


What kind of a man is 
Jim Burrows? 
Certainly, he is a soldier-Brigadier James 
Thomas Burrows, C.B.E. , D.S.O. and bar, 
Order of Valour (Greece). It is as a soldier 
that he will be best remembered by the officers 
and men of 20 Battalion and others who 
fought with him in Greece, Crete, North 
Africa and Italy; by Papakura C.M.T. conscnpts 
of the earl y fifties; by those regular soldiers 
who were under his command in the Southern 
Military District between 1955 and 1959 ; and 
by those who knew him as commander of 
New Zealand's K Force in Korea and japan. 

Others, however, may know of some facet 
of Jim Burrows's diverse sporting roles and 
achievements: as a provincial representative 
cricketer (a medium-pace bowler), as univer
sity boxing champion when university boxing 
was both popular and fiercely competitive, as 
a Canterbury representative rugby player, as 
one of the All Black forwards during the 1928 
tour of South Africa, or as an All Black 
selector and coach. 

Others will remember him, perhaps, as a 
young teacher. Or know him as a prominent 
Rotarian. Or reca ll his rectorship at Waitaki 
Boys' High School. 

But until the publication of this book a 
rounded picture of this outstanding New 
Zealander's life was the preserve of com
paratively few. 

It is the story of a man intensely aware of 
the men around him, all of them, in groups 
or as individuals . It is their story too. 

This chord is struck again and again in the 
book, and ensures that Pathway al/lollg Mm is 
not just another war memoir, or another 
sports book, or even just another autobiog
raphy, but the story of an exciting, rich life 
spent with men of all ages and degrees, and 
showmg a great variety of types and in
dividuality. The author has a keen sense of 
observation of his fellow men; it is one of 
ungrudging respect when it is called for 
(often tempered with an easy humour) an 
always compassionate. And the writing st· 
echoes the man himself- clear confi<' 
straightforward and to the point.' 
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A Prayer for the Fight 

~ 

Great Guide, I ask you still, 
Wherefore I? 
But if it be thy will 
That I try, 
Trace my pathway among men, 
Show me how to strike, and when, 
Take me to the fight-and then 
Oh, be nigh! 

ARTHUR CONAN DOYLE I 
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CHAPTER I 

The Thanks of a Boy 

FROM MY STUDY WINDOW I watched parents arriving with their 
sons, the new boarders for the current year. The school year did 
not in fact begin until tomorrow but later today the old boarders 
would come stamping in, noisy and superior in the manner of old 
boarders the world over, casting a critical eye over the new boys 
and, I had no doubt, waiting to do the same with me, their new 
rector. The settling in of new boys, as far as the school was 
concerned, was an all-day process for which housemasters, matron 
and domestic staff had all to be mobilised. Most were experienced 
at this but the actual interview with parents and sons was as new 
to me as to the boys themselves. 

So many things had happened to me in the last few weeks that 
I had difficulty in keeping abreast of events. In October 1944 I was 
commanding an infantry brigade in Italy and was summoned to 
divisional headquarters, there to be told by General Freyberg that 
I had been appointed rector ofWaitaki Boys' High School. I had 
applied for the position three months or so earlier after consul
tation with the general and at the instigation of Brigadier Lindsay 
Inglis, himself an old boy of the school. I then had no difficulty 
in putting all thoughts about it to the back of my mind because 
the New Zealand Division immediately became involved in one 
of the vital battles of the Italian campaign-the advance on, and 
the capture of, Florence. With Florence in Allied hands, we moved 
across Italy to the Adriatic coast where we were soon employed in 
an active role again. It was at this time I learnt of my appointment 
and learnt too that the Prime Minister, Mr Fraser, had asked for 
my immediate release and that the general had agreed. 

I had mixed feelings about leaving the division at this stage, 
particularly as the end of the Italian campaign was clearly in sight; 
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but on the other hand I had been on active service for five years 
and that was a long time in anybody's language. 

So now here I was back in New Zealand, back in an environ
ment with which I was once quite familiar but which was now 
strange to me. Not for the first time I wondered how I would 
react to it all. 

Outside, in the school drive, cars were arriving in increasing 
numbers and in the school grounds parents who were already 
known to one another were conversing in small groups while 
their sons chatted nervously, gazing with apprehension at the 
massive stone buildings before them. 

At that moment the senior housemaster ushered in the first new 
boy and his parents, and my day began. 

But just for a few moments I had been the new boy myself, on 
my frrst day at Christchurch Boys' High School in Worcester 
Street. 

I was not the last boy in the queue but by now I knew I was 
going to be the last called for an interview, if indeed I was going 
to be called at all. It was a day early in February 1918, a day in the 
year when headmasters of secondary schools all over New Zealand 
interviewed parents of 'new boys'-new in every sense of the 
word, from their clothes to the life they were about to lead. I had 
been sitting alone for a very long time in the entrance hall of 
Christchurch Boys' High School in Worcester Street and the 
longer I sat the lonelier I became, and the more apprehensive I was 
about the whole business. I had watched parent after parent with 
nervous son in tow called to the door of the headmaster's study 
by an important-looking person called French, whom I learnt 
later was the school janitor. It was clear that this gentleman did not 
think very highly of a boy who was so naive as to come all by 
himself on such an important occasion. 

It was not my fault and I told myself this a hundred times during 
my long and uncertain wait. I was a country boy, and a married 
sister with whom my parents had arranged that I should stay until 
we saw 'how things worked out' was prevented for some reason 
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or other from coming with me that morning. Several times while 
waiting I thought to myself they were lucky to see me there at 
all. It was not by any means the customary thing in my day to go 
to secondary school and boys normally left primary school to go 
straight to local employment. 

I had thought about secondary school but I do not remember 
talking to anyone about it. I was, however, an ardent fan of all 
the boy heroes in those grand schoolboy books Chums and Boys' 
Ow11 Paper, and my special hero was the boy who scored the 
winning try on the rugby field or who hit the winning runs in the 
interschool cricket match. I was not too unhappy, therefore, when 
I found that the local schoolmaster and the local Presbyterian 
minister had together spoken to my parents about sending me 
away to school. Which one of them pressed for Christchurch 
Boys' High School I am not quite sure but I have lived to be 
grateful to him. At that time I had never heard of Christchurch 
Boys' High School, would not have recognised the school uniform 
if I saw it, and knew nothing of its reputation and traditions. 

When, therefore, I was shown into the headmaster's study to the 
tune of 'This is all that is left, sir', I naturally failed to appreciate 
that I was now in the presence of one of the great headmasters of 
our tin1e, C. E. Bevan-Brown, known to thousands of old boys 
as 'Balbus'. In the circumstances I can perhaps be forgiven for 
failing to see anything other than a slightly irascible old man with 
white hair and white beard who dearly wanted this interview to 
end as quickly as I did. 

'How long do you expect to be at school, boy?' 
I gave this all my attention and said I thought six months, 

adding to myself that they would be lucky if it went beyond three. 
'You won't be taking Latin then.' 
I didn't argue about that. I was, however, tremendously impress

ed in spite of myself, not so much, I think, by the headmaster, 
imposing as he was with his white beard, but by the fact thathe 
wore a gown and that a mortarboard was lying on the table bestde 
his writing pad. This was straight from the Boys' Oum Paper. 
Perhaps one day I would even be hitting the winning runs for the 
first eleven. 
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I do not remember that I ever hit the winning runs for the 
school first eleven, or for any other team, but there is no doubt 
that an intense enthusiasm for sport helped to ensure that my 'six 
months' became in fact five years. That is not to say that during 
that time I did not work conscientiously, and indeed quite hard, 
in class. I had come from a small two-teacher school in W aiau, 
North Canterbury. There were five pupils in Standard 6 and 
perhaps the feeling that I was starting from behind scratch may 
have been good for me in the long run. My work was at least good 
enough to persuade my parents that their effort to keep me at 
school was worth while. Of some significance too was the fact 
that I liked school for itself and the life it provided. After my first 
year I became a school boarder and in my opinion this was the 
grand life indeed. I do not think I was different from other boarders 
in this respect. We may have been hungry for much of the time, 
and we were busy and disciplined, but all in all we were an extra
ordinarily happy band of healthy youngsters. 

Money to keep me at school was the big problem. I did some
thing towards it by working but the eaming of money in any 
worth-while amount was possible only in the Christmas holidays 
when, because of the shortage of manpower in the immediate post
war period, boys could eam a man's wage in the harvest field. 
By the end of my second year at high school, at the age of fifteen, 
I was being paid a man's full harvest rate of two shillings an hour. 
At first I found work on various Waiau farms but finally establish
ed myself with the McKie brothers, who had me back year after 
year as a member of a team that handled a succession of crops on 
their two farms. 

Those were the days of the reaper and binder, when sheaves had 
first to be stooked and subsequently built into stacks. On hilly 
country, where loads had often to be pulled by a two-horse team, 
one in the shafts and one in the lead, this was often a tricky 
operation. Even after over half a century I can still hear the silky 
noise of slipping sheaves as part of my badly built drayload, with 
me on top, would sometimes go overboard. Once when this 
happened I landed, fortunately with the reins still clutched in my 
hands, first on the back of the draught horse in the shafts and then 
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somewhere just clear of the hoofs of the plunging horse in front. 
Tlus work was hard for a growing boy not brought up on a 

farm and there were times during hot afternoons, with a Canter
bury nor' wester blowing, when I was so tired only a dogged kind 
of pride and an idea that a good man never gives in kept me going. 
The McKie brothers must often have noticed this but were always 
tolerant and kind. 

In the meantime my body was growing stronger and harder and 
in my third year at school I was already a member of both the 
first rugby fifteen and the first cricket eleven. This was in 1920, 

and this year and the following year proved to be two of the most 
successful years in the long history of a school noted for its tradi
tions in sport. We won our interschool football games with no 
trouble and were the first winners of the Moascar Cup, a trophy 
won by troops of the rst New Zealand Division in Egypt in World 
War I and subsequently presented to the New Zealand Rugby 
Union for competition among secondary schools. In cricket our 
first eleven won and held a sinlllar trophy, the Heathcote-Williams 
Shield. 

This run of exceptional success for a linlited period happens in 
all good schools. Competent and sound coaching certainly plays 
an important part at such times, but the really great rugby teams 
that New Zealand schools have produced have always had a 
nucleus of players with outstanding natural talent and the potential 
to go to the very top, given the luck and the opportunity. Of our 
1920 team, five players subsequently wore the All Black jersey
Curly Page and Syd Carleton from the backs, and Geolf Alley, 
Frank Clarke and myself from the forwards. Another member of 
the team, Herb Warren, played for Canterbury. 

These were vintage years as far as rugby football was concerned 
and, as so often happens, they were vintage years also for cricket. 
In our 1921 cricket eleven two of our players, Curly Page and 
Ian Cromb, not only represented New Zealand, but both cap
tained New Zealand test sides. Curly Page thus became one of the 
select group of sportsmen who have represented New Zealand 
in both rugby and cricket. Three other members of the team, Arthur 
Cox, Jack Powell and I, subsequently played for Canterbury. 
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The football scores in our regular interschool games in 1920 and 
1921 are worth repeating here: 

1920 1921 

v. Christ's College 3o-nil 21-6 

v. Waitaki B.H.S. 36-5 22-nil 

V. Timaru B.H.S. 37-3 

V. Southland B.H.S. 35-nil 

V . Otago B.H.S. 48-nil 19-nil 

The first Moascar Cup fmal against Palmerston North High 
School was played in Wellington under just about the worst foot
ball conditions I have ever experienced. Driving rain across a 
ground that was a shallow lake made team play almost impossible. 
To give the occasion its proper importance, the Prime Minister of 
New Zealand, Mr William Massey, along with some of his 
Cabinet Ministers sat miserably in the middle of the main grand
stand. Mr Massey was to present the cup to the winning team. 

The game was played in four spells but with no score at the 
fmal whistle we played extra time. We were pressing hard when a 
Palmerston North player kicked the ball across his own dead-ball 
line. The referee judged this to be the equivalent of a touchdown 
by the defending side and we won, one-nil. 

This one-nil victory was followed by much newspaper discuss
ion, and Christchurch offered to play the match again at Lancaster 
Park. Nothing came of tl1is offer, so the school had its name 
engraved as the first school to hold the Moascar Cup. Old boys 
thought this most appropriate, as 1920 was 'Balbus' Bevan
Brown's last year as headmaster. 'Balbus' himself made no effort 
to hide his satisfaction when he announced at prayers, 'Well, boys, 
we've won the cup.' Even a great headmaster likes to be on the 
winning side. 

The next year we were to defend the cup against Auckland 
Grammar School, old and respected rivals in both cricket and 
football. The game was played in fme weather at Lancaster Park 
in Christchurch. We were the winners by nine points to nil. 



I and 2. Vintage years in school rugby. Above: Christchurch Boys' 
High School first ftfteen, 1920. Below: Five All Blacks from the 1920 

school team. From left: J. T. Burrows, M . L. Page, W. M. Stewart 
(coach), G. T. Alley, F. L. Clarke and S. R. Carleton. 



3 and 4· Two captains of 
New Zealand cricket teams 
from the same school 
team, the Christchurch 
Boys' High School first 
eleven, I92I. Above: M. L. 
Page batting at Lord's. 
Left: I. B. Cromb goes 
out to bat. 
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The game against Otago Boys' High School played in Dunedin 
in 1920 remains in my mind, not so much for the points we scored, 
but because of an incident which, had we been older and more 
experienced, would have been of little significance. As it was, it 
gave such a boost to our morale that everything swung in our 
favour from then on. We may have been leading by three points 
to nil but there was no marked superiority on either side. We had 
won the ball from a lineout ahnost on Otago's line and George 
Dickinson, Otago's first five-eighth and an All Black two years 
later, intercepted a pass from our halfback to our first five-eighth. 
This is the most dangerous place to have a pass intercepted as the 
man with the ball is clear of all forwards and has only the fullback 
to beat. Down the field went Dickinson with us pounding behind 
him, but we had little hope and the gap between us was widening 
all the time. Then diagonally across the field, and into our view, 
came our wing three-quarter from the open side. Ted Low, our 
current athletics champion and a few years later a Rhodes Scholar, 
was in full pursuit. Dickinson lost a little ground in swerving 
round our fullback but still looked as if he could not fail to score. 
Slowly but very surely Low closed tl1e gap, overtook him and 
bundled him out just inside the corner flag. Despite the fact that 
we were without our regular halfback, Curly Page, this incident 
so encouraged us that the whole team from then on could not put a 
foot wrong. Though the fmal score of 48-nil flattered us a little, 
the game was a demonstration of school football at its very best. 

School football at its best should give all the pointers to All 
Black football at its best. This regrettably is not always the case 
today, chiefly, I think, because there is a tendency to introduce 
trick football into play which once would have found no favour 
at all. Coaching at our school was based on simple principles. I am 
not sure when and by whom these principles were fust laid down 
or whether, through the influence of good coaches, they just 
evolved. All the leading rugby schools throughout New Zealand 
worked to much the same plan as far as I could see, almost as if 
coaches had all attended a common school for rugby. The in
fluence of these men on rugby has always been recognised and 
their contribution to the game has been great. 

B 
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During the eighteen years I was directly connected with Christ
church Boys' High School as a boy and as a master, there were a 
number of outstanding coaches of our first fifteen, and they were 
men who gave great service to New Zealand rugby. The first of 
these in my time was George Mason, then Registrar of Canterbury 
University College. George had been manager of the All Black 
team which toured California in 1913, knew his rugby, knew how 
to coach and knew boys. He was followed by Bill Stewart, Harold 
Jefcoate, Henry Dyer and Joe Moffat, all keen students of the game. 

The principles these men followed were based on the simple 
theme that to play good orthodox football you have to attack and 
to attack you must have the ball. It follows that forwards, no 
matter how fast they are as individuals or how well they handle 
and kick the ball, fail in their main task if they are unable to get 
possession. If the backs have been given the ball and fail to keep 
possession of it when on attack, they too fail in their main task. So 
there were two main principles of team play which were drilled 
into us with monotonous regularity. Firstly, forwards must go on 
to the field believing that they have only twenty minutes in which · 
to establish themselves as the superior pack. Only by playing with 
cohesion, which means playing as a pack, can they win possession 
of the ball. Secondly, no one, back or forward, should kick the ball 
when running on attack--conceding, of course, that there are some 
exceptions to every rule, the centring kick being a notable one. 
Nine times out of ten it is better to take the tackle if no one is in 
immediate support, let the ball roll away and someone else follow
ing up on your side will take it on from there. 

I have seen All Blacks in recent years who would do well to 
study carefully the above two principles and apply them when 
next they take the field. 

I had three years in the school's first eleven as well as three in 
the first fifteen. The coach of our first eleven was a well known 
Canterbury cricket representative, Arthur Thomas. During the 
first and tllird terms of the school year we practised three nights a 
week on Hagley Park, with two nets always reserved for the first 
eleven, and played our matches on Saturdays. 

I am not sure whether any other school can claim to have 
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produced two New Zealand cricket captains from the one school 
side. Curly Page and Ian Cromb showed their outstanding ability 
very early. Curly was one of the very rare cases, certainly in 
Canterbury; of a schoolboy being picked to play for his province 
against an Australian eleven. 

I recall a match against Waitaki Boys' High School played in 
Oamaru when Curly gave proof of his brilliant future. He was 
batting in the seventies when our last man, Dave Hay, joined him 
at the wicket. We watched Hay keep the bowlers at bay for a 
while and hoped he might stay at the crease until Curly reached 
his hundred. We grew more confident, however, as we saw Curly 
in masterly fashion take and keep the bowling to himself and move 
more quickly to his century. And then, just to show how it could 
be done, he proceeded to make a second hundred. All his shots had 
the assurance and maturity of a seasoned player. Curly finished 
the innings with 210 not out and Dave Hay 32. 

I remember the same game for the performance of Smythe of 
Waitaki, another batsman of promise and ability. I do not think 
this promise was ever fulfilled, for Smythe went on to the Otago 
Medical School and cricket is not a game that medical students find 
rime to play. When Smythe came in to bat, the odds were all 
against W aitaki, but they set about their task with determination 
and courage and Smythe, whose build and off drive suggested a 
Warwick Armstrong in the making, made 171. The match ended 
in a draw. 

The schoolboy performance that marked Ian Cromb as a future 
New Zealand representative was his feat with bat and ball against 
Napier Boys' High School in a match played at Christchurch for 
the Heathcote-Williams Shield. Napier batted first on a clear fine 
day with some dew still on the ground and on a wicket that for a 
couple of hours or so had more life and fire than anyone expected. 
Ian' s medium-paced bowling was quite devastating and the Napier 
batsmen could do little with it. Time after time a ball just short of 
a length zipped off the pitch to send the bails flying and a startled 
batsman back to the pavilion. He took six wickets for six runs and 
later that day, to complete a memorable double, scored 156 runs 
with a delightful display of carefree batting. I played in the same 
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team as Ian on many occasions later, in club cricket and for Canter
bury, and there were long periods when he bowled fast and 
bowled well. Then again, nearer the end ofhis career, he developed 
a slow leg-break and this too was a ball that no one could take 
cheaply. However, his best ball was always the medium-paced ball 
that can1e in sharply and often unexpectedly from the of£ I doubt 
if he ever bowled better than when he routed that strong school 
team from Napier. 

With cricket or football practice three nights a week and cadet 
drill on a fourth night, there was not much time left that I could 
call my own. This was indeed the 'busy life' and today there are 
many people who do not believe in such organised, time-consum
ing activity for the adolescent. On the contrary, they advocate 
that he should have ample time and freedom to develop his own 
personality. I am sure this must be taken with a great deal of 
caution and it is certain there can be no set of rules for everyone. 
My own experience both as a boy and as a master makes me say 
that most boys benefit from the busy life throughout their adoles
cence. They are so busy that they have no time to think of trouble 
and by the end of the day are too tired to go seeking it anyway. 

Boxing took up most of whatever spare time I had. Our head
master, G. Lancaster, believed in boxing for boys and had it 
reintroduced into the scl10ol shortly after his appointment in 1921. 
A former New Zealand lightweight champion, Dick Simpson, 
was employed to teach boxing in school hours and during the 
winter term he also instructed the boarders two nights a week. 
Dick was an outstanding instructor and a man whom we boys held 
in great respect. He said many times that no boy or man who 
could box ever sought a fight but used his fists only in defence 
either of himself or of someone else. I have found this to be true 
and, in spite of the campaign against boxing which turned so many 
parents and headmasters against it, I still say that boxing, properly 
controlled and properly taught, has its place among the character
building sports which good schools should support. 

Boxing was strong in Christchurch in the early 1920s. There 
were numerous clubs and gymnasiums throughout the city with 
their own instructors, and teams from these institutions ensured 
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bumper entries for the tournaments and provincial championships 
controlled by the Canterbury Boxing Association. 

I became involved in one such tournament in the oddest way
odd in that it involved both my headmaster and a member of the 
board of governors. The amateur heavyweight champion of New 
Zealand and, for the second year in succession, the holder of the 
heavyweight title for Australasia, Brian McCleary, was a Canter
bury boxer. Brian was a great drawcard for the Canterbury 
Boxing Association and often fought in specially arranged bouts. 
Such a bout had been arranged for him late in 1921 and it created 
special interest because it was to be his last amateur appearance 
before he turned professional. When, on the day of tlus tourna
ment, word was received that Brian's opponent was not going to 
put in an appearance, the association was in difficulties. The bout 
had been much advertised and at such late notice it was impossible 
to fmd a replacement. 

An active member of the Boxing Association at that time, 
however, was C. T. Aschman, a member of the Board of Govern
ors of Canterbury University College, which then controlled the 
Boys' and Girls' High Schools. He had been a judge or referee at 
our school boxing championships and later at the inter-secondary 
school championships. At both tournaments I had won the heavy
weight class. On hearing about the McCleary bout, he consulted 
our boxing instructor, Dick Simpson, and then the headmaster. 
During the last period of the school day I was called to the head's 
study and told I had been 'selected' to take part in an exhibition 
bout that night with the New Zealand heavyweight champion. 
Bill Stewart, our football coach, was furious. 'Don't do it, 
Burrows,' he said. 'He'll smash you, boy.' 

That night when I climbed through the ropes and sat on the 
stool in my corner I was still bemused by all that was happening 
to me. I was surrotmded by buckets and sponges and resin boxes 
and spilt water, and important people dressed in white and with 
towels over their arms were bustling about in front of me. 

Any boxer will tell you, no matter how wide Ius experience, 
that the loneliest place in the whole world is a boxing ring at tlte 
moment when the referee calls 'Seconds out', when the white-dad 
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figures dear the decks of all their paraphernalia, when the lights in 
the hall suddenly go dark and the powerful bulbs above the ring 
switch on to provide special light for two people only. Now that 
all this was happening to me, I decided that not only was I in the 
loneliest place in the world, but that I was candidate number one 
for the loneliest boy in the world. 

All my worries came to naught, as anyone who knew Brian 
McCleary could have told you long since. I was a little startled 
when the gong went and I saw this figure in black training tights 
stand up, turn and pull hard on the ropes, and with his back still 
to me exchange a couple of left jabs and a right hook with an 
imaginary opponent in his corner; but then he moved quickly to 
the centre of the ring, gave me a nice smile and I felt much better. 
Twice during the first round he spoke encouragingly, so quietly 
no one else could have heard, 'Keep your hands higher, Jim,' and 
'Don't drop your left, Jim.' 

I was surprised at the volume of applause at the end of each 
round, and while I knew it was for the reigning champion I hoped 
a little of it might have been for me. 

A year later when the secondary school championships came 
round again I had no opponent in the heavyweight class and once 
again it was arranged that Brian and I should give an exhibition 
bout. Brian was now a professional boxer of a year's standing and 
was the current professional heavyweight champion of New Zea
land with an imposing list of fights to his credit. 

A local newspaper gave the following account of our bout: J. T. 
Burrows, the heavyweight champion of the Boys' High School 
was unopposed ... He was on the programme, however, in an 
exhibition bout with Brian McCleary. It was a very interesting 
event. The professional champion was in the very pink of con
dition and his footwork, feinting and tactics generally evoked 
great admiration. Burrows, a splendid type of athlete, stood up to 
McCleary with great credit to himsel£ It was clear of course that 
the professional fighter was treating him with a certain amount 
of courtesy. The exhibition was received with uproarious ap
plause.' 

Brian was professional heavyweight champion of New Zealand 
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for two years and his last bout was against Tom Heeney, who 
subsequently fought against Gene Tunney for the heavyweight 
championship of the world. 

This particular story does not end with boxing. The year after 
I left school I went straight into senior rugby, playing for Old 
Boys, and quite early in the season we were drawn to play Marist 
on Lancaster Park oval. The Marist team that year was one of the 
best club teams I can remember and among the many fme foot
ballers who played in this side was Brian McCleary. The next year 
he was a front-row forward in the great 1924 All Blacks. At one 
stage during the Marist game I tried to stop a strong forward 
dribbling rush by throwing myself on the ball at the feet of the 
attacking forwards and staying there. I have no doubt that I half 
expected the men in green jerseys to stand back and let me hold up 
the rush. Things did not turn out quite like that and after the 
cyclone had passed over me and I was trying to get to my feet, I 
found Brian McCleary on one knee beside me saying, very crossly 
indeed, 'Jim, you must never do that again or you'll get hurt. Do 
it this way.' And there, right in front of the main grandstand with 
play and players forty yards away, I was given my frrst lesson from 
a member of the opposing team on how to cope with the tough
ness of senior rugby. 

There is a nice warmth about the feeling I still have for Brian 
McCleary. 

My frfth and last year at high school was a very important year 
for me and I was lucky to have it. By the end of 1921 my parents 
could not pay another year's boarding fees, even with what I could 
earn mysel£ When I told the head that I was not coming back, he 
said the Old Boys' Association would make the necessary fees 
available to me and I could repay the money later. This was 
tremendous news and, from my point of view, the greatest good 
luck. I had not heard of this old boys' bursary before, but I accepted 
it gratefully and without question. At the rime I wond~red at ~e 
very loose arrangements controlling the bursary but m my m
nocence did not give it much thought. The main thing at that 
moment was the certainty of another year at school with all sorts 
of exciting prospects ahead. 



24 Pathway amoug Mm 

The bursary? Two years or so later I went to make my first 
repayment to the Old Boys' Association and discovered that they 
knew nothing about any money that had been advanced to me 
from their funds. It did not take very long to fmd out that the 
headmaster had made the money available himself. All he said 
when I spoke to him about it was, 'Another year at school was 
going to make a big difference to you and your future.' 

The fmal repayment of that loan did not go anywhere towards 
squaring the tremendous debt I owed and continued to owe to 
George Lancaster. He was right, of course, about the difference the 
extra year made to me and my future. At the time, however, my 
main concern was the bustle and activity in which I seemed to be 
involved all day and every day, with not a minute to myself. I had 
passed the matriculation examination, so that was one big hurdle 
behind me, but I was the head prefect-'head monitor' it was 
called-head boarder, captain of the first fifteen, captain of the 
fust eleven and senior cadet officer. There were just not enough 
hours in the day to do everything that I thought I should be doing. 
But I loved it all and would not have missed a minute of it. 

I had also to make up my mind about my future. I was very 
interested in one of the school honours boards which. showed the 
names of boys who had been selected to go to Duntroon, the 
officer training school for army cadets. A career in the army 
attracted me greatly but we were in depression years and my 
tentative inquiries brought the information that not only were no 
New Zealand cadets being sent to Duntroon that year but our 
cadets were being sent home with courses unfmished. So that was 
that. 

My next choice was secondary school teaching, but here too 
there was a complication. I would have to get a university degree 
and had no hope of attending university as a full-time student. If, 
however, I enrolled as a student at Christchurch Teachers' Training 
College, I would be able to take some lectures. Though part-time 
attendance at the university was not greatly encouraged by the 
training college, I knew that some students had started out on a 
degree course in this way. 

Near the end of the term my plans, at least as far as they con-
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cemed training college, were changed completely. Mr Lancaster 
sent for me and told me that the headmaster of St Andrew's 
College had asked ifi would apply for a position on his staff in the 
secondary department, to begin in the new year. The head advised 
me to take this appointment. He said that none of the present Boys' 
High School staff including himself had ever been trained in 
secondary teaching and, though several had been through training 
college in preparation for prinury teaching, he did not consider 
this form of training was essential for secondary work. I had no 
idea what was involved one way or the other. My headmaster said 
I should accept the offer, there was a little more pay in it for me, 
and so I accepted. 

