allowed to enlist in the AIF or RAAF and would be called up as required for full-time duty in the Militia. Trainees currently undergoing training would suffer the same fate, as would current members of the Militia forces. For the more than two hundred university students who had just commenced their short-term compulsory military training and who were due for release in the near future to continue their studies, their compulsory conversion to full-time duty with the Militia and the prohibition against enlisting in the AIF and RAAF were not enthusiastically received, to put it mildly.


Those students called up in the three ‘mass’ drafts around the end of November and beginning of December 1941 were despatched to a variety of units. Medical and dental students went primarily to 7 Field Ambulance Company, engineering students to Northern Command Ordnance Workshops, and arts, commerce, law and some science students were sent to the 15th Infantry Battalion.1


A number of university students had also been individually called up during 1941 outside those targeted in the drafts.2 Some of these individuals went to units similar to the three mentioned above (for example, some medical students went to the 11th Field Ambulance rather than the 7th), while others appear to have been sent as individuals to a particular unit, perhaps at their own instigation. In some cases, the drafting of medical, dental and engineering students had been arranged between the university and the Army to meet the practical experience requirements for students in those faculties, an obligation usually discharged during university vacations at the end of each year. At the same time, this service would also satisfy their military training requirements and thus presented a rather neat option. In these cases, the training was concentrated on professional skills in a military environment rather than training as a fighting soldier. Furthermore, the intention was always that, at the end of the training period, the students would be released to return to their university studies the following year. Medical students generally had about one month’s training and were released early in January 1942. Most engineering students had sixty to seventy days’ training and were released in early February. Those hapless arts, commerce, law and students from other faculties, however, having finished their basic infantry training course, found themselves engaged in the duties of an infantry soldier—patrolling, picquetting, and exercising. This was a battalion with little or no regard for the special skills of its university trainees.3


Those two hundred or so students caught in the mass drafts of November–December 1941 were only a small proportion of the 1300 male students at the University of Queensland.4 As it happened, however, they were the last of the University of Queensland students called up for short-term military training. In the tumultuous times that followed the outbreak of the Pacific War in December 1941, the medical students attached to the field ambulance company and, later, the engineers with the engineering unit, were released to return to their studies. Yet the one hundred or so university students training with the infantry battalion were not so fortunate. Not only were they not released, they were, in fact, compulsorily ‘converted’ to full-time duty with the Militia. For the next seven months they were prohibited from either returning to their studies or enlisting in any other service. Most of these men spent the rest of the war in the Army, and it cannot be said that the Army made the best use of their talents.5


Why the 15th Battalion should have been selected as the unit to which the university draft would be sent for training remains unclear. As far as I can ascertain, the ‘U’ Company concept was unique to the University of Queensland and was mirrored in no other university in the country. Sydney and Melbourne Universities, for example, each raised their own units. Melbourne University Regiment was raised initially as two companies of volunteer infantry in 1910, while the Sydney University Volunteer Rifle Corps traces its pedigree even further back, predating Federation.6 Both universities utilised existing structures in responding to the wartime mobilisation of late 1941.


While the University of Queensland had no unit of its own—Queensland University Regiment was not raised until 1950—the university enjoyed an association with the 9th Infantry Battalion through its university detachment to the 9th/49th Battalion which reached its heyday during the 1930s and early 1940. Yet there was no move to simply add the drafted university students to its numbers. Perhaps this battalion was deliberately avoided so as to reduce the potential for confusion with university students who were already members of that detachment. Perhaps the use of the 15th Battalion fitted better into the program of universal training in the four local infantry battalions. The 61st Battalion (Cameron Highlanders) had long been a voluntary unit and the 25th Battalion was a Darling Downs-based unit. Thus the 15th Battalion may have been the logical choice as it seems there were very few university students already in its ranks.


The Army’s other option, of course, was simply to spread the drafted university students throughout the existing companies of the infantry battalion rather than create a discrete company to house them. In fairness to the Army, this would have been an administrative nightmare. The students were attached to the battalion only for training. They were not actually taken ‘on strength’ of the battalion. Administering the batches of students under radically differing conditions to those of the other soldiers in the same company would have been completely beyond the limited resources of an army at war. It was far easier to establish a stand-alone company for these students and, as it transpired, the company lasted only a matter of months before it was disbanded and its students absorbed into the remaining companies of the battalion. The ‘U’ Company option presented a rather neat solution.


