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Dedication



This book is dedicated to those whose stories appear in its pages; and to the vast majority who lie invisible between them.


ANZACS

Some of you got the VC,

Some ‘the Gallipoli trot’,

Some had a grave by the sea,

and all of you got it damned hot,

And I see you go limping through town,

in the faded old hospital blue,

And driving abroad—lying down,

And lord I wish I were you!

I envy you beggars I meet,

From the dirty old hats on your head,

To the rusty old boots on your feet—

I envy you living or dead.

I’d count it the greatest reward

That ever a man could attain;

I’d sooner be ‘Anzac’ than ‘lord’,

I’d rather be ‘Anzac’ than ‘thane’.

The children unborn shall acclaim

The standard the Anzacs unfurled,

When they made Australasia’s fame

The wonder and pride of the world.

Edgar Wallace

When a man sees men walking about with no arms, pieces of men’s heads etc etc it makes him feel mad. If the powers that be could only spend half an hour in Leane’s Trench and see our brave men being blown to smithereens by the dozen, I am quite convinced there would be no more war.

Lieutenant E.W. Morris, 11th Australian Infantry Battalion, Leane’s Trench, Gallipoli
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Preface



This book began with the search for one man, a friend of my grandmother, who went to war and didn’t return. All we knew about him was his name and what he looked like, or as much as you can assume about a person’s appearance from one 75-year-old black and white photograph.

The search of books, libraries, museums, archives, and old newspapers began. I discovered my grandmother’s friend to be an early enlistment in the first infantry battalion raised in Western Australia on the outbreak of the Great War, the 11th Battalion, and as I searched and researched I expected to perhaps end up with the bare bones of a dry, battalion narrative, from which I would have to try to imagine his past. Instead, as the detail accumulated and was compiled, a remarkably clear picture began to emerge of a diverse range of people caught up in, and creating, epic events, every one of whose stories was as important as the one I was chasing. To tell their story, it became necessary to re-construct from private and official sources, maps, photos and field research, the battles and life they experienced.

The story that unfolded was of over 1000 men and boys, who, on enlistment, found themselves part of the community of a newly formed infantry battalion. They began training in Western Australia, embarked for overseas, and awoke one morning to find themselves beneath the ageless pyramids of Giza; months later, they were leaping in darkness from lifeboats to storm the enemy-held heights of Gallipoli. Thus did an irrepressible youth who fought kitbag skirmishes with his section mates in the desert sands of Egypt come to be a dedicated machine gunner on the peninsula, accounting for more of the enemy than most; a wiry bushman and veteran of the Boer War come to be mentioned by the Official Historian for his disdain of enemy fire at the Landing; and a young, poorly educated reinforcement later commit his memories to paper to find himself with a bestseller that spawned a play and television mini-series.

The Landing, however, was to prove not the end of the fighting but the beginning. The men had expected a rapid death or advance to Constantinople. Instead, those who survived the fighting of late April found themselves fighting a protracted and difficult campaign. One by one, or by the dozen, they fell, to enemy shells or bullets, disease, war strain or exhaustion. Many badly injured were returned to Australia, their war over, while others returned to Gallipoli to fight on with the battalion, where they discovered more and more unfamiliar faces in their sections and platoons as reinforcements by the hundred refilled the depleted ranks. Very few survived the harsh conditions on the peninsula to serve with the battalion for the duration of its campaign at the Dardanelles.

Though the 11th Battalion, as a component of the 3rd Brigade and the covering force, played an important part in the ANZAC Landings on 25 April 1915, the focus of this book is the experience of the battalion throughout the Gallipoli campaign, and due to constrictions of space, I have devoted only one chapter to the Landing. I have not attempted to discuss the much-debated, ‘bigger picture’ issues relevant to the Landing as a whole, but have focused on the experience of certain members of the battalion during the battle. I intend to make the 11th Battalion’s experience of the Gallipoli Landing the subject of a separate book.

Gallipoli, of course, was not an isolated event. The troops had parents and siblings, wives, children, and friends, and during the war these had to endure the anxiety of a dearth of information about loved ones overseas. Afterwards, they had to live with the reality of loss, wounds, or war strain. When the guns finally fell silent, towards the end of 1918, the silence in distant Australia must have been deafening. Parents witnessed the return of their dead sons’ friends, or greeted their own boys in wheelchairs, with missing limbs or lost sight. Wives had to contend with providing for a family without its breadwinner; others lived with the nightmares of Gallipoli or the Western Front. In the years after the excitement, stresses, and strain of the war, the stillness left by the absence of loved ones must have seemed shattering. Christmases and birthdays came every year, but familiar presences were gone. For years after the war that claimed their sons, fathers, husbands and brothers, the dates of the battles they fought echoed through the ‘In Memoriam’ columns of newspapers. To the families of those still missing, the grief was compounded by an ongoing anxiety and the desperate possibility that missing sons were still alive somewhere. Those who did return from the holocaust felt very keenly the legacy of those they left behind.

The research for this book was conducted over many years and took me to battlefields and cemeteries, Egypt and Turkey, as well as many parts of Australia. I have written the story as a narrative, but one created from research on, and analysis of, a diverse range of sources, many of which are used here for the first time. Battles and events have not been recycled from existing published accounts, but reconstructed from primary sources for the first time since Bean’s and Belford’s efforts many decades ago. In some quotes I have edited obvious spelling and other errors, but have otherwise left the wording as found, as the language used by the men is as much of their time as the events in which they participated. I have endeavoured throughout to avoid making assumptions, even attempting to avoid calling people ‘mates’, unless they did so themselves; such choices were theirs to make.

In reconstructing events from the existing written record, it is almost impossible to not uncover discrepancies between sources. ‘Left’ and ‘right’ were relative terms based on the observer’s frame of reference, and are easily transposed by human error in reports, letters, and diaries. Those not possessing watches had to estimate times, and the available watches had been exposed to dust, heat, moisture, hard knocks, and a harder life than had been intended for them. Times also are therefore relative and not always directly comparable. After-action reports were probably prepared by candlelight in trench or dug-out on whatever paper was available, by mentally, physically, emotionally exhausted and possibly shocked survivors of the action, while other accounts may have been written as memoirs years or decades after the event. With no survivors of these actions alive today, the best that can be done is to reconstruct events from the weight of evidence.

It is also worth remembering that such a narrative as this is limited by the surviving written records, and that not all men wrote to the same extent. The stories of the less literary men are less likely to have been recorded, though I hope the story as narrated also speaks for the experience of those not mentioned by name. Moreover, the remnant of records on which this book is based, though extremely rich and diverse, is in some senses a very abstract one—doubtless, the majority of letters and diaries written those many decades ago have ended up at the rubbish tip, in fireplaces or household incinerators.