When the end-of-year prize list was published I was awarded 
tl1e Deans Scholarship, a kind of Rhodes Scholarship in miniature 
which was provided by the Deans family in memory of a son and 
brother, Bob Deans, the I904 All Black. This scholarship carried 
a cash prize of ten pounds which I used to purchase a second-hand 
bicycle and a suit of clothes. I felt I was pretty well set up to face 
whatever lay iliead. 



CHAPTER 2 

The Student Teacher 

I WAS A TEACHER at St Andrew's College for three years and a term. 
I was form master of Form Ill and also took some classes in the 
junior school for about three periods a week. On my first day the 
headmaster introduced me to the school at morning prayers, 
showed me where my classroom was, and left me to it. I realised 
later that this was as good a way as any to get started, because no 
one can really he! p a teacher to get himself established in the class
room. I did receive help in planning the term's teaching syllabus 
and in these matters I was able to go straight to the first assistant, 
Dr Jock Murdoch, who was always helpful and ready with good 
advice. Otherwise I was left very much to my own devices. 

Today senior masters in secondary schools are made responsible 
for guidance and assistance to inexperienced teachers and I have 
no doubt life would have been easier for me if that kind of help 
had been available at the time. However, I doubt whether any
one suffered very much in the long run. 

One thing I hope I did learn very early in my teaching life was 
that a schoolmaster can have as much fun as the boys in the battle 
of the classroom. With third and fourth formers particularly, battle 
is joined the moment the master comes into the room and if he 
gets no fun out of this, he is not really cut out for teaching at all. 

After school I coached football or cricket most afternoons of the 
week and then cycled to the university to attend late afternoon and 
evening lectures. A full teaching day followed by university 
lectures, a snatched meal, night training for football or boxing, 
preparation for the next day's teaching, correction and marking 
of class work-this was my daily routine. Somewhere along the 
line my own study had to be fitted in and I began to look with 
envy at full-time students who had all day and every day to mix 
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sport and study in the right proportions. I know, too, that I 
would have grown extremely sorry for myself but for the fact 
that there were so many others in very much the same position 
as myself. Canterbury University accepted and, indeed, made 
special provision for large numbers of part-time students who 
were able to attend university only after their normal day's work 
was done. This group included teachers, law students, a number 
from the Teachers' Training College and the usual few who, for 
reasons of their own, wanted to take or complete a degree. 
Whatever the reasons, a great many New Zealanders who were 
forced to take degrees in this way have made great contributions 
in their chosen professions and many were better men and women 
for having to struggle to qualify. Everyone knows that what is 
hardest to get is what is appreciated most. 

I was one of many who had this struggle but I am afraid I made 
things much more difficult for myself by spending so much time 
on sport. I did have the excuse that I believed it was expected of 
me. I had no illusions about my appointment to the staff of St 
Andrew's College. A young, expanding private school could not 
be expected to act as a charitable institution and undoubtedly it 
was entitled to get its money's worth from me. My value, for what 
it was worth, was as an all-rounder, and it seemed necessary to 
provide evidence that I filled this role. Apart from what St 
Andrew's expected of me, my own ideal secondary school teacher 
was one who was himself proficient in those games that were 
virtually part of the curriculum of every good school at that time. 
Finally, and to speak the complete truth, I was involved in sport 
because I wanted to be involved in sport, and I have no regrets. 

I played cricket for St Albans-junior grade at the beginning 
of the season and senior by the end of the year. I joined the 
boxing club at the university and played rugby for the Old 
Boys' club, 

Rugby provided a highly exciting season for me. I went straight 
into the senior fifteen, was picked to play for Town v. Cotmtry 
and then was selected to play for Canterbury. One of the early 
games in the representative season was against the New Zealand 
Maoris but at this distance I remember their magnificent haka 
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before the game started and its effect on me much more vividly 
than I remember the game itsel£ 

When the 1923 Canterbury team went on tour, I was able to 
travel with it because tour dates coincided with school holidays. 
This was a strong Canterbury team and included such players as 
Lew Peterson, Jocky Ford, Reid Masters, Jim Parker, Jack Harris, 
Curly Page and Bill Dalley-all All Blacks at some stage of their 
careers. One of our games was against Hawke's Bay, at that time 
just beginning to earn a reputation for itself as one of the greatest 
provincial sides ever seen in New Zealand. The fmal score was very 
close, the Bay defeating us by nine points to eight. In those days 
we packed the 2-3-2 scrum and in this game, for the first time, I 
played in the front row. I suppose one of the regular hookers was 
suffering from injury and our team manager, Harry Davis, decided 
I should go from the back of the scrum to the front-quite an 
experience considering that opposing us was 'Bull' Irvine, one of 
the 1924 All Blacks the following year and a player not exactly 
noted for gentle play. Fortunately for me I had as eo-hooker Stan 
Hooper, a very experienced front-ranker from the Linwood club, 
and we managed to win our share of the ball. That day I had my 
first closeup view of Cyril and Maurice Brownlie, George Nepia, 
Jirnmy Mill, Bert Grenside and others whose names later were so 
often on the lips of rugby followers throughout New Zealand. 

When the rugby season came round next year, I decided that 
while I was taking lectures I should play rugby for University. I 
had already represented Canterbury College in boxing at the New 
Zealand Universities' Easter Tournament in Wellington. For this 
tournament I had agreed to train down to middleweight and, 
although I won the middleweight title, after bouts against Auck
land and Otago representatives, I realised that the measures I had 
been forced to take to reduce to the required weight were not only 
foolish but actually dangerous. 

The 1924 football season had barely begun when I was sent to 
hospital with appendicitis. I narrowly escaped serious complica
tions after this operation and there was no more football for me 
that ye~r. On tl1e whole this turned out to be not such a bad tiling. 
I was nmeteen years of age and the year before had played against 
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South Canterbury, Southland, Hawke's Bay, Taranaki and New 
Zealand Maoris. A spell for a year came at the right time. 

In 1925 it was the turn of Canterbury College to act as host for 
the New Zealand Universities' Tournament, and our boxing team, 
selected at the beginning of the year, was carrying out some sohd 
training. Our club instructor and team trainer was 'Ivey' Hull, 
who, in addition to the classes he conducted at varsity, ran a club 
of his own in a gymnasium in Sydenham. The team went to this 
gymnasium for what 'Ivey' was pleased to call 'ring experience', 
which was his way of telling us that we had to go into the ring 
with sparring partners who could really put us through the hoops. 

One night when some special bouts had been arranged, one of 
our team, Rangi Waikari, a good boxer, suddenly said as he sat 
on his stool in his corner, 'What's that?'-indicating some small 
glistening objects on the canvas at his feet. 

'Orange pips,' said one of the seconds. 
'Oh,' said Rangi, 'I thought they were teeth!' 
Our sparring partners on these training nights were mostly 

members of the Hornby Rugby League senior team, who used 
'Ivey's' gymnasium both as headquarters and as a training centre. 
They all took a personal interest in training our varsity team and 
often acted as masseurs as well. I had particularly good sparring 
with Jim Sanders and Tony Greene, both of whom played Rugby 
League for New Zealand. 

I was fighting heavyweight this year and had no illusions about 
what the universities' tournament had in store for me. In Welling
ton the year before, when I had fought in the middleweight 
division, I had watched with more than passing interest the 
heavyweights in action. Two of the contestants that year had won 
the heavyweight title in previous years and it was confidently 
expected that these two would contest the fmal. But a newcomer 
had carried all before him; he won his two bouts on knock-outs, 
creating a tremendous impression on all who saw him in action. 

This was J. G. (Jim) Leckie, new to varsity boxing, though al
ready well known in other boxing circles as he had won the hght 
heavyweight division in the New Zealand open championships. 
Jim was a member of a very well known boxing family in South-
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land and later earned an enviable reputation for himself as a fine 
champion both in the boxing ring and in athletics. He held the 
New Zealand open light heavyweight championship for two 
years and subsequently won the open heavyweight class. He was 
also New Zealand's hammer-throwing champion and won this 
event on four different occasions. 

When I first saw him I was interested only in his boxing, and 
my recollection of him in action in Wellington that night was of 
a tall strongly-built boxer with a powerful punch in both hands 
and a right hand that carried dynamite. In the ring he seemed to 
move like a great cat, deliberate and purposeful. 

That is why I had no illusions about what was in store for me, 
especially when I discovered that Jim and I were the only contes
tants in the heavyweight division. 

The atmosphere was tense when we climbed through the ropes 
for the last bout of the evening. At this stage Otago and Canter
bury were equal in points, and our bout was to decide which 
college was to win the boxing shield. 

Many people who saw the fight have told me since that it was 
something they could never forget. Perhaps their impressions were 
coloured by the excitement and the wild enthusiasm of biased 
student supporters but even so it must have been quite a fight, and 
I would be less than human ifi did not still feel some pride at being 
one of the contestants. 

The following extract of an account of the bout is taken from a 
Christchurch newspaper: 

As was expected, the last bout of the evening, tl1e heavyweight 
contest between J. T. Burrows and J. G. Leclcie of Otago, was 
the fight of the evening. Burrows was the middle and Leclcie 
the heavy champion of last year. Canterbury and Otago had 
two wins each, and Auckland one, so on this bout depended 
the winning of the boxing shield. Both contestants are of a very 
good class and the bout was full of incident from start to fmish. 
In tl1e last round both had been down for eight, but Leclcie must 
have had a slight lead on points. Then he ran into a dynamite
like right that kicked him over flat on his back. For about four 
seconds he stayed there, while Otago supporters pleaded and 
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urged and vociferated. Then he rolled over, and at eight got to 
his feet. He fought on till the end, but Burrows got the verdict, 
and a horde of raving Canterburyites, with characteristic dis
regard for property belonging to someone else, kicked over 
chairs in a mad rush to the ring to chair their man away. Leckie's 
supporters extended to him the glad hand that recognises an 
honourable defeat, and also chaired him away. It was a great 
finish to a good evening's sport. 
This bout was also described in a book of stories - mostly sea

faring stories - called Not in the Log, by 'Main Royal', an 
Englishman who spent half a lifetin1e at sea before settling for a 
period in New Zealand. While in New Zealand he was one of a 
panel of boxing judges whose services were frequently called on 
by both tl1e Canterbury and National Boxing Associations. His 
account of the bout appears in his book under the chapter heading 
'Best Fight', in which ilie author describes the two best fights he 
had seen in his travels around the world: 'In my turn, I said the 
best fight I had seen, or the best two, as I could hardly separate 
them, were not pro. fights-one was a mill in a shearing shed in 
Australia, the other an amateur bout between college represen
tatives for a New Zealand Universities heavyweight title which 
will always take first place amongst the fights that I have seen.' He 
then goes on to give a detailed description of the fight as he re
membered it, in an account which recaptures for one person at 
least the hectic events of a memorable evening. 

Thirty-five years later I was being interviewed by a reporter on 
the eve of my retirement from the Regular Force. The reporter 
had a long memory and referred to my fight with Jim Leckie in 
1925. I said I iliought I was lucky that night to get the decision 
against such an outstanding boxer. This remark duly appeared in 
the newspapers and produced an inunediate reaction from an old 
friend of mine, Lexington Jones, a practising dentist in Christ
church and a former member of the Otago varsity boxing team 
that competed against us in 1925. Lex sent me a telegram which 
was brief and to the point. 'Like I always said, we wuz robbed.' 

Next year I boxed for Canterbury College for the last time in 
the New Zealand Universities' Tournament and again won the 



32 Pathway among Men 

heavyweight championship after bouts against two hard-hitting 
opponents. In the preliminaries I was drawn against J. F. Platts
Mills from Victoria University, a law student and later a Rhodes 
Scholar, and in the fmals I met T. S. Morris, a medical student 
from Otago University. Morris told me afterwards that he remem
bered very little about tl1e fight. He went down for a count of 
eight some time in the second round but got to his feet and not 
only lasted out the rOLmd but fought on so fiercely that I was glad 
when the fmal bell sow1ded. 



5 and 6. Two contrasting wingers in action. Above: Jack Steele about 
to thunder along the sideline in characteristic style. Below: George Hart 
-'as near to poetry in motion as any player I have known'. 



7 and 8. Boxing days. Above: 
Canterbury University 
College boxing team, 1925. 
Fro111lejt: F. Petre, D. Martin, 
Professor T. Blunt, R. 
Waikari, I. Hull, C. Drader, 
W. Hughson and J. Burrows. 
R1ght: Brian McCieary, 
former amateur and profes
sional heavyweight boxing 
champion of New Zealand
' a formidable figure in black 
tights'. 



CHAPTER 3 

The Silver Fern 

MY YEAR AWAY from rugby in 1924 did me no harm and the 1925 

season could not start early enough as far as I was concerned. The 
season was both exciting and eventful. 

First I was picked to play for a Canterbury-South Canterbmy 
team against New South Wales. It was a good game, I understand, 
but I do not remember too much about it. At some time during 
the first spell I received a bad bump on the head and for the first 
time in my life, and I think the only time, play was stopped on my 
accotmt. I played on until halftime when I was taken to hospital 
and I spent about a fortnight there recovering from concussion. 

Later that season I played for New Zealand Universities against 
Australian Universities. Then came an unexpected thrill when I 
was selected for the South Island to play against the North at 
Invercargill. This game has always been a major attraction in New 
Zealand football but this year it created more interest than usual 
because it was by way of being a reunion for members of the 1924 

side which had made its tmdefeated tour of Great Britain. In 
Invercargill the newspapers made much of the fact that twenty
eight of the thirty players had already worn the All Black jersey, 
making G. V. Gerard from South Canterbury and myself feel 
somewhat out in the cold. Not all of the twenty-eight had been in 
the 1924 team; there were newcomers who had made a short tour 
of Australia in 1925 before the North-South match was played. 
There was enough star talent assembled in Invercargill, however, 
to make the occasion something quite out of the ordinary. 

Gerard and I played on the back of the scrum in this match. I 
remember him as a good rangy forward who was never very far 
from the ball. Our paths did not cross again until we met as 
soldiers in the Middle East, when he was senior chaplain to the 

c 
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forces m 2 NZEF. He still looked a pretty good rangy for
ward. 

Other players that day remain clearly in my mind and photo
graphic flashes of their play come to me now rather than actual 
incidents of the match. 

I can still see Maurice Brownlie taking the ball from a deep kick 
and setting off on a semicircular sweep, with the ball tucked under 
his outside arm and his other arm free to use his powerful fend. 

There was George Nepia coming up to take a high up-and
under, misjudging it- or was this done deliberately?- so that 
he had to turn, thus placing his back to the opposing forwards, and 
by running away from them was able to take the ball almost 
casually and circle around before kicking long and accurately for 
the line. 

There was Bert Cooke, universally accepted as the finest attack
ing player New Zealand has produced, quietly playing the ortho
dox game, lulling his opponent into a false sense of security, then 
flashing through a gap brilliantly, making the crowd suddenly 
aware that here was genius. 

There was Jack Steele, described once by Mark Nicolls as 
indestructible, thundering down the sideline with only a foot or 
so to spare, even though he could have come infield a little to give 
himself more room to work in. When I came to know his play 
better, I learnt that this trick ofhugging the sideline was deliberate, 
and opponents would make the mistake of going high, trying to 
bundle Jack out, ball and all, only to receive a tremendous blow 
from Jack's hip and shoulder. 

The two halfbacks, Jirnmy Mill and Bill Dalley, had both 
returned from England with great and lasting reputations. Behind 
the scrum they were incredibly busy and, as was the recognised 
custom among halfbacks, they treated their forwards as a team of 
horses to be driven and urged by every means possible. Bill's voice 
-his whip-was a fraction sharper than Jirnmy Mill's but both 
were always able to get the result they were striving for. 

The match was won by tl1e North Island by r6 points to 5 but 
I doubt whether many of the spectators worried much about the 
score. Such was the reputation the 1924 men had earned for them-
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selves in England that just to see them in action was enough for 
most people present. 

Before I returned to Christchurch one of the South Island 
sele~tors,. Tom Milliken, spoke to me about my weight and my 
pos1non m the scrum. Until then, with the exception of the game 
in Hawke's Bay in 1923, I had always played on the side of the 
scrum or in the back row. At thirteen stone I was not heavy 
enough for these positions in representative football and I knew it, 
but this was where I liked to play and I suppose I hoped that if my 
overall showing was good enough, my lack of weight would be 
overlooked. 

Tom Milliken did not mince matters. 'Jim,' he said, 'you'll get 
no further unless you turn yourself into a front-row forward. The 
team for South Africa will be picked at the end of the 1927 season, 
so get yourself ready for it.' 

For the first time I consciously focused my attention on the 
coming tour of South Africa. 

Today, after nearly half a century, clashes between the Spring
boks of South Africa and the All Blacks of New Zealand are 
almost commonplace. The 1928 team, however, was to be the first 
All Black side to leave New Zealand shores to play in South 
Africa. At the end ofW orld War I a Services team had undertaken 
a short and successful tour of South Africa on its way home to 
New Zealand and in 1921 a team from South Africa made its fust 
tour of New Zealand, delivering the first of many shocks we were 
to receive from that country by drawing the test series-one win, 
one loss and one draw. Both countries had made successful tours 
of the United Kingdom and both at this stage were talking freely 
about rugby as their 'national game'. This tour, then, was to be not 
only an exciting 'first' in terms of official visits, but it was clearly 
something that was going to settle the nonsense about the great
ness of South African rugby. It was a tour that players young and 
old could dream about, a challenge to any player with am
bition. I really set my sights on this target and, while I hope I gave 
no hint of my aspirations to anybody, I promised myself! would 
do all that was humanly possible to play myself into the side. 

In view of this promise to myself, and with the tour of Africa 
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only two years away, it may seem strange that I decided not to 
play football at all in 1926. I came to this decision partly because I 
had a busy year ahead with universiry commitments but chiefly 
because I was taking up a new teaching appointment at Christ
church Boys' High School in May. I was also to be a housemaster 
at A dams House, the school's boarding establishment. 

This appointment at such an early stage of my career gave me 
the greatest satisfaction. The only state secondary schools in 
Christchurch at this time were Christchurch Boys' High School, 
West Christchurch District High School and Christchurch Tech
nical College. Staff vacancies occurred comparatively rarely and I 
think I had enough sense to realise how lucky I was in getting back 
to my old school. 

The 1927 rugby year had hardly begun when the New Zealand 
Rugby Union announced that at the end of the season a series of 
trials would be played for the selection of the touring team for 
South Africa. The team would sail for Africa early in April 1928. 
As far as South Island players were concerned, the trials were to 
begin with the assembly of four teams in Dunedin, where two 
games would be played, and these would be followed by a South 
Island Possibles v. Probables match in Christchurch. Then about 
three days later selected players from both islands would assemble 
for further trials in Wellington, one of which would be the annual 
interisland match. This was a formidable programme and I doubt 
whether anything more exhaustive has ever been planned in this 
or any other country. 

When I read about the trials I suffered an agony of doubt about 
my chances; at that stage they certainly did not look so bright. 
I had not played the year before and I had to play in the front rank 
of the scrum if I was to have any chance at all, and there was no 
guarantee I would even make the Canterbury team in this new 
position. 

I played in the front rank in club gan1es of course and had a 
great stroke ofluck when the Canterbury College fifteen, of which 
I was now captain, was joined by my old school friend Geoff 
Alley, who had locked the scrum of our 1920 Moascar Cup team. 
Geoff had gone farming in Southland after he left school but had 
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now returned to be a full-time student at the WJ.iversity. He came 
to us, moreover, with a football reputation already made. At 
school he had been a fme forward with a physique that gave 
promise of size and great strength in the years to come. In South
land sports writers soon began to talk about an up-and-coming 
forward from Lumsden and before long he was in the Southland 
representative side. In 1926, now six foot three and sixteen stone, 
he was selected for the All Blacks, and toured Australia. 

My good fortune lay in the fact that in training practices, club 
games and, as subsequently transpired, in representative games I 
was bound tightly in the scrum by an experienced lock who knew 
from close contact with good hookers what they were expected to 
do and what they were able to do. I was a reasonably experienced 
forward myself by now, though I knew I had much to learn about 
front-rank play; but with an All Black packing behind me I had 
every chance to make good. 

The club competition had hardly started before it was fmished 
and representative matches were under way. Canterbury had a 
busy programme, including a tour of the North Island and a 
challenge match for the Ranfurly Shield against Hawke's Bay. 
Canterbury so far had never won the shield, in spite of ten chal
lenges made since 1904. There was much interest in this year's 
challenge and much disappointment when Hawke's Bay, which 
had held the shield since 1922 and still looked unbeatable, lost to 
W airarapa. However all was not over for Canterbury; a few weeks 
later the shield went from W airarapa to Manawhenua. Canterbury 
still had a chance in a match against the new shield holders at 
Palmerston North. 

This was the last game of our North Island tour and we fielded 
a very good team of whom twelve had either worn or were about 
to wear the All Black jersey: Harris, Robilliard, Carleton, Steele, 
Lilburne, MacGregor, Dalley, Scrirnshaw, Jackson, White, God
frey, Pickering, Alley, Clarke, Burrows. We won the match by 
17 points to 6 and for the first time the Ranfurly Shield had a 
resting place in Canterbury. 

This match, played at this particular time, was a lucky break for 
Canterbury players. With the Ranfurly Shield goes publicity, and 
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it was not surprising that the Canterbury Union nominated 
a good proportion of the team to take part in the trials for South 
Africa. I was one of the lucky ones but though excited by the 
prospect I was not exactly looking forward to the games ahead. 

Normally I loved my football. Each Saturday presented a kind 
of rugged challenge to something in my make-up and a hard game 
with reasonable performance on my part would leave me for days 
afterwards, in spite of my bruises, contented with the world and 
all that was in it. 

But I felt little of this contenm1ent when selected players from 
the South Island assembled in Dunedin to take part in the first 
trials. Here anyone could see that in this company only the tough, 
only the very fit, indeed, only the best would survive. So the first 
games were played, and then with reduced numbers we moved 
north for the next trial in Christchurch. Then with numbers 
whittled down again we travelled for the next phase in Welling
ton. By this time I knew with certainty that not only was there 
no joy in trial matches but the road to All Black selection was both 
hard and lonely and those who made progress along it owed much 
to Lady Luck. 

The North v. South match in the midst of the trials came there
fore as something of a relief. For a change we were able to think 
in terms of teams rather than individuals. Whether this relief was 
reflected in our play I do not know, but I do know this was one of 
the most exhilarating gan1es I ever played in. It was an afternoon 
of magnificent rugby, with the South winning by 3 I points to 30. 

Gordon Slatter, in his On the Ball, the Centennial Book of New 
Zealand Rugby, has this to say about the match: 'The interisland 
game of October I, I927, was one of the greatest matches of the 
entire interisland series. A huge crowd at Athletic Park cheered 
almost continuously as players contending for selection for the 
I928 tour of South Africa strove for supremacy. The conditions 
were almost too good for rugby and it must have been strenuous 
work on an afternoon more suited to cricket. The seesaw manner 
of scoring kept the spectators in a ferment of excitement right 
until the fmal whistle.' 

The interisland match was played on Saturday and on the 
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following Wednesday we played the final trials. That night South 
Island players left on the ferry steamer. Completely and utterly 
exhausted, I was in bed as soon as we left the whar£ Geoff Alley 
occupied the other bunk in the cabin. 

At about I I p.m. the door burst open and a Canterbury suppor
ter, knowing he was the bearer of vital news, shrieked, 'You're 
both in the team!' 

I suppose we went to sleep again. I can't remember. 



CHAPTER 4 

An All Black Tour 

MucH HAS BEEN WRITTEN about the 1928 All Black tour of South 
Africa. We played twenty-two games, won sixteen, drew one and 
lost five. The tests were even, two each. 

The losses caused much head-shaking among the oldtimers in 
New Zealand. No one could understand why a team which had 
been proclaimed a great side when it left home should have lost 
even one game. Today the results would have been viewed much 
more philosophically. After half a century of rugby clashes the 
records show South Africa with thirteen test victories, New Zea
land with eleven, and two which have been drawn. 

We were, however, the first All Blacks to tour South Africa and 
it is not surprising that there were lessons to learn about the 
conditions, about the people and about their rugby. Our first 
discovery was that in South Africa there was a dedication to rugby 
and a knowledge of play and players that matched anything we 
knew in New Zealand. Not surprisingly we also found, as part of 
this dedication, a scientific approach to the game that quickly 
jolted us out of any complacency we may have felt on arrival. As 
an example, the Springboks during their 1921 tour of New Zea
land had obviously appreciated that the weakness in New Zealand 
play lay in the two-fronted scrum and this weakness they intended 
to exploit to the full. This was shrewd thinking. Finally we found 
that no one in New Zealand had really appreciated what was 
involved in train travel across vast tracts of country and what this 
meant in terms of time and energy to a team trying desperately to 
produce its form. 

Travel to Africa by ship and travel through Africa by train are 
marvellous if considered purely from the point of view of the 
tourist who wants to see everything at close quarters and in slow .1 
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time, who does not have to worry about physical fitness, and who 
therefore does not mind if he overeats and has too little exercise. 
For a travelling football team these conditions are devastating. We 
trained hard un the ship. We did physical jerks, carried out scrum 
practice until we could hardly stand, we threw footballs about and 
ran round and round the deck but at no stage did we feel we were 
getting into shape for what lay ahead. This required hard running 
on a football field, the sort of training we knew so well in New 
Zealand. 

Our ship arrived late in Durban due to bad weather, and in port 
we were told there would be further delay before she sailed for 
Cape Town. It transpired we were carrying a cargo of grain which 
somehow had got wet and in its swollen state had to be off-loaded 
before it did damage to the ship's holds. 

This was a blow. Our tour was to start in Cape Town and there 
was already too little time for our much-needed practices and 
training runs on hard ground. As no definite time could be given 
for sailing, arrangements were made for us to travel from Durban 
to Cape Town by train. 

This was the first of many long train journeys, practically all of 
which involved at least a day and a night of travel, and no matter 
how much trouble is taken to ensure comfort, a train is still a train 
and is no friend to a rugby footballer. The Durban-Cape Town 
trip was particularly bad because we had to travel via Johannes
burg. We left Durban at 5 p.m. on Friday, 25 May, and with the 
exception of occasional stops at stations and a two-hour stop at 
Johannesburg where we changed trains, we spent the whole week
end in a railway carriage, arriving at Cape Town at II a.m. on 
Monday, 28 May. 

On Wednesday, 30 May, we played our first match of the tour. 
On Saturday, three days later, we suffered our first defeat. 

To say there was alarm and despondency in our camp would 
be to put things mildly. The writing was now dearly on the wall 
because the trouble lay not so much in our lack of match practice 
as in our inability to get the ball from the scrums. 

The selection committee now took a bold decision and decided 
that in the third match we would try the three-fronted scrum 
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ourselves. I was to be the middle hooker for this match which was 
to be played at Kimberley, some 550 miles from Cape Town. This 
meant a long journey by train; but, of even greater significance, 
Kimberley is 6ooo ft above sea level, and we were to have our 
first experience of what play under these conditions was to mean. 

As it turned out, we won this game convincingly enough against 
a weakish country team and it was decided we would repeat the 
experiment of the three-fronted scrum against Transvaal. Again I 
was to be the middle hooker. 

Transvaal, we knew, was a very strong side. Everyone had told 
us that, apart from the four tests, our toughest opposition would be 
provided by Transvaal and Western Province. To win was impor
tant, of course, but of even greater significance at this stage was 
possession of the ball from scrun1s. If we could win something like 
our fair share against a strong provincial side, we would persevere 
with the three-fronted scrum. 

We took the field before a tremendous crowd, a good propor
tion of whom had travelled many hundreds of miles from all parts 
of the high veldt to see us defeated. The packed ground, the tense 
excitement, the obvious all-out support for the home side remind
ed me of a similar occasion in 1921 when, as a schoolboy, I stood 
on the embanknlent at Lancaster Park to see the Springboks 
defeated by Canterbury. I hoped that history was not going to 
repeat itself and that the same thing was not going to happen to 
the visiting team on this occasion. 

Transvaal fielded heavy forwards with the usual trio of big men 
in the front row. They had a formidable pack and, following a 
line now familiar to us, they called for scrums instead of lineouts 
when it was their ball. 

By contrast we were not a good pack at all. How could we be? 
Not only were we unfamiliar with the techniques of the South 
African scrum, but we made the fatal mistake of failing to 
recognise the importance of lock forwards in this new formation. 
Our two locks were Geoff Alley and Ian Harvey and neither was 
picked to play in this game. No fault could be found with the 
remaining forwards in the scrum. The five players who packed 
down behind our front rank were magnificent forwards, but all 
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were specialist side or back-row men. Maurice Brownlie, Bun 
Finlayson, Cyril Brownlie, Mac McWilliams and Ron Stewart 
with their weight, their strength and all-round forward play could 
no doubt have matched any five forwards selected from anywhere 
in the world. But the hard fact remained that without specialist 
locks we were not a good scrum and we were opposed by a very 
good scrum indeed. 

