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INTRODUCTION 

 

The more I learn about the men and women of the First AIF, the more I admire them. 

They went to war seeking adventure and faced horrors unimaginable. 

Their innocence was quickly ground into the mud and our country lost over sixty one thousand people who may have, had the war never happened, contributed greatly to the development of our fledgling Nation. 

Of course, had there not been a World War I, there probably would not have been a World War II, but tensions in Europe at the beginning of the 20th Century were high and war was inevitable. 

The desire to build a great empire was strong in the minds of Germany’s Prussian leaders and they drew their allies into a conflict that promised a new world and European domination. Germany was essentially trying to become the World’s first Superpower. 

Australia’s ties to Great Britain were very strong then, to the point where most people in Australia considered themselves British. In 1914 a cascade of events transpired in Europe which led to the conflict and drew in the British who, under an alliance with Belgium, declared war on Germany when they invaded Belgium as part of their plan to sweep through and take Paris. When the British declared war on August 4th, 1914, the fate of tens of thousands of Australians was sealed. 

Germany’s plan was designed to achieve swift victory against France and Russia, and they won the minds of the Young Turks who ultimately sided with the Germans believing they would be the victors.  In real terms the Turks or Ottoman Empire gambled on who they thought would win the war before deciding which way to go and they got it wrong. Had the Turks decided to fight with the Allies, things might have been very different indeed. 

Ultimately the quick victory Germany that the Axis powers expected did not happen and the Great War ground to a halt in the muddy wastelands of France and Belgium, on the Russian Front and in the sands of the Middle East and of course on the Gallipoli Peninsula. While there were many skirmishes on land, in the air and at sea in almost every corner of the World, the main point of conflict was Europe. The war would see millions die over a span of four years, three months and fourteen days; not forgetting the many thousands that died of wounds, effects of gas and illness in the many years that followed the Armistice in 1918. 
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Chapter 1 

A Raw Recruit 

 

New Year’s Day 1917, I scribbled down the last few words of a letter. My hand was shaking as I wrote, it had to be just right. 

The bearer my son Stanley Dunkley being in his 18 th year has my permission to enlist for active service. I then scrawled out the signature, Ernest Dunkley. 

I’d been practicing for a few weeks to get it down pat. I folded the letter, put it in an envelope and stuffed it in my bag before seeking out my father. I knew he’d be angry and that he’d try and stop me, but I was prepared for that. 

Dad was in his armchair, dozing after the nights’ celebrations. I don’t know how much he’d had to drink, the same as any other day probably. His half tucked in; crumpled shirt was stained with the remains of last nights’ dinner and beer swill. He looked like he’d been there all night. I took a deep breath and then said,  

“I’m joining up Dad.”  

It blurted out in a much harsher tone than I’d planned. Dad jumped as my words broke through his slumber and I watched as the message sank in. His jaw clenched and his face reddened as a scowl exaggerated an already deeply furrowed brow. He lurched to his feet and looked at me through bloodshot eyes, 

“The Hell you are! I won’t allow it. You’re just a boy and boys don’t fight in wars,” he slurred. 

Dad stared at me expecting the usual back pedal. I’d been listening to his bluster and feeling his belt for ten years now and always feared reprisal, but I’d finally had enough,  

“You won’t stop me; I’ve made up my mind.”  

I fully expected him to raise his hand. That wouldn’t have been unusual. He stepped forward and shoved his face uncomfortably close to mine, his greying hair mopping beads of sweat from his forehead, 

“I’ll bloody well stop you if I so desire. You can’t talk to me like that!” he bellowed as I caught a rancid puff of his breath.  

We glared at each other, and I immediately felt a welling of nerves in my stomach and blood pumping through my arms and legs, 

“I don’t want to fight you Dad, I’m going and there’s nothing you can do about it!”  

I felt terribly uncomfortable. I’d never stood my ground like this before, and he seemed utterly surprised by my defiance. 

Just then my younger brother and sister burst into the room and Dad was quick to use them against me,  

“What about Ruth and Eric, they need you here. You know I can’t look after them.” 

I immediately felt terribly guilty about leaving, 

“Please don’t do that dad, you’ll just upset them. I’m not going to change my mind.” 

There was quite a pause as he pondered a new tactic,  

“The army doesn’t have time to play babysitter; did you think about that? Men are dying over there; you don’t stand a chance.”  

There was a wry smile on his face now and I was about to say something smug when I noticed my siblings were weeping.  It was a heart wrenching situation. I had to get out of this place and live my own life but leaving Ruth and Eric behind ate at my insides. I looked at Dad again and was about to speak but he cut me off,  

“Your older brothers are already over there; surely this family has given enough to the war.” 

“That’s beside the point Dad; no-one’s keeping score. Can’t you just accept that the decision is made, I’m going right now?” 

With that I knelt and gave my brother and sister a big hug, 

“Don’t worry you two. I’ll be home soon enough, with Harold and Allan.”  

I’m afraid I didn’t sound very reassuring. I tried to stand but they wouldn’t let me go, 

“Please don’t leave Stan,” pleaded Ruth. 