As for my grandmother’s friend, within 12 months of having his photograph taken beside the roses in her West Perth garden while on leave from Black Boy Hill, he, his aspirations and opportunities, education and life experience, lay in a rough grave on a windswept hillside in Turkey. We cannot know whether any of his family ever visited his grave—after the war, the voyage to Europe cost a small fortune compared to the wages of the time, and Gallipoli was a difficult place to get to. Some bereft families journeyed to the battlefields where their loved ones had fought, died, or simply disappeared, but the majority could not. Despite the crowds who now visit the Gallipoli cemeteries, it is still a very lonely place to be buried—from those gravesides, Australia seems very remote indeed. I hope this book speaks, in some small way, for Les Parry and those who lie alongside him on the Gallipoli peninsula, many miles from home.

I do not suggest this is the definitive or final work on the 11th Battalion’s experience at Gallipoli, due to the obvious difficulties of reconstructing events 85 years after they occurred and that the vast majority of stories have doubtless gone to the grave. However, it may remind current generations of the character and experience of their forebears, provide background and detail to events faded by time or fogged by generalisation, or bring forth more information on men who served with the battalion. I hope I have accurately interpreted the events and characters depicted here, and in so doing that I have done justice to their memory.
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Introduction



Never saw such a terrible time …

Early in the afternoon of Wednesday, 28 April 1915, a group of dishevelled men in dirty, pea-soup-coloured uniforms gathered on a narrow beach by the bluegreen Aegean Sea.

The sky above them was split by the intermittent shriek and bang of shrapnel shells, whose white clouds floated over the hills and ridges, gullies and beaches. Machine guns and rifles crackling in the distant hills occasionally sent bullets on a dying plunge into scrub or sea, but the gathering on the beach and adjoining gully paid them little attention. Three-and-a-half days of surviving shot and shell produced a nerve-deadened familiarity, and unless the background noise suddenly swelled in violence, or a shell or bullet came close enough to be dangerous, it was barely noticed. Besides, the troops had been relieved from the front line, and could forget fighting for the moment.

Their main concern now was for their mates—where were they? Enemy bullets, darkness, a tortuous landscape, and the confusion of battle had scattered the sections, platoons, and companies over hill and valley, and many who had lived, trained, and travelled half the world together had spent the previous three days fighting among strangers. Now they greeted each other with relief and sought details of those who were missing.

The men gathering on the beach belonged to the 3rd Infantry Brigade, 1st Division, Australian Imperial Force. Three days earlier, at 4.30 a.m. on 25 April 1915, the brigade had provided the covering force—the first wave—for the Australian and New Zealand landing at ‘Z’ Beach on the Gallipoli Peninsula. Their task had been to get ashore and clear the way for the rest of the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps (ANZAC), regardless of cost. Over 4000 men had landed with the brigade that morning—no one as yet knew how many remained.

The preceding days had seen hard fighting. Men undergoing their baptism of fire collided with Turkish veterans. The troops fought aggressively, but the battle was fought defensively. The attackers fought hard, surprising each other with courage and determination, but the enemy fought equally hard and was equally determined. The objective of driving inland and across the Gallipoli Peninsula was not achieved, and the corps ended up with a foothold that nowhere penetrated more than a mile inland. After three days and thousands of casualties— dead, wounded, and missing—the two sides remained facing each other over previously unnamed, scrub-covered, and blood-soaked ground, like punchdrunk and exhausted boxers.

Throughout the afternoon of 28 April, ‘bearded, ragged at knees and elbows, their puttees often left in the scrub, dull-eyed, many with blood on cheeks and clothes, and with a dirty field-dressing round arm or wrist’, the 3rd Brigade stumbled in to the assembly point by the mouth of Victoria Gully. ‘Officers were often indistinguishable from men; buttons were gone, and stars scored in indelible pencil on shoulder-straps became a recognised badge of an officer’s rank.’1 ‘Staggering with weariness, some crawling on hands and knees, others unable to move without assistance … we reached the beach, threw ourselves down and slept for hours.’2 Some, when given food or drink, went to sleep with it still in their hands.

One of those to reach the beach that afternoon was Private Ferdinand George Medcalf of the Western Australian 11th Infantry Battalion. He had been wounded the previous night and collapsed from exhaustion making his way to a dressing station. On waking he found the sun high in the sky, helped himself to the water left by a dead or wounded man, and stumbled off to get his wounds dressed.3

Medcalf found he had been lucky—the bullet had torn through three inches of flesh but had damaged neither bone nor nerve. So great had been the strain of the previous days that he nearly fainted while being examined, and it wasn’t until an Army Medical Corps orderly handed him a mug of beef tea that he was able to show an interest in his surroundings. Wounded in blood-soaked clothes lay on stretchers, and dead lay in a corner beneath an oil-sheet. Medcalf then noticed that one of his tent mates, James Kite, was also in the dressing station. ‘Hullo Medcalf. How do you like war now?’4 Kite was over 40 years of age and an old soldier who had previously served with the British Army. Wounded continued to arrive, bringing word that the 3rd Brigade had been relieved and was reassembling on the right flank. Those who could manage headed south along the beach.

At the assembly point, some men were already asleep; others were quietly exchanging stories, trying to trace missing friends or ‘warming water in mess tins over a few sticks’. Medcalf and Kite approached to find two of their section, Lindsey and Pleydell, making beef tea. The two called them over and shook hands warmly, forced the tea on them, then began to brew more for themselves, explaining to the new arrivals that they had heard ‘you were both knocked’.5

About half their section had arrived thus far. Everyone was asking everyone else of the whereabouts, fate, and state of health of comrades and friends. Harvey ‘was shot in the left arm and has been sent off to one of the ships’. Fred Albrecht emerged from washing in the sea, and ‘Baby’ Harrison from sleeping beneath an oilsheet. James George had been shot in the arm, Joe Bunning in the wrist. Thomas and Joyce soon arrived, ‘looking very tattered and war worn.’ Nobody had seen Alvie Clifton since 10 o’clock on Sunday morning—the general opinion was that he must have been bowled over early in the piece. The section’s first sergeant, Sergeant Les Parry, was also missing. However, apart from Clifton, all the section was accounted for, and the survivors tried to reassure each other that there was still time for Clifton and Parry to turn up.6 Indeed, many of the 11th were still fighting in the hills, either too busy to withdraw, or too isolated to have received the message to do so.

Medcalf and Albrecht joined forces and dug a possie in the side of Victoria Gully. They made some tea before dark, and ‘well satisfied with the change from the previous three nights’, they slept.7

On Thursday morning, 29 April, the 11th Battalion assembled and an attempt was made to establish the unit’s strength. ‘The boys quickly fell into their usual sections; and then the absence of well known ones from their accustomed place was really brought home. Spaces were unconsciously left in sections for the comrades who would “fall in” no more. “Block up to the right, fill in the spaces!”’ called Sergeant Pugsley, Medcalf’s platoon sergeant. He produced his roll book and began calling out names.8 John Turner, of Medcalf’s A Company, wrote to his father that ‘it was sickening to see how many of our fellows had been hit. So many of our pals were missing when the roll was called, Dad, and I think it was not till then I realised how awful war is … Old South African soldiers tell me that they never saw such a terrible time in the Boer War.’9

Men continued to arrive in the following hours. ‘Sergeant Parry came in on Thursday afternoon, straight from a position on the left of the line. On Friday, Clifton appeared. He presented a rather woebegone picture, having been on duty the whole time since the landing.