University students called up in November–December 1941 for their military training with the 15th Battalion came from almost every faculty, but the majority came from evening (part-time) students in the arts, commerce and science faculties.7 Most had no previous military training, although there were some students who had previously enlisted in the Militia. These students had their compulsory ninety-day training deferred until after the university examinations and were then called up to their units. Yet they, too, were immediately allocated to the 15th Battalion for the entire training period. Few returned to their ‘home’ units at the end of that time. Instead, they were retained by the 15th Battalion.8


The majority of students from the faculties of Arts, Commerce, Science and the diploma courses in engineering were part-time or evening students. These were men who worked in full-time paid employment during the day and attended lectures after work. The university, then located in old Government House and some old buildings next to the Botanic Gardens, quite possibly had more students on its campus in the evening than during the day. Few students (or their families) could afford full-time study. Absence from work during the compulsory military training period meant no pay from the student’s usual workplace, although this was largely offset by the Army pay for privates of six shillings a day ‘plus keep’. Young, single men with no family responsibilities were probably no worse off financially, but for others it was a different matter.9


A specially designated ‘U’ Company had been attached to the 15th Battalion to train the students in a shortened course to fit within the university vacation. At the end of the training period, ‘U Company was disbanded and, while some troops were released, most were allocated to other companies of the 15th Battalion. Many of these men became frustrated that the battalion made little effort to utilise their capabilities, and that their requests to transfer to other Army units were refused. This frustration was not born of the fact that they had been ‘shanghaied’ into the Army or into the Militia, or even into an infantry battalion, but rather from the conviction that they could better serve their country in an area in which they had some expertise, but were prevented from doing so for no apparent reason. They resented the fact that they were prohibited from enlisting in the AIF and RAAF, when there was no such prohibition against most of the other 1200 or so male university students and against young men in the community with no previous military training.


Yet it seems that the Army and/or the Manpower authorities did make some attempt to review the university students’ situation and decide who was to be released to return to study and who was to be retained in uniform—and what their role should be. The result was that most of the medical, dental and engineering students called up in November 1941 and drafted to medical units were released in early January 1942 to return to the university to finish their studies. Conversely, most of the mainly arts, commerce, law and science students called up in November–December 1941 and drafted to ‘U’ Company, 15 Battalion, were not released and were, instead, called up for full-time duty with the battalion.


In February 1942, the government announced sweeping manpower regulations that, in effect, amounted to conscription of the civilian labour force. Without approval from the Manpower authorities, people could not leave their existing jobs, apply for new jobs or enlist in the defence force. Until advised to the contrary, people were to continue in their present jobs. The net effect of those announcements was that university students now had their futures determined by the Manpower authorities. In that regard, they were, of course, no different from the rest of the population. Yet the Manpower authorities failed to ensure that all students called up to the 15th Battalion were employed so as to best serve the nation’s war effort.


‘U’ Company ceased to exist in early February 1942 and its remaining troops were moved into one of the regular companies of the 15th Battalion. Those not called up for full-time duty (mainly science students) were released to return to the university to finish their studies. The short life of ‘U’ Company was perhaps not unexpected, and the company itself was not distinguished by any extraordinary features. Yet this was a company that held a group of ambitious and hard-working young men with particular skills and knowledge and a vast well of potential. This group was largely ignored or overlooked by the Army, the Manpower authorities and even the University of Queensland. These men were needlessly abandoned to a fate that spawned frustration and a deep-seated resentment that, in some cases, continues to this day.





Endnotes





1     See Appendix 1 to this chapter for details of the faculties to which these students belonged. Students are listed by name and their respective faculties indicated.


2     See Appendix b at the rear of this book for the full details of the 111 University of Queensland students called up.


3     Almost all the arts students were school teachers, mostly from the Education Department. It is intriguing to note that some school teachers were released to return to their studies, while others were not. Luck of the draw? Many of the science students and about half the commerce students were from the state public service, while most of the others were employed by banks and other commercial enterprises.


4     In fact, I have identified a total of two hundred and seven university students who were called up in Queensland in 1941, some of whom may also have enlisted voluntarily. See Appendix 2 to this chapter for a break-down of this number by faculty and unit.