“It’s alright,” I said as I broke away from their embrace.  

I looked at Dad again and thought I saw a tear glisten in his eye, but he wiped it away very quickly and his demeanor had softened a little, 

“Don’t be foolish son, there’s no need for you to go. You’ll get yourself killed,” he said calmly this time. 

“I’m sorry Dad, but I have to do this,” I paused before I said what I really thought. 

“Why Stan, what possible reason could you have?” 

“Duty? Empire?” I was really spouting a lot of nonsense now, “It doesn’t matter does it?”  

The truth would have hurt him too much. I thought he was a terrible father, but I wasn’t going to tell him that he was the very reason for my decision. It would have finished him off; I was certain of that. 

”That’s all good and well Stan, but there are plenty of men over there already, they don’t need to watch over a sixteen year old boy!”  

“We’ll soon see, won’t we?” I said as I made for the door.  

Ernest grabbed my arm, 

“Think about your mother, she would have been heartbroken,” he said in desperation. 

I looked at him square in the eye,  

“I know,” and with that the let go of me.  

I looked at Ruth and Eric, 

“Be brave and look after each other,” I told them.  

They were crying uncontrollably now. I stood and offered a hand to my father. He looked at it but then turned away so I walked to the door, strode through and gave it a good hard slam when I stepped outside. As I made for the gate, I could feel his eyes burning at the back of my neck. I turned into Smith Street and caught a glimpse of my father out of the corner of my eye. He was peering through the front window, but I fought off the desire to look at him. He started yelling through the glass and I caught a few words,  “You’ll be back...........home....tonight.”  

 I didn’t catch exactly what he said but the message sank in, and I did wonder if the army might just turn me away at the gate.  

I walked briskly up the street, still feeling his eyes upon me until I turned the corner and was quickly out of sight. I let out a sigh of relief and then began to cry. I thought I’d have felt relieved to be rid of that terrible part of my life but instead there was a deep sadness. 

As I walked, doubts buzzed around in my head. I wept for a while longer but wiped away the last of my tears as I approached Harry Robson’s house. He was my best mate, and we’d agreed to join up together. We’d known each other since starting school and he was waiting on the front step as I approached. When I got a bit closer it was clear that something was wrong,  

“What’s up Harry? Where’s your bag?” 

“Sorry Stan but I can’t go with you. Mum and Dad came down hard on me when I told them.”  

“What? Didn’t you stand up to them? Didn’t you tell them I was going too?” I demanded but he didn’t answer me except to say he was sorry.  

I stood there, stunned for a moment. Where did this leave me? It wasn’t part of the plan. I never even considered that he’d back out,  

“Well, this is a right old mess then, isn’t it?” I suggested. 

“I suppose it is,” he said and there was a brief pause, “What’ll you do now Stan? Go home?” 

The thought was already at the front of my mind, but I’d finally had the courage to stand up to my father and going back was not an option. If I’d inherited one thing from him it was pride but going on alone didn’t appeal either. Then something snapped in my mind. My thoughts became very clear, and I knew what to do,  

“Well, I think I’ll just go on without you Harry.” 

“What?” Harry was visibly shocked, “No, you can’t go now. Wait until Mum and Dad come around. I’m sure I can make them change their minds in a day or two.” 

“Maybe, but I don’t want to go home. It was hard enough getting out of there just now; I can’t go back. I’ll look like a fool, and he’ll never let me out again. Sorry Harry I’ve got to go.” 

He looked at me and then smiled,  

“I understand.”   

Harry was a regular visitor to our place, so I didn’t need to explain anything about my father,  

“I’ll see you over there then?” Harry asked. 

“I’ll be counting on it old chum,” I said and we shook hands, “Bye Harry.” 

“Goodbye Stan. Keep your head down, or whatever it is you have to do,” he said with a laugh. 

“I will. Make sure you write me. Tell me what’s happening back home. And drop in on Dad if you can, make sure Ruth and Eric are OK,” I called as I got into stride. 

“Will do Stan....goodbye,” and he waved as I disappeared up the street.  

My plans were in tatters, but I was carrying on. 

It was a long walk to Sydney Showground, and I didn’t know what to expect now. Two of us wouldn’t have attracted too much attention but a sixteen year old boy on his own might just invite some unwelcome enquiries. I was more worried than ever, but I’d read about a boy who got in aged 14. I was hoping the letter I wrote would be enough to convince them that I was a genuine recruit. As I walked my mind started swinging from one thought to another. I remembered my mother, Elizabeth. She died giving birth. The baby girl died also. Dad called her Elizabeth too. He took the loss very heavily. I was only 7 at the time and have only scattered memories of that terrible day but I know my older brothers were devastated. Dad took to drinking and our little corner store business suffered. We all tried chipping in to help but there wasn’t much we could do with Dad in such a bad way. Somehow though the business survived but we always seemed to lack money. Dad took his frustrations out on Harold and Allan and then turned on me as I grew into my adolescent years. When he finally met someone new we all hoped it would be for the better but were wrong.  She had her own son, also named Harold and she didn’t want anything to do with us. Dad was smitten and we were a burden, so things just got worse. I hated leaving Ruth and Eric in that messed up place, but I couldn’t stay a moment longer. 

