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“We do not remember days, we remember moments.”


Cesare Pavese


Every soldier has unique memories and experiences which are often as vivid as if they happened yesterday. Their stories range from heart-wrenching accounts of heroism and courage to entertaining adventures and pranks fuelled by the laconic sense of humour for which the digger is so well-known.


While there are many amazing books and histories written about our servicemen and women in all Australia’s campaigns, many colourful and special tales are reserved for relatives or mates over an Anzac Day ale.


Soldiers’ Tales is more then just a collection of stories; it is a treasure trove of some of the most personal events and insights told by our Australian soldiers in their own words. Their stories are sometimes touching, often funny but always entertaining. The stories span from World War I to the current conflict in Timor, Iraq and Afghanistan and have been generously contributed by present and previous serving members of our Armed Forces.


I would like to sincerely thank each of these soldiers and their families for letting us publish their stories and special memories so they can be enjoyed by many.


This book is a tribute to all soldiers, past and present, whose actions and compelling stories enrich our lives.


Denny Neave
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I have only met one George and one was probably enough; but I wouldn’t have missed the experience for quids. He came to six platoon early in 1952, as a K-Force volunteer and an ex-member of the Free Polish Airborne, who fought at Arnhem during the troubles there. He won himself the highest gong during that dispute with the German forces – a military award for bravery. He earned it on his own too, there were no other men doing the job for him. That was George.


His Polish name sounded like some terrible disease to us diggers and none of us could get our tongue around it. In frustration he shouted one day, “Just call me George!” And so we did from then on.


Soon after he arrived in our shell shocked midst, we learned that here was no shrinking violet. He was not a man to lead from the rear. Instead we had a platoon commander who was tougher than most of us, more uncouth in speech and always spoiling for some action. He was a revelation was our George.


Our fearless leader took many a patrol out, none of this leaving it to the Platoon Sergeant caper, as was sometimes the case. Many the nightmares he caused us cautious diggers during our romps in the paddy fields, and he was probably a pain in the backside to the Chinese as well!


I could tell many tales about George during our twelve months together. One particular tale I must pass on though, because it still makes me laugh and wonder even after all these years.


We were in the Samichon Valley around September, but the date doesn’t matter; it could have been yesterday for all I care. The enemy had decided to launch an attack one night and one of the patrols from the 3rd Battalion the Royal Australian Regiment (3RAR) had the misfortune to be in their way. The attack had to be aborted, but the patrol paid a terrible price for its stubborn defence.


The decision was taken by a higher authority on our team that another patrol should be placed on exactly the same tiny knoll, where our mates had stood so valiantly the night before. I cannot swear to this, but we always thought George might have offered the services of “sixa platoon”. What army has a sixa platoon in its ranks, you ask? Well B Company 3RAR did, and it was the closest George could get to saying “six”. Thus to the battalion we became just that: sixa platoon.


Just on dusk we ventured out, perhaps 16 strong, which was the usual size for a fighting patrol. A number of three-man recce patrols were also scattered about the valley, theirs was not to fight and die. Their onerous task was to look, listen and report. It can be a lonely and worrying job.


We arrived at our designated point in the valley, and set up position on this pimple of a hill – I think the termites in Northern Australia create bigger mounds! The company sergeant major was of Chinese ancestry and had somehow inveigled his way onto our strength. Just what would have happened to him if he were captured, doesn’t bear thinking about. He was a gutsy digger.


We did not have to wait long for a report telling us that approximately two hundred Chinese chaps were coming in towards our general direction. One of the recce teams had performed a very quick count, before discreetly bolting. I can’t speak for the others, but I was wishing some higher authority would order us away, but they didn’t. The other recce lads were now shadowing the Chinese and reporting the bad news: they were almost upon us.


One can only assume that our recce people were too close to the opposition to risk calling the big guns down upon them! We sat and sweated, even though it was not a hot night at all. Then there they were, at the bottom of our pimple and looking as though they were aware of our presence. They began to fan out for a rush!


Suddenly George stood up and at the top of his voice shouted, “Come up and fight you bastards, I have ze sixateen men here, ze three Bren guns and thirteen Owens. Come up and fight!”


It is hard to say who was the most shocked, Charlie or us. The whole place stopped still. Then the CSM leapt to his feet and tried to pull George to the ground and shut him up, but he was easily shaken off and the bull-like challenge roared out again.


For some reason I had taken a combat shovel with me that night which I had never done before on a patrol. Let me assure you it got some serious use then. There I am frantically digging a hole and watching Charlie at the same time. The diggers around me were looking on with envy!