‘We all thought you were dead, Clif!’ … ‘So did I, more than once … And to cap it all, I was collared by some of the 16th Battalion as Turkish spy, and only managed to clear myself by being personally recognised by the adjutant.’10

Before the 11th Battalion medical officer, Captain E.T. Brennan, could rejoin the battalion, he had to ensure that someone was going to tend to the wounded in his sector of the line. This organised, he ‘got together the sergeant and the only one I had left of five stretcher bearers’ and took them to find their battalion. Second Lieutenant Charlie Gostelow, until recently a clerk, ‘had to turn undertaker, buried two and got down to the beach at 1.30 a.m. dead beat’.11 He had celebrated his 24th birthday by leading a platoon ashore on the day of the Landing. Tom Louch and Ray Clarke, of D Company, were so dazed through strain and lack of sleep and water that they lost touch with each other walking down to the beach, and it wasn’t until someone asked where Clarke was that Louch became aware of it. ‘Yes—he’s here,’ he replied, and then realised he had not seen him since leaving the trenches.12 Louch found the 11th Battalion, was given a large tot of rum, ‘which I had never tasted before’, and slept for 30 hours.13 Clarke turned up later. After five days and as many nights fighting, an irrepressible 19-year-old machine gunner named Bernie Walther, noted in his diary that he was ‘jolly glad to get down to the beach and have a comfortable sleep’.14 The machine gun section had been so isolated that their officer, Captain Dixon Hearder, had received instructions about the relief in a note thrown to him in a cartridge case; the section had by then lost a third of its strength. Hearder, like just about everyone else, indulged in a swim in the Aegean Sea—his first wash since the previous Saturday. However, also like everyone else, he had no kit other than that he stood up in.15

Not everyone rested. There was still a war on, and men were still urgently needed at the business end of it. On Thursday, Captain Leane and some of his C Company were sent up to the trenches above Shell Green.

Initially, only about 350 of the 11th Battalion could be accounted for. Some were still fighting, others had been evacuated wounded; some were being treated in aid posts behind the front lines, and others lay dead in the scrub beyond them. It would take weeks or months for the administration to catch up with the large numbers of casualties; many men would remain missing forever, their fate never reliably determined. When the battalion reoccupied the firing line on 1 May, its strength had risen to only about 450 all ranks.16 The true cost of the Landing would not be known for nearly a year.

It was nine months since most of the battalion had enlisted, and six since they had left Western Australia. Claremont and Coolgardie, Fremantle and Bunbury must have seemed a world away to those assembling on the beach. By now, many must have been wondering about the likelihood of ever seeing Western Australia again.


1

Fittest, Strongest, Most Ardent



In the Australian winter of 1914, William Raymond Smith delivered a mob of Kimberley cattle to the railhead at Meekatharra, Western Australia. After 12 unbroken years in the state’s far north-west, in fact pretty much ever since his return from the South African War, and with Perth a mere 360-odd miles away, Smith decided it was time for a spell in the city.

‘Combo’—a name acquired from stories of his life among the Aborigines—Smith was a 33-year-old stockman, drover, and bushman. At the turn of the century, he left Victoria to serve in the South African War with the 3rd Regiment of Australian Bushmen, a unit whose members were ‘hardy riders, straight shots, accustomed to finding their way around in difficult country’, and had been ‘selected by a committee … and passed a strict test in riding and shooting’.1 When his time expired, Smith volunteered to serve with the Imperial Light Horse, with whom he stayed until the war ended, 12 months later. From that war, he carried the scar of a wound on his knee.

While Combo was in Perth, the smouldering powder keg of European politics exploded on the other side of the world. A month earlier, on 28 June, a 19-year-old Serbian student named Gavrilo Princip lit the fuse by assassinating the heir to the Austrian throne, Archduke Franz Ferdinand. The rest of the world watched ominously as the situation deteriorated. ‘If the old country is at war, so are we,’ announced Liberal Prime Minister, the Right Honourable Joseph Cook, as he pledged Australia’s resources to Britain, and in Colac that same night, the leader of the Labor opposition, the Right Honourable Andrew Fisher, declared ‘we shall pledge our last man and our last shilling to see this war brought to a successful issue’.2 Russia and Germany began mobilising their military forces, and by midday on 1 August, Germany and Russia were at war. Germany invaded France at 7 a.m. on 2 August, and declared war on her on the following day. On 4 August, she crossed the Belgian border, and at 9 a.m. on 5 August 1914, Australian Eastern Time, Britain—guarantor of Belgium’s neutrality—declared war on Germany. For the first time in her short history, Australia was at war.3

‘We were dazed. The whole world appeared to be in chaos …war … was with us.’4 Though war had perhaps been expected for some time and Australia was virtually unanimously in support of Britain, the reality of the situation was nonetheless a shock. Everyone was now confronted with the responsibilities and decisions incumbent with such a national crisis. Regardless of occupation or background, all men of military age who considered themselves Australian or British had to make a decision—go, stay, or await developments. Many young men believed their duty was now laid clearly before them—to defend their homes, women, country, and Empire. Others were outraged by Germany’s aggression. Many simply saw the war as an opportunity to see the world or to earn a regular wage after years of drought.

Australia already had a partly trained, part-time military force, as all young men were required to undergo military service in the cadet forces and militia. However, these troops were only to be used for the nation’s defence, and, under the terms of the Defence Act, could not be sent overseas. It became necessary, therefore, to raise a new, all-volunteer force—the ‘Australian Imperial Force’, or AIF. Twenty-thousand men were required, 1400 of whom were to come from Western Australia.5

The news spread through the country like a bushfire, and from everywhere men flocked to the colours. So many tried to enlist that the military authorities could afford to take only the ‘best’—defined in the main by the strictest of physical standards. Five feet nine and three-quarter inches tall, bush-hardened and war-experienced, Combo Smith became an early member of the first infantry unit raised in Western Australia for the war, becoming No 232 Private W.R. Smith, B Company, 11th Infantry Battalion, 3rd Brigade, 1st Division, Australian Imperial Force. Combo, or Smithy, would gain a fame of sorts in the AIF.

Twenty-seven-year-old Charles Edward Murray Puckle was farming near Mullewa when he heard of the war. Like many Western Australians of the time, Puckle had grown up interstate, having lived with his family in Balaclava and Toorak, attending Melbourne Grammar School and Hawkesbury Agricultural College. He and a friend, A.C. Russell, had moved west together to work and manage a property, Kockatea Estate. When war broke out, both thought they should enlist, but realised someone had to mind the farm. The two friends tossed a coin for it, and Charlie won. Charlie Puckle journeyed to Geraldton to enlist in the AIF, then to Perth to join the 11th Battalion.