5     Almost all of the eighty-eight students were ‘white collar’ workers rather than ‘blue collar’ workers and, with some exceptions, were unaccustomed to hard manual labour. The Army decided to train and use them for probably its toughest manual tasks—those of the infantry soldier.


6     Maurie Ryan, A Most Unusual Regiment, AMHP, Sydney, 2008, p. 20.


7     The eighty-eight ‘U’ Company students I have identified as being called up for military training with the 15th Battalion came from the faculties of Arts (27), Commerce (27), Science (25), Law (4), Medicine (3), Vet Science (1) and Agriculture (1). Most of them were evening and external part-time students who had full-time jobs.


8     Judging by their Army ‘Q’ numbers, it seems that at least twenty-eight of the eighty-eight students had seen some service in the Militia prior to November 1941. See Appendix 3 to this chapter for their names.


9     Nearly all the ‘U’ Company students were unmarried when called up, the exceptions being some school teachers of the older age-groups in the draft studying part-time for an Arts degree.




Appendix 1 to Chapter 1


The 1941 draft to the 15th Battalion


In 1941, at least eighty-eight University of Queensland students were called up for training with the 15th battalion. Those students belonged to the following faculties:
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Students who went into camp in late November 1941, listed in the various faculties from which they came, included the following:





University students into camp to ‘U’ Company, 15th Battalion,
November–December 1941
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AGRICULTURE





COMMON, Ian Francis Bell





(1)


Total: 88




Appendix 2 to Chapter 1


Summary of total University of Queensland call-ups in 1941


A total of two hundred and seven university students of 1941 have been identified as being called up in that year, although some may have enlisted voluntarily. No doubt there are also some omissions, as the records are less than perfect.
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Appendix 3 to Chapter 1


Previously Militiamen?


Judging by their Army ‘Q’ numbers, it seems that at least twenty-eight of the eighty-eight students had seen some service in the Militia before November 1941—in other words they were volunteer Militiamen, not trainees. The remaining sixty (with an Army service number higher than Q100,000) were probably called up as trainees. The twenty-eight volunteer Militiamen were:









	Army Number

	Name

	Enlistment Date






	Q1282

	MACAULAY, Archibald Caithness

	15/7/1940






	Q15697 *

	BURROWS, Leslie Hamilton

	6/6/1938






	Q15994 *

	RYAN, James Geoffrey Pennefather

	12/3/1939






	Q15996 *

	CARTER, Peter Charles

	28/3/1939






	Q16068

	COKLEY, Keith Vincent

	1/7/1939






	Q16073 *

	CAMPBELL-BURNS, Tynan Gerard

	24/7/1939






	Q16084

	WYER, Charles Douglas

	1/2/1939






	Q16332

	WATT, Keith Eric

	12/11/1940






	Q16725 *

	DONOVAN, Francis Patrick

	30/3/1939






	Q16726

	CALLAGHAN, John Spain

	18/11/1940






	Q16727

	CARPENTER, Kevin

	1940






	Q16729

	FORSTER, Allen Lindsay

	19/8/1940






	Q16732

	JULIUS, Max Nordau

	3/9/1940






	Q16733

	LAYDEN, William John

	13/8/1940






	Q16734

	MCKNIGHT, Joseph

	12/8/1940






	Q16735

	MCLELLAN, Alexander Gordon

	23/8/1940






	Q16738

	SCHUBERT, William Francis

	28/8/1940






	Q16739

	SHIELDS, Sydney Morton

	19/3/1940






	Q16745

	MCCARTHY, Victor Elliott

	1940






	Q18792

	CRAN, Arthur John

	1940






	Q19112

	CLARK, Lionel

	13/8/1940






	Q19376

	EAST, John Dennis

	15/8/1940






	Q19384

	RUSH, Joseph Thomas

	3/9/1940






	Q19385

	SMITH, Walter Arthur

	1940






	Q19393

	WEBB, William Kevin Joseph

	30/11/1940






	Q28284

	COMMON, Ian Francis Bell

	1940






	Q28575

	MCMAHON, Vince Gerald

	27/8/1940






	Q75711

	O’SHEA, John Joseph

	15/3/1941







* With the university detachment of the 9th/49th Infantry battalion in camp at Caloundra in April-May 1939—some others were with the 9th battalion at a later date.




