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On the tenth of
September 1943, a month and a day after my eighteenth birthday, I
joined the Royal Australian Air Force and entered camp at No I
Initial Training School for air crew at Somers, on Western Port Bay
in Victoria. Raw recruits in the Army were commonly known as
`rookies'. In the Air Force we were `sprogs'.

Leaving home
didn’t upset me at all. I didn't really have a home – due to the
wartime housing shortage my parents and I had been staying in a
friend's house and my two sisters were living in Sydney. I did not
feel strongly attached to home and family anyway, both Mum and Dad
having brought me up to think and act independently. Even as a
little boy when I went crying to Mum, after drying my tears and
listening to my story, she would say, `It's very sad, but you're a
big boy now, no longer a baby. Instead of coming crying to Mummy
you must stand on your own feet and face up to your own troubles.
Nobody else can sort out your problems for you. Often they're of
your own making and you mustn't blame others for what’s really your
own fault. 'Of course this didn’t immediately stop me crying and
whingeing, but I soon came to realise tears and whining were
pointless. I had to grit my teeth and try to solve my own
problems.

Now, having had
three love affairs with men while still at school, I was looking
forward to being with men and, although only eighteen, treated as a
man, but military discipline and the prospect of being told what to
do all the time did not appeal to me. My only concern was, would
the other trainees accept me or brand me as a poofter? Besides
being ridiculed and abused, if my inclinations were discovered I
would be immediately discharged from the Air Force and put in
jail.

My parents were
not authoritarian, so I could not rebel against their authority. By
the standards of that time, Dad was almost a revolutionary. Mum was
much more conservative and I enjoyed baiting her. I always took
Dad’s part in their arguments. Apart from tobacco and alcohol,
drugs were unknown then. With very little pocket money I could
afford only an occasional packet of cigarettes. I wondered if my
homosexuality was a form of rebellion.

The war had
changed a great deal in the year since I had decided, while still
at school, to join the Air Force. Now the Allies were forcing the
enemy to retreat on all fronts. The Red Army had defeated Hitler's
forces at Stalingrad and was now pushing them back the way they had
come. Massive American and RAF raids were pounding Germany, North
Africa was in British and American hands, a few days earlier Italy
had surrendered and the Americans and British were advancing
through Italy, though against strong German opposition.

Closer to home,
American and Australian forces were driving the Japanese back in
New Guinea and the Solomon Islands, so Australia was no longer
threatened with invasion. We were winning the war but Germany still
held most of Europe, and Japan occupied much of Asia and the
Pacific islands. The war would last a long time yet and I expected
to go to Canada for further training before joining a bomber crew
in England.

On our first
day we were issued with uniform and kit and settled into our
quarters. After stripping off our civilian clothes, we all tried on
our flying boots, helmet and goggles and changed into regular work
uniform ─ overalls, boots and beret – not exactly glamorous but
workmanlike and smart. We assembled on the parade ground where the
warrant officer in charge of discipline (WOD) explained camp
routine and all the dos and don'ts.

I had heard of
army rookie camps where thousands of annoying trivial rules and
regulations, that we called bullshit, and sadistic
non-commissioned-officers (NCOs) made the recruits' lives a misery
─ pure bastardry. Here, I was pleasantly surprised to find it all
seemed so sensible with a few simple rules that were necessary for
the smooth running of the camp and our welfare, and the NCOs were
friendly and helpful. Air crew were elite high-risk fighters and in
the two months of initial training we had to learn basic
principles, technical knowledge and survival skills. No time to
waste on bullshit. The camp took only one course at a time, so
there were no old-hand seniors to boss and bully us new-chum
juniors.

After the
parade we were left to our own devices. Like most of the others, I
went exploring and found the ablution block, latrines, airmen's
mess, canteen, station sick quarters, recreation hut and picture
theatre. It seemed that all our needs were well catered for. In the
late afternoon I went for a stroll down to the beach. Before I
reached it I met a fellow recruit headed in the same direction, so
we walked along together. He was about my height and build with a
round, cheery face, big brown eyes and wavy fair hair sticking out
under his beret. Soon we came to a big tree and decided to climb
it. We found a place where we could both lean back comfortably,
facing each other, where we lit cigarettes and chatted casually
about the camp and what we used to do in civvy street.

When we had
exhausted these topics, conversation flagged. He was an attractive
well-built 18-year old and my cock started to stir, but I was
scared of giving my sexual interest away by looking at his crotch
or showing any interest in him. I was trying to blow smoke rings
when my companion said, `I've cracked a fat.'

Never having
heard this expression before, I hadn't the faintest idea what he
was talking about. Probably it was some air force slang that I
hadn't learnt yet. So, not wanting to appear completely green, I
simply replied, `Oh' and didn't ask him what he meant. He didn't
elaborate, so that was the end of that. I don't think I ever saw
him again. Not until much later did I learn he was telling me his
penis was erect and he expected some reaction from me. If only I
had known.

The aircraftman
class 2 (AC2) who had the bed next to mine had only one topic of
conversation ─ if you can call a monologue a conversation ─ his
success with girls and how many he had fucked. When I didn't
respond he said, `Ya! Yer next'll be yer first.’ I got into bed as
quickly as I could, turned my back on him and waited for lights
out.

In the morning
we were awakened early. After a shower, we had physical training
before a good breakfast, then we made our beds and cleaned our huts
before going on parade for drill. The flight sergeant who took us,
a trim figure with ice-blue eyes and a fair moustache that reached
his ears, explained and demonstrated each order before he barked it
out. Even if only one of us got it wrong he went through it all
again until everyone did it perfectly.

I felt quite at
home. From school cadets I already knew how to slope, order and
present arms and perform all the parade ground movements: right
about turn, mark time, left turn, right wheel and all the rest of
it so I had no trouble. I had heard stories of Army and Air Force
bullying drill instructors who delighted in tormenting their
squads. A WAAAF sergeant in Sydney was renowned for shrieking abuse
at female raw recruits, ` You wouldn't know if the Manly ferry was
up you till it blew its fog-horn.'

From the parade
ground we marched to the picture theatre where we lined up for
immunisation: vaccination against smallpox and injections against
typhus, typhoid and tetanus. I was only slightly nervous but as we
were lined up in alphabetical order, I was near the front of the
queue so the needle was still sharp and I did not have to wait
long, dwelling on how painful it would be. Several of those behind
me fainted. It stung for a second, but nothing like as bad as
having a tooth filled or pulled.

After lunch we
wer Our evening meal was served cafeteria style by members of the
Women's Auxiliary Australian Air Force ─ WAAAFs ─ good plain food
and plenty of it, which we all approved of. When the orderly
officer asked, `Any complaints?' there were none. Every day an
orderly officer and sergeant were rostered to inspect the whole
camp to make sure everything was in order and all duties were being
carried out properly. The part that affected us trainees most,
besides this inspection of every meal served in the mess, was a
morning inspection of our huts to see they had been swept and
dusted and all beds made with the blankets correctly folded. Our
canteen was dry ─ no alcohol ─ so we had a choice of milk or soft
drinks. I thought sweet drinks childish and sissy so I drank plain
milk. Several of the others did the same and we had a competition
to see who could drink the most. I dropped out at five pints. The
winner drank eight.

We were issued
with a time-table and sent off to our first lesson. Our subjects
were principles of flight, aircraft recognition, electricity and
radio, navigation, Morse code and armaments. It was just like being
back at school, except none of the trainees played up or mucked
around ─ we all wanted to graduate and no one was game to give
cheek to the instructors ─ and we were allowed to smoke during
tests. Having so recently left school, I settled easily into the
routine and none of the subjects gave me any trouble, except Morse
code. Receiving it was all right but when I tried to send it my
hand and wrist did not respond to orders from my brain.

In my hut was
Peter, a handsome, arrogant potential officer type, a former
prefect at Geelong Grammar School, who thought he was born to rule
and expected to be made Flight Orderly. The rest of us thought he
needed cutting down to size, and Brownie, who had been brought up
in an orphanage, decided to do so. When Peter stripped off his
shirt and singlet to show off his magnificent torso, Brownie said,
`Let's see how strong you are, Peter.' He told him to lie face up
on the floor and then detailed four of us to sit on his wrists and
ankles. `Now get up.' No matter how hard he struggled, he remained
pinned down. Brownie opened Peter's fly and took out his cock which
I was surprised to see was quite small. He opened a tin of Nugget
boot polish and blackened it. We all clapped and laughed. When we
released his arms and legs, grim faced and humiliated, Peter took
up his towel and soap and headed for the ablution block.

At first my
immunisation shots had no ill effects but after a couple of days I
felt sick and sleepy. That night I was put on guard duty: with a
303 rifle, and had to guard the main gate into the camp from
midnight to 0400 hours. I had a sentry box to sit in, which I did
and promptly fell asleep. I did not wake until shortly before I was
relieved. Having heard stories of soldiers being shot at dawn
because they slept on sentry duty, I was terrified. But I wasn't
found out, so I escaped with my life.

Being air crew
trainees, we didn't have to do much rifle and parade ground drill,
concentrating on our lessons which included armament. This meant
learning to shoot a Smith and Wesson 38 revolver with which air
crew were issued. When we were taken down to the target range a
sergeant showed us how to hold and fire our weapons and then, six
at a time, we had to shoot at the targets. When my turn came, I
fired several shots at the target, none of them scoring anywhere
near a bullseye, and then when I pulled the trigger nothing
happened. Pointing my revolver at the sergeant, I said, `It won't
fire.'

He threw
himself on the ground and crawled behind me. Then he snatched the
gun and opened the chamber. `You're out of ammo, you idiot. Thank
God, or you would have shot me.' Ashamed and humiliated, I had to
put up with the jeers of my mates as we returned to the
classroom.