My brother, Allan was a good writer and sent us plenty of letters. I read as many as I could and was amazed by some of the stories he had to tell. My other brother Harold wrote occasionally but he wasn’t much for letters. Most of the mail was heavily censored so they didn’t go into a lot of detail when it came to military activities, but I was certainly swept along with patriotism. The truth is the war gave me the perfect excuse to get out, and I grabbed it with both hands. Once I’d settled on my decision I tried to keep up with the news of the war through the papers. They were always available at Sydney City Council where I’d worked as an Audit Clerk for the last two years after leaving school at 14. I’d given up the job to join the army and hoped to return there after the war.  

Just then I spotted a figure across the road. It was clear he wasn’t from Sydney. He wore a pair of dirty old trousers, well-worn boots, a long sleeved shirt rolled up to the elbows and a felt hat with the worst sweat stain I’d ever seen. He carried his swag over his shoulder and had the dark tan of a bloke who worked the land. I thought he must have been about forty years old. He’d already seen me and hurried across the road to catch up, 

“Joining up young buck?” he asked.  

He was a fit looking man and spoke with an odd country twang. 

“Yes indeed, you too?” I enquired. 

“Too right, I don’t know why I waited so long.” 

He peered at me for a moment and I knew exactly what he was thinking,  

“Geez mate, you’re a bit young, aren’t ya?” He suggested bluntly. 

I felt the hair on the back of my neck bristle up and a shot a scowl in his direction. He picked up the message,  

“Well, it doesn’t matter I suppose, you know what you’re doing by the looks of it.” 

I took a moment to calm myself and replied, “Yes I do.”   

He skipped slightly to adjust the weight of the swag on his back which appeared to be quite heavy, but it wasn’t slowing him at all, 

“The name’s Tom, Tom Bower, from West Wyalong,” he stated as he offered his hand. 

“Stan Dunkley,” I said and he gave me a crushing handshake. 

We walked along chatting all the way. He told me about his wife and two boys and explained how he couldn’t join up any sooner and had to wait until his children were old enough to run the farm. Like my father, his wife was furious with him, but he was determined to be a part of the Great War, 

“So where do we go Stan?” he asked, “I don’t know my way around Sydney. Never actually been here before.” 

“Really?” I asked with surprise. 

“Nope. You ever been to West Wyalong?” 

“Well no. I’ve never been over the mountains,” I replied. 

“Well, there it is then,” Tom said and we both laughed.  

I told him where we were headed,  

“There’s a camp at the showground, I expect that’s our best option.” 

“OK then Stan, lead the way.” 

We walked for hours and really got to know each other. He was a nice bloke, and we really hit it off. He told me he was pretty good with a rifle and promised to teach me how to use one when we got our hands on them, 

“I don’t know what those army blokes are going to tell you, but if you stick with me, you’ll be better than average,” he assured me.  

It was a hot day, and all the shops were closed. There was no public transport running, so I was feeling the effects of the long walk. My feet were hurting with blisters starting to bite and the perspiration was running down my face which I’m sure was bright pink. Tom, on the other hand, didn’t appear to be suffering any ill effects. He gave me a quick glance and smiled but didn’t make any comment. I’m sure he thought me a bit of a tender foot and he was right. 

After a while we reached the gates of Sydney Showground. I could see rows of bell tents and a dry dustbowl where the grass used to grow, no doubt crushed under many hundreds of boots over the last few years. Guards stood at the gate with rifles slung over their shoulders. They were wearing khaki uniforms and slouch hats, but I got the impression it was only for show as they didn’t take much notice as we ambled through the gate. 

The first tent we came to was very large and had a sign above the entrance that said Recruitment. Tom lifted the flap and we both stepped through, the warm air was thick with the smell of canvas. There were a few desks and chairs dotted about and a main desk where an officer sat scribbling notes. He looked up as we approached,

“Good morning, what can I do for you today?” he asked politely. 

I felt a pang in my belly and became incredibly nervous; I was scared on so many levels. Would they see through my ruse, what if they sent me home? All sorts of doubts were in my mind. 

“We’re here to join up,” Tom announced, 

“My name’s Tom and this here is Stan.” 

“He’s a fine looking boy, you must be proud of him,” suggested the officer. 

Tom let out an almighty laugh, 

“He’s not my son, but he sure is a good bloke.” 

The officer looked me up and down as I blushed, 

“How old are you son?” he asked.  

I’d anticipated the question and made the mistake of answering so fast I almost cut him off,  

“Eighteen...sir!" 

He still didn’t seem to be convinced, and then Tom saved the day,  

“Stan was telling me he often gets told how young he looks, must be hard for you sometimes eh Stan?” and I saw him wink. 