Chapter 2


‘U’ COMPANY, 15TH INFANTRY
BATTALION: OUR STORY


Once compulsory military training was introduced in 1940, many young males over eighteen years of age were required to register for that training. Based on the registration forms received, the Army selected those men to be interviewed and medically examined. If passed fit, the young men were usually required to sign an enlistment form and then told to go home and wait for their ‘call-up’ notice. Call-up notices to recruits who had previously been medically examined and sworn in provided them around a week’s notice of their requirement to report for training.1


[image: image]


We all received notices similar to the one pictured—I was required to report to the Kelvin Grove Depot. My notice was dated 21 November 1941, the date on my Mobilization Attestation Form on which I was ‘enlisted for war service’.


The call-up notice made no reference to any ‘Uni Camp’ or the fact that we were regarded as ‘trainees’. As a result, we marched into camp believing that we were Militiamen and members of the 15th Battalion. We were very much mistaken. We thought that putting us all in one company (‘U’ Company) made sense as we were called up for only seventy days’ training (to fit in with the university vacation) instead of the ninety days’ training that applied to everyone else. We were called ‘U’ Company and it seemed reasonable to assume that the ‘U’ stood for ‘university’. I was not the only one to feel somewhat confused when I realised the truth of my situation. Edgar Riek recalls, ‘I went into camp with the other uni. students at the commencement of the 1941 vacation for compulsory military training without a clear indication of what my role would be in the war. I accepted it without question.’


The term ‘Uni Camp’ is often used in the military records I have seen which also clearly indicate that we were not taken ‘on strength’ of the 15th Battalion when we went into camp. We were officially part-time ‘trainees’ attached to the 15th Battalion for training. It was not until we were called up for full-time duty that we were officially taken ‘ON strength’ of the battalion, and even that process took some months and went beyond the date on which we completed our compulsory training. Some trainees—including me—were never taken on strength, but were later taken ‘OFF strength’ when transferred out of the battalion.
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In the absence of photographs of Chermside Army Camp in 1941, this picture, taken in 1944, shows a general view of camp with soldiers on parade. The camp had changed little since 1941 when the 15th Battalion was in residence. AWM 089042.





The fact that we were not ‘on strength’ of the battalion probably explains why we were administratively mismanaged when the war against the Japanese was declared on 7 December 1941. The battalion was busy calling up hundreds of its troops who were ‘on strength’, settling them into camp at Chermside and preparing to defend our shores against an anticipated Japanese attack.


The Army campsite at Chermside, a large, lightly timbered area lying between Newman, Ellison and Murphy Roads and, in part, extending to Hamilton Road, had previously been a cattle-holding paddock. The site was acquired by the Commonwealth government at the beginning of World War II and in 1940 a camp was established to accommodate those national servicemen called up for their three months’ training. The camp also housed the 7th Infantry Brigade and its four infantry Militia battalions, the 9th Battalion (the Moreton Regiment), the 15th Battalion (the Oxley Regiment), the 25th Battalion (the Darling Downs Regiment) and the 61st Battalion (the Queensland Cameron Highlanders).2


I received my call-up notice and reported, as required, at my local depot, along with a smattering of others. A motley collection of lads from several Army depots found a variety of means to travel to Chermside camp, arriving at the appointed time on Friday 28 November 1941. Some took the train to nearby Geebung Station and walked the rest of the way. Others went by tram to the terminus (then at Lutwyche Cemetery) and ‘marched’ to Chermside. A few fortunate fellows were given a lift in an Army truck. Frank Provera found himself ‘on the back of a truck on the way from Annerley to join the 15th Battalion at Chermside, then a country location, on the outskirts of Brisbane.’ Malcolm Whyte arrived in style: ‘[We] went into camp on the 28th November, out to Annerley, then special tram then train, then a march behind a band into Chermside.’