Our instructors
ranged in rank from sergeant to squadron leader. The squadron
leader, who was the senior education officer, took us for
navigation, which I found easy. All I had to do to plot a course
from A to B was to rule a line between A and B, and applying a
formula to allow for wind speed and direction, work out the line of
flight. Knowing airspeed and wind speed and direction, it was easy
to calculate the ground speed and expected time of arrival (ETA).
Our navigation instructor was not at all outstanding and I couldn't
understand why he had the highest rank.

The best was
probably Flight Lieutenant Nightingale, who took us for radio and
electricity. He was the author of a physics text book I had used at
school. But the sergeants in charge of Morse code and armaments
were certainly as good as any. Aircraft recognition, which any
intelligent person could have learnt to teach in a week, was taken
by a self-important Flight Lieutenant who brought sex into
everything: one class of Japanese warships had funnels shaped
exactly like well-developed male organs and the B26 Marauder bomber
with its big fat fuselage and very small wings was known as `the
flying prostitute’ because it had no visible means of support.

Our unit had a
psychologist/guidance officer who interviewed each of us at least
once during our course of training. I was too naïve to realise,
until I was told by an old hand, that this was designed to sort out
the potential officers from the other ranks. Air crew were either
officers or sergeants/flight sergeants. The division did not depend
on trade-skill, but rather on social status. The interviews were
aimed at discovering whether you would know which fork to use in
the officers' mess, and could you carry on a civilised conversation
about current affairs, were you one of us?

He was short,
plump, middle-aged, with a huge moustache and smoked a very large
pipe. I had read Freudian theories of compensating for what one
thought one lacked and wondered about his pipe and moustache. Had
he a small cock and did he feel insignificant? When I was called
for interview, I tried to suppress these thoughts but they insisted
on surfacing. He went through my file, asking pointless questions
whose answers he had before him in the file but I repeated
verbatim.

Next he asked
me about sport. I told him I had never been good at any sport that
I tried and had lost interest. I could anticipate the next question
before he asked it. `How do you perform as a member of a team?' I
told him I had enjoyed being a member of the school tunnel ball,
overhead and cross-ball teams ─ hardly a spectacular performance.
He turned to hobbies and spare time activities. I told him I
enjoyed reading, listening to music, gardening, and riding my bike.
He took me up on this. `Why don't you say "cycling", instead of
"riding me bike"

I said that I
thought `cycling' had a serious, competitive air. I rode my bike
simply for pleasure or to get somewhere. I don't think I passed
muster as suitable officer material.

Every weekend
we were issued with a leave pass and a return train ticket to
Melbourne. The first time, I went straight home to show off my new
uniform, with a white flash in my cap to signify aircrew trainee.
The wearers of this headgear, like a glengarry, called it a `cunt
cap’.I also had to take home my civilian gear. Everyone gushed over
me, telling me how handsome I looked, but Mum also cried, going on
all over again about losing her last baby who had suddenly grown
into a man.

On subsequent
leaves I spent much of the time in town, drinking beer in Young and
Jackson's or the Swanston Family Hotel that had become an Air Force
watering hole. Though we had all been issued with exactly the same
uniforms, on some of us they looked very smart but on others they
just hung. When I was at Box Hill High School I travelled to get
there on the Mont Albert tram, also used by the girls from Fintona
School who all wore the same shapeless orange-fawn serge tunics and
felt hats. Most looked plain and not in the least sexy but others
pulled in their belts to narrow their waists, hitched up their
skirts to show off their legs and bloused out the tops to emphasise
their breasts so they looked completely different. I suppose some
boys and men found them attractive but I thought they looked cheap
and tarty.

Some airmen did
much the same thing, even having their uniforms retailored with the
shoulders and chest padded, the waist nipped in and trousers shaped
to show off their bums and thighs. Sailors from Flinders Naval
Depot I met on the Frankston train told me they had their uniforms
retailored so they looked as if the men were poured into them. The
tops were so tight that they could not take them off by themselves;
their mates had to help peel them off. I wondered if all this was
to attract girls or was it to raise their status with their
mates.

One Saturday
night I went with some of my mates from Somers to a dance in the
basement of Melbourne Town Hall which was decorated with balloons
and paper streamers, the dance floor lined with Vienna bent-wood
chairs, and a five-piece band on the stage. The Trocadero in St
Kilda Road and the Palais de Danse at St Kilda Beach held public
dances but Mum called these `common' ─ patronised only by
gold-digging tarts and men anxious to `sleep' with them. The dances
in the lower Town Hall were far more select ─ all the girls coming
from respectable homes. One of the airmen in our group was Dick
Poon, a brother of the Secretary of the Chinese Seamen's Union who
I knew from working in the Immigration and Passports Office.

When Dick
introduced me to his sister, I thought she was the most exquisite
person I had ever seen. Small and delicate, she reminded me of the
Chinese fine porcelain cups and saucers my Aunty Ethel had. She was
wearing a plain pink silk dress slit up the side and with a high
collar, innocent of jewellery and make-up, her jet black hair piled
up and secured with a tortoise shell comb. She was much in demand,
so we had only a couple of dances together. I hoped I might see her
home, but Dick explained that his parents had given him strict
instructions not to let her out of his sight nor to let any of his
rough air force mates accompany them.
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In camp the
others talked of hardly anything but sex and it was always with the
opposite sex. I wasn't really interested but felt that to be
accepted I should try it so, when on leave, I always carried a
French letter (as condoms were then called) in my breast pocket in
case I struck it lucky. The MO gave us lectures on hygiene which of
course included sex and venerial disease which he warned us the Air
Force regarded as a self-inflicted wound – a criminal offence just
like shooting yourself in the foot.

`The first
symptom of gonorrhoea is difficulty in urinating. It feels like
pissing fish-hooks. You are lucky. Now it is quickly cured by the
new wonder drugs: sulphanilamide and penicillin.’

It may have
been easy to cure but I was terrified of catching it. Even more so
after the airman whose bed was next to mine was sent away with the
clap and then I developed a sore on my prick. I hadn't had sex with
anyone, only surreptitiously jerked it off by myself. I thought we
were supposed to have outgrown that and wasn't game to own up to it
but one night after lights out, some one in our hut was shining a
torch around and Brownie called out, `Put the fucken light out so
we can jerk off in private.'

Though
surrounded by young men, I was not game to show any interest in
some very sexy ones and had to be satisfied with the mild pleasures
of living in a completely male world and the degree of intimacy
that it offered and accepted. At least when I masturbated I could
think of the others doing it at the same time.

The sore on my
cock didn’t go away, nor did it get any bigger. Though I had no
trouble pissing and when I milked my dick there was no sign of pus,
I went on sick parade and showed my cock to the MO, telling him I
thought I must have scratched it against the rough hessian of my
palliasse (straw mattress) and it had got infected. He glanced at
the little yellow lump on its side and said it was not serious but
might become so and he would have to cut it off ─ the pustule, as
he called it ─ not my cock. He made an appointment for later in the
day.

When I went
back I had to lie on a table while he injected it with a local
anaesthetic. When the needle went into my dick I nearly passed out
with the pain. Far worse than migraine or anything I had been
through at the dentist's, but it was only for an instant. I felt no
pain while he was cutting out the sore after which he applied
antiseptic and a dressing. He told me I would have to keep it dry
until it healed and gave me a supply of French letters, one to be
worn each time I showered. With my dick greatly enlarged by a
dressing, wrapped in a French letter, I caused quite a sensation in
the showers.

Every Wednesday
afternoon, we all lined up in the picture theatre for `short arm'
inspection. This was long enough after our weekend leave for the
first signs of the clap to show up. When your place in the queue
reached the inspection table with the MO and his assistant seated
on the other side you flashed your cock. Then you milked it with
one hand. If no pus came out the assistant shouted `next' and you
were cleared.

At my medical
examination for acceptance as an aircrew trainee, the eye
specialist had discovered I suffered from migraine and rejected me
for training as a pilot. To help correct the optical effects of
this complaint, at Somers I had to undergo orthoptic treatment. The
orthoptic section was staffed by WAAAFs. I always had the same
sergeant who sat me in a darkened room in front of a sort of
binoculars but when I looked through them I saw a different image
with each eye and then, by simply looking at them, I had to merge
them into one. One set was a lion and a cage. It took me several
visits before I could put the lion in its cage.

I also had to
do eye exercises to strengthen the muscles: crossing my eyes,
looking at an object I held at arm’s length and keeping it in focus
as I moved it closer until it reached the bridge of my nose, and
the reverse: focusing on a close object and keeping it in focus as
I moved it away. I also learned to focus on distant objects without
being distracted by other things, clearly visible, in between.

Every Sunday we
were out of camp on leave, so church parade was held on Wednesday
mornings in the picture theatre, with a lectern, cloth-covered
table and pulpit on the stage. I no longer believed in God nor in a
divine Christ but I accepted the moral teachings of Jesus, so
instead of falling out from church parade with the Catholics and
Jews, I attended. I felt a hypocrite but I did not join in reciting
the general confession nor the apostles' creed, and I let my
attention wander during the sermon. Weren't the Germans Christians?
Surely Germans were praying to the same God for victory and peace
on their terms? The Japanese weren't Christians but were supposed
to be deeply religious. They must be praying to their gods for
victory too?

 


* * *

 


One afternoon,
late, when most trainees were playing football or drinking in the
canteen, I was lying on my bed reading when Alec asked the hut at
large, `Who's coming for a walk along the beach?'

I had spoken to
Alec only a few times, but found him serious-minded, with other
topics of conversation besides sex with girls. Small and dark, he
was getting the nickname `Nugget'. I was sick of the book of Walter
Murdoch's essays, so I snapped it shut and said `O K'. Nobody else
accepted so just the two of us set off.