With me in the front row was Jack Swain, one of our regular 
hookers, and alongside us, to add weight, was Pat Ward. Pat was 
a very rugged forward from Taranaki, selected as a back-row 
specialist. He was very much out of place in the front of the scrum 
but it was clear he thought it a position which offered all sorts of 
possibilities. 

Scrums were unsatisfactory from the start. Too often they 
collapsed in an untidy heap on the ground and tempers were fast 
getting frayed. To make matters worse our experiment with the 
new scrum formation was not turning out at all well. We were not 
getting our share of the ball and anything we tried to do in the 
front row to improve matters seemed inevitably to lead to a 
penalty. 

Then came the moment when Bunny Finlayson, attempting to 
win clear from a ruck, was dragged to the ground by a powerful 
Transvaal player. As they fell, the ball rolled over the sideline and 
all play stopped. I was standing directly above the two players and 
was number one witness of what followed. Bunny's head was still 
held in a stranglehold by the Transvaal forward, who for good 
measure gave an extra twist, grinding head and face into the 
ground. Anyone could have seen what was going to happen. As 
soon as he was free, Bunny, half-choked and furious, pushed him
self up on one elbow, and with his free hand punched hard at his 
opponent's head. Standing beside me, unfortunately, was the 
referee. He jumped smartly forward, blew a shriek on his whistle 
and pointed dramatically to the sideline. 

I had seen players ordered off before. Some had deserved their 
fate, some had been provoked and were caught in retaliation. But 
when Bunny began what must have been a very lonely walk to the 
dressing rooms, we were left shocked, dismayed and angry. We 
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knew him as a clean footballer-hard, of course, but clean. There 
was no one normally more gentle in speech or action; but here 
was an occasion when the provocation was more than he could 
take and he was now paying a hard penalty. 

We were now a man short, we were three points down and a 
near-hysterical crowd was lifting the home side to superhuman 
effort. Play was getting harder every minute. 

Then came one of those senseless scrums when both packs 
happened to form up a few yards apart and came together like two 
battleships in collision. I knew there was going to be trouble 
because with Pat Ward beside me, plunging and bucking like a 
wild horse, I somehow got on a slight angle and was caught before 
I could get straight. I certainly felt, and I believe I heard, my ribs 
give way under the strain. 

In a dim-witted kind of way I then somehow worked out for 
myself that players with silver ferns on their jerseys do not leave 
the field of play unless they are really seriously injured. Besides, if 
I went off now I would leave the team two forwards short-the 
replacement rule was not yet part of the international code-and 
clearly, it seemed to me, I had no choice in the matter. So I stayed 
on and spoke to nobody. 

Today this sort of thing scarcely raises an eyebrow. I know 
several cases where footballers have suffered a broken bone and 
have refused to leave the field. During the 1970 tour of South 
Africa when Colin Meads broke a bone in his arm and elected to 
get on with the game, New Zealanders were not unduly surprised. 
This was the kind of conduct they expected from the 'Pine Tree'. 
'Tough men like Meads don't feel pain in the way that other 
people do,' I heard one man say. This is nonsense. Meads is human 
and I am certain he suffered great pain with his injury, but for 
reasons that were entirely his own he decided to play on. 

When the fmal whistle blew the score was Transvaal 6, All 
Blacks nil. With reaction setting in quickly, the score was now 
of little significance to me. My main problem was how I could get 
myself from the field to the dressing rooms. 

Today I still carry a memento of this match in the form of a 
pronounced hump where my lower ribs buckled in the scrum. I 
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expect most people would describe this as a memento of folly, and 
I must admit my own subsequent experience of football would 
force me to agree. I know on that day I ran the grave risk of further 
serious injury, with all sorts of dangerous complications after
wards. But what is injury, what are experience and wisdom when 
a young man thinks there is a challenge to his courage? 

For the next few weeks I was encased in plaster and went about 
with my chest jammed into what seemed a tight barrel. I had also 
to face up to the fact that there would be no football for me for a 
long time. The first doctor who saw me in Johannesburg shook 
his head and said I couldn't play again on the tour. I had my own 
thoughts about that and after about three weeks I was again run
ning in football togs and taking part in all training except scrum 
practice. 

I was now one of the natural victims to represent the team on 
visits to schools, hospitals and to all those places which are listed 
under 'public relations'. I didn't mind this too much and felt I was 
at least being of some use to somebody. 

In the meantime, after much soul-searching, we had gone back 
to the 2-3-2 scrum. Everyone realised, I think, that we had no hope 
of adjusting ourselves to the 3-4-1 scrum in the time that was left. 
Nor was it just a question of a new scrum formation. It was real
ised a change of scrum could affect the whole pattem of play which 
New Zealand had built up over the years, particularly the type of 
play which we developed from scrums and rucks. Normally when 
we were on attack and our rush was checked, our forwards packed 
quickly round and, though New Zealand's idea of rucking did not 
fmd favour everywhere, it was effective. The aim was to get the 
ball to the backs before the opposition were able to get properly 
in position. The essence of the whole movement was speed-speed 
in packing round, speed in getting the ball back while the other 
side was disorganised, speed in the movement of the ball along the 
back-line and speed and thrust in the fmal burst to cap a fUll team 
effort. 

The same requirement for speedy action applied to our scrums. 
A ball that trickled and wobbled its way to the halfback's hands 
after being hooked was no use to our backs at all. This sort of thing 
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gave the opposition all the time in the world to move up on their 
man and no back enjoys being tackled just as he is taking the ball. 

The outstanding feature of the 2-3-2 scrum was its ability to get 
the ball quickly; the outstanding weakness of the 2-3-2 scrum was 
its inability to get its fair share of the ball. You cannot give away 
the loose head in every scrum and expect to remain on equal terms 
with the other side, particularly when that side is South Africa. 

Eventually we found a solution of sorts, not entirely successful 
and not one that found favour in the eyes of the International 
Board who made it illegal the following year. When it was our 
ball the wing-forward waited until the scrum had packed down, 
then joined the front row. We won more of our share of the ball 
in this way and approached the last two tests with some confidence. 

By now I was back on the field of play. I had received the injury 
to my chest on 1 August and just under eight weeks later I took 
the field against North Eastern Districts. Before the game Geoff 
Alley helped me to bind myself round with sticking-plaster, which 
I suppose helped a little, though I had doubts about its value when 
it came to getting the stuff off. 

I was relieved, however, when the game was over with me 
little the worse. From then on, I played in all the remaining 
provincial matches, six in a row. I did not play in the third test. 

The hookers in the first three tests were Swin Hadley and Jack 
Swain, and I knew I had no chance in the world at this stage of 
winning selection ahead of either of them. I felt flattered, therefore, 
when a news release to the local papers included my name among 
seventeen players from whom the fifteen would be selected for the 
fmal test. As it happened, I was not picked but my morale had 
been given a nice boost. 

We won the test and squared the rubber, New Zealand two 
wins, South Africa two wins. 

So ended a rugby tour harder than any All Black tour New 
Zealand had undertaken before but one which, in the long run, 
did our football much good. We learnt much from the play of the 
Springboks, particularly from their scrurnmaging techniques, 
though I must add that it was typical of our conservative way of 
doing things that another four years elapsed before we adopted the 
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three-fronted scrum and, in my opinion, about another twenty 
years before we could begin to say that we had mastered the 
techniques of this scrum. 

In their turn I believe the South Africans learnt something from 
us. They were tough footballers but they were intelligent foot
ballers and most of them were good sportsmen. 

If there were racial issues, the causes lay not in the problems of 
colour but in feelings still near the surface that had their origin in the 
South African War. Sometimes, in places like Johannesburg, 
which is still the heart of Afrikaaner-land, the back-veldt farmer 
would remain not only distant and aloof, but sometimes obviously 
antagonistic. I met one such in Cape Town in an unusual way. 

It was the morning of the fmal test. Cape Town was so full 
of visitors that I imagine a large number must have travelled all 
night or had slept in their cars. However, at about II a.m. our 
hotel was nearly clear of people. Even those with tickets had left 
early to make sure of their seats. 

I had promised to give my two complimentary tickets to a 
New Zealand girl and her Scottish husband who were travelling 
to Cape Town from Echowe in Zulnland. About mid-morning 
I received a telegram saying they had to cancel their trip as one 
of their children had developed mumps. 

So when one of the team asked from the door of the hotel 
lounge whether anyone had any spare tickets, I said I had two. 
I had no one else I could give them to and in any case it was too 
late to do anything about it. 

I did not mind at all when I saw it was obviously an Afrikaaner 
who wanted my tickets. I say 'obviously' because he was a typical 
high-veldt farmer, tall and broad shouldered, broad-brimmed hat, 
full beard and all. He walked very cautiously into the lounge, 
stopped and looked all about him, suspecting no doubt that some 
trick was being played on him. I held up my two tickets and 
quite slowly he walked up to me. I started to hand over the tickets 
but before I could sav anvthing he asked, 'How much?' 

I replied, 'They ar~ co~1plimentaries. You can have them.' 
He took not the slightest notice. 'How much?' 
'There's no charge. They are yours for nothing.' 
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A third time he asked, and this time with considerable im
patience in his voice, 'How much?' 

'If you don't want them,' I then said to him, 'I'll give them to 
somebody else.' 

I started to return the tickets to my pocketbook but he reached 
over and took them from me, not roughly, but obviously puzzled. 
He looked closely at them, turned them over then back, and 
continued to examine them with the greatest care. Finally he 
looked at me. 'You are giving me these tickets, not selling them?' 

'Yes.' 
A long pause. Then, 'I didn't think the day would ever come 

when I would accept a favour at the hands of an Englishman.' 
This 'Englishman' had been born in New Zealand as his father 

had been before him, but I said nothing. 
He then put the tickets carefully away in his inside pocket. 

'I've got a farm nearly six hundred miles from here. I would like 
you to come and stay with me.' 

Someone sitting near by gave a chortle of laughter, but the 
Dutchman was serious, and so was I because here was a man who, 
so far as the British were concerned, had been living for a long 
time in the past. 

I thanked him for his invitation, told him in other circumstances 
I would have accepted with pleasure, but in two days' time our ship 
was sailing for home and a visit to his farm was out of the question. 
We arranged, however, to meet at the hotel after the match. 

That was thelasttimeisaworspoke to my new friend. We won the 
test and our hotel afterwards was so full of officials, mad New 
Zealanders and other wellwishers who had come from near and 
far and were not going to be deprived by anybody from enjoying 
their hour of triumph, that I doubt whether my Afrikaaner ever 
got through the door. I hope, though, that the episode left him 
with a slightly changed attitude towards Englishmen, and that an 
All Black on a later tour or an Englishman from a touring British 
Lions' team got the invitation to stay on his farm. 

Our ship, as it turned out, did not leave on schedule after all. 
I do not recall the reason, but because of it another match was 
arranged for us against a combined universities team. As a special 



9· The 1928 All Blacks to tour South Africa. Fro111 left, back ro11J: A. 
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and J. T. Burrows. Abse11t: F. H. Masters. 
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attraction, the game was to be played under New Zealand rules, 
the two main points of difference at that time being the kick-into
touch rule, which allowed the kicker to put the ball out on the full 
only from his own twenty-five, and the knock-on rule, which 
allowed for a partial knock-on or a fumble so long as these were 
not done deliberately. 

As soon as details for the match had been finalised, Maurice 
Brownlie said to me, Jim, have you got a white jersey?' 

I told him no, but I thought he could get one from Andy 
Mercer, our trainer. 

'It's not for me,' Maurice said. 'It's for you. We've decided you 
will referee the game tomorrow.' 

I was a bit startled at this news, and there were some loud 
speculations for my benefit from the team about referees who had 
been stoned to death by angry crowds. 

The game turned out to be one a child could have handled. 
Indeed, he could have blown his whistle whenever the spirit moved 
him and the crowd, instead of raising its voice in protest, would 
have nodded its head and said, 'Ah, New Zealand rules, man.' 

Some months after we had returned home I received a news
paper cutting from Cape Town giving an account of the match 
against Combined Universities. That it was a crowd-pleaser was 
clear; it was not so clear that the sports writers were going to 
support any move to introduce New Zealand rules into South 
Africa. However, there was a nicely worded paragraph about the 
referee, so nicely worded that honesty made me conclude that the 
writer knew no more about New Zealand rules than any other 
South African spectator at the match. 

My days of active football were now nearly at an end. I played 
again for Canterbury and the South Island, and early in the 1930 
season I played for Canterbury against the British Lions. As this 
match turned out to be the last important game I played in, I like 
to remember that it was one of the great rugby encounters that 
Lancaster Park has seen. Fast, open, with play surging from one 
end of the field to the other, it provided football only seen when 
players in two fme sides themselves get carried away by the thrill 
and spirit of the game. 

D 
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My partner in the front row that day was Beau Cottrell, just 
launched on a fme rugby career. I did not know at the time that I 
was at the end of mine. 

Two days after the game against the Lions I turned out for a 
scratch team against the Christchurch Boys' High School first 
fifteen. We were to give the school team a stiff workout in pre
paration for a coming interschool fixture. During the Lions game 
on the Saturday I had received a bump on my thigh which was 
still bruised and stiff. I was not very enthusiastic about playing in 
the school game but because some other members of the teaching 
staff were turning out I felt I could hardly remain on the sideline. 

The game was played at a fast pace as school games usually are 
and I found myself well marked, so well marked in fact that every 
time I touched the ball I was brought to the ground by, it seemed 
to me, the whole of the school pack, many of whom were playing 
for a place in the team and all of whom were thoroughly enjoying 
themselves. After the game my thigh was very stiff and next morn
ing it was swollen and painful and hard like a drum. I could not 
help feeling some alarm and took myself to a doctor. He diagnosed 
a broken blood vessel. 

When I hobbled to school with the help of a crutch, everybody 
thought it was a huge joke. My classes wanted to know who had 
done it, and, 'You'll let us know, sir, won't you, when you play 
against the first fifteen again?' 

Their bloodthirsty tastes were not to be satisfied, because a 
broken blood vessel does not heal so easily, and when it was clear 
I could not play again that season, I decided to give up the game 
altogether. 

I had regrets, of course, but early in 1929 I had married and, 
while a single man can ignore the possibility of injury, a married 
man cannot afford this luxury, especially in depression times. In 
the last two years I had received more than my fair share of 
injuries. In the future it looked as if my rugby activities would be 
confmed to coaching. 



CHAPTER 5 

Giving Something Back 

AT THE END of the 193 I rugby season the Canterbury touring team 
defeated the holders, Wellington, for the Ranfurly Shield, and for 
the second time in its history Canterbury came back from the 
North Island having won the shield in the last match of a strenuo~ 
northern tour. 

At the annual general meeting of the Canterbury Rugby Union 
at the beginning of the next season the delegate from Canterbury 
College,]. K. (Pat) Moloney, again proposed what had come to be 
regarded as his hardy annual, that the selection and coaching of the 
Canterbury tean1 should be left to one man. In past years this pro
posal had met with little or no support from delegates but this year, 
for some reason, it unexpectedly received the support of country 
delegates and was passed. 

The Canterbury Union committee now turned to Pat Moloney 
and presumably said, 'You've got us into this mess; now find; a 
sole selector and get us out of it.' 

So one night shortly afterwards I had a visit from Pat and, with 
charming Irish persuasion directed, I thought, more at my wife 
than at me, he got me to agree to nomination and at the next 
union committee meeting I was elected sole selector and coach. 
Actually I cannot say that I raised much opposition to Pat's pro
posals. I owed much to rugby football and I wanted to make some 
return. Whether this was the best time to try to do it I was not 
quite sure, but I agreed to give my services as a selector for two 
years if they were required. 

I was now faced with finding a practical solution to the problem 
of how one man could see enough of the play of the senior teams 
in Christchurch and the country sub-unions to enable llinl to 
select the best fifteen players in the province. I had enough sense 
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to realise that a selector, whether acting alone or as one of a com
mittee, can cover only a certain amount of territory and must 
always rely to some extent on the opinions of other people. I 
therefore decided to approach all the senior coaches and selectors 
of the senior teams with a request that they nominate, as soon as 
they could do it with certainty, those players in their team whom 
they thought worthy of a place in the representative side. They 
were welcome to add to their list if they wished, as the season 
progressed. 

This was not a new idea. Most provincial and All Black selectors 
have their private scouts searching for or reporting on talent; 
probably the only thing I did that was different was to have an 
official scout with each team. I made a point of discussing their 
players with them individually and privately and, while I cannot 
say that the team I fmally selected would have been any different 
if I had not used my club scouts, I do know that their willingness 
to help in any way and their advice on their own players made my 
task as sole selector a great deal easier. 

I was fortunate to inherit a nucleus of outstanding players from 
the previous year. Ian Cottrell, George Hart and Charlie Oliver 
had already played for New Zealand, while Gordon Innes and 
Jack Manchester were to become All Blacks in the near future. 
Beau Cottrell, the captain, was not only an experienced All Black 
but he was a natural leader both on and off the field. There was a 
tendency once to give the captaincy of a team to a back, on the 
assumption that he was best placed to direct the play. This I am 
certain should not be a hard and fast rule. The best captains I have 
known have been selected for their leadership qualities irrespective 
of where they played, and in the case of a touring team or a 
Ranfurly Shield side called on to play match after match at top 
pitch there is often a greater call on a captain's leadership qualities 
at practices, when enthusiasm flags, than there is on the actual field 
of play. Beau was one of the best rugby captains I have known. 

Much has been written about the Ranfurly Shield and the good 
or evil it has done for rugby football. Whatever the verdict, the 
fact remains that for the period the shield has remained in any one 
place it has not only been a money spinner for the local union, but 
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in an extraordinary way it seems to have wrought a complete 
transformation in the whole life of the province. People who had 
never worried too much about defending their home town against 
the criticism of foreigners now became fiercely patriotic, with an 
astonishing knowledge of the game of rugby. 

Canterbury had not yet experienced an attack of shield fever. 
It had won the shield at the end of 1927 but had lost it to the second 
challenger in 1928. Our preparations, therefore, to be ready for the 
first challenge in 1932 were viewed with interest but with no great 
optimism. However, we were reasonably prepared for the first 
challenge and also for the remaining challenges, so that at the end 
of the season, although we had some narrow escapes, we went 
through undefeated. 

Our closest call was against the West Coast, who played an 
outstanding game in conditions which suited them well. Near the 
end, when we were leading by the narrow margin of 5-3, there 
occurred the incident which may well have deprived the Coast of 
a win. There was no big dock at Lancaster Park as there is now, 
but every Canterbury supporter knew that, taking in injury time, 
there must be at least another ten minutes of play. The ball was 
wet, the ground heavy underfoot and the Coast were right on our 
line. I felt they had to score at any moment. The forwards were 
just lining up for their third consecutive lineout right at the corner 
flag when the referee blew his whistle for full time. 

Subsequent events reflected credit on the officials concerned. 
Immediately after the match the referee, Ernie Empson, who was 
universally recognised as one of the best referees in the country, 
admitted that he had made a bad mistake. In the excitement of the 
last few minutes of the game he had subtracted instead of adding 
the minutes that had accrued from injuries. At the next meeting of 
the Canterbury Union a decision was made to offer the Coast 
another chance to play for the shield at the end of the season, 
providing it was still in Canterbury. The Coast accepted the offer 
and then made one of the sporting gestures that we all like to hear 
about, the kind of gesture that keeps sport in proper perspective. 
They asked for the same referee. 

There was a different atmosphere throughout Canterbury at 
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the beginning of the 1933 Ranfurly Shield season. Ifi was official 
sole selector of the team, there were now at least ten thousand 
unofficial selectors who were anxious to tell me what to do. As the 
first match drew near, shops began to prepare for 'invasions' from 
other provinces and window fronts in Colombo, High and Cashel 
Streets were full of autographed footballs, Canterbury jerseys and 
old football photographs all bedecked with red and black ribbon. 
It was as if New Zealand Cup week had come to stay. 

The shield season lasts only about seven weeks but it is a long 
hectic time for those directly involved. I was lucky to have as team 
manager Harry Davis, the Linwood delegate on the Rugby Union. 
I could not have found anyone better stilted or more helpful. 
Harry was a dedicated rugby footballer with a wide experience of 
administration. He had been a New Zealand selector in 1924 and 
1925 and had an unbroken record of service to Canterbury ever 
since. He took over all the administrative needs of the team and I 
was able to concentrate on my own duties. 

We had to face eight challenges and most of them were tough 
and hard. But again we went through the season undefeated. 
Under a good captain the players developed what could only be 
described as a fierce team spirit and it was soon clear that any team 
that defeated us would have to be very good. We had our mo
ments, of course. Our closest call in this season was against 
Taranaki when in the last few minutes of the game our first five
eights, R. Hazlehurst, dropped a field goal to bring the scores level 
at 15 all. The play throughout the season was always solid, with 
brilliant flashes at times to bring the crowd to their feet. Our 
forwards always concentrated on getting on top in the fmt 
twenty minutes or so and the backs made fairly regular play to a 
stwng three-quarter line. Charlie Oliver and George Hart made a 
particularly strong attacking combination and time after time 
Charlie would give the ball to George, race round on his outside 
to take the pass again and burst brilliantly into the open. 

No one in rugby football came closer to meriting the description 
of being poetry in motion than George Hart. George in full cry 
down the sideline ran like a wild deer and the crowd, knowing 
exactly what was going to happen, would wait for him to veer 
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infield, then watch the opposing fullback check his pace and roar 
with delight as George would veer out again and race around to 
score in the corner. 

Ten years later I watched a New Zealand forces' team play 
against the Springboks at Maadi Camp in Egypt. There I saw 
George Hart in football togs again, taking the ball in full cry, 
George fit and youthful and vital but so soon to lose his life in his 
tank in Italy, and I watched him veer infield in his own inimitable 
style, and then gallop round the fullback to score in the corner. 
I had never seen him do it in a more masterly fashion. I could hear 
quite clearly the roar from the crowd at Lancaster Park. 

After our last shield match in 1933, I informed the Rugby Union 
that my two years as a selector were over and I would not be 
available next year. I had regrets because, although my task had 
not been easy, it was a challenge which I had accepted with my 
eyes open and had relished. We survived an exciting and exacting 
series of matches and in the two years we had successfully defended 
the shield on fourteen consecutive occasions-and we still had it. 
I was particularly pleased with an editorial in the Christchurch 
Press written after we had withstood our last challenge: 

On Saturday the Canterbury rugby team staved off, with a 
substantial margin of safety, the eighth and last challenge for the 
Ranfurly Shield in the 1933 season. The team's record is more 
than remarkable; it is heroic ... Moreover few if any of the 
challenges could be taken lightly, particularly as in the later 
stages of the season the team was showing the effects of its 
long ordeal. In the circumstances the successful defence of the 
shield is a feat of skill and endurance with few parallels in the 
history of New Zealand rugby, and it is invested with the 
glamour which invests all such feats, whatever the motive that 
inspired them. 
I was not clear of rugby just yet, however. In 1932 the New 

Zealand Union had officially adopted the three-fronted scrum and 
many players and administrators throughout the country were 
sincerely worried about our lack of knowledge of this new forma
tion. When it was suggested that the Canterbury team could be 
used to teach clubs and country sub-unions the techniques of the 
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three-fronted scrwn, Beau Cottrell and I agreed to make a coaching 
film. We decided, however, not to restrict it to scrums and scrum
maging but to produce a film dealing with all aspects of play, both 
forward and back. 

The idea was good but we quickly found it was one thing to 
talk about a comprehensive film on rugby and quite another to 
produce one. We employed a professional cameraman. On Sunday 
mornings, Sunday after Sunday, the Canterbury shield team, with 
emergencies and some extra forwards to make up two scrums, 
gathered at Rugby Park and for the next two hours we were in 
the film-making business. 

In due course it was all finished. Beau and I had cut the film up 
and joined it all together again in a process which I suppose is 
called editing. We realised, however, that even with all the head
ings and captions that we could think of, the film could still not 
tell its own story. To get anything across at all, it required a 
spoken commentary. So next season, when the film was ready for 
showing, we persuaded the union to buy a projector and took it 
in turn to visit the clubs and sub-unions, run the film and give the 
commentary. Our audiences consisted of coaches and players but 
our real targets were the coaches and often we talked just to them 
alone. Coaching schools are common today but were a novelty 
when we were operating. 

In these country visits my greatest worry was to fmd someone 
who could manipulate the projector. Only with the greatest 
reluctance would I attempt to make the wretched thing go myself, 
and I would breathe a sigh of deep relief if, by sheer good luck, 
I went through the evening without a hitch. I was amused to hear 
Beau say one day that he wished he had taken more notice of a 
small boy behind him, who twice, in a timid voice, had said, 
'Please sir .. .'.The third time the boy spoke Beau had turned to 
him to hear, 'Please, sir, is it all right if the film all goes on the 
floor?' 

From 1934 to 1939 I was the Boys' High School representative 
on the Christchurch Secondary Schools' Sports Committee, a body 
which controlled all interschool competition in sport. We met at 
fairly regular intervals, mostly at Christ's College, and when I 
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first became a member the chairman was A. E. Flower, First 
Assistant at College. A. E. Flower, like his successor in that post, 
Tom Tothill, had a wide experience of sport in schools. As 
chairmen in their turn of our sports committee, both men made 
outstanding contributions, not only to interschool competition in 
sport, but to interschool relations generally. 

As a result of being on the sports committee I now became a 
member of the Canterbury Rugby Union executive. This was not 
a role I would normally have sought but the schools accepted the 
postin rotationanditwasnow theturnofChristchurch Boys' High 
School. Fortunately, no heavy duties were involved. The sports 
committee handled all problems that concerned secondary schools' 
football and rarely did anything more serious crop up than a 
mistake in the draw or some other simple matter that could easily 
be set right. Occasionally an incident involving rough play would 
require tactful handling but we always managed to get the matter 
settled before the headmasters were involved. 

I am afraid that wherever rugby football is played we are going 
to fmd occasional outbursts of rough play. Rugby is a robust game, 
played by robust people, but so long as Rugby Union officials are 
able to distinguish between rough play and dirty dangerous play 
then they should accept as inevitable the cases that are reported to 
them by the Referees' Association. 

But even occasional cases, unchecked, easily grow into an 
epidemic. When this happens I believe it is wrong to expect the 
referees to set the whole business right by an 'ordering-Qff' cam
paign. For one thing the real culprits are not always-! could say, 
not often-the ones who are ordered off. In one of his public 
speeches when he was Governor-General of New Zealand, Lord 
Cobham said, 'You cannot put right the ills that beset a game by 
merely changing the rules. If the game is played by rogues then, 
whatever the rules, they will spoil it.' Lord Cobham was talking 
about cricket, but his remarks apply to any game. 

In my experience the majority of footballers who get to the top 
are clean players and prefer clean play. Unfortunately there are 
some who do not and, though their numbers are small, they can 
be a problem. Every province has a few, and when schoolboys see 
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representative players getting away with disruptive play it is not 
long before the same tactics are being tried in lower grades. 

I am certain that the trouble-makers in rugby are best dealt with 
by the selectors and coaches. The player who consistently starts 
trouble must be told to mend his ways or be dropped from the 
team. Concerted action on the part of coaches and selectors 
t!uoughout the conntry would straighten things out in a month. 
Leave it all to the referees and the problem will be with us year 
after year. 

To win a match is important; but if tactics employed in winning 
threaten the game itself, then the whole nation loses. To quote 
Lord Cobham again, 'There are no winners if the game loses its 
soul and its spirit.' 

The long-awaited tour of the Springboks was now attracting 
the attention of sports writers and in 1936 the New Zealand Rugby 
Union appointed six national selectors who were to stay in 
office for two years, t!1e second year taking in the visit of the 
South Africans. I was nominated by Canterbury and in due course 
became a member of the selection panel. The other members were 
A. A. Adams (West Coast), E. McKenzie (Wairarapa), M. F. 
Nicholls (Wellington), G. W. Nicholson (Auckland) and 
W.]. Pearson (Otago). Although the New Zealand team played 
two international games against a touring Australian team, the 
main concern of the selection panel in 1936 was to find new talent 
to pit against the Springboks the following year. At the trials 
in 1937 we were happy that there were so many good footballers 
clamouring for selection. 

When they arrived, the Springboks inlmediately proceeded to 
deliver a series of jolts to New Zealand football. They went 
through the North Island registering victories against the major 
provinces with the greatest of ease: Auckland, 19-5; Taranaki, 
17-3; Wellington, 29-0; Hawkes Bay, 21-12. 