Vic Cargeeg was also a farmer/grazier when he heard the call to arms. As a student at Scotch College, in Claremont, he had been an expert boxer, stroke of the college crew, a prefect, and a member of the cricket team, before leaving school mid-year in 1909 to go shearing. Five years later, aged 24, he was manager of Parkfield Station, in which he had a partnership, near Bunbury, in the state’s south. Like Charlie Puckle, he left his station to fight overseas.

Further afield, in the harsh and barren country of the state’s inland, there was much discussion among construction gangs building the Transcontinental Railway Line, when it was learned that Western Australia was to send a contingent of troops to the war. Frank Goundrey, Roy Retchford, and a number of others decided to enlist—they downed tools and caught the first train west, travelling all night and awaking on Sunday morning, 15 August, in the Kalgoorlie rail yards.6 In Kalgoorlie, the prospective recruits were interviewed by two officers who were to play major roles in the future of the 11th Battalion. Lieutenant-Colonel James Lyon Johnston, sharebroker and secretary, of Boulder, had been born in Aberdeen, Scotland, in 1863, and was destined to become the first Commanding Officer (CO) of the 11th Battalion.7 Captain Ray Leane, from Prospect, South Australia, had moved to Albany, Western Australia in the early 1900s, where he played an enthusiastic part in the Citizen’s Forces and held a commission in the 11th (Perth Rifles) Infantry Regiment. In 1908, he moved to Kalgoorlie in the Western Australian goldfields, became a successful merchant, and continued his part-time soldiering with the Goldfields Infantry Regiment. Leane was a man whose ‘tall square-shouldered frame … and keen, steady, humorous eyes made him the very figure of a soldier.’8 Johnston and Leane based their selection of men on ‘grand physique, good reputation and general knowledge’.

In Kalgoorlie, ‘the larger proportion of enlistments ... were men from the British Isles, and included a very large number who had previous military service in India, Africa, China and other places’.9 The standards set for those first enlistments were extremely high, yet of the 14 men from the rail gangs who presented themselves at the drill hall, only one was rejected. Among the lucky 13 were Edward Gee, a 24-year-old from Oxford, England, and his 23-year-old brother Arthur. Frank Goundrey and the two Gees would serve under the regimental numbers 660, 661, and 662 respectively. Twelve of the 13 from the Transcontinental Railway were:


[image: image]



The recruits were placed under the command of Sergeant ‘Jack’ McCleery and boarded a special train to Perth.11 Sydney-born McCleery, 27, had been a sergeant in the Citizen’s Forces and the shortest man in the Boulder Company; however, when the height restriction for the AIF was established at five feet six inches, Jack, at five feet seven inches, could ‘wave a cheery farewell to Kalgoorlie’.12

McCleery must have had his hands full, as the goldfields gave the boys a ‘right royal send-off’, pushing hampers of food and ‘bottles of the best’ onto the train. The farewell was repeated at every station along the line. It was therefore with some pride that McCleery later recalled that every man who left Kalgoorlie arrived at the railway siding at Bellevue Station the next day. There they were met by Captain Leane, and ‘it says a great deal for this draft’ that they were able to tumble out of the train and march to Black Boy Hill.13 One of them later remarked that they were drunk when they left the station, but sober by the time they arrived in camp.

Black Boy Hill camp, in the foothills of the Darling Ranges outside Perth, was at that time being hastily established to house the hundreds of men enlisting in Western Australia. The Kalgoorlie contingent found they weren’t the first to arrive.

When Tom Louch found it, the war was so young that the camp existed in name only—the stationmaster at Bellevue station hadn’t heard of it and had to phone Military Headquarters in Perth. Louch had been serving his articles as a Law Clerk in Albany, in Western Australia’s south, having recently returned from school in England. The day after war was declared, he was called up for service with the Garrison Artillery, ‘but as soon as recruiting opened’ he enlisted in the AIF. On Sunday, 16 August, he and 25 other recruits left Albany on the night train to Perth. They ‘were given a tumultuous send off by half the town’, but then spent a cold night without blankets on the train. When the men found the apparent site of the camp, they discovered it to be simply virgin bush, but just as they were about to move on, Captain McLennan, the 11th Battalion Quartermaster, arrived with several horse-drawn General Service (G.S.) wagons laden with tents. Louch and his party set about establishing the camp.

C. Longmore, a Warrant Officer (WO) of the Citizen’s Military Forces (CMF) Instructional Staff, took one party of 11th Battalion recruits from Francis Street drill hall to Black Boy Hill.14 His ‘unit’ were all fit, tall men, but otherwise a

mixed bag—clerks, sleepercutters, miners, prospectors, tradesmen—in straw hats, ‘boxers’ and felts, serge suits and dungarees, with shining suitcases and dilapidated swags ... The men fell-in in two ranks, numbered and were pushed and shoved into fours, turned right and ‘quick marched’. Not a very quick march and certainly not inspiring … We arrived at Perth station in bedraggled order and there entrained for Bellevue … At the Hill … a G.S. wagon, horse-drawn, drove along and dropped bell tents and poles at intervals. There was a rough alignment and spacing; then with sixteen men to a tent, the 11th Battalion was under canvas … each man with a groundsheet and two army blankets. The ground was damp and it was a cold night. The evening meal? You’ve guessed it—stew.15

By the time Ferdinand George Medcalf, a 23-year-old surveyor from Cottesloe, arrived, Black Boy Hill was at least looking like a camp, but Medcalf was somewhat taken aback by the confusion and shortage of just about everything. Like most young Australians of the time, he had previously received some military training, having held the rank of sergeant in the Secondary School Cadets and lieutenant at Scotch College. He was soon hailed by an old friend, Cecil Harvey. The two ensured they were assigned to the same tent, then decided to get out of camp as soon as possible, by transferring to the first unit to leave for ‘the Front.’ The following morning, they found themselves in a new home—B Company, 11th Battalion.

Nineteen-year-old Bernhardt (Bernie) Walther, a clerk in the Colonial Secretary’s Office, had served in the machine gun section of the 88th Infantry, which enlisted in the AIF en masse. Walther lived in St Georges Terrace, Perth, and his blue eyes, fair hair, and complexion reflected his German blood.16 Fred Albrecht, a 21-year-old school teacher of Charles Street, Perth, also had German ancestry on his father’s side. Albrecht was assigned to the same section as Medcalf and Harvey; Walther was originally sent to D Company, but soon made his way to his rightful place in the army—the machine gun section of the 11th Battalion.

From all over the state, men continued to arrive at Black Boy Hill— individually, in groups, and in formed bodies. Initially, there was a good deal of ‘shuffling about’ as men were drafted to the 8th Battery of the artillery or to two companies of the 12th Battalion that were being raised in Western Australia. Tom Louch, having previously served with the Garrison Artillery, ‘went over to see Major Bessell-Browne commanding the 8th Battery’. When the major discovered that Louch had no experience handling horses, ‘he summarily rejected me saying that the war would not last long enough for them to teach me to ride’!17 Thus did Tom Louch come to serve with the 11th Battalion.