“Indeed, I have a letter from my father if that helps,” I suggested and rummaged around for the envelope.  

The officer looked it over, pondered for a moment and finally said,  

“Here are some forms. Please fill them out and bring them back to me when you’re done. If there’s something you don’t know, leave it blank and we’ll sort it out later,” and he handed over a wad of papers and a quill to each of us. 

We found a place to sit and began filling in the forms. The declaration required permission from the parents of anyone under the age of twenty one, so the letter was inspected and accepted without further question, much to my delight. Interestingly there was nowhere on the forms requiring me to state my date of birth. I wondered if that was an oversight or a very clever omission. We filled in as much as we could and were then shuffled off for a medical assessment. We were weighed, measured and had some basic medical tests done. Our bodies were checked for birth marks and scars, which were noted on drawings of human bodies on our papers, 

“What’s the point of that?” Tom enquired. 

The doctor explained that these records would help to identify us if we were killed and our bodies were beyond recognition. The thought didn’t sit well with either of us. Finally, the doctor jabbed me with a needle and I winced in pain, 

“Sorry son, smallpox. You might feel unwell for a couple of days.” 

My papers were then stamped, Fit for Active Service. 

Tom didn’t have any trouble either and we returned to the recruitment officer, 

“Right then, you’re all set. Sign here,” he ordered and pointed at a line on the application. 

I picked up the quill and dipped it in the ink well. I hesitated for a moment then scribbled my signature on the form. Tom did likewise and the officer collected up the papers, 

“Thank you, gentlemen, and welcome to the 18th Battalion,” as he handed us our pay books, “Look after those, you’re sunk without them.” 

“Thank you, sir!” we said in unison.  

I felt a jolt of pride and a bit of relief knowing the hard part was over. 

“Now if you’ll report to the quartermaster, he’ll look after you from here. Out the door and turn Right.” 

“Yes sir,” I barked and we left without another word. 

Tom and I made our way to the quartermaster’s tent and were met with a totally different reception; the little man was almost hostile. I wasn’t sure if he had a chip on his shoulder because he was the shortest man in uniform or if he felt that everything in his tent was a personal possession. He looked over our paperwork and groped though the piles of uniforms, preparing a kit for each of us. A few minutes later we both had new uniforms, kit bags, packs and all the paraphernalia of a soldier. The last thing we got was a felt hat each. The AIF uniform was indeed impressive, and the slouch hat really finished it off. I’d seen many soldiers in the city in the last few  

years and was always struck by how manly they looked. 

“Sign here,” demanded the Quartermaster in a gruff and disinterested tone and we took possession of our kits. He then he directed us to a bell tent where we’d stay until it was time to ship out. He pointed out the mess and a few other essentials, like the latrines and sent us on our way. 

“Nice bloke,” Tom said sarcastically as we left the tent. 

I didn’t have to reply and just nodded in agreement. We wandered along the rows of tents until we saw our tent number. I threw the flap open and startled the five occupants. They all stared as I entered the tent with Tom close behind, 

“Well look here fellas, some new boys,” said one of the group. 

“Put a sock in it Frank. You don’t need to act like a thug every time someone arrives,” said another. 

There was an awkward silence until Tom piped up. He seemed to be good at breaking the ice, 

“G’day. Tom Bower’s the name, from West Wyalong. This here’s Stan Dunkley. He’s from Sydney.” 

“Nice to meet you blokes, I’m Mick Hogg, this is Frank Curry and these others are Les Giles, Bert Thorn and Dick Jones,” and they all greeted us in unison. 

“You can stash your gear wherever you can find a space,” suggested Mick. 

“Thanks Mate,” replied Tom. 

We both found a place to bed down and sat to learn more about camp life. Mick did most of the talking and explained how things worked, 

“And the early starts don’t go down well with too many of us. Up at five and on parade before calisthenics, marching, drill and work around the camp. But the discipline isn’t too bad really.” 

I noticed that Frank was eyeing me closely, 

“Stan, isn’t it?” he enquired. 

“That’s right.” 

“How old are you?” he asked pointedly. 

I felt my face redden again and knew my ruse wouldn’t hold up here. Just then Bert Thorn spoke. He’d been incredibly quiet up until now, 

“Leave him be Frank, no business of ours.” 

“Look at him. He’s gotta be fifteen at best,” Frank suggested. 

I didn’t know what to say and felt it best to ignore him. 

“You’re only just out of nappies yourself aren’t you, Frank?” laughed Dick. 

“That’s not the point. He’s underage and we’ll get stuck with looking after him. He might even get us all killed,” Frank said accusingly, looking me square in the eye. 

There was an awkward silence again and I had no answer. 

 “Leave the kid alone Frank,” came a chorus from the rest of the group. 

 “Don’t you worry about old Frank here Stan, he mature beyond his years,” Mick suggested and everyone laughed, but I didn’t see the joke. 