The first test was to be played after the Wellington match, and 
as soon as tl1e selection panel had annonnced our players, the New 
Zealand Union appointed me manager-coach of the team. This 
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was a nice compliment, though considering the many experienced 
and successful coaches throughout the cotmtry, I must say I was a 
little surprised. I wondered as well why no team manager was 
appointed to take over administrative matters; there was enough 
for me to do if in one week's time I was to have the All Blacks 
physically ready and in the right frame of mind for a test match. 

This turned out to be an extremely interesting experience, all 
the more so because the sports writers were concentrating on the 
Springboks, and few were rating our chances very highly. This 
was so unusual in New Zealand that I think every one of us, in our 
isolation at Otaki, said, 'We'll show them.' 

We worked to a hard programme and, when the end of the 
week came, I was satisfied we were beginning to live and work as 
a team. Everyone seemed in good heart, and Ron King was 
proving to be a skipper with strong control. On the morning of 
the test there was light rain and, thinking of our Otago com
bination of halfback Simon and first five-eighth Trevathan, I felt 
the weather at least was on our side. 

We won the first test 13--6 and, because there had been ap
prehension in New Zealand before the match, the celebrations 
afterwards shook the whole rugby world. 

The Springboks, however, were undeterred and went on their 
winning way: v. Canterbury 23-8; v. Southland 30-17; 
v. Otago (the Ranfurly Shield holders) 47-7. This was all too 
plainly an outstanding team. 

I was again made manager-coach for the second test in Christ
church; but now Billy Wallace, the great 1904 All Black, was 
made assistant-manager and coach of the backs, leaving me to 
concentrate on the forwards. 

We lost the second test 6--13. Both sides scored two tries, in 
our case both by J. L. Sullivm, the centre three-quarter, but the 
Springboks converted their tries and kicked a penalry. Though 
the game was close and at one stage could have gone our way, the 
Springboks were a better team. The power of tl1eir scrums was 

frightening. . 
At the third test, when their captain called for a scrum mstead 

of a lineout the first time the ball was kicked out by New Zealand, 



6o Pathway among Men 

I feared the worst. They defeated us 17--<i and for the first time in 
rugby history the All Blacks had been beaten in a test series. 
Throughout the country there was consternation and dismay. Had 
New Zealand rugby deteriorated so much or was the Springbok 
team the world-beater it appeared to be? The answer to the 
second question was unanimous. This was the best touring team 
yet to visit New Zealand. Nothing like its scrum work had been 
seen before in this or any other country, and for its all-round good 
football it deserved all the praise that had been showered upon it. 

The All Blacks who opposed them were, I believe, a good 
average New Zealand side and in a normal year would have been 
considered sound representatives of our country. But this was not 
a normal year and at the end of it we were left with a message that 
rang loud and clear throughout the land-you cannot score points 
in rugby unless you can gain possession of the ball. 

I am sure we would have profited more from this 193 7 tour had 
the war years not intervened. As it was, we did not duel again 
with South Africa until 1949, twelve years later, when we lost all 
four tests and, according to the historian Gordon Slatter, we were 
glad to get some coaching from a South African on how the 
Springboks packed their scrums. 

I see nothing wrong with this. Good men lose nothing in 
stature by admitting they can learn from their opponents and we 
are fortunate in having such worthy opponents as South Africa. 

In any case we did not win our high place in the rugby world 
just because we played with a two-fronted scrum that was different. 
We got there because rugby was our game and we played it well. 
Something about it won a ready response from our early settlers 
and from later generations. While it is good nowadays to see our 
youth taking part in many different team games, we all owe a 
great debt to rugby football and to the part it has played in helping 
to mould our national character. 

.i 



CHAPTER 6 

Cricket Days 

I WAS ALWAYS GLAD I played cricket after I left school, even though 
it took more time than I could afford. I gave the game up in 1933 
but was fortunate in my last three years in that I played regularly 
for Canterbury both with and against many of New Zealand's 
outstanding cricket personalities. 

I had played for a season with St Albans after leaving school but 
the next year, 1924, about thirty of us formed the High School 
Old Boys' club and, with the old boys of Christ's College who 
had formed their Old Collegians' club, we made application to 
join the Canterbury Cricket Association. This posed something of 
a problem for the association because until this time it had had no 
place for closed clubs in its district competition. On the other hand, 
too many promising players from Christ's College and Boys' High 
School were giving up the game and it was felt there was more 
chance ofholding them if they could play with former team mates 
and other old boys of their school. 

As it turned out we were not immediately admitted to the 
association's competition so the two newly-formed clubs played 
for a year with City and Suburban, followed by a year in the 
Canterbury Association's junior grade. The two clubs were then 
allowed to play senior grade and our High School Old Boys' team 
promptly heralded its arrival by winning the competition. In view 
of the cricketing talent that had become available to us, this was 
not such a surprising achievement. It is very much to the credit of 
our club's committee of the time that they saw the danger ahead 
and acted promptly. Next season some members of our senior 
team were asked to join other clubs and in a few years old boys 
from High School and College were again reasonably dispersed 
throughout all the other city clubs. I was allowed to stay with 
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Old Boys chiefly, I suppose, because I was a member of the 
school's teaching staff. 

During this first year back in senior cricket I had been bowling 
well and had taken a satisfactory number of wickets. As a medium
paced swing bowler, I seemed to be able to keep a good length for 
long spells, and I enjoyed the contest between batsman and bowler, 
even when the wicket and the weather were both on the side of 
the batsman. Nevertheless I was not nearly ready for representative 
cricket and was therefore as surprised as the critics when I was 
given a place in the Canterbury team for the first of the season's 
Plunket Shield matches. 

At this time Canterbury had two very fme medium-fast right
arm bowlers in Bill Cunningham and Reg Read. Bill, the New 
Zealand representative, with his rollicking approach to the game, 
was always dangerous and often devastating. Reg, a meticulous 
off-spinner, had been playing senior cricket since 1905. As I 
bowled at about the same pace as these two, I could only surmise 
that my inclusion was an experiment to give experience to a young 
bowler who might be of some use in the future. 

The experiment was judged not to be a good one. Canterbury's 
captain, Bill Patrick, captain also of New Zealand, did not need to 
make much use of my services and what bowling I did met with 
no success. I was not selected for the next match. I was disap
pointed, of course, but nothing could have spoiled the great 
e~oyment I always had in my club cricket. 

Hagley Park was the centre of operations for most of the club 
games for our Old Boys' team and no cricket ground I have ever 
seen quite equals this lovely wide expanse of playing fields with its 
English trees and room to walk on green grass. It is a pity but I 
suppose it is necessary that Plunket Shield and international 
matches have to be played on grounds where spectators must be 
confined to a grandstand or shut in behind a fence on an embank
ment. Once there, they are expected to stay. Every cricketer and 
cricket lover knows that to get full value from cricket you must 
be free to move about, to stop and talk to friends, to sit as you 
wish in the shade or the sun. 

On Hagley Park, where we played our matches, there was room 
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for three senior wickets side by side, with two, sometimes three, 
junior wickets in the background. Players and spectators mingled 
freely. When interest tended to flag in one game, something would 
soon happen in a game near by which would claim the attention 
of the whole ground. 

One day we were playing Sydenhan1, a good team with opening 
batsmen who invariably made sixty or seventy before their 
partnership was broken. Ian Cromb, fast developing into the all
rounder who gained selection for New Zealand, was bowling, 
though on this occasion without much success. One of the Syden
ham batsmen, Percy Martin, was scoring freely and Ian was re
duced to dropping the occasional ball short, making the batsmen 
duck every now and then to let it fly overhead. Nothing disturbed 
Percy Martin, however, until a rising ball struck him sharply on 
the hip. At this, to our astonishment, smoke began to issue from 
odd parts of his person, from his pocket, his open shirt-front and 
even from under his armpits. Percy had dropped his bat and, now 
on one foot, now on the other, was tugging at his batting gloves. 
Bob Bums, our wicketkeeper, had in the meantime moved up 
beside him but stood temporarily helpless in astonishment, and 
called to the world, 'He's on frre !' 

I suppose something of this nature has happened before in a 
cricket match, though I have not heard of anything quite like it. 
Ian Cromb's ball had struck a tin of wax matches in the batsman's 
pocket with disastrous results. A whole tin of wax matches going 
up in smoke in the open air was always a spectacular sight, but in 
somebody's pocket the results were quite startling. On this occasion 
it halted play all over Hagley Park and when the Sydenham part
nership was broken shortly afterwards, someone made the 
inevitable remark, 'They had to smoke you out, Percy.' 

I came back into the Canterbury representative team in the 
1930-3 r season and was a regular memberoftheside until I gave up 
the game three years later. I was not always available but played in 
most of the Plunket Shield games. However, as there were only 
four provincial teams competing for me shield, Auckland, W el
lington, Canterbury and Otago, there were not too many first
class games in any one season. 
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The Canterbury team was strong in both batting and bowling 
and we had for captain Curly Page, one of New Zealand's great 
cricketers, soon to succeed Tom Lowry as another of New 
Zealand's great captains. Other New Zealand representatives who 
played regularly for Canterbury at this time were Ian Cromb, 
Ian Hamilton, Jack Kerr, Bill Merritt, Albie Roberts, Cyril 
Crawford and Ron Talbot. 

In R. T. (Dick) Brittenden's book, Great Days in New Zealand 
Cricket, the author gives a detailed account of twenty-six matches 
which he has selected from the pages of New Zealand's cricket 
history. Each match has its own special claim to cricket fame, and 
no one who followed cricket closely in the early thirties was 
surprised to fmd that in this period two of the 'great' games 
selected by Dick Brittenden were played on Lancaster Park, with 
Canterbury as one of the teams involved. One of these took place 
in December I93 I, when Canterbury played Otago, earning its 
place in the honours list because of a magnificent last wicket stand 
by two Otago batsmen. 

Otago batted first and were all out for I6I. Canterbury then 
scored freely and fast and were fmally out for 472. No one scored 
a century but four batsmen made over 50, and most of the others 
were all comfortably into double figures. 

On the third day Otago began its innings 3 I I runs behind. One 
of their opening batsmen was dismissed before the score had 
reached fifty but then the two Otago stars, Badcock and Blunt, 
took charge in a manner that had spectators on the edge of 
their seats and brought constant applause from all over the 
ground. 

Roger Blunt was well known to Canterbury supporters. As a 
boy at Christ's College he had set up a record wicket stand with 
Tommy Tothill in a match against Christchurch Boys' High 

. School in I9I7. While still at College he was picked to play for 
Canterbury and before very long was one of New Zealand's fore-
most batsmen. This was his first representative game after the 
retum of the New Zealand side from England, where he scored 
225 not out against the 'Gentlemen of England'. 

Badcock, the English professional, was Otago's cricket coach. 





14. Ron King and Danie Craven leading their teams out for the first 
test at Athletic Park, Wellington, in I937· 

15. The All Black team for the second test in 1937. Back row,jro111 left: 
A. Parkhill, R. McKenzie, A. Lambourn, E. Jackson, T. Pearce, D. 
Dalton,J. Dick. Middle, sta11di11g: W. Sutherland, H . Phillips,J. Sullivan, 
F. Green, R . Ward, H. Milliken,J. Ran kin, S. Murray (trainer). Sitti11g: 
]. Taylor, ]. Burrows (manager and coach), H. Simon, R. King 
(captain), S. Reid, W. Wallace (coach), C. Crossman. !11 jro11t: D. 
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This day he was in tremendous form and began scoring freely from 
the very first ball. After the first few overs, when he had played 
vigorous attacking shots to every ball bowled to him, Ian Cromb, 
who had opened the bowling with me, said, 'This can't last long, 
Jim. He didn't get to bed at all last night and was told off by the 
skipper. This is just a bit of temper.' 

Badcock's temper took him to 105 before he was out. 
With Badcock gone, Blunt became the centre of attention. He 

had been batting with his usual skill, but it was not until he had the 
stage to himself that people realised how fast he had been scoring. 
He reached his century in II5 minutes and still showed no signs 
either of slowing up or of getting out. Batsmen came and went, 
all content just to hold their end up while Blunt made the runs. 
The score mounted steadily and rapidly. When the last man, 
Hawkesworth, came in, Blunt needed eight for his second century 
and Otago had scored 419 for 9 wickets, only 94 ahead of Canter
bury. Clearly the match was all but over. 

We were all genuinely pleased when Roger reached his second 
century, but things had gone far enough and we crowded purpose
fully on Hawkesworth's bat whenever he faced the bowling. But 
Hawkesworth was not to be moved. He put a steady bat and pad 
to every ball and occasionally, almost by accident, he took a single. 
Blunt in the meantime was moving ruthlessly to his third century. 
When the scoreboard fmally showed his 300 runs, the crowd, 
which had swelled in astonishing fashion during the last hour or so, 
gave him the ovation he so richly deserved. At the close of the 
day's play the score was 555· 

Next morning, in perfect weather, we started again: Hawkes
worth as determined as ever, Blunt, in Dick Brittenden's words, 
'composed and sure, like an artist who needs to make only a 
touch here and there to complete his masterpiece'. 

With the score at 589, the parmership and the innings ended. 
Roger Blunt was 338 not out, 338 runs scored in 335 minutes. 

As a bowler I rather e~oyed the whole experience, partly 
because a classic batsman in full cry was something to see and 
partly because the Otago players treated me with more caution 
than it seemed to me I deserved at the time. The result was I 

E 



66 Pathway amotJg Men 

finished with the surprisingly good figures of 4 wickets for 68 
nms off thirty-two overs. 

An appropriate end to this story would no doubt be a victory 
for Otago after such a gallant effort by their players. But this was 
not to be. Canterbury faced the task of scoring 279 runs in 320 
minutes and succeeded with three wickets in hand. The game 
therefore has its place in the honours list, not as a memorable 
victory, but as a glorious defeat. To quote again from Great Days 
ill New Zealand Cricket: 'In cricket as in battle and in politics, some 
of the greatest stories are of last ditch stands which failed. The 
batsman who stands alone, denying the inevitable with only 
courage and character as his weapons, attains a rare dignity and a 
permanent place in the affections of those who watch.' 

Twelve years or so later, I was present at an orders group con
ference in Italy preparatory to a brigade attack on German posi
tions. Seated with the medical representatives was an officer whose 
face was familiar to me. I asked my brigade major who he was and 
got the reply, 'Colonel Hawkesworth.' 

I said, 'Yes, I've seen him before.' 
In what I have said so far about cricket I have studiously avoided 

any mention of my batting. I would happily keep off the subject, 
too, even though I had some reasonable scores to my credit in my 
high school days; but somebody once, in a fit of inexcusable 
enthusiasm, checked all my scores in Plunket Shield cricket and 
discovered that I had never been out. If he had stopped there I 
could probably have made something of it, but no, he had to give 
all the facts-in the nine games that I had played for Canterbury 
in Plunket Shield cricket I had batted in twelve innings and my 
total aggregate of runs was only thirty-six! 

Perhaps there is some comfort in reflecting that not even the 
great Dr Grace could boast that his batting average was infinity! 

A few years ago I was elected president of the Canterbury 
Cricket Supporters' Club and, commenting on the appointment, 
the Christchurch Press recalled the past in this generous tribute: 

Whenever he played, Canterbury had a wonderfully reliable 
bowler at one end. One of his greatest performances was in one 
of Canterbury's greatest games-against Auckland at Lancaster 
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Park at the end of 1930. This was a wonderful game, with 
Canterbury needing 473 runs at 75 an hour in the last innings, 
and getting them, with four wickets to spare, at three minutes 
to six. It was a very difficult target, but would not have been 
possible had Burrows, on the third afternoon, not produced a 
magnificent spell of determined bowling. In this game there 
was a north-west wind each day, and it was insufferably hot. 

Auckland had trailed by 65 on the first innings, and even 
after G. L. Weir,J. E. Mills, H. G. Vivian and C. F. Alcott had 
all passed so-Weir made 134-A. M. Matheson remained to 
flog the tired bowling. He made 67 while the last two men in 
scored four. At about 5 p.m. the Canterbury captain, M. L. Page, 
called on Burrows once more. And he responded nobly. The 
shirt clung to his back, he was suffering from damaged toes, but 
with typical spirit he did the job. He contained Matheson and 
removed the last two batsmen. The brake he applied to the 
scoring gave Canterbury a chance, and made possible the 
tremendous excitement of the last day. At the end, Burrows had 
taken no more than two for 89, but he was only two balls short 
of 44 overs in the most trying conditions-match-winning 
bowling not visible in the score sheets. 



CHAPTER 7 

The Old Guard 

I WAS PERFECTLY HAPPY with my life as a school teacher and before 
long I was well entrenched as a member of the staff of my old 
school. On the whole we were a young staff and we entered con
scientiously into the many duties of the schoolmaster of our time. 
It was taken for granted by most of us that our working day lasted 
until at least 5 p.m. and rarely did anyone get away before then. 
After school most of us were involved in coaching some form of 
sport. Football or cricket took up two afternoons-three for those 
coaches who had senior teams; cadet drill accounted for another 
afternoon; and the fifth was available for all those things that could 
not be done at any other time. 

Most of the boys were caught up in this net, which dragged 
them into some form of after-school activity. Not all took sport. 
Some found employment in the school library or the bookshop, 
or as members of clubs which catered for their special hobbies and 
interests. Some of course escaped the net altogether. Today most 
schools make far more provision for cultural activities than we 
did and this is a fme thing. I will not agree, however, that com
pulsory games were in any way actually harmful. It is possible, 
even probable, that a number of the more inept at sport developed 
a dislike of the game they were forced to play at school but it is 
also probable that a far greater number discovered they had 
aptitudes and skills which, until they tried, they knew nothing 
about. If we worked on the theory that we were providing the 
greatest good for the greatest number, no psychiatrists protested 
to the world that we were wrong. 

There is also a greater selection today in the games a boy may 
play at school. While my love for rugby and cricket remains as 
strong as ever, I believe now that any team game is a good game 
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and good for character so long as it is played for fun, makes the 
players conform to rules and is dependent on team spirit and 
physical fitness. 

At the same time there are two activities which have disappeared 
from the curriculum of most schools in New Zealand. One is 
boxing and the other military training. 

Shortly after I joined the staff, I was asked by the headmaster to 
organise boxing classes in the school. This presented some un
usual difficulties because the school, having been transferred to a 
new site, lacked any suitable room where boxing classes could be 
held. However, on the assurance of the head as well as the master 
in charge of fmance that all reasonable requests would be met, I 
went ahead and began classes in the only covered area available, 
namely some brick cowsheds, as old as Canterbury itself, which 
were taken over by the school with the twenty-six acres of ground 
once part of the Deans family estate. 

At this time I was still a housemaster at Adams House and the 
other housemaster, with whom I shared duties, was my old friend 
Gordon Troup. Gordon showed a keen interest in boxing, had a 
good working knowledge of the sport and was a magnificent 
instructor and teacher. From our own experience we both knew 
that a knowledge of boxing can make a great difference to a boy's 
outlook on life, and neither of us had any reason to believe that 
life came in easy packets. We felt therefore that if a boy was taken 
slowly and carefully through a course of instruction without 
being knocked about in the process, he could acquire a confidence 
that, in a quiet way, would help him all through life. 

So together we worked out a scheme for conducting boxing 
classes on a large scale and we were determined it would have its 
proper place in school sport or we would fmd other and better 
things to do with our time. Our plan, which catered for juniors, 
intermediates and seniors, made provision for a chief instructor in 
charge of each class, with a number of assistant instructors working 
under him. We provided a series of progressive lessons which 
instructors had to follow and, most of the time, classes were to 
work to directions almost as in a drill squad. 

Our classes proved to be popular and as numbers grew we were 
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able to keep pace by bringing in more instructors from the staff 
and from our senior classes. Fred Wicks, a staff member with a 
special enthusiasm for boxing, gave us invaluable assistance. When 
it was time for the school championships, we erected a ring in the 
middle of the school playing fields and prayed it would hold 
together until all the bouts were over. 

Some years later Gordon drew my attention to the fact that 
over two hundred boys were learning boxing and this number did 
not include the boarders. We both agreed that boxing had found 
its fair place in school sport. 

Today there is hardly a school in New Zealand that gives 
encouragement to boxing. There may well be reasons for this but 
it is certain its fmal fall from grace came hard on the heels of a 
strong anti-boxing campaign in England. There were other 
influences which had been at work for some time, in particular, 
television, which often played up the brutal aspects of profes
sionalism. Finally there may be some truth in the assertion that 
co-education is softening our attitudes to the tougher games and 
sports which we have always assumed were necessary in the build
ing of a typical New Zealander. Let us all hope that our typical 
New Zealander, who once would have used his fists to protect 
his wife or his girl friend, will not in future have to carry a bicycle 
chain or a knife. 

The abolition of cadet training came quite suddenly and in 
most schools followed hard upon a series of conflicting statements 
made in 1970 concerning future financial aid from the Govern
ment. Leading up to this, there had been a gradual but consistent 
falling off in army assistance, both in manpower and in equipment, 
and schools were being forced to depend more and more on their 
own resources. As a result there was a noticeable reluctance on the 
part of younger teachers to take officer commissions in the cadet 
corps and the day soon came when in most schools staff parti
cipation in cadet training had dropped well below a workable 
minimum. More and more headmasters said they had no option 
but to recommend to their boards that cadet training should cease. 

In some quarters there was dismay amounting to consternation. 
Returned servicemen in particular were disposed to blame both 
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the schools and the Government for the turn affairs had taken. 
It is clear, however, that schools had been forced into a situation 

not of their making and that the army had its own good reasons 
for reducing its cadet commitments. Nor were these reasons 
entirely to do with finance. A new policy on defence had put 
old training methods very much out of date. The aim now was 
to have on call a comparatively small, well trained mobile force 
which could be dispatched for immediate overseas service. Gone 
was the old mobilisation system which depended on time to 
train and time to prepare. Modem requirements brought modem 
methods with costly weapons and equipment. As far as the army 
was concerned, cadet training in schools was just not high enough 
on its list of priorities. 

So cadet training had to go and only here and there was a voice 
raised to ask if anything was to be put in its place or if anything 
could be salvaged from a system which, even if it had never been 
officially recognised by the Education Department, had played 
a prominent part in secondary school education in New Zealand 
for almost a hundred years. 

There is no doubt in the minds of returned soldiers and of most 
parents that there was something worth while that could have been 
salvaged from the wreck. Unfortunately there seemed to be no 
authoritative body anywhere that could undertake the salvage 
operation. No longer was it a matter to be settled by individual 
schools dealing direct with local representatives of the armed 
services. What was needed was action at Government level, and 
as the whole problem concerned the training of youth, the most 
appropriateGovemmentdepartments to handle it were those with 
vested interests-the Education Department and the Ministry of 
Defence. Their task should have been to recommend an alternative 
training scheme acceptable to both departments. 

In my opinion this would not have been too difficult. For one 
thing, those headmasters who were reluctant to see the abolition 
of the cadet system would have been keen to support any training 
scheme that retained the cadet corps formation with its comparues, 
platoons and sections. This, they would know, provides the ~ost 
favourable opportunities for leadership training at all levels, JUSt 
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as it is the best method yet devised for controlling large groups of 
people. Then again, there is such a wide range of worth-while 
subjects ready to form the basis of an alternative scheme. My 
preference in this connection would be for subjects and activities 
that teach survival in emergency conditions, with emphasis on 
initiative and leadership. They would include not only survival 
techniques for the individual, but life-saving procedures to help 
other people. Syllabuses to suit different age groups could include 
such topics as ftrst aid, map reading, use of a compass, safety in the 
bush or mountains, river crossing, ftre fighting, cooking meals 
with improvised equipment, rescue operations, mouth-to-mouth 
resuscitation, signal procedures, the purpose and functions of a 
control centre-the list is almost endless, and is suitable for girls 
as well as boys. 

I would also throw in some parade-ground drill with its em
phasis on erect bearing and good marching. 

The armed services would be as well off with recruits trained 
in the above skills as they were under the old system. Schools, 
however, would need assistance to get a new scheme under way, 
and it is worth noting that in those cases where an alternative 
scheme has been already introduced into schools, outside assistance 
has been readily forthcoming from the armed services, the local 
authority through its civil defence organisation, police and 
qualifted civilians. Needless to say any general scheme would be 
doomed to failure if it did not receive the wholehearted support 
of teachers. 

In my old school the end of the cadet battalion came in Novem
ber 1970, after nearly ninety years. The issue of the school magazine 
that year said briefly: 'In recent years the Christchurch Boys' High 
School Cadet Battalion has been the largest in New Zealand, with 
as many as twenty officers and over Soo cadets .... Any boy who 
served at any time has reason for pride.' 

After the decision to abolish the battalion was announced to the 
school a deputation of senior boys waited on the headmaster, 
Charles Caldwell, with a request that a fmal ceremonial parade be 
held late in the third term so that the whole school could honour 
the occasion in appropriate military fashion. I was then paid one 
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of the nicest of compliments. The headmaster asked me to act as 
reviewing officer for this last parade. 

The parade was attended by parents and old boys and was a 
solemn and, ·in the eyes of many, a sad occasion. The cadets 
carried out their ceremonial with a youthful digniry which only 
boys, on very special occasions, are capable of showing, and when 
the flag was lowered for the last time before the fmal dismissal 
there were thoughtful faces and many moist eyes among the 
spectators. The Old Guard had been marched off, but the New 
Guard was-where? 

While New Zealand concentrated on her rugby and her struggles 
with the Springboks, events in other parts of the world shaped 
headlines in our daily news. An Austrian named Hitler was calling 
the tune and his well trained forces had already occupied Austria 
and Czechoslovakia. An invasion of Poland was now inevitable 
and this involved the Western Powers. 

New Zealand began hurriedly to take World War I uniforms 
out of mothballs and check equipment that had not seen the light 
of day for twenry years. What was found could have pleased 
nobody. Nor did a survey of trained manpower give any better 
picture. In an article on the New Zealand Army, written after 
W odd War Il, the senior war historian said: 

The period 193~38 was probably the most discouraging the 
New Zealand Army has survived. Those who soldiered on, 
Regular or Territorial, knew they had no support or sympathy 
from Government or the great majoriry of the public. A few 
recruits were obtained, but only about forry per cent attended 
camps or regularly attended parades ... Equipment was never 
replaced, however worn or useless. The economy axe fell 
mercilessly on the small Regular Force. Nominal strength fell 
to about 6ooo, actual strength to about half that number. The 
Government ... reduced establishments to f1t actual strengths. 
This was in 1938, with war clearly imminent. Four colonels 
who publicly denied a statement that all was well were placed 
at once on the retired list. 
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The army had paid a heavy price for the depression and in 
particular for the suspension of the compulsory clauses of the 
Defence Act. 

School teachers who held officer commissions had little or no 
contact with Territorial battalions. Separate courses were held 
each year and these were reasonably supported by South Island 
teachers until they were affected by the general deterioration 
which had set in everywhere. The courses may have varied a little 
according to the enthusiasm of the Regular Force but on the whole 
they were good. They had no troops to work with and battle 
exercises lacked any kind of realism but no one could say the 
courses were a waste of time. At the same time, there was no 
incentive for anyone to work harder unless he proposed to sit 
promotion examinations at the end of the year. Sometimes a 
teacher would £nd he had to take over the cadet unit of his school 
and was expected to step up his rank. In these circumstances he 
would take the annual training course more seriously, knowing he 
had to sit the same examination as Territorial officers and that 
passes were not granted lightly. 

Had it been possible to foresee the future at that stage, courses 
in staff training would have paid a good dividend. When war was 
declared in 1939, the response of teachers on the whole was good. 
It might have been better had they been given some specialist 
training in peacetime. 

Many teachers were nevertheless happy to attend the annual 
courses despite their lack of interest in promotion, because in camp 
they met teacher friends from all over the South Island. They were 
also more than happy to collect the extra pay. But whatever their 
reasons, it must be said that they were a long way from being 
highly trained soldiers. Any likeness between them and the officers 
of Hitler's army could only be coincidental. 

In August 1939 my family and I were returning from 
Hanmer. In Culverden we lunched with old friends, Henry 
lngram and Frank Wilson, and all through the meal Henry, an old 
soldier of World War I, voiced his theories on where the coming 
war would be fought. 

'There will be a Western Front,' he kept saying. 'France and 
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Germany will fight, whatever the rest of the world decides to do.' 
My wife and I were very thoughtfUl on the way back to 

Christchurch. The talk among old soldiers had progressed from 
the possibility to the certainty of war, and to where the battle 
front would open. England's involvement would immediately 
bring in New Zealand and Australia. 