As we strode
along on the wide, deserted beach, sticking to the firm sand near
the water where the tide had receded, we chatted easily about the
scenery: the huge expanse of sand between the sea and any
vegetation, the crystal clear water and how calm it was ─ quite
useless for surfing. `Do you like surfing?' I asked.

He picked up a
stone and attempted to make it skip across the water. `I don't live
by the sea, so I've only had one go at it on holiday at Lake's
Entrance.' He told me he came from Ardmona where his father worked
in

the fruit
cannery. In exchange I told him of my backgound. `I wish I'd had
your chances,' he said.

`What do you
mean?' I asked. I didn't consider myself very fortunate ─ having
nearly starved in the Depression and unlikely to be able to
continue my education beyond school leaving certificate.

`You can talk
to your parents about important things.' He succeeded in getting
flat stones to skip on the ripples. `My dad's only interested in
his work looking after the boilers, the local footy team and a few
beers in the pub with his mates. Mum has a full time job looking
after Dad and us kids and the house. Apart from that she only reads
Women's Weekly and listens to the radio serials. I had to leave
school at fourteen for a dead-end job in a department store.’

I thought of
the socialist books and pamphlets I had read that went on about the
exploitation and deprivation of the working class and here I was
faced with an example of it. `Workers are robbed by their
employers,' I said, `and discouraged from thinking about the cause
of their miserable conditions. But things are bound to change after
the war. Private firms'll be taken over by the government acting on
behalf of the people. From each according to his ability and to
each according to his needs. Every man, and woman too, will have a
decent home, a well-paid job with free education, medical care and
other social services and every little town will have its own
cultural centre where the people can spend their leisure instead of
in the pub or listening to the crap on the wireless.'

By this time we
had walked further than we intended so we sat down for a rest
before the long walk back. It was strange. I didn't find Alec
physically attractive, yet I felt strongly drawn to him. `Perhaps
you're right,' he said, picking up a handful of loose sand and
letting it trickle through his fingers. `But time will tell. The
gang of big-wigs who supported Hitler, Mussolini and the Japs
before the war'll cling onto power like shit to a blanket. Scraping
them off could lead to civil war.' He leaned back, propping his
head up on one elbow.

I stretched out
too. We were lying side by side, so close that I could easily have
taken him in my arms but he gave no indication of being interested
so I held back. `Like in Russia after the revolution,' I said. `I
don't think so. Already we have an almost socialist state. War
organisation of industry powers just need to be extended. The
government can nationalise the banks and commercial institutions.
All we need is a majority of the people to vote for what's clearly
in their interest. . . . What'll you do after the war?'

`I'm not sure.
My size is just right for an air gunner and the rate they're
killing tail-end Charlies, there's probably no “after the war” for
me.' He frowned and his expression hardened. `I've heard stories of
bomber crews never even getting to know the names of their gunners.
They hose the remains of at least one out of his gun turret after
each mission.'

I wondered if
that was what I was in for. `Why did you enlist if you expect
almost certain death?'

Alec's
expression relaxed, `The danger, adventure and challenge are
exciting. To escape my boring life in a country town.'

`You could’ve
gone into ground staff. Trained as an aircraft fitter or . . .
'

`I want to
fly.'

`And if you
survive the war?

`I dunno . . .
One thing I do know is I don't want a mindless job like my old
man's and I don't want some boring nine to five office job, coming
home at the same time every evening to a house-bound wife and two
or three kids. I want to be free, my own boss. P’raps they’ll offer
farms to ex-servicemen like after the last war. I've always envied
farmers, with a house of your own, growing your own produce, not
beholden to anyone.'

I thought of
the Stretch family on a soldier settlement block at Wallinduc,
barely surviving during the depression. `That's fine in good
seasons on good land, but you'd need to get a good block of good
land and be assured of strong support through bad seasons.
Australia's a great country with millions of acres of unused land,
but much of it wouldn't feed a single kangaroo to a hundred acres
and we have a very trying unreliable climate.'

Alec looked at
his watch. `Time to get back,' he said. We got up and jogged along
the shore, playing at dodging each small incoming wave. About half
way back we stopped to admire the sunset ─ nothing spectacular,
just gentle pinks and mauves tinting the light cloud cover. `So
quiet and peaceful,' said Alec.

I longed to hug
and kiss him but all I could do was say, `Yes'.
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Soon our course
came to an end. I had passed the final tests in all subjects, but
although my worst results were for Morse code I was sent to No 1
Wireless Air Gunners' School (1 WAGS) at Ballarat. As he expected,
Alec was also classed as a WAG, but sent to Canada for further
training. Peter was selected for pilot's course and sent to No 1
Elementary Flying Training School, Benalla.

Our flight
would be breaking up to go separate ways but as the course was so
short and only an introduction into the RAAF there was no passing
out parade or graduation ceremony. We decided to have a break-up
dinner at a café in Balnarring ─ the neighbouring village along
Western Port Bay. The café had no liquor licence, so I chose to
drink a temperance mock-beer, Tarax Bitter, which at least wasn’t
sickly sweet. The more popular instructors attended and I was
surprised to find what good blokes they were when they didn't have
to pull rank and they seemed genuinely pleased to mix casually with
us. After a very ordinary meal we came to formal speeches and
toasts and then recitations of dirty poems and songs. One
began,

`In the street
of a thousand arseholes,

By the sign of
the swinging tit

Stood a
slant-eyed Chinese maiden ,

By the name of
Hoo Flung Shit . . . '

and went on for
dozens of verses. Another was about a farting competition in which
Mrs Jones tried to fart the first lines of the National Anthem but
she shat in her drawers and was disqualified.

Somebody
sang,

`She was poor
but she was honest ,

Victim of the
squire's game,

First he fucked
and then he left her

And she lost
her honest name .

Chorus: It's
the same the whole world over,

It's the poor
what get the blame,

It's the rich
what live in clover.

Ain't it all a
fucken shame! '

which went on
for umpteen verses with us all joining in the chorus. Somebody else
sang a dirty parody on Poor Little Angeline that seemed to go on
for ever, after which we each had to contribute an item. I chose
the limerick:

There once was
a queen of Khartoum

Who took a
lesbian up to his room.

As she snapped
out the light,

She said ,
`Let’s get this right!’

Who does what
with which and to whom?’
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To reach 1 WAGS
we had to return to Flinders Street Station the way we had come to
Somers and then transfer to another troop train to Ballarat. Our
camp was a few miles beyond Ballarat, on a broad flat plain, right
beside the railway line to Ararat, so the train took us all the
way. When it stopped we had to jump down with our kit-bags, walk
across a road and through the camp gate.

This camp was
similar to Somers, with neat rows of corrugated iron huts but a
much bigger, also corrugated iron, administration centre that was
known as `Bullshit Castle’. We lined up on the parade ground (`bull
ring’) and were allotted to dormitory huts. I was in flight 45C
whose hut was conveniently close to the airmen’s mess, canteen,
ablutions and latrines. In the bed next to mine was Ross,
good-looking in a quiet, reserved way, who, like me, was almost
straight out of school. He did not smoke and neither swore nor told
dirty jokes and didn’t seem interested in sex at all. Opposite us
were Paddy, a burly ex-fireman, and Fergie, an old hand who had
remustered from ground staff where he had been an armourer. The bed
the other side of Ross was occupied by Jack, a balding old man of
28 who had been a professional golfer.

The routine was
similar to the last few weeks at Somers, except that we didn't have
classes in principles of flight, aircraft recognition and
navigation and we now had practical radio and electricity, and
lessons on the Browning .5 machine gun. Having just scraped through
Morse code at Somers, I concentrated on practising with the
transmission key. As at Somers, to help us relax, we were allowed
to smoke during tests but it made no difference to me. I became
flustered and I was still far too slow. In one test, the sergeant
forgot to give us permission to smoke and somebody asked, `Can we
smoke, Sarge?'

He looked at
the one who had called out, and said evenly, `I don't give a fuck
if you burst into flames.'

As I had found
at Somers, nearly all the NCOs weren't tin-pot Hitler tyrants nor
sadists, but helpful and considerate. One drill sergeant was even
motherly and I strongly suspected his interest in his charges was
sexual. His name was Sutherland so we called him `Mother’
Sutherland. The exception was the corporal in charge of our hut who
bullied us and crawled to the officers. Before orderly officer's
inspection he would make us refold any blanket that was a hair's
breadth out of line.

`Useless
stripe-happy bastard,' said Fergie, after the inspection was over.
`He'll get on. Always pissin' in some officer's pocket, he'll make
the snakepit' (sergeants’ mess).

In the hut next
to mine was a poncy airman who gave me the glad eye but I did not
respond because he was mercilessly teased and I didn't want that
happening to me.

We didn't get
leave every weekend, so church parades were on Sunday mornings and
in the evening the padre, assisted by Mother Sutherland, held
discussion groups. I went along to one of these and found the padre
very easy to talk to so I voiced my doubts about religion and my
misgivings about church services. He told me that many Christians
had doubts and, unless I was an absolutely convinced non-believer,
I should continue attending church parades. But the following
Sunday at church parade, when Catholics and Jews were ordered to
fall out (leave the parade and wait behind while the Protestants
marched off to a church service) conscientious objectors were also
included, so I fell out too. A corporal sorted out the Catholics
who went off to mass and told the rest of us to clean up every bit
of rubbish around our sleeping huts. Since we had daily hut
inspections the ground was pretty clean ─ just the odd match,
cigarette butt and chewing gum wrapper. We whiled away most of the
time standing around, chatting and smoking.

I spent several
short leaves in Ballarat, drinking beer at Craig's Hotel or at the
Plough and Harrow, whose bar the RAAF had almost taken over,
watching pictures at the Regent Theatre ─ a smaller, cheaper
version of Melbourne's Regent ─ and riding on the little old trams
out to the lake and its surrounding gardens. The city looked as
though it had not changed since the last century. Most of its wide
streets were tree-lined but few buildings reached higher than two
storeys and most of them had iron verandas stretching across the
footpaths to the kerbless gutters.