I learned more about the men as we talked. Frank was twenty one and worked on the docks. That certainly explained the tough exterior. Waterside workers had a reputation for being rough and Frank was, at the very least, putting up a good front. Mick Hogg was a jovial chap, very friendly and didn’t mind a chat. He was very likeable and seemed to get along with everyone. I guessed he was around thirty. Bert Thorn was the quiet one. He didn’t say much at all, but when he did it was usually direct and no-one ever argued; I liked him. Then there was Dick Jones. He liked people to call him Dickie, and he was a good fellow, although I detected that he was very pessimistic. He didn’t seem to be too confident about very much. Les Giles seemed pretty sure of himself but didn’t give much away either. 

Tom and I then followed the group to the mess hall where we had our first army meal. There must have been about one hundred men at the camp and there was an excited buzz in the room. They were all expecting that we’d be shipping our in the next few weeks. I took my first mouthful of army food and almost threw up. I thought I could eat anything, but this was the worst mush I’d ever tasted. 

“You OK Stan?” asked Mick as the others smirked. 

“I don’t really know, what on Earth is this?” I asked. 

“Well, we’re not really sure, but I suspect that the cook is scraping the bottom of the pot every night,” suggested Mick. 

“That explains the metallic taste then,” I replied. 

We laughed and somehow managed to finish our meals. I met a great many new recruits and saw quite a few fellows who, like me, were clearly younger than they claimed. I felt much better about my situation after that. When dinner was over, we headed back to our tent and after another long discussion the order came for lights out. I fell asleep almost immediately. 




Chapter 2 

Training and travel 

 

The next morning, I woke to the strains of a bugle. There was much activity and I could hear men running outside. Mick and the others were already getting dressed into their uniforms and filing out of the tent. I then noticed that I ached all over after sleeping on a soil floor all night with nothing more than a blanket to lie on and my pack as a pillow. Frank turned back towards me as he opened the flap of the bell tent, 

“Better get a move on, you don’t want to be late for parade,” and he left. 

Tom already had his pants and boots on and left while putting on his shirt. I rummaged through my kit and found my uniform. I rushed to dress but the faster I worked the more difficult it seemed to become. I was in an awful state as I burst out of the tent and ran towards the parade ground. As I did, I looked for Tom and the others. Most of the men were already assembled in lines facing a flagpole. Just then I spotted Tom who urged me on with a wide smile. Suddenly, his smile vanished and a look of horror took over. Next thing I knew I was sprawled on the dusty ground and could hear the roars of laughter coming from the ranks. Then a voice broke through the commotion, 

“Are you OK son?” 

I looked around and saw another man propped up on one knee. His uniform was very smart indeed or at least used to be. Now it was covered in red dust and dry grass. I wasn’t sure of his rank. 

“I’m so very sorry, I didn’t see you,” I explained.  

I was expecting a tirade, after all this was the army but he looked at me and said, 

“That’s completely alright, I didn’t see you either.” 

He stood and brushed himself off then offered me his hand. I reached out and he drew me up on my feet. I brushed off the dirt and grass and look at his face. He had a gentle way about him, nothing like I expected of an army commander. A thick moustache covered his top lip, and his hat only slightly hid a receding hair line. He was around forty-five or fifty and he carried a riding crop, 

“Are you OK young man?” he inquired. 

“Yes sir, I’m very sorry sir.” 

The one hundred recruits had suddenly gone very quiet. I think they were as shocked as I was that there was no shouting or hostility. I must say I was very relieved. 

“You’re new. What’s your name?” 

“Stan Dunkley sir, arrived yesterday,” I explained. 

“Well Private I’m very pleased to have you here. Please join the other ranks,” and he saluted. 

“Yes sir!” I replied but my attempt to salute felt rather clumsy.  

Being called by my rank had caught me a little off guard. I hastened to the line and took my place next to Tom, he was smiling broadly, 

“I think he likes you,” he said and a few men within earshot chuckled. I didn’t bother to reply but couldn’t help but smile. We stood on the parade ground, eager for some news. 

“TEN SHUN,” came an order from one of the ranking officers at the front.  

Everyone stiffened to a ramrod straight stance. Quite a few of the new chaps were slow to respond. Then the officer I had just collided with began to speak, 

“Stand easy men,” and everyone relaxed, “My name is Colonel James Braidwood, for those of you who joined us most recently. I am commanding officer here,” he announced. 

 I suddenly felt like a real idiot as Tom dug me in the ribs and the others stifled their laughter. The commander continued,  

“I trust you didn’t overdo it for New Year, although I must say there were signs of excessive celebration on the parade ground this morning. I do hope you feel better now.” 

Several men murmured and laughed somewhere in the line. Just then the Commander took some papers from his batman and cleared his throat, 

“The war continues in France, Belgium and the Middle East and you will soon be called upon to do your part for the Empire. I’ve received orders asking that you men be send forthwith to England where you will be trained for duty on the Western Front!” 