My own position in all this was something I had to work out 
for mysel£ I was thirty-five and married with two children, but 
as a captain I did have some background of officer training and 
New Zealand was critically short of trained soldiers. 

When New Zealand declared wat on Germany on 3 September 
and called for volunteers for a 'Special Force', I enlisted, passed 
my medical test and received notice that on 26 September I was to 
report to Burnham Military Camp with other selected officers and 
NCOs from the South Island. I could certainly forget all about 
school teaching for some little time. 



CHAPTER 8 

The Recruit 

WHEN I ARRIVED at Burnham Camp I had no idea what appoint
ment I would be given in the battalion or even whether I would 
retain my rank as captain. The names of most of the other officers 
meant nothing to me. Archie MacDuffi knew from football days 
and Harold Jefcoate was a member of the Boys' High School staff. 
The officer appointed to command the battalion, now called 3rd 
Rifle Battalion (of the Special Force), was Lieutenant-Colonel 
H. K. Kippenberger. I had met him on a few occasions, knew he 
was highly regarded as a commanding officer in the Territorials 
as well as being an ardent student of military history, but other 
than that I could not claim anything more than a slight acquain
tance. 

That night we discovered what our appointments were to be. 
The second-in-command was Major F. E. Domwell, who had 
held the same appointment in the Canterbury Regiment. Head
quarters Company was given to Major P. W. Spiers, M.c., from 
Otago. These two officers, as well as the commanding officer, 
wore ribbons from World War I. 

I scanned the appointments list with some anxiety to leam my 
own fate and was startled, but gratified, to see I was to be a com
pany commander and particularly interested to note I had been 
given the Southland Company. The other three company com
manders were Major A. P. MacDuff (Christchurch), who had the 
Canterbury Company, Captain B.]. Mathewson (Westport), the 
company from Nelson, Marlborough and West Coast, and 
Captain R. D. Paterson (Dunedin), the Otago Company. These 
officers were all company commanders in Territorial battalions 
in their respective home provinces. They looked experienced and 
competent, as indeed they were. 
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I suppose I should have spent some time worrying about the 

possible reaction of the Southlanders at having a Canterbury man 
appointed over them, but it did not seem to be necessary. My 
second-in-command was Captain M. C. Rice and platoon 
commanders were Lieutenants Fairbrother, Quilter and Ayto. 
All, of course, were from Southland. If these officers resented the 
presence of an outsider, they hid it remarkably well. Mel Rice, 
for one, no doubt had every reason to expect the appointment that 
had been given to me, and he would have filled the role most 
capably. But by no word or sign, either then or at any other time, 
did he or the others show anything but complete loyalty. 

We had a week to prepare for the arrival of the men, a useful 
period in which to get to know one another and to make some 
preparations for the task ahead. UnfortUilately preparations were 
incomplete within the camp itsel£ Planks, wire and pipes were left 
lying about by carpenters, plumbers and electricians, and made 
many traps for the unwary. There were also unfilled holes dug 
for drainage just waiting for people to fall into them. 

Then the men arrived. The Southlanders had been in the train 
since early morning and before leaving Invercargill had taken all 
precautions to ensure it was not going to be a wasted day. Even 
so, we got them fed and bedded down without too much trouble. 

The platoon commanders and I had just completed a fmal roUild 
of the huts and were walking back along the lines when we heard 
a voice calling for help. We searched and found a man in one of 
the drainage holes. He was not greatly perturbed but was clearly 
unable to get out by himsel£ We helped him out and he thanked 
us courteously with that delightful Southland burr in his voice
then he turned round and stepped straight into the hole again. 
He was enjoying a quiet weep as we helped him out the second 
time. 

Judging by the appearance of the Southlanders on their first 
parade next morning, I could have believed they had all fallen 
into holes during the night and that most had decided to sleep 
there. 

Within two days civilian clothes were a thing of the past. 
Every man had been issued with a uniform from World War I, 
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a suit of denims, web equipment (1908 pattern) and a rifle and 
bayonet. Training equipment-what there was of it-was also 
W odd War I vintage, including the obsolete Lewis gnn. However, 
with some improvisation and much imagination, instruction, 
which fell for the most part on platoon commanders and platoon 
sergeants, began transforming civilian into soldier. At the end of 
three months, when we were allowed home on fmalleave, the 
ragged mob which had arrived in Burnham in such nnpromising 
condition had become a unit already looking back with some 
pride on its short life but looking forward with nncertainty and 
excitement to the future. 

At a later period in our lives, and in the fuller knowledge of 
what was required of an infantry battalion on active service, we 
may have smiled at the thought that at the end of our Burnham 
days we had reached high standards of training. But never would 
I make fun of what is the first requirement of a good battalion
the team spirit which, in army language, spells morale. This was 
something we did not lack. 

For a unit like ours, starting absolutely from scratch, the first 
three months are perhaps the most important in its existence. In 
this time are established the patterns, customs and habits which 
play such an important part in tradition, the hallmark of all good 
battalions and regiments. In this respect we owed much to the 
Territorial officers and non-commissioned officers in the unit but 
there were other factors too that were working in our favour. 
In the first place the battalion comprised a thousand or so men who 
had come into camp of their own free will. They were tough and 
hard with some bad among the good but they took pride in being 
the originals, the pathfmders, and as such were prepared to face 
whatever lay ahead. This attitude of 'we can take it' was a 
characteristic they never lost. 

Next, because the officers and NCOs were also from the farms 
and the factories, the shops and the coal mines, no great readjust
ment was required to get everybody working together, and 
no one was ashamed to admit that we were all being trained 
together. Fortnnately no one is better than the New Zealander 
at getting close to the men he has to command but at the same time 
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keeping far enough apart to ensure the working of discipline. 
But the main reason for our good start lay with our command

ing officer. The colonel (later Major-General Sir Howard Kip
penberger) had served in World War I as a private soldier. 
Because he was a sensitive youth of seventeen when he first joined 
up, he no doubtleamt his lessons the hard way and in those early days 
in Burnham Camp, when it seemed very important to give the 
men a good reason for all the things they were being trained to do, 
it was good to hear the voice of the soldier who had served in the 
trenches in France. 

The colonel had two main themes which kept recurring at his 
conferences with company commanders. These were cleanliness 
and safety precautions both as they affected the individual and the 
battalion. He believed that men on active service, who are often 
forced to live in cramped spaces, must be made to observe those 
rules which affect the comfort, health and safety of their compan
ions as well as themselves, and that the observance of these rules 
must begin with their early training. 

To enforce his rules on cleanliness, he placed much emphasis 
on personal hygiene. He also made a fetish of regular and thorough 
inspections ofliving quarters and company lines. He himself would 
often carry out full camp inspections, camp kitchens in par
ticular coming in for the most meticulous examination. In the 
meantime the officer commanding Headquarters Company, the 
battalion second-in-command and the seconds-in-command of 
rifle companies would be doing the rounds of their respective 
domains, and companies quickly came to realise that certainly 
once a day they would be visited by an officer on an official tour 
of inspection. This routine became the order of the day. Even 
Sundays were no exception. 

The colonel had definite ideas about Sundays. Sunday morning 
was the time set aside for the very special overhaul that he himself 
would give selected companies, an overhaul that left everyone in 
a state of near exhaustion. After this there was a compulsory 
church parade-a habit, incidentally, which our battalion main
tained whenever it was possible throughout the whole war. The 
Protestants and Roman Catholics went their various ways, the 
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atheists and agnostics went on fatigue in the kitchen-and it w~s 
surprising how many of these latter groups professed good solid 
Christian beliefs after a time-but everybody went on some 
organised mission somewhere. It was all part of a campaign to 
get soldiers into a routine of order and discipline and I believe 
everybody beneftted. 

Of the safety precautions, there was first the appropriate 
emphasis on the soldier's care of his personal weapons, with a 
continued obligation to see they were in perfect working order 
at all times. But the campaign also included all those duties which 
were in any way associated with protection. It had particular 
reference to guard duties and we quickly learnt to give proper 
importance to the responsibilities of a sentry, whose special duties 
had to be taken very seriously at all times. The men had to 
realise that although guards in a training camp had duties only 
indirectly related to the safety of the unit, the mounting of a 
guard was carrying out a principle they would always be expected 
to observe-that a body of men, no matter what its size, must 
always be responsible for its own protection. A guard was mounted 
daily, even in the training camp, and to emphasise its importance 
it had to be faultless in its drill, in its appearance and know its 
duties thoroughly. 

The colonel would maintain - again the voice of the soldier 
from the dugout in France - that more often than not safety 
and cleanliness were closely related, and that regard for the one 
would often lead to action on the other. He would take shaving 
as an example. A soldier must shave every day, irrespective of the 
conditions in which he is living. If he shaves as a set and regular 
habit, he automatically goes on to clean his teeth and then on 
through a routine ending with the cleaning of his rifle. 

It is probable that some time elapsed in Burnham before the 
men came to know and appreciate their commanding officer. He 
was not one who immediately caught the attention of the casual 
observer. He was slight in build, quietly spoken with an almost 
hesitant voice even on parade. He was shy and reserved, always 
courteous, but quickly conscious of bad manners in others. There 
was nothing of the showman about him, nor was there anything 
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in his appearance that so much as hinted at the drive and power 
which were his reserves. In dealing with the hundreds of problems 
that went with a battalion trying to get itself ready for war he 
would draw sometimes on his experience as a former Territorial 
officer and sometimes on what he had learnt as a soldier in W odd 
War I. On rare occasions in the officers' mess we would see further 
evidence ofhis unusual military background, when he would draw 
on his profound knowledge of military history to illustrate a point 
in his conversation. 

By the time our period in Bumham had ended, the colonel had 
shown many of the qualities that eventually gained him recog
nition as one of New Zealand's great soldiers. But, as far as our 
battalion was concerned, what mattered most to us was the re
sponse he had won in such a short time from the officers, NCOs 
and men of a newly-formed battalion, and the confidence, indeed 
the ttust, they were prepared to place in him. 

Before we sailed for our overseas destination, the 3rd Rifle 
Battalion was renamed the 20th Battalion. This puzzled everybody 
until we were told that seventeen battalions from New Zealand 
had been formed in World War I and it was thought logical that 
the newly formed battalions of the second expeditionary force to 
leave New Zealand shores should have numbers which followed 
on progressively from the first. 

There was one other happening which had significance for me, 
if for no one else. Our battalion establishment was now brought 
up to strength and this allowed for the appointment of one more 
major. I was the one promoted and I was embarrassed, almost to 
the point of feeling unhappy, by the generous reception given me 
by the other company commanders. 

On 5 January 1940 we left Lyttelton on a ship called the Dunera, 
joined up next morning with other transports from Wellington, 
and found we were on our way to Egypt. 

p 



CHAPTER 9 

Company Commander 

IT IS PROBABLE the street boys in Cairo knew all about our arrival 
long before we reached Egypt. If not, it was the only move we 
ever made in their territory which was not freely discussed on 
every street corner days or weeks before it took place. 

Some preparations had been made for us and we moved into 
a tented camp which had been erected by the King's Royal Rifles. 
Our home-to-be we called Maadi Camp, not to be confused with 
Maadi township, a lovely shady village with trees and gardens and 
expensive homes, about three miles distant on the banks of the Nile. 

There were no trees at Maadi Camp, only tents and sand. When 
roads were formed and messes, huts, shower houses, canteens and 
all the other buildings were added, the camp had a look of 
permanency and we developed some kind of affection for the place. 
But there was little to commend it when we first arrived. 

There were about 6soo troops in the First Echelon, all in tents 
and all in Maadi Camp. The areas allotted to units were strung 
out in a long line, ribbon fashion, along the one newly formed road 
that ran at right angles to the Nile into Wadi Tih. We were 
pleased that the area given to 20 Battalion was at the furthest end 
of the camp and only on our inside boundary did we have neigh
bouring troops. The other three boundaries led out on to the wide 
open spaces; if you liked looking at sand, this view was fme. 

We were to undergo a further period of individual training but 
were disappointed that the issue of new infantry weapons, Brens, 
mortars and anti-tank rifles, was on a very small scale and to be 
used for training purposes only. Our new life was nevertheless 
full of interest, and activity was not unwelcome after over five 
weeks at sea. We quickly took up again the routine that had been 
established at Burnham. And this, I am afraid, brings up the subject 
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of battalion guards and of one guard in particular mounted by 
B Company. 

I walked into the mess one day to hear the colonel ask which 
company was on duty tomorrow. I told him it was B Company 
and he said the brigade major had rung to say that General Wavell, 
Commander-in-Chief Middle East, accompanied by General 
Freyberg, would be visiting the camp in the morning. It was 
unlikely they would stay long but they would certainly visit the 
kitchens and would probably watch training for a while. All camp 
routine for the day would be just as usual but there was no doubt 
at all what was in the colonel's mind when he said, 'You'd better 
check on your guard, Jim.' 

I replied, for the benefit of the others, 'Nothing but the best, sir, 
from B Company,' and went out to tell my company sergeant
major to take special care with the guard next day. 

The next day dawned like any other, with no hint of black 
tragedy ahead. Generals Wavell and Freyberg duly arrived and 
were met by a guard which gave a most impressive display even 
from where I crouched hidden, a proud spectator, behind the 
corner of a marquee. 

The guard was inspected, General W avell spoke a few words 
which I could not hear but which were obviously congratulatory, 
and then told the corporal to dismiss the guard. 

The corporal's voice rang out. 
'To the guardroom, dismiss.' 
The guard turned to the right, paused, and then brought their 

right hands smartly to the small of the butt in salute. 
But then, just at this crucial moment, it flashed through the 

mind of my corporal that a normal salute was not enough for 
this high-ranking officer. Only a 'Present arms' could meet the 
case. And so the order 'Present arms' came ringing out loud and 
clear. 

The men now, in my opinion, showed commendable presence 
of mind. They had turned to the right, their right hands had 
already reached the small of the butt in salute and all, to a man, 
carried on as if this movement was the ftrst movement of the 
'Present arms'. There was a certain amount of shuffling backwards 
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in order to get the necessary room, but they got there, and there 
they stood. 

The two generals by this time were clearly intensely interested, 
as well they might be. It is doubtful whether they had seen any
thing like it before. 

At tlus stage I decided I had seen enough. I felt no temptation 
to stay and see what happened next. Not that there was any 
shortage of people ready and anxious to tell me all about it. If I 
could believe what the otl1er company commanders told me 
afterwards, they had had a perfect view and did not miss a single 
detail. According to one of them, my corporal in desperation 
fmally said, 'Quick march', and tlus led to a demonstration of how 
a soldier can in fact march with his rifle at the 'Present arms' 
position. It was tricky bringing the small of the right foot, each 
step, to the heel of the left, but it could be done. 

'Like a bunch of hamstrung penguins,' was the final comment 
of my company commander friend. 

I do not think the guard episode worried the colonel any more 
than it worried Corporal Charles West, the guard commander. 
Corporal West was a fisherman from Bluff and not one to lose 
any sleep over General Wavell or anyone else. He was a tough 
soldier who ran up against authority from tin1e to time, especially 
on pay nights; but for me he remained one of the best NCOs 
in the battalion. 

Shortly after this I was informed by the adjutant that I was 
being sent to a senior tactical course at Abbassia. The course 
was for British officers with the rank of major and lieutenant
colonel, and a few vacancies had been allotted to the newly arrived 
Australians and New Zealanders. My tactical studies at Burnham 
now seemed a long time past, and I hoped that a course of in
struction over six weeks, taken, I hoped, at a reasonably steady 
pace, would be exactly what I needed. I was in for a nasty shock. 

It took me just about a day after the course had assembled to 
realise that I was in a very tough school indeed. 

The British officers were all regulars, serving with British 
regiments stationed in the Middle East. As Italy had not yet come 
into the war, officers came from near and far. They came from 
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various parts of Egypt, from Palestine, Malta, Cyprus, Abyssinia
indeed, from wherever British troops were stationed in this part 
of the world. The course had special significance for them in that, 
with Middle-East involvement a certainty in the very near future, 
an expansion policy was to be carried out, and they were assembled 
not so much for a course of instruction as a course to test their 
fitness for command. These were career men and the pace would 
be hot. 

I found immediately that I had to get down to a furious pro
gramme of work just to keep my head above water. We worked in 
syndicates for the most part and in the first week or so, ifi was not 
clear about a particular line of action, somebody would always give 
me a helpful explanation. But as time went on the pressure became 
greater and in order to survive I had to make my own way and 
work things out for mysel£ I had not experienced the army 
practice of applying pressure deliberately so that the halt and the 
lame would drop out of the race, and I cannot say that I relished 
being one of the contestants. However, after a while I found I was 
keeping up reasonably well, and before the course was fmished I 
was actually enjoying mysel£ 

We were visited by some high-powered lecturers, two of whom, 
Generals Wavell and Wilson, were to become field-marshals before 
the war was over. Both dealt with the role of the infantry soldier 
in battle. I was particularly interested to hear General Wilson spend 
some time on the siting of infantry section posts in defence. I 
thought at first this was trivial material for a full general but soon 
realised he was dealing with a new theory that was getting much 
attention in England. He advocated the siting of one platoon well 
forward of the remainder of the company, but well camouflaged 
so that it would not be seen by advancing enemy tanks. The idea 
was that tanks would roll over the undiscovered platoon, the 
members of which would then rise up with their anti-tank rifles 
and try to immobilise the tanks by shooting at their tracks. 

This was described as the kind of bold thinking necessary to 
keep an offensive spirit alive in defence. It no doubt had its birth 
after the German advance through Europe when desperate 
measures were all that could be substituted for non-existent anti-
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tank guns and though they were measures that brought no special 
joy to the heart of a company conunander, I had to admit that 
this was the kind of fighting talk that was good for morale. 

On the last morning of the course students were called one by 
one to read and sign their reports. I was pleased to note that I was 
considered a fit and proper person to command a battalion in due 
course, and heartily agreed with some complimentary remarks 
by the course commandant. 

I arrived back in Maadi Camp, very happy to be with B Com
pany and the battalion again, to find preparations under way for 
our fu:st brigade manoeuvre. On 8 March we set out on a trek of 
twenty-one miles to a bivouac area south of Helwan. This was by 
no means a long day for trained soldiers, but we were still in 
winter clothing and the weather had suddenly decided to give us 
a taste of Egypt's heat. A wind we came to know very well, the 
khamsin, was in the offmg. This was a dry, hot wind, much like 
the Canterbury nor'-wester, and even more enervating in its 
effect on the human frame. 

Until this time I had been a little worried that a piece of cartilage 
in my knee would give trouble on my first long march. In 
Burnham it had not been tested because the colonel had con
sidered we had no time to spare for route marching. On the road 
to Helwan, under conditions more trying than any we had 
experienced to date, I became so tired that all thoughts of a weak 
knee disappeared completely from my mind. When at the end of 
the day I remembered about it, I decided that if my precious 
cartilage could stand up to that day's march it could stand up to 
anything. 

On arrival at the bivouac area the colonel told me he wanted 
B Company in outpost positions as protection for the battalion. 
We moved immediately to the ground we had to occupy and I 
was pleased to see the way the men set about digging their 
defensive positions. I moved around checking the siting of section 
posts and decided to move one post to what I thought was a 
better position. My excuse in this case was that very little digging 
had been done. I should have known better than mess tired soldiers 
about. 
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Some time later Brigadier Puttick, commander of 4 Brigade, 
drew up in his staff car in front of the very section post that I had 
shifted. The brigadier, like every infantry brigadier I have known, 
believed he had a special gift for siting section posts, and after a 
full discussion with the section commander on how and where 
the enemy would attack, he found a better spot still for the 
section to move to. So they moved and began digging yet 
again. 

It was nearly dark when another staff car drew up in front of 
the section post. The staff car this time was occupied by Lieutenant
Colonel Sam Alien, Divisional Signals, who was looking f~ 
battalion headquarters and had stopped merely to ask the way. He 
was a very proper regular soldier who observed all the pro
prieties and insisted on everyone else doing the same. When 
therefore he called out 'Corporal', he was understandably put out 
when the section commander straightened his aching back and 
said, 'I've moved twice already and I'm not moving again for 
anybody. Now get to hell off my ground.' 

I had no trouble later in getting Colonel Kip to see what had 
happened but he had much more trouble persuading Colonel 
Sam that there was nothing here for a court martial. 

Brigade exercises and manoeuvres in the desert, from the point 
of view of the soldier in the ranks, are dull and unprofitable. He 
has to sit and wait, often for hours. There is no shade and, although 
thirsty, he knows from bitter experience if he empties his water 
bottle he will be thirstier than ever before the end of the day. 
The only real thirst-quencher is a hot mug of tea. In normal 
circumstances this will be served to him from the cookhouse, 
either on the spot or brought up from the rear twice a day-at 
breakfast and at the evening meal. Sections therefore quickly found 
ways and means of brewing up for themselves. 

A fortnight or so later we carried out another exercise: one half 
of the division, Puttagonia, against the other half, Milesia. Before 
the exercise was under way our commander, Brigadier Puttick, 
issued an order that during the three days and nights we were to 
be involved in manoeuvres there were to be no naked lights of 
any kind and no fires. Even boiling the billy over a puddle of 
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petrol in the sand was strictly fo_rbidden. There U:~t not even be 
the cl1innest wisp of smoke to give away our positiOnS. 

When therefore I came round the edge of a sand ridge to fmd 
a soldier ofB Company in the process of pouring lovely, steaming 
mugs of tea for his mates standing near by, I started to speak my 
mind. But before I got far the company sergeant-major, who 
was with me, said, 'I wouldn't worry too much, sir. He's been 
concealing his smoke from the police in the Southland bush for 
two years that I know about and they haven't caught up with 
him yet.' 

During these and other exercises that we carried out while in 
Maadi Camp, we began to take for granted tl1e Great Pyramids of 
Egypt, which stood out for the whole world to see at Gizeh, on 
the western side of the Nile. One Sunday after lunch, the colonel 
asked Archie MacDuff and me if we would care to go with him 
to see the Pyramids. He said the trouble about being able to see 
the Pyramids from a distance was that it made men postpone the 
trip they believed they would certainly take one day and then 
their units moved somewhere else and the chance was gone. 

So Arch and I sat in the back of the colonel's car and with us too 
was Captain Hughie Mitchell, second-in-command of Arch's 
A Company. 

In due course we expressed our wonder at the Pyramids, scram
bled along the narrow passages that led to the inner tombs (Arch 
with his sixteen stone complaining bitterly all the way about the 
dwarfs who had been allowed to construct them) and finally came 
out again into the sunshine. Here, rather to my surprise, the 
colonel beckoned to a waiting Egyptian photographer and we 
posed for one of those 'instant' photographs supplied to tourists 
with the Pyramids or the Great Sphinx in tl1e background. 
This was odd behaviour for the colonel but as we made our way 
back to the car he turned and said, 'During the First World 
War four of us were photographed in front of the Pyramids, and all 
returned safely to New Zealand.' We had nothing to say. In 
civilian life we might scoff at superstition, but not here and not 
when a man like the colonel was being perfectly serious. 

In fact all four of us in this second photograph also returned to 
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New Zealand, though not as we left. Hughie Mitchell, badly 
wow1ded, was sent home on a hospital ship and, according to his 
doctor, only the will to see his wife and children again kept him 
alive. Archie MacDuff was a prisoner of war for four years, and the 
colonel lost both legs at Cassino. Photograph or no photograph, 
'There is no armour against fate.' 

Leave in Cairo brought its problems for the first few months 
and even though a fast train to Maadi station provided a good 
service for the troops, there were always the few who missed the 
last train and travelled back by taxi. Unfortunately, if a soldier is 
in a condition to miss the last train, the chances are he has also run 
out of money. Taxi drivers were soon wide awake to this and 
insisted on taking their passengers to wlit headquarters, where 
guards were always mounted. This was considered fair enough by 
all New Zealand wlits, and indeed divisional headquarters insisted 
on it as a measure of protection for the soldier against overcharging. 
A set price-! think it was 50 piastres per person-was the agreed 
sum for the hire of a taxi to Maadi Camp. Cairo, however, is a 
very big city and the price of taxi hire could vary according to the 
point of departure. A taxi driver whose sole passenger was a 
drunken soldier would always tell the battalion guard that he had 
picked up his fare on the other side of Cairo. There were always 
fierce arguments whenever a taxi arrived carrying only one 
passenger and often when there was more than one. 

One morning about 2 a.m. I was awakened by a violent argu
ment which came closer and closer until obviously there was a 
little group just by the entrance to my tent. I took my torch and 
went to see what it was all about, and found three soldiers of 
B Company under escort by the armed battalion guard, with an 
Egyptian taxi driver dancing about in a state of anxiety and 
excitement. The three soldiers, though very drunk, were clear 
about two things. First, that this miserable taxi-driving Wog was 
charging them too much, and, next, that I would see they had 
justice. There was a third point that no one thought to 
mention until asked, and that was they had no money any
how. 

So I produced the required number of piastres, with my three 
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soldiers protesting furiously that the little so-and-so had added 
another tlrirty piastres to tl1e original price. 

Next morning I must admit I was a little surprised to have tl1e 
money paid back in full but not quite so surprised later to learn 
that after the taxi driver had been given his money, Wattie Jack, 
one of the three soldiers, had moved smartly through the line of 
tents, waylaid the driver on his way back to his taxi, knocked him 
down and removed his money on the grounds that he was a 
bludgering thie£ 

Life with B Company was never dull. 



CHAPTER IO 

Desert Lessons 

ITALY came into the war on ro June and overnight the whole 
pattern of our lives changed. Our tents, which had been reasonably 
close for convenience, were now widely dispersed and sand
bagged for safety; we 'stood to' at dawn and security measures 
were tightened up throughout the whole camp; officers wore 
revolvers at all times. There was a sense of anticipation in the air 
and a feeling of' any time now .. .' 

There was some anxiety at first that the local population of 
Italians would organise themselves in some way and perhaps 
seize key points such as broadcasting stations as a prelude to 
parachute landings by Italian troops. 

Allied forces were employed on a variety of tasks, all designed 
to forestall the Italians should they attempt any kind of organised 
action. All this activity brought some spice into life but it became 
clear before long that the local Italians had no intention of dis
turbing the even tenor of their lives or of doing anything to 
bring discomfort to the life of anyone else. In the meantime 
British troops in Egypt were well alerted and, taking no chances, 
were carrying out specific precautionary measures. 

I was sent with B Company on what was called 'internal 
security' to Gazira, the most famous sports club in the Middle 
East. Here there was space for a whole parachute division to land 
in safety. There were also facilities for sport and recreation on a 
scale none of us had seen elsewhere. There were swimming baths, 
squash courts, cricket pitches, football grounds, a racecourse, 
athletic tracks, a gymnasium, polo grounds, grandstands, tennis 
courts, a golf course and a clubhouse that would have passed for 
a five-star hotel. But these amenities were not for us and I doubt 
whether anyone took much notice of them. 
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We occupied the space under the grandstand on the racecourse 
and carried on with normal training. Once a day we rehearsed the 
action we would take if we had to cope with parachutists. Each 
morning just before dawn, and again at dusk, we moved to action 
stations, with two platoons as perimeter guards and the third as 
a mobile reserve. But nothing happened, and all we saw for our 
early morning trouble was a parry of horsemen, which sometimes 
included General Wavell, exercising their horses on the racetrack. 

Slowly it dawned on everybody that nothing was going to 
happen, certainly not in Cairo where the attitude of the whole 
population-the Egyptians, the Italians, the French, the Greeks
remained exactly the same. There were no casualties, no attempts 
at sabotage and, as far as I know, the only shots fired in anger 
came from the revolver of a young New Zealand officer. 

This young officer had wined and dined well at the great 
Shepheard's hotel. During the evening he had to visit the 'men's' 
and, gazing at the tall gleaming stalls of Italian Carrara marble 
which were Shepheard's contribution to privacy and Middle 
East splendour, the officer decided he disliked them. He therefore 
drew his revolver and fired two quick shots at the empry stall 
in front of him. I am told the occupants of the other stalls moved 
out with astonishing speed. I am prepared to believe that the story, 
by the time it had reached us, had lost nothing in the telling; 
but the incident did happen and there was considerable trouble 
ahead for the culprit before the case was fmally closed. 