The camp that greeted us that Friday in November 1941 was a large area festooned with lines of tents, some marquees and a couple of more permanent buildings. Headquarters 15th Battalion was located near the corner of Newman and Ellison roads, and the battalion tents stretched down the slope towards Downfall Creek—a name that intrigued me and that I hoped would contain no ominous portents. Our first few days were spent settling in and getting used to Army life. Uniforms were handed out and, as Malcolm Whyte recalls, ‘I could only get one pair of boots to fit me!’ Six of us shared a tent and slept on the ground or floorboards—bunks and stretchers were an unheard-of luxury. We considered ourselves fortunate as our tent had hardwood floorboards that retained a thin veneer of cleanliness impossible for those with dirt floors. But our good fortune extended only so far, as the floorboards were hard and cold, and it was not easy to sleep on them with only a blanket as an improvised mattress or, for the fortunate few, a palliasse filled with straw. We were issued with rifles of World War I vintage (Lee Enfield .303), and soon started the marching and saluting drill designed to ‘knock us into shape’. Malcolm Whyte adds: ‘It was very hot there and they gave us a stiff training for a while. The canteen and showers were popular … Did weekend picquet, and initiated the ack-ack spotting.’
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Map 2: Moreton Bay area.
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Chermside Army Camp 1940: this photograph of the tents in which the troops lived portrays life very much as it was in 1941–2 while the 15th Battalion occupied lines such as these. The major difference is that the infantry troops of the 15th Battalion did not wear puttees and some of the tents lacked floorboards. AWM P01105.009.





My three years in the Church of England Grammar School Cadet Corps had prepared me for Army life and, after the experiences of our family motor camping years in the 1920s and 1930s in New South Wales and Victoria, camp life was no great culture shock for me. But for a number of others the shock was vivid and tangible. As if the hard ‘beds’ and the total absence of lighting in the tents were not sufficiently rustic, the arrangements for washing both people and clothes were nothing less than primitive, the sanitary arrangements rudimentary at best, and the monotony of Army meals downright depressing. Even the Army term for two of the meals was strange to us: the midday meal—the main meal of the day—was referred to as ‘dinner’. The evening meal was called ‘tea’ and seemed to me more like lunch. The food held little appeal for some, including Malcolm Whyte, who commented dryly, ‘Iron rations were theoretical, mostly.’


I quickly noticed the absence of regular reliable news about what was happening outside the camp. We had no portable radio sets, mobile telephones or telephones of any description (except the few official fixed lines), and no television. A collection of enterprising newsboys visited the camp each morning spruiking, ‘Paper! Paper! Read all about it!’ and would quickly sell the few papers they could carry by bike. The papers—or parts of them—would circulate around the camp in due course, sometimes taking days to do the rounds. Most of the news came by word of mouth, sometimes officially from the orderly room down the chain of command, sometimes unofficially, and invariably passed on wherever the troops congregated, usually in the showers or the latrines. The importance of ‘latrine rumours’ in keeping us informed was never in doubt.


The ‘latrine rumours’ were running hot the day an Australian warship was posted as missing off the Australian coast, although it was not until Monday morning, 1 December 1941, that the sinking of HMAS Sydney by a German armed merchant raider off the west coast of Australia was reported in the newspapers. The nation was stunned. We stood around shocked, wondering variously how a RAN warship could be sunk by a German armed merchant raider, and why there were no survivors from the Sydney while there were survivors from the German ship. We wondered where and when the action took place. Only much later did we find out that the Sydney had sunk off Geraldton on the Western Australian coast.
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Jack Hollingworth’s photo of tent life at Chermside Army Camp. There are five men packed into this single tent.





A few days later, we reeled from a second blow, this time the announcement that HMAS Parramatta had been torpedoed and sunk in the Mediterranean Sea on 27 November 1941 with most of her crew of one hundred and sixty-one killed or missing. Two RAN ships and some eight hundred men lost in a few days! We were beset with fears over the deepening conflict in Europe.


On Monday 8 December 1941 came the news of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor and many other areas in the Pacific and South-East Asia. Pearl Harbor served to heighten our awareness of the Japanese encroachment into the territories to our north. Although it was common knowledge that the Japanese had designs on the Pacific, the attacks on the US Base at Pearl Harbor came as a shock. Our immediate feeling was one of disbelief, quickly followed by relief that the Japanese had attacked the US and not just Hong Kong and Malaya. We had grave doubts that America would have come into the war had the Japanese not attacked US bases.


As the days passed and the news began to seep through, it became increasingly obvious that the Japanese had achieved some remarkable successes. We heard that the US carriers had been at sea and thus escaped almost certain destruction, but it was clear that the US Navy had been hit hard. A few days later, President Roosevelt admitted that the American fleet at Hawaii had suffered serious damage.