A mighty cheer rang out all around at this news. I must say I got caught up in the moment and felt a jolt of excitement. Tom’s face was beaming a huge smile and even Frank seemed to have softened just a little. When we’d settled down again the commander told us more, 

“You will be the 19 th                                      th reinforcements of the 18 Battalion. I don’t need to tell some of you that things have been difficult for our lot on the front line in the last year. The 18th Battalion spent a good part of August in a major battle for the town of Pozieres, twice having to take the ground from the enemy. They were lucky to have had something of a spell in Belgium on a quiet section of the front until October when they were sent back to the Somme. And now, it seems the Germans are on the run.” 

We all cheered again as the commander continued to talk of the exploits of our battalion. If he was trying to build pride and confidence in the new recruits, it was working. My heart swelled as I listened to him talk of our successes. 

“Men, we are on the verge of a great victory, and you will play your part. Despite the bleak European winter and the difficulties of trench life, we have made much progress and expect to continue pushing on in the coming months. When you arrive you may well be part of the final battles which will settle this war once and for all.” 

Another cheer quickly evaporated when the Colonel chose not to pause, 

“We will bring the new recruits up to task quickly before you ship out. Thank you, men.” 

With that he saluted as another officer ordered us to attention and we returned the salute. The commander marched off and didn’t look back. 

“What now?” Tom enquired. 

“Don’t ask,” replied Dickie. 

Just then we were ordered into four groups and told to start jogging. We ran laps around the perimeter of the camp before performing endless calisthenics. After that came work detail, cleaning up the camp and repairing buildings and fences. 

In the coming days we performed many drills and exercises and learned how to disassemble and assemble the Lee Enfield .303 rifle, the standard weapon of a British soldier. Most of the men quite liked the rifle as it was very reliable, but we were warned not to let dirt get into the firing mechanism or the gun could jam.  Practicing on the range was intimidating at first. Tom’s experience with guns was obvious and, as he promised, he trained me on its use when the instructors weren’t looking. I became quite adept with the weapon in a very short time and overcame my fear very quickly. We were told how a crack unit could fire at such a rate that the enemy would think that they were under machine gun fire. I had to agree as the weapon was easy to load and fire repeatedly; I could fire off ten bullets in just over a minute. I still wondered if I would be able to point the thing at another human being though. Shooting targets wasn’t quite so threatening. Most of the country boys were handy shots but I did manage to keep up with many of them. Tom was very pleased with how I adapted to using the rifle and was proud of himself for being such a good instructor. We familiarised ourselves with a great many weapons while in camp; mills bombs, mortars and the most dreaded weapon of all, the bayonet affectionately known as a tin opener. We did practice drill with these blades attached to the end of the rifles, running headlong at a row of straw men hanging on wooden beams. We’d thrust the bayonets deep into their hollow stomachs screaming at the top of our voices, withdraw and stuck them again before charging on. I really hoped never to have to do anything like it. 

Of course, camp life wasn’t all hard work. We got to spend time off in the city. Army wages weren’t much but our food and clothing were taken care of as were our health needs and general amenities. The money we were paid was more than enough for a good night out. It seemed that wearing a uniform got me into places that wouldn’t have welcomed me otherwise and I took great advantage of those opportunities.  Drinking was new to me, as was smoking but I didn’t want to look like a toff, so I indulged in these vices with glee and paid quite a price a few times too. Trying to do calisthenics after a night in the city wasn’t fun at all but you couldn’t fall behind or there would be repercussions. Marching was almost comical. Drill sergeants would yell and scream instructions, but no matter how hard they tried there was always someone out of step. I heard one bloke ask how marching made us better soldiers. He spent the rest of the day cleaning toilets. We also sat through many lectures about tactics, discipline, hygiene and safety.  There was always something new to learn. When it came time to find out about the weapons used by the Germans, we were keen observers. The Mauser rifle and the infamous Maxim machine gun, which they used to great effect early in the war, sent shivers down my spine. We were tested in the use of the Enfield regularly; disassembling, cleaning and reassembling the rifle before firing the next shot. It was all designed to make the process automatic so we could do it under fire. My youth was also an advantage on the obstacle course, and I soon became quite fit and athletic, without so much as an ounce of extra fat to speak of. I was developing into a model soldier or at least I thought so. 

On February 7th, 1917, we were ordered to embark the HMAT Wiltshire. There were one hundred and fifty four of us, mostly reinforcements but many heading back after time at home recovering from wounds. It was easy to pick them from the rest; they were quiet and intense and kept to themselves. We were quickly sorted into alphabetical order and allocated our service numbers. Mine was 6536. We marched to Woolloomooloo to board our ship, a huge steamer weighing in at seven thousand eight hundred tons. She’d been plying the Indian Ocean for the last two years, carrying Australian soldiers to England. Wiltshire was an ugly ship and nothing like the great ocean going cruise liners I’d seen in Sydney Harbour in the past. She was a heavy haulage vessel that had been converted to carry troops. The superstructure was jammed up towards the ship’s stern with a single funnel belching black smoke as she built up steam. While we clambered up the gangplank I couldn’t help but notice three T shaped masts that looked ominously like crucifixes. I shivered. 