During June, tasks in and around Cairo, including 'internal 
securiry' at Gazira, had been carried out by separate rifle com
panies. In July, however, the whole battalion moved out on a 
mission which gave promise of more exciting things. Our route 
was the Cairo-Alexandria road, and then west along the Medi
terranean coast until we came to Garawla, in the Mersa Matruh 
area. Our camp was practically on the beach and this gave a 
pleasant promise indeed; but there were other features not nearly 
so good. We were now in the middle of Egypt's summer and if 
this were not enough, a plague of all Egypt's flies had migrated 
to this one spot to bid us welcome. To make matters worse our 
task was to dig an anti-tank ditch about a mile from our camp. 
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This ditch was to be a barrier against enemy tanks, and was 
considered at that time to be an essential part of the 'box' defence 
system which we came to know so much about as the war devel
oped in the desert. It was five feet deep, fifteen feet wide and the 
section that was the responsibility of our battalion was Boo yards 
long. What with the midsummer heat, the flies and sandstorms 
that cut visibility to a few yards, the task proved to be the toughest 
the men had tackled to date. Fortunately no one knew or even 
dreamt it was all to be a useless, wasted effort. 

The heat, the digging, even the sandstorms, the men took in 
their stride, but the flies were a different proposition. No matter 
how scrupulous the care taken over camp cleanliness and personal 
hygiene, the flies put up a long fight, and our battalion history 
records that in three weeks the medical officer sent ninety-eight 
men to the hospital in Alexandria with dysentery. 

On arrival at Garawla, B Company had a week's grace before 
it took its tum at digging. While D Company moved off for 
special duty in Mersa Matruh and A and C Companies each 
moming moved out with their picks and shovels, B Company 
had another tum at 'intemal security'. This meant the usual 
stand to at dawn and dusk and rehearsing counter-attacks against 
enemy beach landings. After the dawn stand to, we went straight 
down for a plunge into the sea. It was after one of the platoon 
commanders had mentioned casually that only about one-third 
of his platoon could swim that I decided we would hold swim
ming classes for all non-swimmers in the company. Some of the 
best swimmers were made instructors and when told by the 
company sergeant-major in answer to a query that no stripes 
went with the job, a voice was heard to say, 'Never mind, Bill, 
two of the NCOs can't swim, and you'll have a chance to drown 
them both.' 

In these circumstances the week went quickly enough and all too 
soon we had to relieve A Company in the anti-tank ditch. 

Here the men worked in pairs and the first task was to arrange 
a sun cover with two rifles and groundsheets. Then they dug in 
tum, ten minutes on, ten minutes under the sun cover. At the end 
of the day they marched in platoons back to camp, stripped and 
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went straight into the sea. It was scarcely easy living but the men 
who escaped dysentery were certainly hard and fit. 

Before we left Maadi Camp we received news that the Second 
Echelon, initially destined for Egypt, had been diverted to Eng
land. Some days later General Freyberg departed by air to see the 
Second Echelon in their new surroundings. Before he left he sent 
his A.D.C., Lieutenant Fisher, to 20 Battalion for experience in the 
field. Fisher was a young British officer not long out of Sandhurst. 
The colonel sent him to B Company and he joined us two days 
or so after we reached Garawla. One of my platoon commanders, 
Bill Ayto, had been very much off colour and the colonel agreed 
that he should go to a convalescent home in Alexandria for a 
fortnight and in his absence his platoon could be taken over 
by Fisher. 

I was a little amused at the bored way in which Bill Ayto's men 
reacted to the change. They did not exactly ignore their new 
officer but they showed quite clearly they were not going to be 
mucked about by any stranger. The remainder of the week, 
which was all 'internal security', passed without incident. 

The following week, when B Company took over the ground 
they had to dig, I suddenly realised that Fisher was going to be 
faced with a problem. The officer in charge of the platoon next 
door was John Quilter and I knew long before he made any move 
that once he had seen the sun shelters were erected and the platoon 
organised in work shifts, he would take off his shirt and take his 
turn with pick and shovel. When this happened I saw an agony 
of indecision for just a second in Fisher's face, but only for a 
second. Straight away he followed John's example. I felt sorry 
about it because the life he had led as aide to the general could 
hardly have prepared him for this. It was too late, however, to do 
anything about it. 

Three days later I passed Fisher and his platoon moving back to 
camp at the end of the day. Fisher, at the head, looked in bad shape. 
The day before I had noticed his hands were badly blistered and 
he was suffering from acute sunburn. I saw him stumble and told 
my driver to stop, thinking he needed help. I then did a silly 
thing but, like many other silly things I have done, my intention 
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was good. I said quietly to Fisher, so no one else could hear, that 
he should hand over to his sergeant and get into my vehicle. His 
reaction pu_t m: properly in my pla~e. He said in a very cold, very 
English voiCe,_ Thank you, sir, no. 

If the men behind him could not hear, they certainly guessed 
what passed between us. I could sense the approval all along the 
ranks. I departed but not as ashamed as perhaps I should have been 
because I felt that the platoon had suddenly accepted this man as a 
good officer. 

Some time later I received a letter from Fisher thanking us all 
for an experience which he said meant much to him. In this I know 
he was thinking chiefly of a platoon and of a fortnight he spent in 
their company. He also said something that pleased me very much. 
He said he had not realised that life in a rifle company could brill~ 
people so close together. 

Before he left Egypt to join his regiment he sent us a large 
carton of paperbacks. I asked Mel Rice, my second-in-command, 
to let Bill Ayto's platoon have first choice, but I think they felt 
they had owners' rights and took the lot. 

After we left Garawla there followed five weeks of security 
duties with our base, first at Maadi Camp and then at Amiriya, 
near Alexandria. We were not very happy about the Second 
Echelon going to England, where it looked as if all the excitement 
was going to be, and there were mutterings about lost, forgotten 
tribes. Our real trouble, however, was impatience with our present 
role of coast-watching and airfield protection and when we were 
moved back to theW estem Desert, to Baggush, we were suddenly 
much happier, saying to one another, 'This is it.' When the 
colonel told us that this was likely to be our home for some tin1e 
to come and that we might have to fight in the positions we were 
to dig, the whole area took on a different aspect. There were flies, 
hordes of them, but in our newly-formed opinion not as many as 
we had fought off at Garawla. The heat was certainly bad but the 
main part of the summer was behind us and the days, we knew, 
must get cooler. And the Mediterranean was still there, cool and 
lovely. So it was with a feeling of near enthusiasm that we began 
the preparation of our defensive positions. 
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It was interesting to see the colonel come prominently into the 
picture. In the normal course of things, unless it was a matter 
affecting the whole battalion, he kept well in the background. 
But rifle companies and even platoons had now to be sited in 
relation to support weapons from Division, and as far as our 
battalion was concerned nothing was settled until he had gone into 
all the possibilities and had given hi.s approval. 

Machine-guns had a prominent part in our defence, chiefly, I 
suppose, because these weapons were in supply. It was interesting 
to see them sited well forward on the flanks of our positions
'buttressed in' I think was the term the colonel used. It was 
unlikely there would be any difference of opinion between the 
colonel and Lieutenant-Colonel Lindsay Inglis, who commanded 
the Machine-gun Battalion, on the siting of machine-guns because 
the colonel, who had served under Lindsay in Territorial days, 
always held him in high regard as a soldier and often spoke with 
admiration of the bold way he handled machine-guns in World 
War I. In his book Itifantry Brigadier the colonel pays Lindsay this 
fme tribute: 'He (Lindsay Inglis) had commanded a machine-gun 
company in France and was a thorough soldier. He had for years 
been my commanding officer or brigadier in the Territorials, and 
I had learned more of soldiering from him than from anyone 
else with whom I served.' 

At Baggush, once platoons were engaged on their own tasks, 
I sometimes took time off to explore the surrounding desert. It 
was always flat and uninteresting with no landmarks but if there 
was nothing much to see, it was good for navigation practice. 

One day Dave Cameron, our transport officer, and I were on 
a self-imposed navigation exercise when we saw the bones of a 
hand projecting from a mound of stones. The removal of a few 
more stones disclosed a complete human skeleton. We covered it 
again, but next day I happened to mention to Sergeant Skinner, our 
medical sergeant, that we had made this interesting discovery. 
The sergeant wasted no tin1e, went out and located the skeleton, 
brought it back to the medical tent and very soon had the joints 
all wired together. He said it was to be his training aid for lectures 
on physiology. 
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This caused some amusement, and the general opinion was that 
the bones of George the camel-driver were doing a far, far better 
thing now than ever before. It was also felt that even if his wives 
and sons had been able to find the pile of stones which was his 
grave, they would not have been too surprised to fmd him gone. 
The desert was not what it used to be. But they would have been 
very surprised indeed had they known his final resting place. 
There is limited use for a skeleton in the army, even for an enthusi
ast like Sergeant Skinner; but there was an officer in the brigade 
who had perhaps better be nameless, whose son in New Zealand 
had just been accepted for medical school. So poor old George the 
camel-driver was wrapped in a Persian carpet, classified as a 
soldier's gift, and was sent on a long joumey to a distant country. 
As far as I know he hangs to this very day, probably still a little 
confused, in some cupboard at Otago University. 

In December Italy's General Graziani crossed the frontier with 
his army and we waited for the signal that would take us into 
action. When no word came we were disappointed and angry, and 
matters were made no easier when all the division was asked to do 
was carry supplies in support of General Wavell's offensive. The 
specific tasks that were given us were to establish petrol dumps 
behind the advancing 7 Armoured Division and then pick up 
prisoners of war and bring them to Mersa Matruh. 

I was more than surprised when the adjutant told me I had been 
put in charge of these operations and had to report to Brigade for 
my instructions. Here I was pleased to leam that Captain Hoani 
Parata was to be my second-in-command, and I was pleased, 
too, to see him already at work marking our route on the 
map. 

There was no great fun in fmding your way in tl1e desert when 
the only instruments for navigation were the compass and the 
speedometer. In these conditions the navigator had to stop every 
now and then, walk about ten yards in front of his vehicle so that 
ilie needle of his compass would not be affected by ilie engine, 
check on direction, select something ahead that he could tell his 
driver to use as a landmark and get back into his vehicle and hope 
for the best. Sometimes there were literally no landmarks and 

G 
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sometimes, in the heat of the day, what appeared to be landmarks 
would turn out to be a mirage. 

Our mission lasted from II to 18 December and it meant hard, 
tiring driving and difficult navigation, which Hoani and I shared, 
one always checking the other. On one occasion, when I received 
a message about a change of plan in the movement of British tanks 
ahead, we had to make a quick change in direction ourselves and 
drive all night on a compass bearing to locate and resupply a 
petrol dump. 

I know I made several mistakes on this trip, though fortunately 
they were not serious ones. Mistakes nevertheless do have their 
value and it was brought home to me forcibly that they are most 
likely to occur when the officer is too tired to think straight. 
Fatigue to the soldier is a dangerous foe. On the credit side, the 
trip taught me that from now on I could be reasonably sure of my 
navigation. 

We were back at Baggush for Christmas, but on 30 December I 
was sent away again in charge of the same convoy, this time to 
pick up Australian troops at Burg el Arab and carry them forward 
for General W a veil's next desert push. This was adding insult to 
injury. There were we, good infantry soldiers from New Zealand, 
having to stand back while the Aussies took a swing at the enemy 
and, as if that was not enough, we had to hold their coats while 
they did so. 

The colonel only laughed and said we would have all the fight
ing we wanted before the war was over. 

During January all New Zealand troops moved back to Maadi 
Camp and to Helwan, twenty miles or so up river from Maadi. 
Both camps were buzzing with rumour. 'Lord Haw-Haw' 
announced on the radio that New Zealand troops were on the move. 
All that remained was for somebody to tell us where we were going. 

The colonel now confirmed some battalion appointments, 
making it clear that they were appointments in preparation for 
our next big move. I was made second-in-command of the 
battalion and, though I was reluctant to leave my Southlanders, to 
whom I had grown so very attached, I could not but be flattered 
and pleased by my promotion. 
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This of course is how fate works in war. Some soldiers get the 

breaks, others nuss out through no fault of their own. The two 
senior majors in the battalion, Frank Dornwell and Peter Spiers, 
were officers in World War I and soon it was clear they were not 
young enough for the positions they held with us. They both had 
given their services at the time they were most needed, that is, when 
war was first declared, and now could do useful work in positions 
less physically strenuous. In time and in turn both were seconded 
to British Troops Egypt. Archie MacDuff would now have been 
made second-in-command of the battalion but because of the 
division's need for trained staff officers and because of his experience 
as a company commander in the Canterbury Regiment, he was 
sent on a six months' staff course at Haifa. He arrived back at the 
battalion just before we got on the move and his long absence 
must have made the colonel decide to leave the second-in-com
mand situation as it was. Arch was very generous about it. 

Our pending move was getting more obvious every day. 
Reinforcements had joined us and the colonel was forced to name 
those officers, NCOs and men, old hands and newcomers alike, 
who were not to go away with us. 

This is a heartbreaking task, both for the commanding officer 
and for those who are selected to stay behind. The commanding 
officer knows, as everyone else knows, that a good team must 
always be 'left out of battle' just in case a nucleus is needed to 
build up the battalion again. But this is cold comfort for the 
people concerned. Usually it is easier to make the officers and 
NCOs see reason than the men, whose only concern-and this is 
reasonable-is that they are to be separated from their mates with 
whom they have lived and worked for so long. A soldier in the 
ranks knows that once he is taken out of the rifle company to 
which he was posted on joining the battalion there is no guarantee 
that when he gets back to it he will be able to rejoin his old platoon, 
much less his old section. A good commanding officer will there
fore usually take more note of a plea from a soldier in the ranks 
who does not wish to be left behind than from an officer or NCO. 
Such was the case of a soldier in B Company. 

Private 'Gun' Leckie injured his wrist in a boxing tournament 
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at Helwan. A couple of days later I noticed him around the camp 
with his arm heavily encased in plaster. I asked our medical 
officer, Gilly Gilmour, how badly the arm was injured and was 
told, 'Broken. The plaster will have to stay on for at least a fort
night, and he will not be on the embarkation list, I' m afraid.' 

That night the colonel announced the names of those who were 
to stay in Egypt and Leckie's name was among them. Next 
morning I stopped to watch B Company on parade. There, in 
the middle of the rear rank, was Leckie, plaster cut away from his 
left forearm, standing with rifle at the slope. 

I immediately went to fmd the colonel to ask if he would add 
another name to the embarkation list. I told him what I had just 
seen and could not help adding that we would break this man's 
heart if we left him behind. The colonel saw I was serious and 
agreed without demur. 

Next day we moved to Alexandria on the first leg of our 
journey to Greece. 



CHAPTER I I 

The Glory that was Greece 

WE SPENT six weeks in Greece and a ball-by-ball commentary 
on all that happened to us may be found in any of a dozen war 
histories. 

Three of the six weeks were passed very happily indeed in the 
mountains in the far north of Greece, where the New Zealand 
Division, assembled for the first time since war had been declared, 
was busy preparing defensive positions on the general line of the 
Aliakmon River on the northem side of Olympus Pass. 

Our battalion had a frontage of about 6ooo yards along a 
mOtmtain ridge in the centre of which was the village of Riakia. 
There was nothing unusual about the siting of Riakia. In our 
joumey to the north we had noticed numerous villages perched 
on mountain ridges, giving a fairytale look to a land where life 
is in fact hard and cruel. 

Riakia was, I suppose, typical of mountain villages all over 
Greece, where stone-walled cottages and a few shops are linked by a 
road of rough cobblestones. Here and there tracks lead off to 
other stone cottages tucked further back. There is usually a church 
and a school and occasionally a large shed for storing tobacco or 
grain. In the heart of the village is the community well where 
women draw their supplies of water at least once a day. 
Often they bring a donkey with barrels slung on either 
side. 

From Riakia our view took in snow-capped Mount Olympus 
and, below, wooded valleys ran towards the coast and the Gulf of 
Thermaikos. On clear days we could see Salonika to the north. 

Occasionally the landscape below was blanketed with cloud, 
leaving us riding high above the world and its problems; but it 
was at these times that our isolation pressed in on us and, with 
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news that the Germans were in Bulgaria and the invasion of Greece 
imminent, we found ourselves wondering all too often, 'What 
next?' No one was actually unhappy about the situation, only 
keyed-up and a little excited, anxious to know what was the next 
planned move. It was not possible to pass on any information to 
the men because we knew nothing ourselves. As Private Spicer, 
a well known member of the Intelligence Section, said, 'Never in 
the field of human conflict has so little been known by so many 
about so much.' 

But if our future was uncertain, it was much worse for the 
inhabitants of Riakia. Here there were only women, children and 
old men. All men of military age were in Albania fighting off the 
Italian invasion. Life was cruelly hard for the families left behind 
and what the end would be no one knew. 

For the first few days after our arrival the villagers gave us as 
wide a berth as was possible in the circumstances. They were shy, 
not unfriendly, but cautious and uncertain. By the end of a week 
the atmosphere was completely different. 

The New Zealand soldier is tough, rough and sometimes bad. 
With other soldiers around him, he hates to be caught out in an 
act of kindness, and a gruff manner when dealing with the locals is 
more often than not assumed for the benefit of his mates. But at 
heart he is the kindest and softest character who ever gave away a 
shirt. In a city like Cairo, where beer was plentiful and his thirst 
was great, the Kiwi soldier was too often in trouble and on pay 
nights particularly his image was not good; but in this mountain 
village among unprotected women, old men and children he 
was magnificent. 

Some of the troops occupied billets in cottages in the village, 
spreading their groundsheets and blankets on a clay floor swept 
scrupulously clean. Before long they could be seen doing all the 
odd jobs about the house, chopping wood and carrying water 
from the well. The amount of food that made its way from the 
cookhouse into the cottages was literally everybody's business 
because everybody connived at it . 

. The troops had their greatest triumph with the children, 
With whom they became fast friends, and it was a joy to 
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see yonng faces light up when children and troops exchang
ed greetings across the road. 

The colonel, the padre and I had an nnforgettable experience 
with the village children when we distributed cakes of chocolate 
that had come to the battalion from some patriotic source. Doug 
Spence, our padre, settled with his conscience by assuring us 
several times that sixty cakes of chocolate would not go far in the 
battalion and the colonel gravely agreed that it would be better 
if the children ate them. However, it did not work out like that. 
The yonngsters sat with eager, well scrubbed faces, and when the 
cakes of chocolate had been distributed they just clutched them 
tight and did nothing. In due course they ran home, but not one 
had even removed a wrapping. Clearly, in Riakia food was to be 
shared by the whole family. 

Our medical officer, Gilly Gilmour, probably made the biggest 
contribution to good public relations. In the ordinary course of 
events he would begin his day's ronnd of duties at the nominated 
army hour, 6.30 a.m. This is an odd custom in the eyes of many, 
but the army has centuries of accumulated experience in dealing 
with malingerers. The custom in this case is based on simple 
reasoning. If a man is sick, he will attend the early morning sick 
parade, how he gets there being his own problem. If he is not on 
sick parade, he must be well. Q.E.D. 

About the third morning of Gilly' s parades, a Riakian mother 
very daringly brought her son who had been burned about the 
arms. He was a very frightened little boy indeed but Gilly was 
solicitude and kindness itself In no time news spread that the 
New Zealand doctor would treat the Greeks, and the numbers 
grew so fast that Gilly, with the colonel's consent, promptly 
changed the hour of sick parade to mid-morning. 

I called in one morning to see how he was coping with his 
increasing problems and it so happened that an old woman had 
been brought along by the schoolmistress. The latter could speak 
French but not English, and Gilly's bright idea was that I should 
act as interpreter while she explained the old woman's ailments. 
The cause was such a worthy one that I felt I had to cooperate. 
To do him justice, I must say that Gilly also tried hard but in the 
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end he said, 'Sir, if you don't mind, I think it would be quicker ifi 
just poked with my fmger and watched her reactions.' 

We left Riakia suddenly, following hard on the news that 
Yugoslavia had collapsed in the face of the German onslaught. 
The colonel arrived back from a conference at Brigade in the late 
afternoon with orders for the battalion to make ready for an 
immediate move. In the darkness that night the battalion marched 
down to Katerini, some ten miles or so distant, and at daybreak 
moved out in troop-carrying transport. 

I left Riakia in charge of the advance party, well ahead of the 
battalion. My briefmg gave Servia Pass as our new destination. 
The route was to take us back over Olympus Pass, then north 
again to the top of Servia Pass where we were to occupy a reserve 
position in rear of 18 and 19 Battalions. We left at dusk while a 
small group of Greeks stood watching us-silent and despairing. 
We could not bring ourselves to look at them and the picture they 
made as we pulled out stayed with me all that night. 

Somewhere along the way I halted the advance party and we 
took some sleep. Next day we arrived at Servia Pass with rain and 
sleet in the air and a heavy coating of snow on the ground. When 
the battalion fmally caught up with us there was not too much 
daylight left and the mud and slush were indescribable. I took the 
colonel to a piece of ground where he could get a good view of 
our area and pointed out and described a few features that I had 
been able to reconnoitre while waiting for the battalion to arrive. 
The colonel made rapid decisions on the dispositions of the com
panies and away they all tramped through slush to spend a miser
able night in their new positions. 

A few days later we were moved again from what we had come 
to call the 'Lava positions', named after the nearest village, to 
Rimnion on the left of 19 Battalion. The war was now getting 
veryclose.Acrosstheriverinthe distance it was sometimes difficult 
to tell whether moving figures were enemy troops or refugees. 

On the afternoon we arrived at Rimnion, before we were 
settled in, battalion headquarters was heavily machine-gurmed 
from the air. There is something all too personal about being 
machine-gtmned by enemy planes. Bombs are impersonal things, 
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instruments of destruction for all or any who happen to be around; 
but the pilot with bombs aboard normally has his target given 
him before he leaves base. A plane intent on machine-gunning 
opens up only when the pilot sorts out a target for himself and 
somehow it is very easy to get the idea that the target is you. 

We were caught by surprise at Rimnion when the planes came 
at us low across the hills. Two men were killed, but taking account 
of what we considered was a heavy concentration of fire on a 
selected target, there was really very little damage. This gave us 
food for thought, and when we measured the distance between 
holes where bullets had tom into the ground and found about 
six paces between them, we felt the chances of being hit were 
really not so great after all. 

On our left flank was 19 Australian Brigade with attached 26 
New Zealand Battalion. A night later one of our patrols reported 
it could make no contact with anyone on our left. The colonel 
told me to go and fmd out what had happened. I took a vehicle 
and followed the road along the river which was our front. 
I went well into the territory which I knew had been held by the 
Australians and I suddenly realised I had come far enough. There 
was not a soul about and the silence had something eerie about it. 
I decided to get out and lose no time about it. Bretherton, my 
driver, had barely turned our vehicle round when another light 
truck came round a bend in the road and I was very relieved to 
see a New Zealand officer from 26 Battalion. He confirmed that 
the Australians and 26 Battalion had gone. His own mission was 
to try to find two members of his platoon who had gone missing 
on a patrol the night before. 

The colonel was then worried about our left flank and began 
rearranging our dispositions, when word came that we were to 
move back to our positions at Lava in Servia Pass. This move 
proved to be both dangerous and difficult. 

Enemy troops had been seen across the Aliakmon River during 
the day and probing attacks had been made on 19 Battalion 
positions through which we had to pass on our way to L~va. 
Our road was narrow and winding with a sheer drop to the nver 
valley below. The colonel told me to lead the convoy. His 
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vehicle would be last to leave. A light misty rain was falling and 
visibility was practically nil. No lights could be used so I walked 
by the front mudguard, my map-case held high to show Brether
ton the edge of the clif£ Other vehicles followed nose on tail, each 
with someone walking between the vehicle and the edge. Every 
now and then an enemy flare would rise high in the air from the 
river bed below. Enemy patrols were close. 

In front of us were vehicles and guns of the 2/3 Australian 
Field Regiment which had been supporting us at Rimnion. There 
were frequent halts and then we would move again, the only 
sound being the low noise of running motors. Once we halted 
so long that I walked forward in case a driver had fallen asleep. 
Fifi:y yards or so ahead I found an Australian vehicle unable to 
negotiate a corner. It looked as if it was going to be there for some 
time, so without disclosing that I was a New Zealand officer and 
not an Australian, and speaking with the voice of authority, I 
ordered the men to push the vehicle over the clif£ They obeyed 
without question. We all listened uneasily for a few moments to 
the clattering smash in the valley below. 

About twenty years later I met an Australian ex-gunner who 
had been in the Greek campaign. He spoke about the nightmare 
ride from Rimnion to Lava and said the general opinion among 
the Australians that night was that a fifth-columnist had got 
into the convoy. 'We thought he must have been a German 
dressed in our uniform,' he said. 'Every time the column halted 
he walked along ordering vehicles to be pushed over the side.' 

Our battalion history records our own vehicle losses that night 
as a 3o-cwt truck, a water cart, a Bren carrier and two motor
cycles. 

The situation of the British forces in Greece at this time was 
precarious to say the least. The sudden capitulation of Yugoslavia, 
the German drive south, the collapse of Greek resistance on the 
left flank left no doubt about our next move. The Aliakmon line 
was to be abandoned and we were to fall back on Thermopylae. 
This name probably had no significance for a great many of our 
soldiers but there were some who remembered their Greek history 
and talked about the last stand of the three hundred Spartans: 
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Go tell the Spartans, thou that passest by, 
That here, obedient to their laws, we lie. 

It was perhaps as well that they did not know that Britain's 
Prime Minister was wondering whether past history would now 
repeat itself: 'I did not, however, give up hope of a final stand at 
Thermopylae. The intervening ages fell away. Why not one more 
undying feat of arms?' 

The retreat to Thermopylae was a difficult operation because 
of the bottlenecks caused by theY-junctions of roads at a village 
with the impossible name of Eleverotherokorion and at Larissa. 
These junctions made timing and disciplined movement matters 
of prime importance. We had our own problems coming out of 
Servia Pass and knew little about the actions fought by the rest 
of the New Zealand Division until some days later. 

The German air force now had no opposition whatsoever in 
the air and pursued tactics that had proved effective in Europe, 
where they machine-gunned the roads wherever traffic moved. 
Our drivers were magnificent but because of constant traffic jams 
and road blockages we did much movement at night. In turn we 
imposed delays on the enemy advance by destroying bridges and 
blowing the narrow passes through the mountains. 

The movement from Servia Pass of 4 Brigade was covered by 
20 Battalion, with the colonel in charge of a rear party blowing 
demolitions laid by our sappers. I did not see hiru again until he 
rejoined us at Thermopylae. He and his party had been cut off 
by German tanks at the ftrst of theY -junctions, at the village with 
the impossible name. There they had been forced to abandon 
their vehicles and had given the enemy the slip by taking to the hills. 
Eventually they had joined up with the rearguard of 25 Battalion. 

We remained at Thermopylae for a brief three days and, as 
4 Brigade was in reserve with 20 Battalion in a coast-watching 
role, we caught up with some badly needed sleep. When the order 
came to fall back on Thebes and take up a rearguard position at 
Kriekouki Pass, we knew for certain that we were going to 
evacuate Greece. 

As usual, I went ahead with the advance party. The task of 
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fmding assembly areas and wooded areas where vehicles could 
remain hidden from air observation was becoming increasingly 
difficult. Too many other units were looking for exactly the same 
thing. Moreover we had to leave in daylight and do our searching 
in daylight, with enemy planes constantly sweeping along the 
road. We were involved in more traffic jams and halts than we 
could afford. I fmally found an area with reasonable access to the 
road, which I thought would serve our purposes. Here I staked my 
claim by posting guards to keep others out, set up road signs 
(night signs being kerosene tins containing a lighted lantern and 
our battalion serial number, 52, cut in the side), made all the 
necessary arrangements for reception and dispersal, sent an NCO 
away to locate brigade headquarters advance party and tell them 
where we were and then waited for the arrival of the main party 
which I knew I would not see until well after midnight. 

I took for granted that as soon as everyone was in position I 
would join the battalion at Kriekouki and was not at all happy 
when I learnt I had to stay with the transport. The colonel 
admitted he had a hand in this, as he believed the next move to be 
made by 4 Brigade would be its last and might well be tricky. He 
had therefore recommended to Brigadier Puttick that I should 
remain where I was and ensure that all transport arrangements for 
the fmal move went according to plan. 

The colonel softened his news with a bottle of whisky, saying 
that Brigadier Puttick had been given a case by General Blarney 
and had sent us one each. I was a little suspicious, and remain so to 
this day, that both bottles in fact belonged to the colonel, but did 
not argue too much. 

Next day a motorcyclist arrived with a message from the 
colonel which read, SEND DET CARRIERS ONE MILE W OF VYLLIA TO 

WATCH TRACK FROM NW STOP OUR BOTTLE WHISKY BROKEN. 

I had to read this through twice before it made any sense. I 
thought the 'our bottle' a very nice touch indeed. The dispatch
rider was still waiting, obviously expecting something, and he 
said, 'Is there any reply, sir?' I answered, 'You know jolly well 
there is,' <md went and got him ottr other bottle. 