The 11th Infantry Battalion officially came into being on 17 August 1914.18 By the time the dust of the early days of recruiting had settled, the 1000-odd disparate individuals had been organised into the standard battalion structure of the British Army. At that time, an infantry battalion at full strength numbered just over 1000 men, four battalions and ancillary units (such as field ambulance and engineers) made up a brigade, and three brigades and ancillary units comprised a division. The 11th Battalion belonged to the 3rd Brigade of the 1st Australian Division. The 1st Brigade was being raised in NSW, the 2nd in Victoria, and the 3rd from the less populated or ‘outer’ states—Queensland (9th Battalion), South Australia (10th Battalion), Western Australia (11th Battalion), and a combination of Tasmania, South Australia, and Western Australia for the 12th Battalion.19

The majority of a battalion’s strength belonged to its eight rifle companies. These companies, designated A to H, were commanded by a major or captain (or sometimes even a lieutenant), and consisted at full strength of about 120 officers and men. They could be divided into half companies, each of which was then further divided into two sections, consisting of a sergeant, corporal, lance corporal, and 24 privates. 20

In the 11th Battalion, the companies were formed largely on geographical grounds, A and B Companies consisting mainly of men from the Perth region, C and D from the Fremantle, Subiaco and Leederville areas, E and F from the south-west and goldfields, and G and H from the Murchison, south-west and other country areas. The officers at the time were:

• A Company: Captain J. Millar, Lieutenant W.H. Rockliff, Lieutenant A.H. MacFarlane

• B Company: Major E.A. Drake Brockman,21 Lieutenant A.R. Selby, Lieutenant J.H. Morgan

• C Company: Captain C.A. Barnes, Lieutenant S.H. Jackson, Lieutenant F.P.D. Strickland

• D Company: Captain R.W. Everett, Lieutenant A.H. Darnell, Lieutenant W.R. Annear, Lieutenant J. Newman

• E Company: Major J.S. Denton, Lieutenant D.H. MacDonald, Lieutenant A.P.H. Corley

• F Company: Captain R.L. Leane, Lieutenant M.L. Reid, Lieutenant C.A. La Nauze

• G Company: Captain A.E.J. Croly, Lieutenant J. Williams, Lieutenant A.H.T. Mountain

• H Company: Lieutenant R.R. Reilly, Lieutenant C.F. Buttle, Lieutenant H.W.B. Harper

The Headquarters (HQ) Company included four specialist sections: signals, transport, medical, and machine gun (consisting of two .303 calibre Maxim machine guns, one officer and 17 other ranks). The 11th Battalion HQ Company consisted of:


	Lieutenant-Colonel J.L. Johnston
	Commanding Officer

	Major S.R.H. Roberts
	Second-in-Command

	Lieutenant J.H. Peck
	Adjutant

	Captain E.T. Brennan
	Medical Officer

	Lieutenant K. McLennan
	Quartermaster

	Second Lieutenant H. James
	Signalling Officer

	Sergeant E. Parsonage
	Signalling Sergeant

	Lieutenant J. Peat
	MG Officer

	Sergeant W.R. Hallahan
	MG Sergeant

	Corporal F.V. Murphy
	MG Corporal

	Second Lieutenant A.H. Priestley
	Transport Officer

	Sergeant A. Burgess
	Transport Sergeant

	Corporal H. Berry
	Transport Corporal

	Staff Sergeant G. Graves
	RSM

	Sergeant M.A. McGuire
	RQMS

	Sergeant M.D. Black
	Orderly room Sergeant

	Sergeant H.T. Shaw
	Sergeant Cook

	Sergeant H.H. Walker
	Pioneer Sergeant

	Sergeant G.F. Boyle
	Armourer Sergeant

	F. Chapman and J.W Pittendrigh
	Armourer Corporals



Western Australia was a young and rapidly growing state, and the recruits of the period soon became known for their resourcefulness, physique, and spirit. Not only were the physical standards for enlistment much higher than later in the war, the first recruits ‘represented all the eager and adventurous spirits from every part of the state’.22 Later in the war, when the physical standards were not nearly so high as those required for the first contingent, an American officer, referring to the 11th Battalion, commented ‘Say! I reckon your boys are like our Western men, all husky guys’.23 The men possessed other characteristics of a young, undeveloped county— ‘resource, initiative and a power for manual labour unsurpassed in the division.’24 The first contingent were ‘the fittest, strongest and most ardent in the land’.25

Moulding the hundreds of men of diverse backgrounds into a functioning battalion required experienced officers and non-commissioned officers (NCOs). The battalion officers had all held commissions prior to the war, and anyone with previous military experience had a good chance of taking his rank with him to the AIF. Others enlisted as privates, but were rapidly restored to their previous rank to satisfy the need for experienced NCOs. A sprinkling of old soldiers in the ranks also helped the less experienced adapt to their new life. One of the more remarkable Boer War veterans was the first man in Bunbury to enlist—40-year-old Hugh Thomas Shaw. Tom Shaw had come to Western Australia from Victoria in 1897, and on his first day in the town of Bunbury, curiously followed a troop of red-coated soldiers to their drill hall, where he was strongly encouraged to enlist. Two hours later, at the railway station with the Bunbury Rifle Volunteers, it began to dawn on Trooper Shaw why there had been such a desire to sign him up—the Governor, Sir Gerrard Smith, was arriving and a guard of honour was needed. While presenting arms, Shaw ‘was horrified to hear the Governor ask him “How long have you been in the Volunteers?”.

“Not very long Sir,”’ was all he could think to reply.

In October 1899, Tom Shaw had been the first Bunbury man to enlist in the 1st West Australian Mounted Infantry (WAMI), a force being raised to serve in the South African (Boer) War. At the end of his service, he re-enlisted, this time in the 5th Western Australian Mounted Infantry , and later served as the Sergeant in Charge of General Kitchener’s scouts and orderlies. In 1914, the old soldier found himself in the 11th Battalion, as sergeant cook and with the regimental Number ‘4’. However, due to an administrative mistake, he was paid as colour sergeant—this would later cause problems for the old soldier. Four of his brothers also served in the Boer War, and three of them in the First World War.

In Medcalf’s section, James Francis Kite and Joshua James Joyce were both a good 20 years older than the rest of the section. Kite had fought in the Philippine Islands and Zulu Wars, and Joyce with the Tasmanian forces in the South African War.26 In 1914, Joyce was living in Pinjarra, and in camp proved a great asset to his section, making cupboards and a rifle rack for their tent.