Once on board the Wiltshire we were placed under the command of Captain Andrew Thomas. He was a veteran of the war and was returning to France after being wounded a year before. He’d recuperated in Australia and rejoined once he had enough strength. His experience made him a perfect candidate to look after our bunch. We were all very excited to be on our way at last. Family, friends and well-wishers crowded the docks while press photographers documented the whole event. Soldiers crowded every vantage point on the ship waving and shouting to loved ones. 

I stood there on the deck with my friends, Tom Bower, Mick Hogg, Frank Curry, Bert Thorn, Dickie Jones and Les Giles. I’d grown quite close to Tom despite the twenty six year age difference, and we’d agreed to watch out for each other no matter what. We all stared down at the well-wishers as the ship slid away from the dock. I felt the bump of the tugs as they lurched at the heavy ropes and started guiding our ship towards Sydney Heads. We looked down at a sobbing mass. Men, women and children on the dock cried, waved and screamed to their sons, brothers, nephews and uncles. For me it was an isolating moment. Tom and Mick were also feeling a little left out and we watched while Frank waved madly to his sister Jo, tears in his eyes, screaming out a promise to be home soon. We all hoped he was right. 

Before long the crowd disappeared, and the Wiltshire was passing through the heads under its own steam. We moved off to find our berths and discovered that the accommodations were very basic indeed. Men were crammed into small ward rooms with bunks stacked against the walls. There was barely room to move about when everyone stepped inside. We stashed our gear and headed back on deck.  

We then moved into open water and turned south, following the New South Wales coast. I heard from the sailors that we should keep an eye out for enemy shipping. One in particular had them worried, a ship they called the Wolf. It was a converted German merchant ship, designed to look like a civilian vessel. When she came across her prey she would suddenly switch into a fighting vessel with guns emerging from hidden compartments. Accounts of her activities had been reported in the papers, and her reputation had panicked a great many, including us. The Germans operated like pirates, pillaging ships and taking the crews prisoner. We didn’t like to think what they might do if they took on a troop ship. Most likely start shooting and leave us for dead. At first things were fine and I felt well, but the waters became quite choppy as we turned into Bass Strait. Tom and I were seasick, 

“Geez Stan, I don’t think I can recall feeling so lousy,” Tom suggested. 

“It’s terrible,” I replied as my lunch spattered onto the waves below. 

 

First stop was Melbourne where we took on more recruits, then on to Albany and Fremantle. Thankfully there was no sign of the Wolf. When we started to cross the Indian Ocean, the ship was crammed with one thousand seven hundred and seventeen men. We settled into life on board the ship and eventually got over our sea sickness, although it seemed to make a sudden return whenever the swells got bigger.  

 

Days at seas were boring and uncomfortable. We did our best to keep ourselves entertained by  

playing cards, smoking, singing and sleeping. Boxing matches were held on deck and some men even managed to manufacture basic musical instruments and do some shows. We were ordered to wear our boots for several hours a day to get used to them. I’m afraid my feet didn’t fare too well as I suffered many blisters. We were regularly lectured on ship safety and what to do if the hull was struck by a torpedo and we took turns on submarine watch. 

After a few weeks we arrived at the South African port of Durban where we spend a few days ashore. We visited bars and it was clear that the local people knew Australians very well after welcoming so many in the past couple of years. Everyone had something to sell, from small boys to old men and women. Fruit, eggs and souvenirs were plentiful, and one had to watch his pennies as the pick pockets were quick and crafty. While Military Police tried to keep the men in line, there was always trouble and many a recruit found himself in lockup or banned from shore leave. Thankfully we avoided such problems and took in the sights, sounds and some of the very bad smells of this exotic place. The people of this land were strange indeed. I was intrigued by the black men. I’d never seen such types before and watched them work on the docks. They regularly called for us to toss coins into the water, and they’d dive in after them, some even fighting over a sixpence or a shilling. I suppose it was an awful lot to them. Sometimes they’d even get paid to fight and were urged on by Australians on the ship, the winner being showered in pennies. 

From Durban the Wiltshire travelled to Cape Town and finally started heading north, up the coast of West Africa to England.  As we approached British waters we were again warned about German subs. They were doing their best to cripple merchant shipping across the English Channel and in the North Sea, but from what we’d been told; most of the German Navy was bottled up in a blockade after the Battle of Jutland a year ago. I’d read about the battle in the newspaper and found it hard to comprehend that as many as ten thousand men were lost along with scores of ships from both sides. 

Excitement grew amongst the men as we spotted the English coastline. Our were heightened more when we were joined by British destroyers which danced about like little nymphs trying to reduce the chance of a torpedo attack. Our men called out to the English sailors, but they were too well disciplined to respond. We were very relieved to finally dock in Plymouth Harbour; our journey uneventful when all was said and done. 

On April 11 th, 1917, two months after departing Sydney we stepped onto English soil. We were very keen to hear news of the war. Our time at sea had closed us off so we were unaware of any recent developments. A group of British soldiers met Captain Thomas, and he talked with their leader. The pair had quite a long conversation and a few of the other Tommies took the opportunity to fill us in, 

“The Hun made a run for it; gave up just about all the ground they gained in the last two years!” said one fellow. 