The horrifying news of the Japanese strike on Pearl Harbor was followed a few days later by reports of the loss of two British battleships, the Prince of Wales and Repulse, off the coast of Malaya, both sunk during Japanese air attacks. We were stunned to realise that there were probably no American or Royal Navy battleships in the Pacific to deter the Japanese Navy. News reports of numerous Japanese air and naval attacks in the Pacific area began to flood in. The situation looked worse by the day.


One of my fellow trainees recalls the day the newsboy bustled into our camp yelling in great excitement, ‘Paper! Paper! Read all about the sinking of the British battleships!’ and being surrounded by troops anxious to read the news. One soldier, however, came rushing up, bursting through the throng and shouting, ‘Quick! Give me a paper!’ The newsboy’s excitement mounted. ‘Do you want to know about the battleships?’ he asked the digger. ‘British battleships be buggered,’ was the response, ‘I’m after the Saturday racing form!’ The humour of the Aussie digger was to prove irrepressible.


Life at Chermside Camp, however, continued as if nothing had happened. We lined up dutifully for our smallpox, TB, and tetanus inoculations—a shock to most of those for whom this was a medical first. As Malcolm Whyte commented, ‘Got the needles and a dose of ‘flu!’ We were all told not to have any beer for a day or so, but of course, that only encouraged us to do so to see what would happen. The site of my smallpox vaccination was high on my left arm, almost on the shoulder bone. As a result, for months afterwards I would knock the scab off when doing rifle drill. However, it was an effective dose, as subsequent boosters even years afterwards have had no effect. Frank Provera complained that while ‘most were given time off because of after-effects ... I and some others who had been vaccinated some years before when travelling or coming from overseas did not suffer any after-effects, and we were subsequently “rewarded” by digging slit-trenches all day.’


On 10 December 1941, the Australian government had announced that, with immediate effect, no more Militiamen would be accepted for enlistment in the AIF and RAAF. The next day, married men up to thirty-five years of age and single men and widowers up to the age of forty-five were directed to register immediately for service in the Militia when called upon.


At Chermside we had heard of the rush of volunteers for the AIF and RAAF immediately after Pearl Harbor, and it had taken little time for the Army to realise that action was required to ensure that Militia units were not denuded of their troops by mass enlistment in the AIF. We could understand why the government had banned Militiamen from enlisting in the RAAF, but resented the fact that the same rule had been applied to the AIF.


The majority of Militiamen were volunteers, others predominantly 21-year-old national servicemen called up in 1940 and 1941. We were now stuck in the Militia whether we liked it or not. Although we realised we were unlikely to be released by the Army after our seventy days’ training, we strongly resented being prevented from volunteering when everyone else (especially those with no previous military training) was still able to volunteer for any of the armed services. It was the cause of much deep-seated resentment amongst Militiamen.
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Photo from the Brisbane Courier Mail, 5 December 1941. Courtesy of Newspix.





On 11 December 1941, Germany and Italy declared war on the US, invoking the terms of the Axis Pact with Japan. The declaration of war against the US was utterly unexpected. Hitler tore up treaties when it suited him, so it surprised us—the Army’s Chermside strategists—that he should honour this particular treaty with Japan. We wondered whether the US would have declared war on Germany and Italy had Hitler not moved first. Perhaps the US, preoccupied with revenge for the attacks on Pearl Harbor, would have given greater priority to the Pacific War. All we knew was that the US was now forced into the war whether it liked it or not and we drew considerable comfort from the fact that the American war machine would now crank into gear on our side.


On 15 December we were joined by another intake of university students—the last for the 15th Battalion as far as I have been able to ascertain. This brought the total number of university students called up to the 15th Battalion in November–December 1941 to eighty-eight. There were, however, several intakes of non-university students, including school teachers, and it is possible that some at least were allocated to ‘U’ Company, particularly those who did not have any previous military training. By this time, ‘U’ Company was about one hundred and twenty-strong.
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Chermside Army Camp 1941–2: Malcolm Whyte’s photograph of slit trenches being dug in the rows between the tents.