On leave
weekends we stood down early on Friday afternoon and usually had to
hang around waiting for a truck to take us into Ballarat or for a
special train to take us to Melbourne. We discovered that although
the gate was guarded by service police, checking leave passes, and
the fence near it was high chain wire, about a hundred yards down
the road it was only four strands of wire which were easy to
squeeze through or climb over. So some of us would nick out early
and hitch a ride into town.

I tried it one
day, and three of us thumbed the first car that came along ─ a big
dark blue Humber. It stopped and we all piled into the back seat.
As soon as we sat down we discovered it was the CO's car and he was
sitting in the front seat. I expected to be driven back to camp and
charged with absconding but he just chatted to us about how we
intended spending the weekend and dropped us outside Craig's Hotel,
a handsome three-storey stone building surmounted by a tower.

One weekend,
Dad's cousin, who I called my Auntie Marjorie, picked me up and
drove me out to her farm at Dean. It hadn't changed much from how I
remembered it before the war, except much more of the land
including the slope behind the blacksmith's shop where we used to
race billy-carts was now used for growing potatoes. Her son Bruce,
my age, now had an old Bentley and he was restoring a Bugatti
racer. Farming was a reserved occupation so he was still at
home.

On Saturday
afternoon I helped decorate the Community Hall – an unlined wooden
shed wih an iron roof, casement windows along the side and a
platform at one end ─ for a dance there that night by blowing up
balloons, draping it with paper streamers and polishing the floor
by shredding candles and treading the wax into the wood, and
sprinkling it with talcum powder.

After an early
tea, I had a shower, dressed and set off with the family in their
car. By lamplight, the hall didn't look too bad. On its small
platform-stage a three-

piece band ─
honky-tonk piano, squeaky violin and thumping drums ─ was playing
Roll Out The Barrel.

The females,
heavily made up and in long frocks, sat on wooden kitchen chairs
near the platform, while the men stood at the other end, near the
door. No alcohol was allowed but some of the men had a stash of
bottles outside and much traffic passed in and out through the
doorway. I wasn’t the least bit interested in any of the females
but I felt the big, strong, rough farmers might think I was a
sissy, so I had every dance. Like most dances this one was 50/50 ─
half modern and half old time. I learned the Barn Dance, The
Alberts, Boston Two-step, Pride of Erin, the Lancers and palais
glide. In the Monte Carlo a tall blonde and I nearly won; we were
the last to be sent off the floor. Despite butter and sugar
rationing, the ladies provided a huge supper of home-made cakes,
scones and biscuits and coffee made from coffee essence and hot
milk. In spite of the dreadful band and awful coffee I quite
enjoyed myself.

 


* * *

 


When she
returned me to Ballarat, Auntie Marjorie took me to meet her uncle
Jack and his wife who lived in a big two-storey house in a large
garden by the lake. He was the Tippett of Ronaldson and Tippett,
engineers, who made farm machinery. His brother was married to my
grandfather's sister, so we were distant relations. I liked both
him and his wife. She was tall and elegant, interested in the arts
and conscious of her position as a leading member of Ballarat
society. He was stocky, rough and ready, unpretentious and
practical. Their house had many gadgets he had designed and made,
including a wire-mesh fire screen that moved up and down like a
sash window and, when raised, disappeared into a space behind the
mantelpiece.

I became a
regular visitor at the Tippetts’. He drove an old 1924 Coton Degout
tourer, fitted with a producer gas unit, which he brought home, its
huge rear compartment loaded with scrap wood from his works as fuel
for the hot water service. He also had a Daimler but he left that
and its petrol ration for his wife.

 


* * *

 


As summer
advanced, the weather became really hot with searing, dry north
winds and, as in most summers in Victoria, bush fires broke out.
One of the worst was a huge grass fire sweeping across hundreds of
square miles of the Western District, the edge of it quite close to
Ballarat, so we were called out to fight it. The cynics said it was
only because our CO’s sheep station at Skipton was threatened, but
the truck I was in took us to the front of the fire at Rokewood
almost in the opposite direction.

Short flames
were crackling across the ground with a pall of thin smoke and
above the smell of burning grass and gum-leaves was the smell of
singed wool and ashes. The fire sped forward but the grass did not
burn for long and behind the very front it went out in a few
seconds leaving black ash and cinders. We were issued with wet
sacks tied to the ends of sticks to beat and put out the flames. It
was hot, hard, dirty work, continuously moving along the shifting
front of the fire but we got it under control and when we left in
the evening it was snuffed out. Tired, dirty, hungry and thirsty,
we arrived back at camp where Mother Sutherland greeted us like
heroes returning from the battlefield and fed us on great thick
bully beef and lettuce sandwiches and mugs of tea.

A few days
later, we were sent out cleaning up after the fires. My truck
dropped us on the edge of a black expanse scattered with burnt
corpses of sheep. Overcome by the stench of burnt wool and rotten
meat I promptly threw up. We had to gather up the carcasses into
heaps that the farmer would later pour sump oil and kerosene on and
burn. The fire had come right up to the little weatherboard
farmhouse but it had escaped unscathed. Sometimes when I grabbed a
sheep’s leg and pulled, it came away from the body, maggots
cascading onto the ashes.

When I paused
for a break, I looked at my surroundings ─ the solitary house, the
clumps of blackened sugar gums along the road and a tank still
standing beside a corrugated iron roof lying on the ground showed
where a shed had been. It looked vaguely familiar. Suddenly it
dawned on me that this was the Stretch’s farm at Wallinduc where I
had stayed on school holidays – now a black wasteland with only the
small house and the tiny stone-built dairy still standing. Even the
lemon tree had gone. No sign of life except my Air Force mates so I
thought it was pointless looking for the farmer and his family. I
got on with my gruesome work, wondering what had become of Henry
Stretch.

 


* * *

 


Though we were
fully involved with life around Ballarat and thousands of miles
away from action against the Japanese, we kept up with news of the
war, particularly in the Pacific region. In the Bismarck Sea, North
of New Guinea, a big sea battle waged by the American Navy and Air
force, assisted by the Australian, completely defeated a Japanese
fleet. Besides cutting off supplies to the Japanese army in New
Guinea it gave the Allies control of sea traffic in the entire
South Pacific. This meant that we had won the war in New Guinea,
except for mopping up operations. I wondered how it would affect my
future. General MacArthur would almost certainly attack the
Philippines ─ when the Japanese drove him out from there he had
vowed, `I will return’ to the Philippines. He wouldn't want to
share his honour and glory with Australian forces, so probably we
would be part of a British advance through Singapore and mainland
Asia to Japan ─ a long tedious process. I had never been very
interested in New Guinea ─ it seemed to be all wild jungle with
primitive `fuzzy wuzzies' ─ but Asia, with its rich cultures, older
than European, had always fascinated me. I hoped I would be sent to
the Netherlands East Indies.

 


* * *

 


In our hut the
talk was still nearly all about sex with sheilas, but occasionally
there were small variations on this theme. Once Fergie told us
that, as a sixteen-year-old he and his mates held cock-measuring
contests. After lights out Paddy often announced that he had a fat
he `could belt a dog with’. I was willing to help him deal with it
but scared to make a move.

Bazza had a
huge cock that he liked to display. In the mornings when he got out
of bed with a monstrous erection he would stand by his bed,
flashing it. He would take off his pyjama top, drop it onto his
prick and flick it over his shoulder onto his bed, then do the same
with the trousers. One night Jack went out for a late shower and on
his return told us there was a bloke in the showers with a cock
like an elephant’s tusk.

I asked `Don’t
you mean trunk?’



`No. A huge
tusk.’ He held his fore-arm out in front of his belly to
demonstrate. `Like this.’

A couple of
nights later I went for a late shower and discovered a sex club.
Everyone was soaping up his prick and flashing it at the others. I
wondered if they stayed after lights out and what happened then,
but I was afraid to find out. NCOs came round at lights out to make
sure everyone was in bed and they always inspected the showers
first. I went back to my hut. Though it was supposed to be spring,
a cold south wind was blowing and when I closed the door behind me
the latch did not engage properly, so the wind blew it open again.
A chorus of voices shouted, `Shut the fucken door! Were yer born in
a fucken tent?’

 


* * *

 


Soon after that
the CO called a special parade at which he told us that since the
Allies now had overwhelming air superiority in Europe and the
Pacific, air crew training was being cut right back. He read out a
short list of those who would be continuing with their training.
The rest of us would be scrubbed and transferred to No1 Personnel
Depot at the Melbourne Cricket Ground for remustering to ground
staff. I was still having trouble transmitting Morse code, so I was
among these.
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I had been to
the MCG once before when Dr Lawrence, a friend of my parents, had
taken me into the members' stand to watch a football grand-final.
Now it was transformed. Completely taken over by the Air Force, the
members' facilities were now officers', the public stands were
airmen's dormitories and the sacred turf had become a parade ground
and general outdoor recreation area. Apart from the administration,
stores and catering staff, the population was transient, not
attached to any particular unit so we were a collection of
individuals. The main function of the administration was to sort us
out and keep us occupied while they did so, before sending each of
us off to the most suitable unit. They had our records of civilian
qualifications, RAAF aptitude, personality and IQ tests and what
training we had undergone since enlistment, so we were spared any
further interviews or tests.

1PD was also an
embarkation depot so some of us were waiting to go on active
service overseas and I had to attend lectures aimed at them. One
was by an ex-bomber crew warrant officer observer who entertained
us with stories of life in England and his experiences dropping
bombs on Germany.