George Medcalf’s sergeant was ‘a particularly fine type of the thorough bred Australian’, 24-year-old Les Parry. Harold Lesley Parry, a railway accountant from Guildford, was the son of an engineer, freemason, and JP, and grandson of Bishop Henry Hutton Parry, who had come to Australia in the late 1870s. Les had served as a sergeant with the militia in the 11th Australian Infantry Regiment and enlisted in the 11th Battalion as a private, but was rapidly promoted to his former rank. Medcalf’s immediate squad commander was Corporal Charles Hogarth Prockter, 22, ‘whose sense of duty in all things was intense’. Out of deference to these NCOs, Harvey and Medcalf set about becoming as efficient at soldiering as they could manage.

The men lived under canvas at Black Boy Hill—14 to 16 to a tent. The occupants of a tent ate, slept and, as members of the same section, served together—a man’s tent mates therefore became a very large part of his life. Other members of Medcalf’s section were:

• Alvie Clifton, ‘tall, strong, suave, unperturbed, and selfless to a fault’

• ‘Dick’ Pleydell, actually Arthur Deacon Pleydell, a man who saw the sporting side of any situation, was ‘dry as a summer well’ and ‘true as steel’

• Fred Albrecht, ‘as much at home in a Cairo bazaar’ as a ‘shell-swept battlefield or a golfcourse’.

All members of the tent were single except one—or at least, to the best of each other’s knowledge. It appears one of the older men had not only claimed he was younger than he was in order to enlist, but had stated he was single when he was in fact married. Twenty-year-old Edward Donald Lindsey was the only one who confessed to being married; he became the one the section turned to for the latest information in the camp.

Vic Cargeeg and Tom Louch found themselves in the same section. Vic’s ‘father was a wealthy merchant in Perth’—perhaps it was the same sense of adventure that had led Cargeeg to leave school in the city to go shearing that had now led him to the AIF. Like most sections, Louch’s were ‘a mixed lot; but we got on well together’. Among them was 19-year-old ‘Joe’ Barton, the baby of the section, the stereotypical boy from the bush who ‘might have walked straight out of one of Steele Rudd’s stories’. Harold Eric Gett Barton had been born and brought up in Victoria by a relative to whom he referred as ‘M’uncle’ before selecting land in Western Australia. At Black Boy Hill, he lost most of his money at two-up, and his section ‘kept a fatherly eye on him to see that he did not get himself into trouble; but he did his work satisfactorily, and turned out to be no problem child. Life had not been very kind to him …’

Tom Rose (25) and Ray Clarke (25) were farmers. ‘“Old Tom” as he was known even then, and Ray were expert marksmen … Dick Clarke (21) was a younger brother of Ray … He’ and Louch ‘were about the same age, and were good pals. “Bull”, W.C. Rose (21)—so called on account of his build—was a dairy farmer from Capel. He was not a near relative of Old Tom.’27

Louch supposed that most ‘of us had enlisted from a sense of duty; but we also hoped to get some excitement, and possibly fun, out of it too’.28 In the early days at Black Boy Hill, Louch’s main mates were the Clarke brothers and Vic Cargeeg.

Hedley Vicars Howe, a 22-year-old fisherman, pearler, and well sinker from Broome, was assigned to the same section as Combo Smith. Smith’s ‘quick wit, long and varied experience on the outskirts of civilisation, keen faculty for observation, a retentive memory and an inventive turn of mind’ all combined to make him ‘a first-class raconteur’.29 There were many hard cases among the recruits, and bushmen, miners, timber-workers, and lumpers shared tents, food, and training with office workers, educated men, and merchants. Even among this crowd, however, Combo rapidly developed a reputation as one of the characters of the camp. About a week after his arrival at Blackboy Hill, Smith and others were erecting tents to accommodate newcomers.

Smithy had a few words with the CSM, in the course of which he characterised as goannas all NCOs, orderly room clerks, batmen and other suspected trucklers to authority—treating the CSM and the listening company to a highly informative and much appreciated address upon the points of similarity between the said humans and the reptiles, and summing up in favour of the latter as being at least edible in case of necessity.

When one of the majors gave Smith instructions on horse-handling, the indignant bushman, drover, and mounted infantryman was heard by all in the vicinity to inform the major that, ‘I was breakin’ ’orses while you was suckin’ bottles’. To Smith, continual public dressing-downs were

merely an opportunity for turning the laugh of the battalion against senior officers. His genius for repartee, the amazing fund of information he acquired regarding the private affairs and peculiarities of every officer with whom he came into contact, and his readiness to use both, made all reluctant to cross swords with him.30

The work of welding the recruits into a battalion began. ‘The preliminary training, forming fours, route marches, musketry etc was carried out with the usual amount of grumbling, but the spirit was willing’, especially as the troops were in a hurry to get to the war.31 Many of the men ‘had been their own masters from a very early age and had been accustomed to work out their own destinies, often against heavy odds, and that they rightly held themselves the equal of any man … the wonder … is that they submitted’ to the routine and army-imposed discipline at all.32 Pride or self-respect prevented many men tolerating officious, sarcastic, or insulting NCOs, who were liable to receive a bloody nose, after which the recruit would simply collect his swag and leave the camp.33

At one stage early in the life of the battalion, two men from the goldfields tried to heat a bucket of water on a nearby cook’s fire. Unfortunately, the fireplace collapsed, the water extinguished the fire, and four irate company cooks demanded to know who had given the two men permission to use their fire. ‘The two goldfielders were not used to being talked to in that fashion and were preparing to sail into the four cooks’ when the battalion adjutant, Lieutenant J.H. Peck, a member of the permanent staff and by all accounts a good and fair officer, arrived. He persuaded the men to work together as members of the same battalion, and all six rebuilt the fire.

Before Colonel Johnston arrived to take command on 24 August, the first battalion parade was held at Helena Vale Racecourse, before a permanent officer, Major A.H. Bridges. At this stage, only rifles, boots, and puttees had been issued, and most of the troops were still dressed in their civilian garb, wearing everything from dungarees and flannels to collars and white shirts. The ‘whole battalion’, however, ‘was imbued with the one idea and that was the intended movement was to be a complete success’.

So when the command ‘Battalion! Form Quarter-Column!’ was given each man was straining at the leash … every individual made it a point that both he himself and his neighbours were in their right places. Pandemonium ensued—the boys were pushing each other into position with rifle or elbow, and the row was appalling. When some sort of order was restored, it was noticed that Major Bridges was a very peeved man, and he did not hesitate to tell the battalion exactly what he thought about the whole turnout.34

The troops drilled, trained, route-marched, and adapted to military life and to each other. Little by little, uniforms arrived, and the men and boys began to look like soldiers. Leave was allowed and most took it by travelling by train to Perth to visit friends and relatives. On Sunday afternoon, visitors were allowed into camp, and many photos of the men and camp were taken on these Sunday afternoon picnics. Many men also proudly had their photographs taken in studios in Perth, simultaneously capturing the biggest event of their lives and leaving their families with an image by which to remember them in the months and years to come.