After Pearl Harbor there was an immediate call-up of previously trained Militia troops who began to pour into Army camps just before Christmas. The 15th Battalion staff now had their hands full accommodating those previously trained troops. There were insufficient arms to go around, so the rifles issued to us a few days previously were summarily taken from us. All leave was cancelled, and we were restricted to camp unless on official business. The orderly rows of tents disappeared, and we were dispersed into the lightly timbered areas of the campsite as a precaution against Japanese air attacks from lurking aircraft carriers. We dug innumerable slit trenches around our tent lines. The unpredictable location of tents, tent pegs and ropes and slit trenches made walking around after dark a rather hazardous experience. Malcolm Whyte recalls: ‘Training degenerated; we shifted camp a lot, dug many slit trenches, saw the inefficiency in the Army … the Japs scared the place. The Battalion was brought up to full strength, but equipment, enthusiasm and efficiency were notably lacking.’ Edgar Riek adds: ‘I vividly recall moving location every week and being required to dig a new series of slit trenches.’


The war news continued to worsen day by day and we became very keen to learn how to actually fight the Japanese so that we would have at least a fighting chance if they invaded. We were delighted to hear that we were to be given intensive weapons training, but our hopes were dashed when, for the first few weeks, ‘intensive training’ turned out to be little more than marching and drill. I suppose that there was little else they could do with us. There were still insufficient weapons to go round, although eventually we were issued a rifle each. Our company had been allocated one Lewis gun of World War I vintage which frequently jammed. I think that the whole battalion had only two Bren guns to share around. Edgar Riek recalls having ‘great difficulty in being allocated a single session for use of the one Bren gun on site so that we could become conversant with dismantling and reassembling it (we were aware that on occasions it jammed in the field).’ Eventually, in between route marches to nowhere and back, we were instructed in weapons handling, map reading, compass marches, camp hygiene, etc. However, to our intense frustration, we were never treated to live firing practice either with rifles or machine-guns. Frank Provera, however, did manage a trip to the rifle range, but came home none the happier for it:


At long last we had our promised day on the rifle range. A soldier in the trenches under the target would indicate with a pointer the spot where your bullet went through the target—no pointer after you fired meant you’d missed the target completely. To take aim, we were supposed to close our left eye and use our right eye. Unfortunately, I could close my right eye only—and did the best I could under those circumstances. The first three shots—no points, indicating I’d missed the target completely—the next few shots—bullseyes! My joy was short-lived, since after I stopped firing the pointer indicated more bullseyes! The chap next to me was firing at my target.


The routine was, at times, grindingly monotonous and Frank Provera remembered being grateful for a change—any change: ‘A break from the usual drill and marches was provided by being rostered for special duties, e.g. Officers’ Mess kitchen—washing dishes etc. after their meals. More enjoyable, however, was being the “runner” for the day—taking and delivering messages from one VIP to another—and getting a chance to ride a bicycle to carry out your duties.’




The Japanese Tsunami – December 1941









	1941

	






	7–8 Dec

	The Japanese launch surprise air and naval attacks on Pearl Harbor, Midway, Wake, Guam, ocean and Nauru Islands, Malaya, the Philippines and Hong Kong. Fierce fighting at Shanghai in China.






	10 Dec

	British battleships Prince of Wales and Repulse which had arrived at Singapore a week before, sunk by Japanese planes. Japanese landings in Malaya and the Philippines.






	11 Dec

	Germany and Italy declare war on the USA.






	17 Dec

	Kowloon occupied by the Japanese.






	19 Dec

	Japanese land on Hong Kong Island.






	22 Dec

	Japanese landings reported on Mindanao in the Philippines and near Manila.






	25 Dec

	Hong Kong surrenders.






	30 Dec

	Japanese approaching Kuala Lumpur in Malaya.






	31 Dec

	Massive air raids on Manila, Rangoon and Singapore.













Just before Christmas, some VIPs visited the camp and interviewed a number of the university students, advising them of their options when the seventy-day training period finished. Frank Provera:


… each of us was interviewed by some VIPs who decided that students doing technical type courses could go ‘back to school’ after their 10 weeks’ training was completed, so that on graduating, they could help the war effort. Arts, Law, Commerce students were to be retained in the Army, but could transfer to specialised units (e.g. searchlights, radar, intelligence) if they wished. One VIP suggested that Arts students might do well in the Camouflage Section!


Apparently the decision concerning who was to be released on 4 February 1942 was made then, but my mates and I knew nothing about it at the time. In fact, it was another sixty years before we discovered what had happened.