He told a story
of meeting an American officer in an English pub where the American
said he couldn’t make out the English sub-tle sense of humour.
Recently he had been invited to an English club where a guy had
told a joke about Lady Godiva . . . `Riding naked on her horse, she
arrived at a crossroads, up one road came a man on foot, along
another a horseman and the other a man driving a cart. Which one of
them recognised her? The answer is: the horseman knew her. All the
limies laughed, shouting `Horse manure'. But I don't get it. Lady
Godiva arrives at a crossroads, right! She meets a peedestrian, an
eequestrian and a cart driver. Which one recognised her? And the
answer's Horseshit! English humour's much too sub-tle for me!'

Another joke he
told was about nicely-brought-up English girls. `An Australian
airman on leave was invited into an English stately home. After a
magnificent meal, dining on pheasant, partridge and hare,
accompanied by vintage French chateau-bottled wines, the beautiful
daughter of his host and hostess took him to look over the house.
By the time they reached the conservatory they were both ready for
it, so he pushed her down and climbed up her. They were hard at it
when her parents arrived on the scene. “Agatha!” exclaimed her
mother. “After all we've taught you and spent on that Swiss
finishing school! Arch your back, girl and keep the gentleman's
balls off the cold floor.” ‘

He went on with
a long series of these stories before becoming more serious and
telling us about bombing raids. One thing that stuck in my mind was
about shooting at civilians, women and children. He said, `The
German people voted Hitler into power and they supported every
action of his so long as it would, they hoped, win the war. There's
no such thing as a good German. When we bomb, we concentrate on
military targets but bomb-sights are inaccurate and we drop bombs
over the surrounding area: on civilian houses, shops, theatres,
clubs and whatever. Our machine gunners shoot at whoever runs out
of them.'

Could I do
that?

`Sir Arthur
Harris, chief of Bomber Command, is trying to bomb Germany into
surrender without an invasion by land forces, but it won’t be easy.
Recently 800 Lancasters went on a mission to Nuremburg, deep inside
Germany. Their crews didn’t know that German fighter planes are now
fitted with upwards firing cannons as well as forward firing ones.
The Messerschmitts flew in under the Lancs and cut them to pieces.
In that one mission, 545 of our airmen were killed ─ more than in
the entire Battle of Britain. When you lose so many of your mates
to these bastards who show no mercy for civilians you’re not too
fussy about where your bombs land or who your bullets strike.’

Thank God I’m
not in aircrew !

He had a low
opinion of Yank navigators and told of one who set out from his
base in the USA for Alaska and ended up in Mexico because he read
his map upside down. Nor did he think much of their ability to find
targets. He told us the Europeans had a saying: when the RAF are
bombing, the Germans take cover, when the Luftwaffe fly over, the
allies take cover, and when the Americans fly over everybody takes
cover.

 


* * *

 


By this time my
parents had left their friend, Mrs Steel's, house where they had
been staying and were now making do in Dad's studio where their
furniture had been stored while he was working with the Australian
War Memorial in Canberra. I had plenty of free time so I helped
them convert the wash-hand basin and gas ring in the back corner
into a kitchen with a small gas stove, and the outside urinal into
a bathroom, with a shower and wash-hand basin. The walls were
covered in drab shabby wallpaper so, wearing my Air Force overalls,
I set about painting them over. No sun ever entered the place so I
chose bright primrose yellow Kalsomine. This made rather a mess of
my uniform and, even after I sent it to the laundry, it had bright
yellow patches.

I spent most of
my free time in Dad's studio, returning before midnight to the MCG
to sleep. I caught the train from Glenferrie to Richmond and then
walked through Yarra Park. Recently there had been a series of
murders of girls in parks close to Melbourne. But an American
soldier, Sgt Leonski, had been charged and convicted of those, so I
felt quite safe and I hoped to meet an attractive man who would
ravish me. All the same, I strode purposefully through the park,
without dilly-dallying, so it never happened.

Our beds ─ the
usual steel-pipe frame and wire chain mesh ─ were perched on the
steps in the MCG stands, with no walls, so they were quite exposed.
Thank goodness it was only autumn, without those strong winter
south winds, but I was glad of my four blankets and had no trouble
sleeping.

Soon I was told
I had been selected to do a recorder's course and would be
transferred to Adelaide. I hadn't the faintest idea what a recorder
did but I soon found out that we worked in an operations room, like
I had seen in films of winning the Battle of Britain, receiving
radar plots of the position of every aircraft in our area, and if
one was potentially hostile, we would alert our fighters and
calculate an intercept to destroy the enemy. This sounded
interesting and valuable work. The basic training was at No 4
School of Technical Training (4 STT) in Adelaide, so I went there
by troop train.

In Adelaide we
were sent to the Exhibition Building to sleep and next morning to
Foy's building for lectures. The NCO in charge of us was a Greek
ex-boxer, George Paradise, who marched us from the Exhibition to
Foy's and vice versa. Deeply steeped in Air Force ritual, he tried
to get us performing all the parade ground movements. First he
lined us up in three ranks, dressing by the left, then he shouted,
`Quick march! Left, right, left, right. When we had to turn a
corner, it was `Left wheel' or Right wheel. He selected me as
flight orderly, which meant that, dressed in my yellow- splashed
overalls, on my own out in front, I led our flight as we marched,
swinging our arms to shoulder height with elbows straight, from the
Exhibition to Foy's.

I enjoyed my
position, leading the daily parade and I knew that, if I wanted to,
I could easily take my disreputable overalls to the QM store and
U/S (declare unserviceable) them and get a new set. But defiantly I
carried on as I was, and I was soon replaced. It was fun while it
lasted.

Most of the
others at 4 STT were trainee clerks who George objected to us
recorders calling `shiny bums'. While we were calculating aircraft
positions and working out intercepts, we could hear them learning
typing to music which we would whistle while we worked.

I made three
close friends and the four of us spent most of our time together.
Serious, bespectacled George had been a book-keeper and shared my
interest in classical music; light-hearted Jack, a former
draughtsman, was a jazz fanatic, and dreamy Mick, who had been a
wool classer, was an avid reader. We went together on tram rides to
the beach at Glenelg, with a broad white sandy beach and a long
jetty; on the little steam train that wound through the hills,
settled with market gardens and orchards, up to Mount Lofty where
we could look down on the city quite close below us, and to the
pictures. The latest films went to the troops up North, so most of
those we saw were old. One that impressed me was My Little
Chickadee, with Mae West and WC Fields, in which Mae recited
Shakespeare. Another was Watch on the Rhine with Paul Lukas which I
liked so much I saw it again a few nights later. George discovered
that the ABC radio studios had a small lounge at street level where
anyone could sit and listen to their programs. We sometimes went
there to enjoy symphony concerts.

George had
family friends in Adelaide who took us to their seaside house at
Victor Harbour, over an hour's drive away, full of weekenders and
with a long surf beach that was quite deserted, it being winter. I
was surprised at the hospitality lavished on us and all servicemen
─ perhaps it was because in Adelaide there were fewer of us than in
Melbourne. I liked being in Adelaide which seemed calm and relaxed,
less affected by the War than Melbourne.

Is it because
the Yanks aren’t here? It all seems unhurried and friendly.

While stationed
in Adelaide we heard of the Allied D-Day

Landing At
Cherbourg in Normandy. I watched newsreels showing portable
harbours and prefabricated bridges, the bows of ships opening to
disgorge hundreds of troops and tanks as transport planes dropped
paratroopers, and ships shelled the enemy-held positions. The
Germans fought back with everything they had but they hadn't a
chance. Enormous British, American and Free French forces were
advancing towards Paris. The meticulous planning of it all
impressed me even more than its execution.

`The churches
have called for a day of prayer for the success of the invasion,' I
said to Jack as we left the theatre.

`That's a
laugh,' he said, `God's on the side of the stronger army with the
better weapons. Prayers won't make a fucken particle o’
difference.

`The Germans
are praying to the same God. The insignia on their tanks and planes
slaughtering civilians is a Christian cross.'
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After a month
in Adelaide, we were posted to 102 Fighter Control Unit, Newcastle,
for further training. It occupied what had been a girls' boarding
school at the top of a hill in New Lambton, with sweeping views
over the town and its steelworks and out to sea. I liked Newcastle
─ a vital place, not sedate like Ballarat and Adelaide. Being a
relief and recreation centre for American troops, it had a big USO
club which was open to Australian servicemen and we spent much of
our free time there. Though the management and staff were American,
local women and girls worked there as volunteers. It had a good
dance floor and sound system, playing the latest records. The
American forces had brought jitter-bugging with them and,
surprisingly, the star performer was a man from my unit. He was a
contortionist who could throw himself and his partner into any
position at high speed, but always keeping perfect time with the
music. I was scared of making a fool of myself so sat out these
dances and tried only the foxtrots, quicksteps and modern
waltzes.

One night the
USO turned into Diamond Jim Brady's Saloon, with gambling tables
and phony money. I enjoyed playing poker and blackjack but quickly
lost my money and was left with no chips to cash at the end.
Another night at the USO I picked up an American soldier and we
walked along the sea wall looking for a private place to have it
off. When we came to steps leading down to the beach, he stood on
the fifth step from the bottom, while I stood on the sand and
sucked his cock. When we had finished we heard loud clapping from
the sea wall above us. A line of half a dozen US soldiers had been
watching us.

 


* * *

 


Frequently our
unit trucks (called tenders) took us out into the surrounding
country. On these jaunts we were supposed to march along country
roads, but they were actually pleasure excursions. Our NCOs weren’t
any more interested in marching then we were. We went to the mining
town, Wallsend, little more than a village of small old miners'
cottages, the surf beach at Merewether just on the edge of the city
centre, and Swansea, a commercial, residential and holiday centre
at the entrance to Lake Macquarie from the ocean. There was a
saying: `Join the Navy and see the world’. I had joined the Air
Force and I was seeing parts of Australia where I had never been
before.