For Lord knows how long, the fellows below us were fixed in a state of shock. Then instead of overwhelming our tiny group, they dispersed into the night and headed back home. None on our side could ever know for certain, but it was commonly assumed that their commander believed it was a trap of some kind. Whatever the case, George had single-handedly caused around two hundred Chinese troops to break off their planned attack, without firing one bullet.


I honestly believe that if George had been given his way, he would have pursued them. But he would have done so alone. When the HQ people were convinced that Charlie had left the area, we sad and nerve wracked lot were called in. I was never privy to the debriefing, but it must have been interesting. We had what could best be described as an “unusual” patrol. Long live the Georges of this world.
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“‘A mate of your dad’s,’ as Mum used to say. A kindly old man always neatly dressed from an era long gone. A cut throat collar, vest and a walrus moustache all set off with a watch and chain. But for all of that obviously a bushman. He kept a yard full of native birds that kindness dictated he should buy from shoddy pet shops and seed merchants.


“Once a month or so we kids scrubbed clean – in our Sunday best though threadbare – and we would walk the mile or so to this old man’s house where an afternoon tea fit for kings and queens awaited us. Scones with jam and cream and nobody minded if you came back for seconds.


“Afterwards we kids would be off to the backyard to feed the many parrots, wee jugglers, a pet magpie and even a talking crow. Whilst inside the adults discussed yet another war that was already upon us.


“Then there was Anzac Day that I most remember. After the march and the long ride home to Mascot by train, this old man and my dad would sit on our back veranda and tell tales of the bush and how it was when he travelled to a far off land called South Africa. He would always finish these tales by telling us about those who served before him and how one day we too might also serve our country.


“Then with the kids out of the way and a couple of bottles of Pilsner and being a bit the worse for a few drinks at the march, they would drift into yarns of how that war that they had fought was the one to end all wars.


“Time and time again my dad, if in a mellow mood, would tell me of that day when the order came down the line to shoot their horses.


“My best mate! Shoot him! I’d as soon shoot the cove who gave the order.’ To my dad that was just one order that he could not bring himself to obey. ‘I rode him across country from Longreach to Huenden to join up.’


“‘Can you shoot?’ said the recruiting sergeant. ‘Of course,’ said my dad. ‘Have you got a horse?’ said the sergeant. ‘How the blanky hell do you think I got here?’ said my dad. ‘Goodo,’ said the sergeant, ‘you’re in the Army.’


“But as he had told me before it was that same kindly old man who saved my dad from disobeying that order years after he joined up, for he walked that whaler down into a wadi and came back alone.


“It was on our back veranda every 25th April when the beer and the aura of the day would get the better of my dad and bring out the Irish in him. He would fix the old man with an icy stare from his steel blue eyes and try to goad him into ‘a friendly Donnybrook’. ‘You shot my bloody horse, didn’t you?’ would be my dad’s taunt. But always this old man would know that he had saved my dad from just one more heartbreak of the many that awaited him. ‘Sorry,’ would be the reply from ‘The Banjo’, for he knew full well that Dad meant no harm.


“It was just a short time before I had seen that old man for what was to be the last time. He turned up at our small weatherboard pulled a saddle from a chaff bag slung from his shoulder. It was military saddle. It had seen much use, and like the old man’s face it was tanned and weather beaten. ‘Was my army saddle,’ he said as he placed it at my dad’s feet. ‘Thought with things going the way they are, with the war and all of that, either you or the kids might make good use of it. Although the way that they ride around in the Army these days with trucks under them I guess that it might be like you and I – just plain out of date’.


“Now if my dad was argumentative with a few beers in him, then there was no telling what he would come out with if you embarrassed him. My dad stood there with a rare grin on his face and looked kindly at ‘The Banjo’ and said, ‘Now ain’t that typical of you corn-stalkers; first you shoot my horse and now you give me a blanky saddle.’


“As I walked with the old man to our front gate, he placed his hand on my shoulder and said, ‘Bill, perhaps a hundred years from now no one will know of what we did, or worse still even care. So promise me this: you will always remember the likes of us that have gone before you. For as true as blue, if you do not have a past then you do not have a future.’


“I did not know that old man as a poet of note, just as my mother used to say, ‘A mate of your dad’s.’”





Corporal William O’Neill about his father, Private William Henry O’Neill, C Company, 25th Battalion, WWI. Major Andrew ‘Banjo’ Paterson trained horses for the AIF in the Middle East during WWI at the age of 50.
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My Back


I was a privileged member of a few aides assigned to the commander-in-chief of the British Commonwealth Forces in Korea. His official residence was located in Japan and was largely used to receive senior allied officers and diplomatic dignitaries.