We spent Christmas Day in camp at Chermside, and it was hardly a time for good cheer. Rumours now abounded that there were Yank servicemen in Brisbane. There was testimony from eyewitnesses, people who had seen them in their jeeps and six-wheel trucks driving to their camp, allegedly at the Ascot Racecourse. They were apparently from a US convoy bound for the Philippines that had been diverted to Brisbane when the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor. The rumours flourished and, before long, there were some thousands of Yank troops. Their arrival was not announced until after General MacArthur arrived in Australia some months later, but it quickly spread by word of mouth, and it was a great morale booster. We might not have been so happy if we had known that there were very few combat troops. We, in fact, were the combat troops.
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Chermside Army Camp: troops marching with tent lines in the background. In the absence of photographs from 1941, this image, taken in 1945, provides a general view of the Chermside Camp area at that time, almost exactly the way it looked in 1941. AWM 084682.





Most of December 1941 was taken up with absorbing almost 600 troops into the 15th Battalion campsite at Chermside, although there is a note in the Battalion War Diary that more slit trenches were completed.3 In January 1942, there were bussing and de-bussing exercises (loading and unloading troops into and out of trucks), which proved entirely necessary as jumping on and off trucks when fully laden with gear and rifle is not an easy thing to do. Then followed route marches to harden up feet, the establishment of a Flying Squad—a column ready to move with no more than fifteen minutes’ notice any time of the day or night fully equipped to set up and maintain operations. The squads were rotated among the four companies and there were plenty of staged alarms. There were night marches and operations in the Stafford, Boondall, Nudgee, Banyo and Deagon areas. There was a battalion exercise to attack a reported enemy landing in the Brighton–Sandgate area. After two attacks, the battalion withdrew to defensive positions at Bracken Ridge and, to finish it all off, everyone marched back to Chermside. This was followed by a day’s rifle shooting at Enoggera Rifle Range.
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In the Mailbag ...

+ From Frank Provera, Northcote, Vic.
A War-fime Student

I thought you might be interested in a
couple of events during my time ot Qd Uni,
doing Science during 1940-41-42. Since I came
from the sugarcane farms at Gordonvale near
Cairns, 1 boarded at King's College, then at
River Terrace. We studied at George Street.

During 1940, my first year, the war was
in faraway Europe, however Professor Douglas
Lee of the Medical Faculty was conscious of the
possibility that Austrolia might be the scene of
Battle some time in the future; so he called for
volunteers from students of all faculties to
prepare for such an event by offering to conduct
First Ald classes of an evening after day time
Lectures. Several of us attended over a period of
several weeks and passed our First Aid exam.

He also thought we should have some
experience in moving refugees from one outer
Brishane suburb o another; so, on a Saturday
afternoon, volunteers assembled at the tram
terminus in one one of the northern suburbs and
would walk across country to another tram,
terminus, studying the geography of the outer
suburbs. (It was a good way for a boy from. the
cauntry to learn about the Brisbane crea.)

At about that time, compulsory military.
service - three months in the Militia - was
introduced for ll men, physically fi, when they
turned 20, The intake was in March and
September.  However for full-time  students
(University and Tech. College), this service was
reduced to 10 weeks during the Christmas
haliday period. Therefore a couple of days after
the last of my second year Science exam papers,
many other students and I found ourselues on
the back of a truck on the way from Annerley fo
Join the 15tk Battalion (we were"U" Company) ot
Chermside, then o country location on_the
outskirts of Brisbane (Geebung was our nearest
railuway station). The Engincering students were

NOTICE TG REGRUTS

_ANNERLEY .

= Pz =
P TS 7 2

it

more esclusive - they joined the Royul Engineers
at Enoggera.

A few days ofter we arrived at Camp,
Japan entered.the war and we expected 1o be in
she Army or the Houever, o couple of
weeks. r, each of us was interviewed by some
VIPs who decided that students doing technical
type courses could go “back to school” after their
10 weeks’ training was completed, so that on
graduating, they could help the war effort. Arts,
Lauw, Commerce students were to be retained in
he Army, bt could transfer to speialised Units
(e, searchlights, radar, intelligence) i they
wished. (One VIP suggested that Arts students
night do well in the Camouflage Section!)

In 1942, Professor Lee also organised a
group of students to go to the Brishane General
Hospial to donate blood fo the Red Cross. In
my case, it was the first of 110 donations, later
n Melbourne
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‘U’ Company, 15th Battalion 1941-1942
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