“Geez, there won’t be much left for us,” Les Giles suggested. 

“That’s fine with me,” said Frank who wasn’t the least bit thrilled with the cool spring air of England. 

The soldier went on the explain that the commander of the British Forces in France and Belgium, Field Marshall Douglas Haig had spent winter driving the German’s all the way back to their last line of defense, known as the Hindenburg Line. Bits and pieces of information filtered through about other events on the Front. We learned of the successful Canadian attack on Vimy Ridge where four Victoria Crosses had been won. Then we heard of the failed attempt by the French to end the war in one fell swoop at the River Aisne. They sent one million men in against the Germans and lost one hundred and seventy eight thousand of them in the worst defeat of the war to date. As a result, the Chief of the French Army, Robert Nivelle was dismissed. The news was shocking to us, so many men extinguished so quickly and easily. Then someone said that the Germans had signed an armistice with Russian, freeing up hundreds of thousands of troops for the Western Front. Our hearts sank at this news. There was also talk that the United States had finally agreed to send troops to France, as many as one million. It was hard to tell fact from fiction. How could so much have happened in such a short time? We didn’t know what to think. 

Finally, Captain Thomas broke off his conversation and called us to attention. We were to march to the Plymouth Railway Station and then travel to Salisbury Plain where the British Army training facilities were located, approximately one hundred and thirty miles to the north-east. Three trains stood at the station getting their steam up, ready for the journey. We clambered on board and found ourselves some seats. Our carriage was old and worn out, the linoleum floors etched with skids, scrapes and nicks from hundreds of boots. Before long all the recruits were on board and the trains began to move away. We looked out over the English countryside, wide eyed and in awe. We travelled through pristine forest and caught glimpses of the coast from time to time. It was a refreshing change for most of us after so long at sea. We passed through the town of Exeter and noticed a sudden change in the landscape. The forest was replaced by grassland and hills. The further we went the less impressive it became. I started to think of England a dreary, desolate place with a forest around the edge. It didn’t seem beyond the realms of possibility. Many of us soon grew bored with the dreary view and went to sleep. After many hours trundling along the English countryside our train approached Salisbury. A few of the educated amongst us realised we were in the vicinity of the famous Stonehenge and scanned the horizon for a glimpse, but it was probably several miles away and out of sight. 

At last, we stopped and tumbled off the train to be met by the camp commander, Colonel Robert Dunning. He was typically British, with that stiff upper lip and strong, posh accent. He made us stand there for an eternity as he told us about the history of the region and the rules and regulations of the facility,  

“I believe most of you have already been through basic training back home. I imagine that many of you are feeling a little weak in the knees. We’ll knock that out of you in a jiff.” 

 The men groaned at the thought. 

“Some of you will be here longer than others, depending on the kind of training your battalions require. Most of you will be joining the infantry but there is a need for signallers, trench mortar, Lewis gunners and snipers. You will be trained in the use of all weapons, dressing wounds and trench warfare.”  

He seemed to speak for hours and after a while most of us struggled to keep our minds from wandering. We learned that he was a Gallipoli veteran, and I noticed a distinct limp which would no doubt have encumbered him at the front, so I imagined that a training post was his only way of contributing. He was in command of a facility that covered over three hundred square miles, and he clearly took the role very seriously. He eventually finished talking, much to our relief, 

“So, welcome and I hope your stay here is very rewarding. Dismissed!” 

With that we were left to our commanders who were busily trying to learn more about our billets. This gave us a chance to have a good look around and Frank was the first to say something, 

“I’ve never seen a more pitiful place in my life. How bloody sad is this?” 

It wasn’t a pretty sight, a vast expanse of nothing but grass, dirt and white rock which we were told was chalk. Soldiers had been coming here since the late 1800s, and it was not wonder. There was absolutely nothing else you could do in a place like this! 

After a long wait we were finally allocated our billets. We weren’t to stay at the camp itself. The conditions there were quite unsavory and the accommodations had been abandoned some time back. Instead, we travelled a short distance to one of the nearby villages. Men were spread out far and wide, there were almost two thousand of us from all parts of the world, Australia, New Zealand, England, Scotland, Africa and a raft of other places. 

It didn’t take long for us to settle into our new accommodation and learn the routine. By day we trained and by night we drank and enjoyed ourselves as best we could. There was very little in the way of entertainment in the village and I would go so far as to say it was one of the most uninteresting  places I’ve ever been but, as always, we made the best of it. 

Over the following weeks we spent a great deal of time learning about tactics and trench warfare. Going ‘over the top’ was drummed into us constantly. Most of us had never seen combat before and only had ideas from reading newspapers or letters from our relatives. The training only taught us the physical processes involved in achieving any task. Doing the same thing shrouded in fear might prove a very different concept indeed. 

We continued to work on our musketry at the range, and I quickly improved and became quite a crack shot. Again, Tom was instrumental in adding to my understanding of using the













