A few weeks after the camp had opened, ‘another “mob” of civvies’ marched in, to be greeted with the inevitable cry of ‘You’ll be sorry!’ The 11th had erected tents for the new ‘mob’, who became the new Western Australian battalion, the 16th.35

Finally, there came a time when all the men had been issued their clothing and equipment, which included tunic, breeches, flannel under-shirt, shirt, underpants, cardigan, jersey, socks, boots, laces, hat, chin-strap, puttees, braces, dungarees, white hat, cap comforter (Balaclava), set of bronze badges, housewife, brush, comb, hold-all, razor, shaving brush, towel, knife, fork, spoon, mess-tin, water bottle, black kit-bag, calibre .303 Short Magazine Lee Enfield rifle, bayonet, Pattern ’08 web equipment and entrenching tool.

Most of the training at Black Boy Hill was recruit training—close order drill, rifle exercises, and musketry. Apart from the specialists, such as the machine gun section, the only weapons were rifles and bayonets, so ‘compared with the task of the modern soldier, there was little to learn’, battle training being limited to fire and movement performed to stop watch and whistle-blast. 36

Our leaders took the view that it was impossible for us to embark on a troopship in an orderly manner … So every now and then we paraded in full marching order, carrying our kit bags, and proceeded to the Helena Vale racecourse where we went through the pantomime of embarking on the grand-stand. And then there was Black Monday … The CO said that some men had had too much beer at the weekend, and the remedy … was to march it off. So, without any lunch, we set off and marched non-stop … to the top of Red Hill … When night fell it was announced that the field kitchens could not get up the hill, so there would be no tea. It drizzled during the night, and next morning, cold, wet and hungry, we marched back to camp. After that lesson we always carried chocolate and biscuits in our haversacks.37

David Crisp, a 26-year-old from Kanowna in the Western Australian goldfields, wrote to his sister on 6 October of sleeping rough in the bush with no blankets and only their greatcoats to keep them warm: ‘… it was pretty cold and I got a bonzer cold through it’. However, as he and his comrades had acquired a tin of honey and six dozen eggs, they figured they had done pretty well at ‘active soldiering … The next letter you get from me will be from far away as we are going any time now’. David gave his sister his expected AIF address in England.38

Privates Reginald Algy Batchelor and George Weightman were also becoming more experienced at ‘active soldiering’. Company Sergeant-Major Joe Mahon one day noticed them filling one of their water bottles with whisky. ‘Being an “old soldier” Joe never let on,’ but the two privates exchanged water bottles. When the battalion stopped for a break some dusty miles up the road, ‘along came Joe with his tongue hanging out a mile. He took out Weightman’s water bottle and had a good hearty swig—and then you should have seen his face … Joe never said a word—just gave Weightman back his water bottle and glared at us all. If looks could kill, we would have died on the spot.’39

The 11th Battalion establishment had been reported complete in late September, any recruits arriving after that time being drafted into the battalion’s first reinforcement company. One such was Davie Howieson, a Scottish-born blacksmith who had migrated to Australia two years earlier. He arrived in camp from Mornington Mills in the state’s south-west, bringing his bagpipes with him. The first reinforcements completed their training in Melbourne, rejoining the battalion later.

The troops were by now getting impatient—they figured they had trained enough, and were worried the war would be over before they got there. They were told the delay was due to dangers presented to the convoy by the German cruisers Scharnhorst, Gneisenau, and light cruiser Emden.40 A feeling of staleness began to pervade the camp. The air was still full of rumours about embarkation, and, although no embarkation leave had been granted, Combo somehow ‘managed a couple of days, from which he returned looking as if he had borne the brunt of all the fighting on the Western Front’.41 When, at a church parade towards the end of October, the colonel hinted that this would probably be the men’s last Sunday in the country, they presumed embarkation would begin that night, and when the usual weekend throng invaded the camp that Sunday afternoon, many believed this to be their last goodbye.

‘Wives, mothers, sweethearts, sisters, fathers, brothers and the fond recipients of all their favours, the soldiers, were to be seen … around tents, under shady trees, and in all sorts of vehicles on the road, giving and receiving final instructions and enjoying a long last talk.’ With the bugles sounding the half-and quarter-hour warnings, ‘all the love of a lifetime’ was crammed into last minutes as mothers, fathers, families, sweethearts, and soldiers made their last farewells.42 As the ‘clear notes of the Last Post’ echoed among the hills and gumtrees of Black Boy Hill Camp on 30 October, the troops settled in for their usual night in camp, ‘very disgruntled’ at still being in Western Australia.43

Early in the morning of 31 October, the long-awaited embarkation orders finally arrived. The 11th Battalion, the Western Australian components of the 12th Battalion, the 8th Battery, and the Army Medical Corps (AMC) were to embark for overseas that day.

Among the troops, there was ‘much excitement and great rejoicing’.44 Tents ‘swayed and came down with a run … inside a quarter of an hour where 250 bell-tents and marquees had stood, the ground was practically bare.’45 Little fires sprung up everywhere as rubbish was burnt. The troops fell in by messes, final instructions were given, there was a battalion inspection, the roll was called, and, finally, the heavily laden troops marched exultantly the half mile—most were glad it wasn’t further, as they were loaded like Christmas trees—to the railway siding.46 They boarded the trains and, at about 10 a.m., set off for Fremantle.

‘It was a journey replete with excitement and sorrow. As one ran past old familiar scenes, perchance for the last time … the throat became dry and the voice harsh … This was the act of severance with the old Australian life … farewell to home was a dreadful yet cherished experience.’47 The exact time of the battalion’s departure had been kept secret, but the sight of the train full of singing soldiers, waving and shouting their goodbyes to Australia, left none in any doubt as to what moves were afoot. ‘From every house or street passed, from every workshop or factory, people waved their farewells and gave an encouraging shout to the delighted troops.’48 At Claremont Showgrounds, the Light Horse recruits cheered them; from railway yards, engine whistles blasted; and from stations, people waved.

It was only as the trains drew near to Fremantle that the men forgot their laughter and by-play in their desire to catch a glimpse of the boats which were to be their homes for many a long day. The first sign of the big ocean liners with the warships in port was the signal for vociferous cheers, which were taken up by the crowds along the lines at Fremantle and renewed as the train drew slowly in alongside the goods sheds and came to a standstill.49

By noon on 31 October, A and B Companies of the 11th had boarded the transport A7, Medic, and the remainder the A11, Ascanius. Aboard the Medic were also the 8th Battery of the Australian Field Artillery, the Western Australian contingents of the 12th Battalion and 3rd Field Ambulance, which included a stretcher bearer named John Simpson Kirkpatrick, and several hundred horses. The South Australian 10th Battalion were already aboard the Ascanius. Lance Corporal George Mitchell, rather a hard case himself, was with them and watched the Western Australians come aboard. ‘They are a fine hefty body of men, and very decent chaps—though fairly tough.’50

On boarding, the troops were taken to the messes that were to be their crowded home for the coming voyage. Combo Smith boarded the Medic,

to meet immediate disaster … sea kit bags—and nothing else—were to be stowed in the overhead luggage racks, but beside Smithy’s kitbag reposed a sizeable bundle wrapped in towels. The company paraded around the mess tables while the troop-deck sergeant carried out an inspection to see that orders had been complied with. Espying the unauthorised bundle of towelling in the rack, he gave it a violent jerk. A muffled crash followed, and the fragrant odour of Marie Brizard rum spread over the troop-deck. The idle chatter around the mess tables was drowned in a loud and vehement denunciation of the carelessness and incapacity of NCOs, and a brief review of their ancestry. The bevy of female admirers who had come to the wharf to see Smithy off looked for him in vain, for within an hour of embarkation he had achieved the distinction of being first occupant of the ship’s clink!51

Those not in custody immediately rushed on deck, where they climbed rigging and crammed every vantage point to search the crowd for familiar faces.