In the
operations room we worked round-the-clock shifts. Six recorders per
shift sat around the big table whose top was a hardboard map of the
local area of coast and sea, divided into squares like a street
directory road map. A code pair of letters painted on each big
square identified it and it was divided up into 100 small squares
which were indicated by co-ordinate numbers, again exactly as in a
street directory. For example, if a plane was spotted in the
south-west corner of square AB, its position would be AB one
nine.

We each wore
headphones connected to the R/T (radio/telephone) operators in a
nearby hut, who received plots from radar stations and relayed them
to us. From the time and position of the plot, and the flight
schedule from the airfield at Williamtown the controller (officer
in charge of the shift) told us which flight it was and we made up
a stand showing the flight number, type of aircraft, altitude and
ground speed.

Using a long
pole with a piece of wood on the end, like croupiers use to collect
gambling chips, we moved these stands about as fresh reports came
in. The controller, usually a squadron leader, sat in an armchair
above the table, looking down on it with a clear view of all the
stands, one for each plane in the area. If an unidentified plane
appeared he would alert the fighter squadrons with which he had
direct radio contact. If any two planes were on collision course he
could radio the control tower at Williamtown airport.

 


* * *

On one leave I
went to Sydney by train. Many trains were being used for moving
troops, so civilian services had been reduced and I had to stand up
all the way. It was an interesting trip, crossing the Hawkesbury
River and through Kuringai Chase National Park. When we reached
Sydney, Central Station was thronged with soldiers, mostly
American.

I caught a
‘toast-rack’ tram, the conductor clinging on the outside, along New
South Head Road to Point Piper where my sisters shared a flat in
Wolesley Road. The flat was tiny but it had room for me to sleep on
the sitting room couch. Joy was on duty at Qantas flying boat base
in Rose Bay. Lucie, a sergeant in the AWAS, working in the
Quartermaster's office in Victoria Barracks, was off duty and took
me to see King's Cross which seemed even livelier than I remembered
it. Apart from trams and trolley-buses, all the traffic was taxis,
most of which were picking up or dropping off Yanks, some smoking
huge cigars, and hanging on their arms, giggling, squealing
good-time girls, most of them wearing an orchid corsage and
carrying a box of chocolates. Over lunch in Cahill's Coffee Lounge
Lucie told me about her life in the Army and how much she enjoyed
it. In the afternoon we took a ferry to Manly where we walked to
the ocean beach and looked at the surf.

In the evening
we went out to Turramurra to see Mrs Henderson with whom I had
stayed when I came to Sydney for the first time about two and a
half years earlier. She was very pleased to see us and talk about
old times and her son, Ken, who was in the Army in New Guinea. We
lost track of the time and did not allow enough of it to walk back
to the railway station, so we missed the last train.

Only Americans
could afford taxis so there was nothing we could do but walk back
to Chatswood, where we could catch an all night tram. It was a
marathon walk but we were both fit and set off along the Pacific
Highway at marching pace. On reaching Chatswood in the middle of
the night we caught a Watson's Bay tram. When it passed through
King's Cross the place was still jumping. Back in the girls' flat I
collapsed on the sofa and almost immediately fell asleep. When I
woke up I received no sympathy from Joy for being so stupid.

 


* * *

 


On finishing
our course we were sent back to 1PD at the MCG, before going to
Darwin and probably on to somewhere in the Pacific. This would mean
being away from home for about two years, if the war lasted that
long, so we had embarkation leave. I made farewell visits to
friends and relations, and Dad, thinking I might not return,
modelled a profile plaque of my head and cast it in pewter. If I
were killed, he would have this as a memento.

After returning
to camp following this leave, waiting to go to Adelaide, en route
to Darwin there was nothing for us to do in camp, so Jack and I
nicked out to the pictures. We saw Lawrence Olivier in
Shakespeare's Henry V which I thought the best film I had seen,
more for Olivier's direction than his acting, though that was
excellent too. We weren't found out, so another afternoon we shot
through again to see Victory through Air Power ─ a bitter
disappointment that I thought was blatant propaganda for the
American aircraft industry.

When we arrived
back at camp, Service Police challenged us at the gate and asked to
see our leave passes. They were not signed for that afternoon, so
we were charged with being AWL. We both accepted that having
committed the crime of being found out we deserved to be punished
but I felt it was ironic that we were being penalised for a
patriotic act – watching a Hollywood bullshit pro-war film. We were
sent to Wonga Park, a former Boy Scout camp in the Dandenongs, then
used to give RAAF ground-staff experience of jungle conditions. As
jungle it was pretty scrubby and it certainly wasn't tropical.

We slept in a
tent without beds, just ground-sheets and blankets on the ground.
It was perishing cold. First heavy rain fell, turning the whole
camp into a quagmire, and then it snowed, reminding me of being
back in the school cadets in Canberra, dressed only in shorts and
shirt, when it snowed. Jack said he felt `colder than a nun's cunt
' so we moved our groundsheets together and snuggled up under all
our blankets. My dick having shrivelled almost to vanishing point,
I had no thought of sex but cuddling him was comforting. Our
sentence was seven days there but after our first night, the
authorities condemned the inhuman conditions and the camp was
closed down. We returned to the MCG.

 


* * *

 


The train trip
to Adelaide was at night. Jack had a window seat and I was next to
him. As the night was cold we each had a blanket over us. When it
became colder we shared our two blankets and we snuggled up
together. Playfully I put my hand on his crotch for a few seconds
and then withdrew it. He reached across, held my cock, still inside
my trousers, with one hand, grabbed my hand with his other and put
it back on his which was by now stiff. The others in the
compartment seemed to be dozing and not taking any notice, so we
nestled into our blankets and had it off. Afterwards, Jack never
mentioned this incident, so neither did I.

In Adelaide we
were camped at Colonel Light Gardens, at the end of a tram line and
across the road from a military hospital. We now knew our way round
the city and spent our free time visiting our familiar haunts. I
thought it might be a long time before we would get a really good
meal, so one evening George and I had dinner at the South Australia
Hotel. Prices were fixed so it cost only five shillings each.
George did not drink alcohol so I drank a whole bottle of moselle
by myself. I got back to camp and into bed all right but in the
middle of the night I woke up with a frightful guts ache and
nausea, that continued after I had vomited several times.

I blamed the
wine. In the morning I felt no better, and still thinking only the
wine had upset me, I stayed away from the mess and lived on milk
shakes from the canteen. The following day I felt just as ill so I
went on sick parade. As soon as the doctor pressed my belly I
nearly cried with the pain and he knew I had appendicitis. He
called up an ambulance and I was immediately whizzed to the
hospital across the road. Lying face-up on the stretcher, as we
rushed along the hospital corridors, the whole world seemed upside
down. This was my first experience of hospital except when I was
born and as a visitor. I was scared of the surgeon’s knife but I
realised I would certainly die if I didn’t have the operation and
it would put an end to the searing pain.

In minutes I
was undressed, my pubic hair shaved, and I was in the operating
theatre. The anaesthetist put a mask over my face and told me to
start counting. I had got to three when I started to pass out and
in the few seconds before I became completely unconscious I said,
`My heart aches and a drowsy numbness pains my sense, as though of
hemlock I had drunk ' from some poem I had learned at school.

When I came to
in a ward the surgeon told me I was very lucky. My appendix was on
the point of bursting and he had just got it in the nick of time.
Even with the new wonder sulpha drugs and penicillin, peritonitis
was often fatal.

I got a
stabbing pain whenever I moved my middle but what troubled me most
was that I could not piss even though I strongly felt the need, not
only in my bladder, but a sense of pressure over my whole body.
Nurses came and ran the tap by my bed and talked about running
water but I could not squeeze a drop out of my cock. Eventually
they called the doctor who said he would have to insert a catheter.
I had no idea what he meant.

A nurse brought
a trolley with a long rubber tube nearly as thick as a pencil and a
big basin. She put the basin on the floor, with one end of the tube
in it and handed the other end to the doctor. He took my cock in
one hand and inserted the end of the tube in its eye. It was nearly
as bad as having a needle in it and the pain continued as he pushed
the tube in about half an inch at a time. When it reached my
bladder the piss started to flow and the relief was almost worth
the pain. I felt it was draining out from the top of my head to the
tips of my toes. Strangely, while he was pulling the tube out I
felt no pain at all.

In a few days I
was well enough to leave the hospital but not fit to go back to
camp so I went into a convalescent home run by an old nurse with
huge bum and tits in a crackling starched white uniform with a head
dress like a nun's. She said I needed building up and fed me
Saunders' malt extract with cod liver oil. Two other men shared the
room I was in. They talked of nothing but horse races, football and
sex, completely ignoring me. One told the other that when his wife
knocked him back, he jerked off in front of her. An aspect of
married life I had not considered.

`When I get
home,' he said, `she'll think she's been hit in the crotch with a
plateful of porridge.'
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When I was
pronounced fit for light duties I returned to camp just in time to
move out with my mates to the train to Darwin. We started off in a
normal South Australian Railways train through several small towns
and hilly country to the end of the line at Quorn where almond
orchards stretched to the horizon. I bought a large bag of the nuts
which we cracked with our teeth and ate.

From here army
trucks carried us to Port Augusta, the southern end of the railway
to Alice Springs. The old narrow gauge train had few passenger
carriages which were reserved for officers and NCOs so we were in a
converted cattle truck with open sides, sleeping bunks and hard
seats. We settled in and made ourselves as comfortable as we could.
`Hardly the Spirit of Progress ,' said George.

`Generally
known as the Spirit of Protest,' said somebody from the other end
of our truck.