I was relieved there were no hitches on the night of the with-
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drawal and was very glad I had with me the transport sergeant 
from brigade headquarters, whose help and experience were 
invaluable. The troops marched out from Kriekouki in darkness 
and complete silence to where we had the transport waiting and 
not for the first time nor the last I felt thankful to belong to a 
division that took pride in its discipline. Once again the colonel 
remained with a rear party and the last we saw and heard of the 
area we had vacated were the flashes and explosions of demolitions. 

This move was indeed the last we were to make in transport in 
Greece. We went through Athens in the dead of night to a small 
bay on the coast at Porto Rafti, where the brigade took up its last 
defensive position protecting the beach which was to be used for 
embarkation. Less than twenty miles away was the batdefield of 
Marathon, a name better known to New Zealanders through the 
Olympic Games than through the defeat of the Persians. We were 
not in any condition then to fight a batde to change the course of 
history; our guns had already been destroyed and we were soon 
attempting to do the same with equipment too heavy to take with 
us. Transport was not to fall into enemy hands. As no fires were 
permitted, this was not easy. Alas, here my old B Company was 
caught by enemy planes and suffered thirty-two casualties. Among 
the killed were two officers, Bill Ayto, one of my original platoon 
commanders, and Fergus McLaren, a reinforcement officer. 

In the late afternoon German transport moved across our front 
but clearly intended to do nothing until morning. Perhaps they 
were as weary as we were. It was just as well, because that night 
18 and 20 Battalions quiedy thinned out from their forward 
positions and moved back through 19 Battalion to the embarka
tion beach. Here 4 Brigade, a regiment of Australian gunners, our 
attached drivers and some smaller detachments of troops from 
units I did not know were in our vicinity were all systematically 
loaded on to tank landing craft and ferried out to the cruiser Ajax 
and the destroyer Kingston, which under cover of darkness had 
anchored some distance out from shore. The whole operation was 
quiet, orderly and disciplined. 

The colonel and I were on the landing craft which was the last 
to leave from our part of the beach and there were so many to be 
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taken in the last load that we had to discard our large packs to 
make standing room for all. We were so loaded, in fact, that for 
a long time we stuck on a sandbank before we fmally won clear. 

Alongside Ajax we clambered up the nets that had been slung 
down for us and, once on board, the colonel and I took about six 
steps to the nearest overhead shelter, which was the barrel of a 
naval gtm of some sort, lay down on the deck and went straight 
to sleep. 

The moUiztains look Oil Marathon, 
A11d Marathon looks Oil the sea; 

And musing there an hour al01ze 
I dreamed that Greece might still be free. 

Lord Byron's lines found an echo that night in the hearts of 
every one of us. 



CHAPTER !2 

Olive Groves 

But the olives were not blind to Him, 
The little grey leaves were kind to Him. 

WE WHO SURVIVED Crete also had good reason, all of us, to be 
thankful for the olive trees that grow in well ordered profusion 
everywhere in that land. When the German invasion came we 
found that it was not just their leaves that were kind to us but 
their branches and their trunks as well-all that came between us 
and the searching planes. 

The morning we disembarked in Crete we were glad to move 
away from Suda Bay to our bivouac area some miles away in the 
olive trees. Here we sorted out the companies and took stock. 
As far as equipment and weapons were concerned, the stock-take 
took no time at all. Some of our Brens had been left in Greece 
owing to a wrong interpretation of an order to destroy all equip
ment; there were two mortars but no ammunition and there was 
no signals equipment worth anything at all. Every soldier had his 
own personal weapons, a small pack on his back and nothing else. 

I was not enthusiastic when I took count of my own belongings 
- my army revolver, my small pack with shaving gear, some 
soap and a towel, a spare pair of socks, a photograph of my wife 
and children and a groundsheet rolled tight across the top of my 
pack. 

That night, under the trees, we were cold. Some time about 
2 a.m. I was lying awake and saw Gilmour, our medical officer, 
stand up and gaze about as if searching for something. Either the 
colonel or I or someone near said, 'What's wrong, Gilly?' 'I'm 
looking for a warmer tree,' came Gilly's reply, and from the quiet 
chuckles all around, there were many like me who were lying 
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awake with their thoughts. Strangely enough, the knowledge that 
others were awake sharing the silent watch was enough to settle 
us all down. There is comfort as well as safety in numbers and the 
hours before dawn are the lonely hours when it does not pay for 
a soldier to dwell for too long on what tomorrow may have in 
store. A. E. Housman knew the feeling: 

And when they think, they fasten 
Their hands upon their hearts. 

But the next day dawned bright and clear and the troops were 
in good heart. The companies were given the morning for that 
familiar pastime, 'interior economy'. In the afternoon there was 
to be a battalion inspection. 

Now a battalion inspection to good troops means one thing
nothing but the best will do. It means that the commanding officer 
is going to look closely at every man, examine his rifle, his equip
ment and clothing, and expect every detail to be exactly right. 
The soldier's turnout must be immaculate, hair short, boots clean, 
clothes neat and not a speck of dust on his rifle. To some it may 
seem astonishing that troops who had just come through the most 
severe test that warfare can provide, a retreat before one of the 
most powerful armies the world has seen, should so soon after
wards be back on the barracks square. Yet because of what they 
had been through, it was exactly what they needed and, being 
good troops, exactly what they expected. There was a task still to 
be done in Crete and the sooner they faced up to what lay ahead 
the better. 

That morning it was grand to see men working on their clothing 
and equipment with quiet determination. Pieces of cloth appeared 
from nowhere and boots took on a surprising shine; equipment 
was somehow scrubbed and clothing made clean. That every man 
would be freshly shaven was taken for granted and morale rose 
higher by the minute. It was good even to hear the growling 
complaints. 'I suppose they expected a man to sleep 011 his pants 
last night and not in them.' When the inspection was over every
one felt better and the battalion was itself again. 

Next day we were told that General Freyberg was to take .1 
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command of all the allied troops in Crete, Brigadier Puttick was 
to take over the New Zealand Division, Colonel Kippenberger 
was to take command of 4 Brigade and I was to command 20 

Battalion. It was made quite clear to everyone that the Germans 
were going to invade Crete. Fourth Brigade was given an anti
parachute, coast-watching role, while 5 Brigade was made 
responsible for the defence of Maleme aerodrome about ten miles 
to the west of 4 Brigade area. Sixth Brigade had been evacuated 
direct to Egypt. 

We kept active and busy, working a long day with stand-to 
periods at dawn and dusk. In view of what was ahead I included 
bayonet practice in our training. At night our patrols covered 
every inch of our area. Each day enemy planes made regular 
flights over the island, sometimes merely on reconnaissance but 
mostly bombing selected targets and machine-gunning whatever 
moved along the roads. When planes were overhead the men 
would stand without movement under the olive trees and when 
they had passed would get on with whatever they were doing. 
Many a poor Cretan had his donkey killed and his cart destroyed 
when he attempted to move along the roads in daylight. 

Sometimes a plane would appear to be offering itself as a target 
to the anti-aircraft guns in our sector in order to draw their fire. 
These guns were part of the island's defences before we arrived 
and were manned by British crews. If they opened fire and dis
closed their positions, more planes would return and systematically 
attack and destroy them. 

One evening I saw a dozen Stukas on such a mission, their target 
being gun positions in our sector. They came in from the sea with 
obvious purpose and began slowly to circle overhead. Then one 
by one they peeled off, playing follow the leader, and dived straight 
down. Just as it appeared certain that the leader would crash, he 
released his bomb and he had no sooner pulled out of his dive than 
the plane behind released its bomb in its turn and roared upward 
to safety as the leader had done. This was deadly stuff in itself; but 
the Germans had also reduced to a fme art the use of noise in 
warfare. To the shock of bursting bombs and the roar of the 
Stukas' motors they added the wail of sirens which were fixed to 

H 
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the nose of their planes. The effect on civilians was dreadful. In 
Greece we had become accustomed to these noise techniques, as 
far as anyone can accustom himself to inhuman practices, and they 
now made the men angry rather than afraid. On tlus particular 
occasion a little group of Greeks ran past me blind with terror and 
one man stopped and shook both fists at the sky. I would have 
given little for the chances of a German pilot who had been forced 
to crash-land among the local Cretans. 

Some alterations were now made to the dispositions of New 
Zealand troops. A composite brigade, 10 Brigade, was formed, 
mostly of non-infantry units, and put under the command of 
Colonel Kippenberger. Fourth Brigade in due course was taken 
over by Brigadier Inglis, who had been brought over from Egypt. 
I had now to move 20 Battalion to new positions which fortunately 
had already been dug by a battalion of the Welch Regiment and I 
was a little surprised to be told that the German plans for the 
invasion included a seabome landing and that the piece of coast 
given as my responsibility was where the landing was to be attempt
ed. I think the company commanders were a little sceptical when I 
passed on tllls information to them but they did not allow their 
disbelief to interfere with their duties. 

Attacks from the air became heavier and more frequent. 
Today, when I hear tl1e words 'softening up', I know exactly 
what is meant. Clearly the invasion would begin any time now. 
It began in the morning of 20 May and our battalion history gives 
this graphic description of the opening scene: 

'With dramatic suddenness tl1e blitz ceased and in the uncanny 
silence that followed heads peeped out from slit trenches to see the 
result of tllls vicious attack. Suddenly a sonorous drone, gradually 
increasing in volume, was heard to the west. Into the vision of the 
spellbound troops, coming in increasing numbers from beyond 
the sea, swept a tremendous air armada, hundreds of planes 
steadily approaching through the clear morning sky. The invasion 
had begun. As the watchers realised the significance of t!Us 
amazing sight the aircraft began to disgorge hundreds of para
troops, their olive-green, white, brown, and red parachutes 
swaying to earth in a gradually descending shower. At the same 
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time groups of short-bodied, broad-winged planes of a different 
type were noticed moving noiselessly through the air. These were 
the gliders, towed in batches of six by three-engined Junkers 
which turned back at the coast.' 

At my battalion headquarters I watched anxiously with the rest. 
No paratroops appeared to be landing in our area at all. Standing 
with me was Guy Rhodes, our mortar officer. I was surprised to 
see him with his camera calmly taking photographs, one after the 
other. Not wishing to be outdone in this public show of coolness 
I said, 'I'd like copies of those, Guy, when we get back to Egypt.' 
Months later I remembered Guy's efforts with his camera; but 
when I asked how his snaps had tumed out he said, a little sheep
ishly, 'I'm afraid I took them all on the one exposure.' 

In the late afternoon of 20 May we received news that 5 Brigade 
had lost Maleme aerodrome. This was grave news indeed and 
unless the airfield could be recaptured without much loss of time, 
enemy reinforcements would pour in. All next day, however, we 
watched enemy troop-carrying planes fly in a steady stream to 
Maleme aerodrome, where they quickly discharged their loads and 
returned to Greece for more. To quote General Student, GOC 
II Air Corps, 'When on the 21st of May all the reserves had 
jumped and conquered the aerodrome of Maleme, from that time 
the battle of Crete was won for Germany.' 

At about 5.30 p.m. on 21 May I was called to divisional head
quarters and was told by Brigadier Puttick that 20 Battalion and 
28 Maori Battalion were to put in a counter-attack on Maleme 
aerodrome. Some time after dark the 2/7 Australian Battalion 
would arrive to take over our positions and, using the trucks which 
carried the Australians, we would then move to 5 Brigade head
quarters at Platanias, where I would receive my orders from 
Brigadier Hargest, the commander of 5 Brigade. Brigadier 
Puttick went on to say that he had received information from a 
reliable source that the seaborne invasion was definitely being 
attempted that night and I was not to move from our coastal 
defensive positions until relieved by the Australians. 

In the sixteen months that the brigadier had commanded 4 
Brigade I had not spoken with him very often and we all stood 
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rather in awe of him. While we were talking I suddenly found 
him human and likable and realised he was more than anxious 
about the 20th and worried about the mission on which we were 
being sent. When I had received my instructions and had stood 
up to go he surprisingly said, 'Burrows, give me your tobacco 
pouch.' 

I did so and watched him empty half of his into mine. This 
was clearly his way of saying 'Good luck' -I hoped not 'Goodbye.' 

My orders for the counter-attack on Maleme, when I fmally 
received them from Brigadier Hargest, were clear enough. 
The attack was to be made on a two-battalion front, with 20 
Battalion on the right and the Maoris on the left. Three light tanks 
from 3 Hussars under Lieutenant Roy Farran would move down 
the Platanias-Maleme road which was the inter-battalion boundary. 
The 20th had the aerodrome as its objective and the Maoris had 
the high ground south of the aerodrome. After the aerodrome had 
been taken I was to move the 20th to the high ground taken by 
the Maoris, who would then withdraw to their original positions 
at Platanias. Keeping direction would be no great problem as our 
frontage was not much more than soo yards and on our right 
flank we had the sea and on the left the Maleme road. The start 
time would be when I had 20 Battalion on the start line and ready 
to move. 

The fact that we were about to come to grips for the first time 
with Adolf Hitler's paratroops, fresh and flushed from their 
victories in Europe, should, I suppose, have given me cause for 
some thought at this stage; but I had other and more pressing 
matters on my mind. In the first place we were late, hopelessly 
late in getting to the start line, so late that the success of the whole 
operation was already seriously jeopardised. Next, instead of four 
rifle companies and Headquarters Company, all of which I 
intended to put into the attack, I had on the start line two rifle 
companies only. The other three had not yet turned up and I had 
no information as to when they would arrive. 

There was an explanation, of course, but one which gave com
fort to nobody. The Australians, whom we expected to take over 
from us in our coastal defences soon after dark, had their own 
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troubles to contend with, including heavy attacks from the air, and 
somewhere along the way their companies had been separated. 
As a consequence, the takeover from the 2oth, as well as being late, 
was a piecemeal operation, and so far all we had to show for it 
at Platanias were battalion headquarters and two companies. 
The other three companies would be brought on by Ralph 
Paterson, the battalion second-in-command, as soon as they were 
clear. 

Just to make the whole situation a little more confused, the 
German seaborne invasion was under way, and while searchlights 
and flashes and fires out at sea showed that the British Navy was in 
action, we had no means of knowing whether the intervention 
had been successful. 

I decided we would go into the attack as we were and not wait 
for the other three companies. When I gave George Dittmer, the 
commanding officer of the Maoris, the time we were ready to 
cross the start line I did not have the heart to tell him how light 
we were on the ground. I gave orders for the attack to Den 
Fountaine and Harold Jefcoate, who commanded C and D 
Companies respectively, left instructions for Ralph Paterson to 
send the other three companies on in our wake in a mopping-up 
role and then, feeling a little naked with only a revolver to defend 
myself with, I put a hand-grenade in each pocket of my trousers. 
At 3.30 a.m. we crossed the start line and tl1e attack had begun. 

I moved with my small headquarters on the left flank with C 
Company. In our advance I wanted to keep as near to the road as 
possible so that battalion headquarters could more easily be found 
by company runners. This was not such a marvellous idea because 
we seemed to run into more than our fair share of trouble. 

The distance of our objective was approximately three miles. 
Neither the company commanders nor I had seen the country 
ahead, though we knew what to expect--olive trees, vineyards, 
hedges, irrigation ditches, dry water courses with steep banks and 
the occasional cottage. There was a group of cottages on the road
side about half a mile from the aerodrome which would be very 
difficult to clear. All the ground between us and the airfield was in 
enemy hands and we could expect opposition very early in our 
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advance. The defences would certainly get heavier the closer we 
got to our objective. 

I suppose we had advanced about half a mile before we struck 
the first of the enemy posts. A German light machine-gun, 
perhaps thirty yards away, opened fire with tracer bullets, followed 
i111111ediately by tracer from other enemy posts across our front. 
The sudden shock of this outburst, the deadly ha111111ering of 
several automatics firing together and the astonishing brightness 
of tracer bullets made men pause, even recoil, but not for more 
than a second or so. On my left and my right there was a sudden 
surge towards the enemy posts and not too long afterwards the 
shouting and the firing and the explosions of hand-grenades died 
away and the advance began again. In this way the pattern of the 
attack was set from the beginning-a burst of automatic and small 
arms fire at close range, a grenade explosion followed by a furious 
assault, the subsequent silence. 

Most of the famous assaults in military history have been just 
what the word 'assault' implies-furious action but within a 
limited time. On this night there seemed to be no end to what the 
men were being asked to do. Each platoon, each section, had to 
carry out not just one assault but a series on strong-points in their 
path and while the nervous energy generated by excitement and, 
indeed, fear will carry men along for a certain length of time, all 
too soon they are drained of their emotions and only their back
ground of training as soldiers and their response to good leader
ship keeps them going. 

I was worried all the while about the time factor and how much 
had to be done before daylight. Suddenly I felt a violent blow on 
my side which knocked me to the ground. I realised there had 
been a burst of firing quite dose at hand and obviously I had been 
hit. I find it strange now to remember what I did. In my shirt 
pocket were some notes on the attack which I had used for briefing 
my company co111111anders and these I now took from my pocket 
and solemnly tore into little pieces. I then tried to fmd how badly 
I had been hit but there was no blood and soon I decided there was 
no wound either. The adjutant and our intelligence sergeant, 
John Sullivan, helped me to my feet because, wound or no wound, 
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my leg was very painful and weak. I then fonnd that one pocket 
of my trousers, in which I had been carrying a hand grenade, had 
been torn away, the holster of my revolver had been cut almost 
in half and in what was left of my pocket were the remains of 
the hand-grenade, shattered but not exploded. I was lucky but 
others in my party were not so lucky. One of my runners was 
wounded and two were killed. 

Not long after this I heard sonnds of fighting at our rear and 
with indescribable relief realised that A, B and Headquarters 
Companies were coming on behind us. In a short while they had 
caught up with us. 

During the advance to Maleme, because I had elected to move 
with my headquarters on the left flank, I had been a close witness 
of several actions carried out by platoons and sections of C Com
pany. What I could not see I could hear and one voice I got to 
know very well. This was the voice of Second-Lieutenant Charles 
Upharn and because his actions on this night contributed most 
towards his first Victoria Cross, I quote direct from a statement 
made by a member of his platoon: 

A Jerry machine-gnn opened fire on us at a range of fifty yards 
and got four of our boys before we could drop to the gronnd ... 
We edged forward on our stomachs nntil we were within 
twenty yards of the Nazis who were tucked away behind a 
large tree, and then opened fire with our one Tommy gnn, one 
Bren gnn and eight rifles. As we kept up the fire the platoon 
officer, Lieutenant Upharn, cautiously crawled ronnd to the side 
and slightly to the rear of the tree. Although it was still dark, 
we could tell by the way the Jerries were shouting to each other 
that they didn't like the look of the situation. When he got 
behind the tree the platoon officer jumped to his feet and hurled 
three Mills bombs, one right after another, into the nest and 
then jumped forward with his revolver. 

The same witness describes two other incidents involving 
Lieutenant Upham, one an attack on an enemy post behind a wall 
and another on a cottage which was strongly held by an enemy 
section. All of these operations were not only carried out with 
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outstanding courage, but were handled with the skill and quick 
thinking of a fine platoon commander. 

Our advance at this stage seemed steady enough. There were 
delays where enemy posts took longer to overcome but not often 
was the whole front held up for long. Vital time was passing, 
however, and a lightening sky warned that dawn was not far 
away. The fighting was costly, not only in time but in casualties. 
My headquarters now consisted of four. Men who were wounded 
knew to get to the road if they could and either wait there for 
stretcher-bearers or walk back towards our start line. If they were 
unable to move at all, a rifle with bayonet was driven into the 
ground where they lay. 

On the south side of the road the Maoris were carrying out their 
task in their own inimitable way. It was easy enough to see how 
far they had progressed both by the flashes and the explosions, and 
also by the truly fearsome clamour that went up every time an 
assault was made on an enemy post. My admiration and respect 
for the Maori as a fighting soldier is great and it has never wavered. 

As we pressed forward the opposition became stronger and our 
progress slower. Soon it was daybreak. By 6 a.m. we were en
countering aimed fire and movement became more difficult. Here 
and there were signs that the enemy was forming up and re
orgarusmg. 

Then attack developed from a new quarter. Planes, some based 
perhaps on Maleme but others called up from Athens, began to 
attack us from the air. Dry water courses with their steep banks 
no longer provided shelter from fire. Planes rocketed across over
head, firing furiously at everything they could see. By 7.30 we 
were at a dead halt. 

At about this time I was with a forward platoon of C Company, 
trying to sort out the situation. Here we were pirmed down by 
heavy fire. Ahead, about 300 yards away, I could see the edge of 
the airfield. On the right flank our troops had made good progress 
along the beach and seemed to me to have reached the perimeter of 
the airfield. They were under heavy pressure, however, and with 
open ground ahead and scanty cover behind they were in a 
desperate position. 
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I now decided the attack could make no further progress. As we 
could not stay where we were, the only thing I could see to do 
was to get what remained of the battalion across the road on to 
high ground and confer with the commander of the Maori 
Battalion on our next course of action. 

I sent runners to find the company commanders of A, C and 
Headquarters Companies, all of whom I believed could be reached, 
and then spoke to the officer in charge of the forward platoon. 
This was Charles Upham. I told him where I proposed to assemble 
the battalion across the road and said I wanted him to get a message 
to B and D Companies on the right forward flank and guide them 
back to our rendezvous. I saw Charles talking to his platoon 
sergeant, Dave Kirk, and then, leaving a corporal in charge of the 
remnants of his platoon, he and Sergeant Kirk moved away on a 
mission that gave no promise of survival, much less of success. How 
the mission was accomplished is written into the citation for 
Charles's V.C. and, for his part in it and for his subsequent actions 
on Crete, Sergeant Dave Kirk was awarded the D.C.M. 

So ended the counter-attack on Maleme. The failure to re
capture the aerodrome meant that Crete could not be held and the 
decision was now taken to evacuate the island altogether. The 
British, Australian and New Zealand troops who had been in 
Greece knew just what it meant to retreat before a hard-hitting 
enemy who had complete air superiority and this time the op
eration had to be carried out on foot, placing an even greater 
premium on control and discipline. As in Greece, defensive 
positions would have to be formed at selected places to hold the 
enemy in check, otherwise the retreat could easily become a rout. 
The troops were already very tired and the future offered no joy 
whatsoever. 

For 20 Battalion the retreat began the day after we had moved 
to high ground south of the Maleme road. Platoons, though very 
much depleted, moved back independently to a battalion assembly 
area at 5 Brigade headquarters, where it was my intention to put 
them on the move again in companies to rejoin 4 Brigade. 

On the way to 5 Brigade my small headquarters group passed 
close by 23 Battalion regimental aid post. I stopped to tell Ron 
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Stewart, the battalion medical officer, that the Germans could be 
expected in about half an hour. He thanked me quietly and said 
he knew the situation. He was obviously going to stay with the 
wounded men in his care and with him was the battalion padre, 
Bob Griffiths, who equally obviously was going to do the same. 
This of course was very wrong from a military point of view; in 
any case they would be separated from their charges immediately 
after their capture. But at the time I left the aid post I had no 
thoughts about what was right or what was wrong. Here were 
two very gallant men whose sacrifice made us all feel very humble. 

At 5 Brigade headquarters Ralph Paterson had directed platoons 
to company areas and A and Headquarters Companies had already 
left on their trek to 4 Brigade. D Company, which earlier had been 
engaged in sharp fighting at a bridge across the Platanias River, 
had also left. I was still at 5 Brigade with B and C Companies when 
an enemy attack developed in some strength. I was talking to my 
batman, Brennan, when a mortar bomb burst close to us. He was 
badly hit in the legs and the back and certainly took the wounds 
that I would have received. Someone helped me to carry him to 
an aid post close at hand and that afternoon, with many other 
wounded, he was evacuated to a field hospital. 

The enemy attack was held, though not without some anxious 
moments, and I was glad to have B and C Companies still with me. 
We stayed holding a sector in the line until after dark and, with 
5 Brigade, withdrew that night, leaving Maleme and its bitter 
memories far behind us. 

Next day at Galatas, with the battalion assembled, I could make 
some preparations for the next move in the game, whatever that 
move was to be. It came sooner than I expected and when Galatas 
was overrun by a rapidly advancing enemy who believed he was 
on the verge of a complete breakthrough, 20 Battalion was used 
as part of the counter-attacking force which, under Colonel 
Kippenberger, not only restored the situation but produced what 
has since been described as a classic example of the immediate 
counter-attack. 

We thus withdrew unmolested from Galatas and, as the 
composite brigade commanded by the colonel was now disbanded, 
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he returned to take over the 2oth. We were all very glad to see 
him and the welcome he received must have been a heart-warming 
experience for him. The battalion, however, was not quite the 
same as when he handed it over to me. Our casualties had been 
very heavy, though at this stage I could give no accurate figures, 
not knowing who were wounded and who were killed. Of the 
four rifle company commanders, two-Mel Rice and CliffWilson 
-had been killed, and a third-Harold Jefcoate-wounded. The 
only survivor was Gordon Washboume of A Company. In my 
old B Company, Neil McPhail was the only remaining officer. 
But everywhere other officers had moved in to carry the extra 
burden and where there were no officers, NCOs had responded 
as if born to the job. So, in spite of casualties, in spite of setbacks, 
we were a disciplined fighting unit and when I handed over to 
the colonel I was able to say to him, 'The men are very tired but 
so long as they can stand up they will do whatever we ask of them.' 

Our route now led us across Crete, over the mountain range 
that formed the backbone of the island to a little fishing village on 
the south coast called Sphakia. It was a journey that showed human 
nature at its Christian best but also at its ugly selfish worst. The 
fortunate were those who belonged to disciplined units. Some
how the destination, Sphakia, had become known to all, so that 
the disciplined and the undisciplined all had the same objective. 
As well as British, Australian and New Zealand troops, there were 
Greeks, Cypriots and Palestinians, thousands of tl1em, mostly 
unarmed, morale and discipline completely gone, all making their 
way in an endless stream to the souili coast. I wondered how the 
rabble would be held in check at the embarkation beaches. 

On the eleventh day after the Germans had launched their attack 
on Crete we started to move down the hillside that overlooked the 
little village that was our destination. It had been a nightmare 
march but it was over. Tonight we were to be taken off by the 
British Navy. As a fighting force we were intact and in good heart. 
But we were very tired, many of us to the point of complete 
exhaustion. During those eleven days I had taken snatches of sleep 
but they could not have added up to much. I had not removed my 
boots since the attack started and as my feet had been wet through 
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at Maleme they had suffered in consequence. Once I took off one 
boot but so much skin came away with my sock I hastily pulled it 
on again. 

Half way down the hill to the village there was a sudden out
burst of firing in the ravine below us. With 5 Brigade behind us, 
we had not imagined the enemy within miles. Yet here was a 
party of Germans which had taken another route through the 
mountains and was within a few hundred yards of the caves which 
housed Force Headquarters. 20 Battalion was closest to the action 
that was taking place below and the colonel immediately sent 
A Company to the bed of the ravine and C Company to climb the 
slopes on the far side. The leading platoon was commanded by 
Charles Upham and, with a musterer's eye for country, he man
oeuvred his men to positions which both outflanked and over
looked the enemy and it is doubtful if a single German escaped. 

This was a disturbing incident, however, because we had no 
means at that stage of knowing whether the enemy party was a 
separate group which had pushed forward boldly by itself, or, and 
this seemed more likely, whether it was the advanced guard of a 
main force following close behind. If so, that night's evacuation 
would not be accomplished without further fighting and the out
look for any further evacuation the following night was not bright. 

The colonel had gone forward to a conference with Lindsay 
Inglis when a runner brought a message to me concerning em
barkation arrangements. It was a warning order signed by the 
brigade major and gave the exact numbers from each battalion 
that would embark that night. Then followed the paragraph which, 
as far as I was concerned, stood out rather more clearly than the 
others: 'Balance of 19, 20 and 28 Battalions will be placed under 
command Lt-Col. Burrows and it is expected will be embarked 
tomorrow night.' 

There is a statement by Field-Marshal Sir William Slim in 
Defeat into Victory which should strike an answering chord in the 
heart of every officer who has commanded men in battle: 'And 
then I walked once more among my soldiers, and I, who should 
have inspired them, not for the first or last time, drew courage 
from them.' 
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This was exactly my experience when later I moved among the 
men who were staying with me in the rear party and I was able 
to go about my task of getting them organised with a much lighter 
heart. I had no -knowledge of what 5 Brigade was doing or where 
it was at this stage but the ravine used by the Germans for their 
surprise attack was clearly a weakness in our defence ring; so, 
unless I was given different orders when Brigadier Hargest arrived, 
I proposed to use the 4 Brigade rear party to plug the ravine gap. 
I therefore divided the party into three groups and deployed them 
in positions covering the ravine high above the beach. 