In order to create a befitting ambience, the General had a venerable elderly lady, dressed in an appropriately designed kimono, posted at the front door to open it for his visitors. She performed her simple but important duties with dignity and precision, taking a deep bow without uttering one English word. She asked me what she could say in the English language by way of a welcoming greeting, to which I carefully and precisely instructed her to say: “Oh, my bloody back.”


I believe that she blissfully continued doing so to the astonished amusement of the various visitors throughout the General’s occupancy of the residence. I am also certain that he was never made aware of my prank and its outcome before it was brought to his notice many years later by a senior army officer. He often reminded me of the incident over the years after his retirement, and did so in good humour.





Major Alec Weaver, 3rd Battalion, the Royal Australian Regiment, Korea
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The Little Captain


by Private William O’Neill, 25th Battalion, Gallipoli


The year was 1915 and like many other units of the Australian Army the 25th Battalion was encamped within sight of the pyramids of Cheops. To these men it was a wonder to behold but many would have swapped it for a sight of their beloved Queensland and its equally vast horizons. The men did not know why they were training so hard or why they were subjected to the harsh rigours of the desert and its searing heat. But they accepted this and many other hardships as part of their lot.


As many of the men were country born and bred and had been raised on horseback it was sad for them to be reduced to travelling on foot. But they thought it was a “Long Way to Tipperary” so it must have been even further to “Old Kaiser Bill” and then on to “Johnny Turk’. Each day was the same: reveille at dawn, saddle up with enough kit to fit out a strong horse, march off into the desert only to turn around and march back home again by sundown.


In those days, a Queenslander was a very tall man. As the old adage went, “Queensland born and Queensland bred, long in the leg and not much in the head”. He was definitely a cut of man who would stand out in a crowd.


At first, the route marching out into the desert took its toll, even on the officers and it was not long before the company commander – a young city bloke – took on a desk job so it fell on the commanding officer to appoint another company commander from amongst his officers. The first morning that the replacement stood before his company there were quite a few rude remarks made about him. For as tall as the men of Charlie Company of the 25th Battalion were, this officer was just as short. Remarks were made, like “He is carrying his own hole around with him” and “They’re going to send the rest of him later.”


Needless to say the men set out to show this undersized captain that they could march all the way to Aussie if needs be – and back again! This blistering rate of marching was rapidly taking its toll on the captain which did not go unnoticed by the troops. Not that these men were given to religious verse, but it was not long before some wags amongst the ranks struck up with the old hymn: “A little child shall lead them, lead them on their way, through the lands of Israel”, and so on.


This went on for many a weary mile through scorching heat and sand driven miles. But the “little bloke” always stuck it out and somehow managed to stagger back to his lines. That is until the morning when the Company Sergeant Major (CSM) had the company on parade, ready to set out on an even hotter day than normal.


They were ready to sing the captain a few more verses of the psalm as they had on days gone by but the “little bloke” was late on parade. The CSM stood fast and the men were thinking “Poor little coot, we went too far”. Then from between the bell tents and onto the company parade ground rode their beloved captain on the biggest horse any man had seen. The bushmen looked in wonder and awe. The smallest of men looked tall on this specimen of a steed.


Then with a polite salute to his CSM, the “little bloke” bellowed, “Now a little child shall lead them. Lead them on their way on a bloody great big horse!” Rumour has it amongst the battalion that Charlie Company was not capable of singing by the time they returned to their lines, late that night. It was duly noted that they had been led by that same officer and were capable of out-marching any other company.
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Put Me Through To The President


by Major Owen O’Brien, 6th Battalion the Royal Australian Regiment, Vietnam


Alpha Company had a new CSM, Warrant Officer Class 2 Brian Foster. He had quickly settled in, although as the “new CSM” he was treated with a great deal of suspicion. Perhaps motivated by this slight lack of acceptance, Foster organised a two day break in Siagon base camp for the severely battle fatigued Company Sergeants. He was advised that all was approved but with the request that they “Behave and come back sober!”


They did come back sober, but hung over, declining to discuss what had transpired in Saigon. Major O’Brien recalls;


They had a few beers that night in the tent we used as the company officers’ and sergeants’ mess and when I went to bed they assured me that they too were going to hit the cot. However, Foster must have gained some ‘brewer’s bravery’ and, encouraged by others, decided that he should phone President Lyndon B. Johnson in Washington DC and tell him how to win the war.


In those days, there was no such thing as mobile phones or communications satellites. The company command post [CP] tent had only a simple field telephone connected to the 6RAR switchboard, which was in turn connected to the task force switchboard which was connected to…etc, etc. To get beyond our own area you had to have an authorisation code. At the suggestion of one of his inebriated colleagues, the CSM decide to use the laundry number on his shirt – and it worked!
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3rd Battalion,
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