The train
rattled and rocked abominably so it was impossible to read. We
played five hundred and looked at the scenery. The further north we
went the drier it became ─ bare red soil with clumps of spiky
spinifex and occasional stunted gum trees with skinny white trunks
supporting a sparse bunch of dark green leaves at the top. Hardly a
sign of human occupation. We did not pass through a single town,
only widely separated small settlements.

After looking
out on this monotonous sight for an hour or more, Jack said, `If
this is what the Nips want to take from us, they can fucken have
it, and welcome to it.'

Beside the line
were telegraph poles with banks of insulators on top and wires
strung between them. `I suppose this is the original overland
telegraph,' said George.

`When was
that?' I asked.

`Early 70s. I
think'

The train had
an army kitchen in one of its trucks, commonly called the `Café de
Move-along’. When the train stopped for a meal, we lined up with
our mess tins and sat on the ground beside the line to eat. The
food was mostly out of tins, but acceptable under the
circumstances.

The land was
mainly flat with hardly a hill until, just before reaching Alice
Springs, we passed through Heavitree Gap in the Macdonnell Ranges
with spectacular cliffs of multicolour bands of rock on either
side. The train line ended at Alice Springs where, a short walk
from the railway station, we camped in tents on the race course ─
comfortable and quiet after the rattle-trap train and a green oasis
in the red desert. It had a canteen where I bought a drink and a
bar of chocolate. My bowels had been disturbing me. I put it down
to all the almonds I had eaten at Quorn and the change of water,
travelling. Anyway, whatever the cause, I thought it wise to save
the chocolate wrapping paper, which I thriftily stowed in a
pocket.

Sure enough,
soon I was caught short and headed for one of the bin latrines at
the race course where, as expected, there was no dunny paper.
Pleased with my foresight, in the dark, I fished a bit of paper out
of my pocket, wiped my bum with it, buttoned up my shorts and went
on my way. When I had to blow my nose and took out my handkerchief
I discovered I still had the chocolate wrapping. I found my other
pocket empty. Oh No! I had wiped my arse on a ten shilling note.
One of the Boongs who worked as labourers round the camp would have
a lucky find.

The common term
for Aborigine was `Boong'. I didn't feel it was at all derogatory.
It was common Australian practice to abbreviate long words into
monosyllables. RAAF aircrew recruits were known as sprogs, my own
name, Roderic, was shortened to Rod and I didn't object. Calling
refugees from Hitler `Reffos', Communists `Commos', Italians
`Dagos' and Aborigines `Abos' did seem derogatory. I didn't mind,
and even liked, being called `Andy' but I objected to `Ando'. I
wondered what word `Boong’ was short for.

We walked into
Alice Springs to see what the town had to offer. In the clear,
silent, dry air under a brilliant display of stars the walk was
invigorating, but we found its single main street almost dead, so
we returned to our tent. In the morning we paraded with our packed
kitbags and a corporal checked us into RAAF road transports ─ heavy
duty semi-trailers hauling another trailer behind.

After all the
red tape had been sorted out we set off for Larrimah along the new
Stuart Highway that George told us the Civil Construction Corps had
built along the route taken by the explorer, John McDouall Stuart,
in 1861.

In my trailer
it was much quieter than the train but nearly as bumpy. Most of us
sat on the floor with legs stretched out and our torsos upright,
wearing our tropical gear of slouch hat, short-sleeved khaki shirt,
khaki shorts, long socks and boots. The country, though it had a
rugged beauty that could not be found anywhere else in the world,
was much the same as we had been looking at for days so I soon
drowsed off and woke with a raging erection that was clearly
visible in my shorts. I looked around. Nobody seemed to be taking
any notice so I sat up and crossed my legs. I looked around again
and saw that several others had the same problem.

When the convoy
stopped for a piss, we lined up along a fence by the roadside and
let fly. We all had full bladders so it took some time. I glanced
to left and right along a long line of virile, sexy young men, all
with their cocks out and saw that some had piss-horns which they
made no attempt to hide, but when they had emptied them, shook them
exaggeratedly and stretched them to squeeze out the last drop.

At the next
piss stop the man next to me in the line-up flashed a huge erection
and waved it about, so I smiled at him and showed him mine. He
laughed heartily and slapped me on the back. Where we were going
not a single female would be available. We had left the WAAAF
behind, all civilians had been evacuated and nurses were strictly
reserved for officers only. I was pleased to see this evidence that
I was not the only one interested in other men’s genitals.

Another stop
was to look at the Devil's Marbles - a collection of large granite
boulders, so weathered that some were almost perfect spheres. They
were perched in the most unstable looking positions, but no matter
how many of us strained and pushed we could not dislodge any of
them. As we approached Katherine, the air became more humid and the
landscape gradually became more tropical, lush green forest that
continued all the way to Larrimah, the southern end of the railway
line from Darwin. We would stay here overnight and continue our
journey to Darwin by train next day.

We arrived just
as it was getting dark. Our accommodation in the transit camp was
in four-man huts consisting of four poles supporting a
semi-cylindrical corrugated iron roof, with beds of steel mesh,
meant for reinforcing concrete, each supported on four posts ─ no
mattress or bedding of any kind except for our blankets. Above each
bed was a frame to support a mosquito net.

In the equally
inhospitable mess we had a lukewarm meal of tinned meat and
vegetable stew with tinned potatoes, peas and tomatoes. Because we
were very hungry we ate it, but without relish, and then showered.
The ablutions and latrines were primitive and dirty. After a very
uncomfortable night our backs were marked like chequerboards by the
steel mesh and we all felt sick. As the day wore on we developed
diarrhoea but we didn't escape from there till the following
day.

I couldn't see
why, with the huge numbers of troops being moved around the
country, transport connections could not be organised better. It
wasn't as though one lot of arrivals had to be kept waiting until
there were enough to fill a train or make up a convoy. Surely we
could have travelled from Melbourne to Darwin without all the
hold-ups and delays we had gone through. This disgraceful camp was
intolerable. Everybody was whingeing about the wretched conditions
in Larrimah transit camp. Some wanted to form a deputation to
complain to the CO but we decided it would be better for all of us
to lodge a formal complaint to our separate units in Darwin as soon
as we arrived there.
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Our posting was
to 105 FCU which was on the Stuart Highway, about twenty miles
South of Darwin, so we had to take the train right into Darwin and
then a truck for twenty miles back the way we had come. The camp
was similar to those down South with the same corrugated iron huts,
except it had no central parade ground and the main buildings had a
tropical air, and sleeping huts had no glass windows, simply large
empty spaces in the walls with wide overhanging roofs to prevent
rain beating in. The soil was poor, mostly gravel, so no lush
jungle thrived there ─ only scrubby trees, one species of which was
pandanus palm. These had long slender straight trunks, useful for
building and had been used lavishly to add verandas. The officers'
mess looked like a tropical colonial men's club and even the
airmen's mess, with its pandanus veranda in front, had an air of
the tropics.

Because we had
no parade ground we did not have to parade to receive information.
It was transmitted through daily routine orders which were typed,
duplicated and posted outside each hut. I presumed the original
members of the unit had completed their tour of duty, been sent
down South on leave, and we were their replacements. We came from
all over Australia: Snowy was from Geraldton in Western Australia,
Jim, who, in spite of his lisp, talked so much we called him
`Walky-Talky' came from Adelaide, Titch from Tasmania and Ike from
Queensland. I had always thought of myself as being Australian
rather than Victorian and had never joined in arguments about the
relative merits of Melbourne and Sydney, which had raged around me.
Now, with so many from places other than those two cities, these
arguments vanished and all of us seemed interested in finding out
about states other than our own.

Snow earned his
name from his white hair, although he was only 36, the oldest in
our hut. He entertained us with his stories of growing up in an
outback town and later in Perth. Jim, champion ear-basher, talked
non-stop about his experiences running a dance band. Snow said
Walky-Talky had more front than Myers and more arse than Jessie
(the elephant in the zoo). Though the same age as myself, he owned
his own car, the latest Willys, and a full set of drums. Junior
earned his name because he was the youngest of us all (by only a
couple of months). He achieved erections very easily, almost
constantly. Though unexceptional in size, they were hard as a rock
and usually throbbed.

One day when he
was lying asleep, naked, face up on his bed, his erect cock rose
and fell, not only with each breath, so Snow signalled to four of
us to prepare to hold his arms and legs. He then smeared his hand
with Brylcreem from the shelf beside his bed and proceeded to rub
Junior's cock.

He didn't stir,
either asleep or pretending to be, but a smile spread across his
face. Suddenly he ejaculated, his semen shooting over his face, to
loud applause. That woke him up, shouting, `I've been hit by a
flying fuck!'

`Well, fuck me
dead!' said an onlooker, followed by a chorus:

`Said Foreskin
Fred, the bastard from the bush.'

 


* * *

 


Regulation
dress from an hour before sunset to an hour after dawn was
long-sleeved shirt buttoned at the wrist and long trousers tucked
into socks or puttees but our officers never insisted on this
because Darwin was not a malarial area. Unlike some army units that
enforced strict dress regulations, apart from wearing a shirt and
shorts in the ops room, nobody cared how we dressed and we were
naked most of the time. I was surprised how quickly I got used to
being surrounded by nudity and what fine physiques most of the men
had.

Our water, like
all of Darwin's, came from Adelaide River by a huge pipe that ran
above ground beside the road and the reticulation pipes in our camp
were also above ground. By the time the water reached us it had
spent several hours in the hot sun and was barely cool enough to
touch. For drinking we had big canvas waterbags that cooled it down
by evaporation and we could shower only early in the morning or
late in the evening. Our latrines were 44 gallon drums sunk in the
ground and fitted with seats. Every morning two men poured diesel
fuel into them, lit it and burned out the contents. One day they
mistakenly used high octane aircraft fuel instead. When they threw
in lighted paper the drums exploded setting fire to the hessian
screens around them.