As did many other men, Private Bernie Walther began a detailed diary on the day he left Black Boy Hill and boarded the Ascanius for his service overseas. Aboard the ship were ‘2004 men, four nurses, three kangaroos, one cockatoo, and a dry canteen … was certified to carry 290 1st class passengers only, so it can be seen we did not have too much freedom.’52 Conditions aboard Ascanius, however, were relatively luxurious compared to the Medic, where overcrowding was even more of a problem.

Late in the afternoon, amid great excitement—this was the first time many of the troops had been aboard a ship, or had travelled overseas—the two great ships pulled away from the docks. The departure was supposed to be secret, but word had spread and a small crowd of eager families and friends had managed to assemble. Those aboard scanned the crowd for a final glimpse of loved ones as the ships pulled away from the wharf and left the port for the open sea. As the cheering gradually faded, the troops began to drift away from the ships’ rails, until but a few remained gazing at Fremantle and Western Australia.

Then came the anticlimax. After the excitement of the departure, the Medic and Ascanius dropped anchor in Gage Roads, two to three miles from shore, where they remained all that day and the next. Boats and launches ventured out to cheer and wave to the boys, and to attempt to throw them parcels and messages, most of which were lost to the Indian Ocean.

But at 4.30 a.m. on 2 November, the troops felt the transports’ engines begin to throb and heard the clank of anchor chains. The ships began to move. Eyes ‘turned back to the gleaming lights of Fremantle and dear shores, which hundreds of these young lads were fated never to see again.’53

Some 3rd Brigade officers were issued with official AIF textbooks on the German, French, and Austro-Hungarian Armies, notes of French and Belgian geography, and a vocabulary of English, French, and German military terms.54 But aboard the Ascanius, 21-year-old railway servant George Fred Sutton Combs, of Northam, wrote that officers and men had ‘no more idea of where we were bound … than we had of flying … Some said England for a cert, others Flanders, Marseilles, West Africa and goodness knows where’.55

With their homeland fading into the horizon behind them, the sea tranquil and the weather glorious, the men and boys settled in for a long voyage, to adventure, a war, and destinations unknown.


2

The Great Convoy


The next day, while performing physical jerks on deck, the troops noticed a smudge of smoke on the horizon. In moments, they were all crowding the rails and gazing southwards.

James Murray Aitken, a 23-year-old accountant from Kalgoorlie and member of F Company, 11th Battalion, was soon writing ‘Mother, I have just seen one of the most glorious sights I’ve ever seen in my life’.1 The first tiny wisp of smoke grew and multiplied, each became a ship, and the troops’ ‘eyes goggled’.2 The fleet soon stretched across the horizon, battleships steaming around front and flanks ‘like sheepdogs rounding up their sheep’, and the two transports from Fremantle steamed into the heart of the greatest convoy ever seen in southern waters—‘[it] was magnificent’.3 The troopships numbered 38 and carried approximately 35,000 men—the first contingent of Australian and New Zealand troops to depart for the war. The Western Australians were awed to realise they were part of such a force, and thought they would never again see such a magnificent sight. Aitken wrote: ‘Isn’t it a grand performance for Australia, Mother?’4

Aitken, Jim to his mates and Murray to his mother, was the grandson of a corporal who had served with the British Army and guarded the exiled Napoleon Bonaparte on the island of St Helena. Jim had been born in Victoria, moved west with his family, and attended school in Kalgoorlie. When he wrote this, his first letter to his mother after departing Fremantle, he was beginning a correspondence that would unwittingly make him one of the great chroniclers of the AIF in what would one day be known as the Great War.

The war moved a step closer to the troops in the convoy, when, ‘After breakfast on 9 November Sydney took off followed by Ibuki’.5 As Ibuki passed Medic and Ascanius, her crew could be seen clearing her decks for action, padding upper structures with mattresses and unfurling her battle flag—the rising sun. A radio message, ‘Strange warship approaching’, had been received from the Cocos Islands wireless station, only 60 miles distant. The enemy ship proved to be the German raider Emden, which had already destroyed a good deal of Allied shipping. HMAS Melbourne and Ibuki took up station to shield the transports, while HMAS Sydney dashed westwards to intercept.

The supervisor of the Cocos Islands cable station was one George La Nauze. George’s brother, Captain Charles La Nauze, was at that moment aboard the Ascanius with F Company of the 11th Battalion. Charles had been born in Mauritius, came to Australia at 16, and when war broke out was a bank officer and accountant at the Boulder branch of the West Australia Bank and a lieutenant in the 84th (Goldfields) Infantry Regiment.6

The troops aboard the convoy eagerly awaited news from Sydney. At 11.44 a.m., Bernie Walther, loitering intently near the wireless room, ‘had the honour of being the first man (except operator and captain) to read the message’, ‘Emden beached and done for’.7 Probably the first Australian aboard to hear the news was Signaller Jack Faulkiner of the 11th Battalion signal section, who had been assigned duty on the bridge maintaining communications with the convoy’s flagship, Orvieto. When the rest of the men heard the news, ‘There was absolute pandemonium’.8

Aboard Ascanius, Colonel Johnston called the officers to the dining room and ordered champagne to toast the Navy and the commander of the Sydney, while a silent toast was made to any aboard the Sydney who may have lost their lives. The 11th Battalion prisoners in the guardroom were released and the officers shouted the 2000 other ranks aboard ‘beer and soft stuff’.9 It was an historic day—not only had the Emden been sunk, but it was an Australian vessel that had ‘left her on the reefs ... a mass of tangled steel’.10 And as Medcalf put it, he and his comrades felt as though they ‘had personally fired the winning shot’.11 The troops were soon reminded of the darker side of war, however, as they ‘were not allowed to give the Sydney [a cheer] when she rejoined us on account of the German wounded’, who filled her every available space.12

The threat presented by the Emden had been very real. During the night before the engagement, she had passed within 52 miles of the convoy; had her Captain seen it, he would have attempted to torpedo the nearest escort and use the confusion to get in among the transports and sink as
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