We thought this
a great joke and surrounded the fire singing, `Please don't burn
our shit-house down, Father is willing to pay . . . ' of which our
superiors took a dim view. In next day's DROs appeared an item: `In
case of fire, all airmen shall make every effort to put out the
flames and protect Air Force property. They shall refrain from
standing idly by, singing obscene songs.'

The drum
latrines were best kept dry and if we all pissed on the ground at
will the whole place would have stunk like a stable. To solve this
problem, pissaphones were distributed around the camp. These
consisted of a funnel attached to a bamboo tube driven into the
ground and surrounded by lime.

The operations
room was a huge corrugated iron hut towards the back of the camp.
Procedure was exactly the same as at Newcastle, but here we felt it
was for real. The risk of Japanese raids was low but they still
held Timor which made Darwin in easy striking distance. A few miles
down the highway from us was Sattler Airstrip, the first of a
series of Spitfire fighter bases, and radar stations functioned all
along the coast. With no civilians and no risk of Japanese
appearing, the atmosphere was casual and relaxed. No guards were
posted and we could wander about visiting other units. I did not
know anyone outside my own but I did visit Sattler to have a close
look at the Spitfires and talk to the men servicing them.

 


* * *

 


I was attracted
to Frank whose bed was at the other end of the hut from mine. One
evening I entered the hut from his end and stopped by his bed to
talk. Naked like me, he was lying face up, reading. `What's the
book?' I asked.

He held it up
for me to read it's cover. The Razor's Edge by W Somerset Maugham.
`His latest. Very good, as far as I've got.' We talked about books
and the latest rumour that we would soon move on to a Pacific
island. As we had expected, General Douglas MacArthur had landed on
Leyte in the Philippines without any Australian assistance so it
looked as though we would be going to tackle the Netherlands East
Indies.

While we talked
I watched his cock stir and start to rise. He threw his towel over
it and winked at me, stood up and, with his towel round his waist,
went out. By this time I was embarrassed by a rising erection and
had no means of hiding it, so I followed him.

He took my hand
and led me to a small clearing. The grass was flattened, so it
seemed we were not the first to use this spot for the same purpose.
Without further ado we had quick sex after which we lay side by
side, looking at the stars shining out of a clear moonless sky, and
talking. I told him I couldn't make out the constellations except
for the Southern Cross and Orion's Belt.

He said he
believed in astrology and knew the signs of the zodiac which he
proceeded to point out to me. I found this required a great stretch
of the imagination and thought astrology was a load of
superstitious crap, so to change the subject I asked, `What do you
think about Menzies and his new Liberal Party?'

`Liberal?
Arseholes! What a fucken fraud! The same old gang of conservative
no-hopers - Pig-iron Bob, Tricky Dick Casey, Spender and the rest,
not worth a cunt full of cold water ─ trying to palm themselves off
as liberal. Fucken hypocrites!

`What's their
purpose?'

`Hoodwink the
electors into voting for them ─ wolves in sheep's clothing. As if a
change in name'll make the leopard change its spots!'

`So why've they
done it?'

`Didn't you
learn about the English Liberals at school?'

`No. I chose
Latin instead of history.'

Frank was eager
to show off his superior knowledge. `In the 1830s the Liberals
introduced the Reform Bill. You must've heard of Gladstone, Asquith
and Lloyd George. They stood for reform. Brought in social
insurance, old age pensions and minimum wages. The English
Conservatives are known as Tories, an old Irish Gaelic word that
means bandit. Everybody knows the United Australia Party is
conservative and the word `conservative', maintaining the status
quo, has a robber baron sound, but `Liberal' sounds generous and
reforming.'

`They must
think the electorate's stupid to fall for that.'

`Unfortunately,
they're right about most of us.' Frank held me tighter and kissed
me. I responded, so it was on again, but nice and slowly this time,
making the pleasure last.

In the morning
I checked for mosquito bites but found none. A few days later
ribald laughter rocked our hut because others had many little red
swellings on their bums that they could not explain.

I had
discovered that ordinary street-wise boys didn’t have the
inhibitions and qualms about having sex with other males that my
sheltered upbringing had given me. They regarded it as a natural
game and playfully groped each other and admired each other’s
erections. They enjoyed flouting the generally accepted rules of
stuffy middle class society. They reminded me of Eliza Doolittle’s
father in Bernard Shaw’s Pygmalion sneering at `middle class
morality’.

 


* * *

 


Working shift
work, we worked long hours with short breaks, then had a long
break. This suited me. I had never had trouble sleeping, so when I
was relieved for a couple of hours, I could stretch out on a bench,
no longer than I was and less than a foot wide, and be dead to the
world in a few minutes. This meant I could enjoy the long breaks
without worrying about catching up on sleep. Plenty of traffic
passed our camp so it was easy to hitch a ride into Darwin. Usually
they were open trucks ─ RAAF or AIF Blitz wagons or big American
Mack trucks ─ where we had to stand on the tray at the back. The
first place of any interest we passed was the RAAF aerodrome where
Japanese air raids had destroyed almost every building. The worst
raids had been the first two, on the same day ─ the 19th of
February 1942 ─ when we had almost no planes here to oppose them,
but the most recent raid was more than a year ago.

Some buildings
had been restored but Darwin was still an awful wreck. In town,
about the only buildings left standing were the shell of the Bank
of NSW and the Darwin Hotel which had become an officers' club, not
available to other ranks. Our transports usually dropped us in the
centre of town, which was a complete ruin. The army had a song that
began:

No bloody trams
, no bloody bus,

Only heat and
rain , and bloody us.

Bloody, bloody
Darwin!

Wandering into
what had been the residential area, I found hardly a house had been
spared, but enough remained to show what they had been like. I was
impressed with their design. Some were raised up on tall stilts to
catch any breeze and nearly all had thin panel walls that would
cool down quickly after the sun stopped shining on them and most
panels were made of louvres that could be opened to admit cool air
and closed to keep out rain and bad weather ─ ideal for this
climate. The civil servants who had lived here must have been able
to live comfortably in the difficult conditions. On the edge of
town was Vestey's meat works, undamaged but disused because of the
war.

Usually we made
for Mindil Beach where I was surprised to find that, though open to
the ocean, the water was quite calm and warm. Another surprise was
the tidal difference. At low tide we had to walk out a long way to
reach waist-deep water. With the approach of the wet season,
humidity was high and, lying on the beach in the sun, we sweated
profusely so we didn't get much of a tan and the warm water
provided little relief. But we enjoyed it all the same. All bathing
was nude but since we spent most of our time in camp in the raw
this was no shock.

Whenever rain
threatened we would shout `Send her down, Hughie.' Thunderstorms
were frequent and many of them spectacular with brilliant streaks
of lightning against huge masses of black cloud, followed almost
immediately by thunder crashing at ear level, then a great deluge.
Officers and nurses went to swim at Berri Springs, about thirty
miles from our camp back along the road South. It was not forbidden
to other ranks, but to reach there involved a long truck trip, it
was fresh water, probably with a slimy muddy bottom and I had no
bathers to wear so I never investigated it.

Every night two
trucks took anyone off duty out to the pictures, usually to a big
open air show run by the army, about half-way into Darwin. Before
the films started we had to stand while a scratched image of the
King waving from the balcony of Buckingham Palace flickered on the
screen and the National Anthem played. The King didn't look very
bright and many in the audience called out, `The village fucken
idiot!'

When God Save
the King ended half of us shouted, `What about Joe?' (meaning
Joseph Stalin)

`Fuck Joe!' the
other half replied.

`Ya'd be fucked
without 'im.' After which we sat down on wooden forms and watched a
double feature program. Some of the films we saw long before they
were released commercially down South, many of them romances, but
they never showed any sex scenes. When a couple on the screen
chastely kissed, the audience roared, `Bore it up 'er. Fuck 'er
while she's hot.'

We had no wet
canteen, but a ration of two bottles of beer per week. Not enough
to get drunk on and hardly enough for a party. We had no means of
properly chilling it and Americans could afford to buy it from us
at black market prices of up to two dollars a bottle, so many of us
sold our ration to the Yanks. Others saved theirs up until they had
enough for a party. This is what nearly all of us did before
Christmas and non-drinkers gave theirs away to their mates.
Christmas dinner was special.

All our food
except for some vegetables grown on an army farm at Adelaide River
had to be brought up from down South, so it was mostly tinned or
dried. One staple was bully beef -─tinned corned beef ─- which was
quite palatable straight from the tin, but attempting to create
variety, the cooks turned it into rissoles (that we called
arseholes) and stews and curries which had little appeal. Once when
the meal was particularly unappetising, Brian looked in his
mess-tin and said, `Bloody baby's diarrhoea! But I suppose I'd
better eat it, 'cause if you don't eat, you don't shit, and if you
don't shit, you die.'

Another time
after we answered the usual call to the mess hut: `Come 'n' get
it!' Brian collected his thin coconut custard, looked in his tin
and said, `Here's the fucken cum, where's the get it?'

Snow told him
not to upset the cooks because they could retaliate by doing really
nasty things to our food. He knew of some who salted the officers'
soup by pissing in it. The cooks became known as `tucker fuckers',
but for Christmas they made a special effort. The mess was tarted
up with paper streamers and the cooks served up a traditional menu
of chook, ham and roast vegetables followed by plum pudding and
custard ─ hardly suitable for the tropics. Instead of the usual
tea, the urn was filled with fruit punch, laced with gin provided
by the officers. That night every hut had a party, the beer cooled
by wrapping each bottle in a soaking wet sock and hanging it up
where there was a breeze. As the water evaporated from the sock it
cooled the beer. At our party I noticed that several wandered off
into the bush and stayed away much longer than it took to have a
piss. Surely they weren't philosophising in solitude
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