When the 2oth moved down to the beach that night I had never 
seen old Kip so upset. He was the one who had always remained 
with the rear party; but the order had stated that all unit head
quarters had to go. He said to me just before they moved off, 
'Jim, can you hear my ears ringing?' 

I saw the state he was in and did not make the facetious reply that 
I might otherwise have done and told him gravely that I could not 
hear his ears ringing. 

I went back to my headquarters and found there three soldiers 
who had been worth their weight in gold to me both as runners 
and as a self-appointed bodyguard. One was Private Holmes, who 
after we returned to Egypt agreed to stay on as my batman, and 
the other two, Privates Speedy and Spicer, were members of the 
Intelligence Section. I had made no request for these three to stay 
behind and they were under no obligation whatsoever. When I 
found them waiting for me, Holmes unperturbed as always, 
Speedy furiously cleaning his rifle and Spicer arguing politics with 
whoever would listen, I walked away until I could trust myself 
to speak. 

Next morning the commander of 5 Brigade, Brigadier Hargest, 
approved of the dispositions of my rear party and we continued to 
hold the ravine. The day seemed endless but there were no signs 
of the enemy and after dark we moved in close formation through 
the cordon of troops protecting the embarkation beach and were 
taken out to the cruiser Phoebe. 

In his book Infantry Brigadier Colonel Kippenberger describes 
our arrival in Alexandria thus: 
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'I went down, saw the Orion with grim-faced sailors unloading 
the bodies of the hundreds of the Black Watch killed by a single 
bomb-and the Perth with both her fore-turrets blackened 
wrecks-and then saw the Phoebe come in. Troops streamed off 
her and then I saw Grooby, and then Fraser, Dave Kirk, and 
little Vincent (NCOs from C Company who had vohmteered 
en bloc to stay behind) and then Jim, and met them openly 
crying. 

Late that night we arrived at Helwan and went to the lines 
from which we had left for Greece. Twelve of us went into the 
mess which forty had left, and drank and talked quietly into 
the small hours.' 



CHAPTER I 3 

Mixed Grill 

AMONG THOSE who did not return to Egypt was my former bat
man, Brennan, who had been taken to a field hospital in Crete 
after he was wounded. The ship in which he was to have been 
evacuated was sunk and he ended up in Germany. I hoped his 
wounds were not too bad but apart from that I felt certain old 
Brennan was in for a hard time because wherever he went trouble 
followed as night the day. I heard a soldier from B Company say, 
'I believe old Shorty Brennan is a prisoner. Never thought I could 
ever feel sorry for the Jerries.' 

A Southlander, Brennan joined me at Burnham to lighten or 
burden my trials and tribulations-! was never sure which. He was 
older than I, stood only five feet, was clad most of the time in a 
grubby singlet and even grubbier sand shoes and, generally speak
ing, was as scruffy an individual as could be found in the whole 
division. He was sharp tongued, had no friends, was a critic of all 
authority and delivered his best tirades while squatting on his heels 
like an Indian snake-charmer. He placed much value on certain 
possessions- an old black billy, some chipped mugs and a primus 
- and these he put to good use every day. Luxuries, to add tone, 
were no doubt acquired from army stores or from the officers' 
mess. Ownership of property meant little to him but I am certain 
he stole nothing from me. 

I first became aware of his unusual talents when on a training 
exercise at Cave in South Canterbury. One moming a fried trout 
appeared on my plate at breakfast and the same day there was 
consternation in one of the company stores over a missing hand
grenade. 

After we arrived in Egypt, some small article would always fmd 
its way into my children's parcels. Once when his stocks were low 
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he put in an envelope of sand labelled 'Grass from our front lawn'. 
My family became almost as important to him as to me and at 
each established 'camp' a box covered by a mysteriously acquired 
lace mat would be set up with my family photos. 

When I attended the senior officers' course at Abbassia and read 
my joining instructions, I wondered idly what would be Brennan 's 
reaction to batting for several British officers as well as myself. 
After one day I was left in no doubt. I returned to my quarters to 
fmd an angry little figure squatting on the floor. 

'He called me a servant,' he said. 
Special 'smartening-up' drill for batmen, an hour each morning 

under the camp sergeant-major, was the last straw as far as Brennan 
was concerned. From this time on he showed an acute dislike of 
anything in the uniform of a British warrant-officer and somehow 
reminded me of a dog that had once been bowled over by a car 
and which thereafter would smartly get out of the way first and 
then bare its teeth from a distance. 

When Italy entered the war and B Company was sent to guard 
the grounds at the Gazira Sports Club, others besides Brennan no 
doubt peered speculatively at the furnishings inside the padlocked 
royal box on the racecourse. But Brennan was not content just to 
peer. When we arrived in the Western Desert some weeks later I 
found my bed made up on the softest little mattress and when I 
told him it was more his size than mine and that he could keep it, 
he muttered, 'What was good enough for King Farouk should be 
good enough for us.' 

Brennan refused to share a tent but always found a corner some
where to sleep by himself. In Bag gush, in the Western Desert, he 
made a shelter in a little wadi near my tent, arranging a barricade 
at his head and a groundsheet overhead for protection against the 
sun and drifting sand. Here he slept quite peacefully until one 
night it rained-not ordinary rain but an absolute deluge. Rain in 
the desert was a once-in-three-years event and unluckily for 
Brennan it happened on pay night when his sleep was always 
deeper than usuaL The water banked up behind his barricade but 
before long burst through carrying all before it. I was awakened 
by a snuffling noise like that of a prowling hedgehog and switched 



r6. Major MacDuffleads A Company, 20 Battalion, on a pre-embark
ation parade through Cathedral Square, Christchurch. 

17. Early days in Maadi-a meal with B Company. My batman 
Brennan is on his haunches lower left. 



r8. Brennan. 'He delivered 
his finest tirades while 
squatting on his heels.' 

19. High winds and unusual rain in the Western desert. It was on tlus 
occasion that Brennan and his possessions were nearly carried out to sea. 
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on my torch to find a shivering pathetic little object in my tent 
clad only in an army jersey, and mud from head to foot. I could not 
but laugh, which offended him deeply. He spent next day search
ing for his l9st possessions, his chief concern being a so-piastre 
note which he knew he most certainly could not recover from the 
quartermaster's store. 

Sometin1e later in Greece, when we moved from Riakia to the 
sleet and snow in Servia Pass, I noticed a smothered glow from a 
groundsheet cover. I looked in and saw an amazing sight
Brennan tossing a pair of my socks in a frying pan over a pri.mus. 
I thought for a moment that the strain had been too much for 
him, but no, shortly afterwards I was able to change to the luxury 
of dry socks. Our hurried departure from Greece forced him to 
part with his primus, fry-pan and other precious belongings, a 
blow which hit hin1 very hard. 

Crete brought a brief period of glory to him when Colonel 
Kippenberger was promoted to a brigade command and I took 
over tl1e battalion. There are always good pickings for the com
manding officer's batman and all went well until he was sent to the 
village to buy some oil. The first shop with some local vino for 
sale proved his undoing. He disappeared for three days. This time 
I was really angry but with a German attack imminent all I could 
do was dock his pay book. I know there was a story in the battalion 
that I used to pay all his many fmes; on this occasion, I am afraid, 
it was true. He looked such a miserable little wretch. 

He was with me at Maleme and, though this was not his line of 
country at all, he stood up to it very well. At the time he was 
wounded he was offering me a hardboiled sweet which no doubt 
he had picked up during his rampage in the village, and the mortar 
bomb which burst behind him inflicted on him the wounds which 
otherwise would most certainly have been mine. He was conscious 
when we carried him to the aid post but with his three days' 
absence in mind he said, 'Boss, if you'd given me twenty-eight days 
I wouldn't have got this.' 

It was nearly three years before I saw him again. 
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Back in Egypt the battalion was given a week's leave and I was 
wondeting whether I could fmd the energy to get myself away 
when I was told at divisional headquarters that I had to go to 
Cyprus to pass on to the local forces the lessons we had learnt in 
Crete. Three other officers were going on similar missions
Colonel Inglis to England, Colonel Gray (18 Battalion) and 
Major Jim Leggat (22 Battalion) to Malta. 

The last thing I wanted to do at this particular time was to go 
to Cyprus. On the island I found that German reco1111aissance 
planes were overhead every morning just as they were in Crete 
before the bombing began in earnest. I was shocked, moreover, 
to fmd that the families of the British troops had not been evacu
ated. However, though it seemed to me that German aerial 
activity was stepped up a little more each morning, nothing in 
fact happened while I was in Cyprus. 

At least that was what I thought. About eighteen months later 
I was talking to the British officer who had been in charge of 
ground forces around the aerodrome at Nicosia. In the plane that 
took me to Cyprus there were three other officers, one being 
Brigadier (later Major-General Sir Frederick) de Guingand, who 
later won fame as the chief-of-staff to Monty of Alamein. Ap
parently our plane gave the wrong recognition signal and, accord
ing to my informant, the troops, very touchy at that time about 
planes, opened fire. He then said, 'We learnt later that one of the 
passengers was Freddie de Guingand. Weren't we lucky we 
missed.' 

When I returned to Helwan I found the colonel had been sent 
to hospital with malaria. We all thought this would make him take 
the rest he so badly needed. The troops were back from leave and 
things were returning to normal. I was highly amused, however, 
when I discovered that my two stalwarts from Crete, Speedy and 
Spicer, were busy doing fourteen days field punishment for 
overstaying their leave. Each day, under escort, they marched 
briskly to the men's mess, where they halted until the meal queue 
had filed in ahead of them. No two angels ever looked more 
irmocent or less contrite. 

This whole procedure had been carefully noted by my new 
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batman, Holmes, who had also noted that a magnificent fruit cake 
from my wife had arrived from New Zealand. I was not altogether 
surprised, therefore, when he said, 'Be all right, sir, ifl take away 
two chunks of cake?' 

Some time later I had to admit to the medical officer that for the 
last few days I had not been feeling so well. 

'Jarmdice,' he said. 'Straight to hospital.' 
So, feeling very foolish, I took myself off to No. 2 General 

Hospital and tried to make the best of a bad job. 
I must have been a bad jarmdice case because I was kept in 

hospital for eight weeks. I was about due to be sent to a convales
cent home when Colonel Kip arrived to see ifl was fit enough to 
take some leave with him in Palestine. I cannot remember which 
medical officer we talked into allowing me to go but that same 
afternoon the colonel, Den Formtaine and I were on our way. I 
remember the train ride at night across the Sinai Desert to Haifa 
particularly well because after my soft bed in hospital every jolt 
over every railway sleeper drew a response from every bone in my 
body. But the visit to Palestine was far too interesting to worry 
about aching bones and I have no doubt the week's activity, while 
not quite what I would have been taking in a rest home, did me a 
power of good. 

Back in Egypt, I learnt from the military secretary that I was 
to take charge of the Southern Training Depot at Maadi Camp. 
Even though this gave me substantive lieutenant-colonel's rank, 
I was most rmhappy at being taken away from the battalion. How
ever, after I had been in Maadi for a week or so I realised I would 
have been in no shape to keep up with a battalion training for its 
next campaign. My bout of jaundice had taken more out of me 
than I had realised and common sense dictated that this training 
appointment was a good way to get fit again. 

Then came news that Charles Upham had been awarded the 
Victoria Cross. The colonel and I, while we were in hospital 
together, had gone carefully over the events of Crete and we felt 
there was a good chance that Charles would be awarded the V. C. 
It was exciting news and I promptly wrote a letter to the colonel 
congratulating him and the 2oth on this great achievement. 
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Three days later came word that another 2oth soldier had won 
the Victoria Cross-Sergeant Jack Hinton for his courage and 
leadership at Kalamata in Greece. Tllis came as a complete surprise 
as the citation had been prepared in a prisoner-of-war camp by a 
New Zealand officer who was one of the witnesses of Hinton's 
actions. 

I wrote again to the colonel and, deciding it was too great an 
effort on a hot afternoon to write another letter of congratulation 
without repeating myself, I facetiously wrote the following: 

MEMORANDUM FOR: 

H.Q., 
2oBn, 
2nd NZEF. 

Headquarters, 
Southern Inf. Trg. Depot 
18 Oct 1941. 

HONOURS AND AWARDS 
Reference our commrnlication u:1:4630 dated 15 Oct 1941, 
for '2nd Lieut Upham' read '2nd Lieut Upham and Sergeant 
J. D. Hinton'. 

It would be a convenience to this Headquarters if in future the 
names of members of the Twentieth Battalion who win 
Victoria Crosses were published in one list and not on different 
days as appears to be the present practice. 

(Sgd) J. T. BURROWS 

Lieut -Colonel 

I forgot all about this episode and heard no more about it until 
I read Kip's book Iujm1try Brigadier, where he recounts the story in 
full. Nearly thirty years later I received from a friend in London 
a clipping from the Daily Telegraph. This was a review by the 
well known writer on nlllitary subjects, Brigadier W. F. K. 
Thompson, of a book, The War on La11d, 1939-45, selected and 
edited by Ronald Lewin, with an introduction by Field-Marshal 
Montgomery. In the review I was astonished to read: 

For others this anthology will provide touches of light and .I 
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shade and an increased understanding of the texture of life on 
the battlefield. Since, like aperitifs, I prefer my selections in 
anthologies to be short and dry, I got particular pleasure from 
the follov.cing memorandun1 on Honours and Awards, signed 
by Lt-Col.]. T. Burrows, 20 Bn 2 NZEF. 
(Then followed my letter printed in full.) 

I fmd it an odd reflection t!ut, as a result of a facetious action on 
my part, I was given a 'mention' in the literary page of one of the 
great newspapers of the world. 



CHAPTER 14 

Rebuilding a Battalion 

I wAS still at the Southern Training Depot when the Cyrenaica 
campaign was launched. News was scanty and what there had 
been was disturbing. A corridor had been opened to Tobruk: 
but our division had suffered heavy losses in the desert battles. 
Brigadiers Hargest and Miles had been captured and there were 
rumours about German tanks overrunning infantry positions at 
Sidi Resegh and Belharned, with 20 Battalion the unit that was 
hardest hit. 

I was now informed by Laurie Rudd, the military secretary, 
that Kip had been wounded, that shortly the New Zealand 
Division would be returning to Baggush and that I was to report 
there to divisional headquarters and then take command of 
20 Battalion. Some further information, not yet to be made public, 
was that Kip, when recovered from his wound, would not 
return to 20 Battalion but would be given command of 5 
Brigade. 

I arrived at Baggush to fmd that the strength of the battalion 
was only ten officers and 127 other ranks. This was disaster of the 
worst kind. The losses in Greece and Crete had been bad enough, 
when 400 reinforcements had been needed to bring the battalion 
up to strength. Even so, five months had been available to get 
them ready for battle. Now the whole process had to be repeated 
but this time with only a handful of experienced NCOs to carry 
the main burden of training and much uncertainty as to how long 
we would have before the division would be called on again. 
This, then, was not the time or the place for the steady training 
routine which the old soldier would normally expect. The need 
now was for a special programme with emphasis on battle training, 
and with such a sense of urgency injected into it that everyone in 
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the battalion would realise how desperate the situation was and 
would respond accordingly. 

A check on the surviving NCOs gave a ray of hope. Our fme 
regimental sergeant-major, 'Uke' Wilson, was back and with him 
were a good proportion of the NCOs and men from Headquarters 
Company, a team with invaluable experience. Other ex-2oth 
NCOs and men who had been at courses or were recovering from 
wounds received in Greece or Crete were now hurrying back to 
join their unit and when the NCOs who had been left out of 
battle were also taken into account the picture was not nearly 
so gloomy. 

Officers available to fill key appointments in the battalion made 
the picture brighter still. My second-in-command was Ralph 
Paterson, who had filled the same appointment in Crete. For 
adjutant I had Jim Gibb, a former warrant-officer in the New 
Zealand Staff Corps who had been commissioned in Egypt. I knew 
him to be sound and reliable. In charge of the Intelligence Section 
was John Sullivan, who, at my special request, had been posted 
back to the battalion at the completion of his officer training. 
Eric Bolwell was back as quartermaster and with his full team 
with him I knew there would be few worries from his department. 
The Headquarters Company commander, John McKergow, and 
B Company commander, Bob Agar, had been posted to the 
battalion after I had gone to hospital so were comparatively un
known to me. Both were officers with experience in battle. The 
commanders of A, C and D Companies were Gordon Wash
bourne, Charles Upham and Peter Maxwell respectively, all 
officers who had proved themselves a dozen times over in Crete. 
I could place absolute reliance on all three. 

No reference to key appointments would be complete without 
mention of our padre, Doug Spence. Padres often have a hard 
path to tread when they first join the army but if they are able to 
win acceptance from the men they usually go from strength to 
strength and the service they render is invaluable. I looked on 
Doug as a key figure because he was completely accepted by the 
men and because he was so very good for morale. Everywhere he 
went men felt better for seeing him and for talking to him. 
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Whenever a soldier needed help, whether in base camp or in battle, 
Doug seemed to know about it and be close by. I believe he saved 
the lives of more than one soldier by being on hand when he was 
needed. By the end of the war he had been wounded and had been 
awarded an O.B.E. and the Military Cross and had been posted 
to divisional headquarters as senior chaplain. But I know he felt, 
as did the men, that he always belonged to 20 Battalion. 

It was going to be interesting to see Charles Upham in charge of 
a rifle company. As a platoon conm1ander, though he was a bundle 
of restless energy at all times, he was always able to take his platoon 
with him all the way, no matter what the mission. As a company 
commander he would have to delegate more and with Charles 
this might not come so easily. I thought I would talk to him on the 
subject but fmally left it alone. Where one officer would delegate, 
another would believe a personal example was needed and both 
could be right. Within two days of taking over C Company 
Charles nearly frightened me to death with his idea of setting a 
personal exan1ple. 

In the Baggush Box, 20 Battalion occupied the west side, and 
beyond our lines was an anti-tank minefield. It was going to be 
more convenient for our vehicles to come through a gap in the 
minef1eld than along the dusty road through the camp and I 
mentioned to Charles, whose company was nearest the mines, that 
I would ask the divisional engineers to make a route through the 
field for our exclusive use. Charles promptly replied that if I did 
this I would insult his West Coasters for all time, adding that the 
majority of his men could handle explosives before they could 
walk. So with some misgivings I agreed to allow C Company to 
make the gap themselves. An hour or so later there were four men 
from C Company in the minefield, probing in the sand, lifting 
mines (many of Italian pattern which were known to explode if 
you did little more than breathe on them), laying tape to mark 
the cleared area and all the while chatting as if they were having a 
session in a West Coast hotel. Among the four was Charles himself! 

Over twenty officers who had arrived with the latest draft from 
New Zealand had been posted to the battalion and I knew it 
would take some time to get to know them and to assess their 
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worth. Among them were some I knew already-old friends from 
the past. There was Beau Cottrell with whom I had been so closely 
associated in rugby football days; there was Sonny Moloney, 
Otago and New Zealand cricket representative, and Dave Murray, 
a former Otago rugby representative and a member of the teaching 
staff of Otago Boys' High School. In the nicest possible way these 
old friends kept me at a discreet arm's length. 

We remained in Baggush for a little over a month and when we 
came to move I was satisfied with the progress we had made and 
was very happy with the special effort made by officers, NCOs and 
men, old hands and new alike. Our next training area was Maadi 
Camp and in the next six weeks, with even more pressure put on 
the training programme, we carried out a series of battalion exer
cises, each a little more advanced than the last and each giving 
increasing evidence that we were beginning to shake down into a 
team. When word came that our next move was to Syria, I felt 
we had made good use of the time given us for training. 

The main reason given for the move of the New Zealand 
Division to Syria was the threat of a German advance through 
Turkey. Fourth Brigade moved straight away to the northern 
entrance of the Bekaa Valley which separates the Lebanon and 
Anti-Lebanon ranges. Here the division took over positions which 
had been partly developed by the Australians and which came to be 
called the 'Djedeide Fortress', a self-contained all-round defensive 
area like the desert 'boxes' which were familiar enough to us by 
this time. 

There were other less familiar things about this strange country 
and our first shock was the Syrian winter which, according to the 
locals, was the worst they had experienced for sixry years. For
tunately the Australians had left us their Nissen huts, and these gave 
better protection than tents. But everything around us was cold 
and bleak and for days we ourselves remained half frozen. 

Then suddenly the weather cleared and spring was with us and 
whereas at first we had seen only frozen mountains and rocky 
slopes, we began to notice green valleys and running streams. We 
decided we liked Syria. Moreover, if sightseeing ever became 
possible, there were towns like Baalbek with its famous ruins only 
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fifteen miles away and historic and romantic cities like Aleppo 
and Damascus which could be visited in a day. 

In the meantime we were faced with a formidable work task. 
The official war history, Battle for Egypt, describes it thus: 'An 
elaborate system of section posts, protected dugouts for sleeping, 
pillboxes, gtm emplacements and observation posts was designed 
within a perimeter of anti-tank ditches, minefields and barbed
wire entanglements. Each section post was to be self-contained in 
sleeping accommodation, sanitation, stores, rations and water.' 

Our battalion sector was on the slopes of the Anti-Lebanon 
Range, and each morning platoons would march out from our 
camp to their own areas to spend a long hard day digging and 
developing their weapon-pits, a task which often meant drilling 
into hard mountain rock and required the assistance of the engi
neers with their compressors. Camouflage was difficult and section 
commanders became very skilful at using sheets of plasterboard 
which had been painted the colour of the surrounding country. 
This business of camouflage brought its problems. 

I had kept reminding company commanders that camouflage 
should keep pace with digging and at the end of the day's work 
the weapon-pits and the communication trenches should be care
fully covered by the camouflage material and all traces of the day's 
work, even footprints, should be erased from the ground around. 
These directions were all carried out. Charles Upham's C Com
pany, which had the most exposed and the most difficult positions 
to camouflage, were meticulous in their care. 

Late one afternoon I was walking back to camp with Jim Gibb 
and, as the men had fmished for the day and there was not a soul 
in sight, I decided we would take a short cut across Charles's 
positions. I did not know that Charles and one of his sergeants had 
remained behind and, from opposite sides of the steep little valley 
which was part of their front, were checking the effectiveness of 
their camouflage. Suddenly there was a bellow: 'Sergeant, tell 
those stupid so-and-so's to stop tramping all over my camouflage.' 

Now what, in such circumstances, would a smart commanding 
officer really be expected to do? Charles had caught us out 
trespassing on his precious piece of ground and was making it 
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clear that nobody could do this and get away with it. The very 
language he used gave him the best excuse for saying he did not 
know who we were. 

Beside me;, Jim Gibb was bristling with Regular Force indig
nation. 'Sir, we can't let him get away with that.' 

I replied weakly, 'Let's get out and pretend we haven't heard.' 
So we departed with what dignity we could muster, Jim Gibb 

muttering to himself all the way back to the camp. 
We set up a battalion officers' mess in Syria, a thing we were not 

always able to do. On a Saturday night if the spirit moved us, 
John Harper would sit at our piano and the night would be filled 
with music-our own brand and of our own making. No matter 
how good or how bad the results, nothing brings people closer 
together than singing and our piano was a priceless possession. 
So was John Harper. He could play anything by ear, had a delight
ful touch and, as far as I know, could not read a note of music. 

The piano had been discovered by Den Fountaine in a head
quarters in the Western Desert which had been hastily evacuated 
by the Italians. How, in the confusion and uncertainty of a desert 
campaign, it had been uplifted and transported to Maadi Camp is 
one of the better kept secrets of the war. Officers from other 
battalions envied us our good fortune and, as for Den Fountaine, 
the general opinion was that in the Elizabethan age men had been 
knighted for lesser deeds than this. 

When singing started in the mess we would deal with all the old 
favourites, different officers having to take the lead in 'their' 
special song. It fell to my lot always to lead the singing of'Alouette' 
and I shudder to think how true French-Canadians would have 
reacted to the way we mutilated the words of their national song. 
These were good nights, with war and all that war implied far 
in the background. 

On occasions the mess president, if he thinks a young officer is 
spending more in the mess than is good for him, will mention the 
matter discreetly to the commanding officer, who need only put 
his signature to a notice prohibiting shouting for a time and every
body takes the hint. I had just signed such a notice but, like my 
order on camouflage, it rebounded on me in an unexpected way. 
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One morning Ralph Paterson, my second in-command, very 
cross about something, can1e to me with a complaint against two 
of the company commanders, Peter Maxwell and Charles Upham. 
I listened to his story and sent a message to the two officers to 
report to me just before evening mess. When they arrived I told 
them that Major Paterson had taken a poor view of the stones that 
had been thrown on the roof of his hut at 2 a. m. that morning and 
that I did not think too much of it either or of the fact that their 
voices had been heard clearly all the way from 4 Brigade head
quarters. 

If ever I have found it necessary to deliver a reprimand and have 
been quite sure of my facts, I have always found it paid not to 
invite any reply from the individual at the receiving end. The 
proceedings can thus be brought to a close with no untidy bits left 
over and then the whole matter can be forgotten. Peter and Charles 
listened in silence and then departed. I gave them five minutes' 
start and then followed them to the mess, called in Ralph Paterson 
and invited all three to have a drink with me. Charles and Peter 
accepted their glasses solemnly and then Peter spluttered with 
laughter. 

'Sir, you've just broken every rule in the book. Charles and I 
had just decided we'd go on the water wagon for a week when you 
arrive and make us take a drink. What's more, if you look on the 
notice board you'll see that yesterday you put a prohibition on 
shouting. You're the first officer in the mess to disobey your own 
order.' 

The trials of a commanding officer ! 
An interview at about this time with another two officers also 

gave me some amusement. Our signals officer was one Lieutenant 
Ralph Hanan, who had submitted to his company commander 
some proposals for reform in the battalion's communications 
system. The company commander,Jolm McKergow, had read the 
proposals but had then written a note across them saying that if 
they were condensed to one sheet of paper instead of five, he would 
take time off to read them. 

Ralph was bitterly offended but was not the man to be easily 
put off, as people came to realise when later he became Minister 
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of Justice. He therefore requested an interview with me. John 
McKergow also was present at the interview. I listened to Ralph's 
spate of unanswerable legal argument until John, normally a man 
of few words, could keep quiet no longer and began to add his 
own growling comments. Never have I had such difficulty in keep
rug a stra1ght face when the occasion demanded I should remain 
serious. Finally I gave up the ghost, said I could not make head nor 
tail of their arguments and for heaven's sake let's go and get a 
drink. They both looked a little astonished, but we all trapesed 
across to the mess and that was the last I heard of reform in the 
signals section. 

Our defensive positions were well advanced when we had to 
drop our digging tools and take part in brigade manoeuvres. These 
were held well forward of our 'fortress' and, even though the 
formations we adopted during the exercises smacked more of the 
desert than of the country we were in, the manoeuvres did seem 
to confirm, as General Freyberg had said, that if the enemy came 
down through Turkey, the New Zealand Division would go 
forward to meet him and would fall back on the Djedeide Fort
ress only when it was forced to do so. 

The general had also spoken about mountain warfare and I 
decided to send the battalion, a company at a time, on a week's 
manoeuvres in the mountains. Brigadier Inglis made available the 
Cypriot mule company that was stationed in our area, to carry our 
heavy weapons as well as our food supplies. Jolm Sullivan and I 
did a careful reconnaissance of the country the companies were to 
work in and I then took all the officers, organised as a platoon and 
carrying platoon weapons and equipment, into the selected area 
and for a week we rehearsed the exercises they were to carry out 
later with their men. The company commanders in turn acted as 
platoon commanders and each morning I 'set' the exercise for the 
next twenty-four hours. It was a week of great value from every 
point of view and also a week of great fun. There was a night, for 
instance, when Charles Upham, platoon commander for a night 
withdrawal, called up the mules and, in his usual thorough marUler, 
bound their hooves with sandbags so they would make less noise. 
When the job was finished, the mules, as if to a signal, removed 



Pathway amorzg Men 

the bags in a way that seemed natural to them and with a ferocity 
and speed that no one could cope with. It was a very still night and 
all the way down the valley the padre and I could easily locate the 
three rifle sections by the bursts of stifled laughter which carried a 
long way in the mountain air. 

But we were not destined to fight in Syria. In May Rommel's 
Afrika Korps attacked the Eighth Army in Libya and soon it was 
clear that things were going badly for our side. By the middle of 
June the New Zealand Division was on the move back to the 
desert. 



CHAPTER I 5 

Recall to Battle 

THE EIGHTH ARMY was in fact in full retreat and by the time the 
leading elements of the New Zealand Division had moved along 
the desert road towards Mersa Matruh dense convoys of Eighth 
Army transport were streaming in the opposite direction towards 
El Alamein. 

Originally it had been intended that the division should assemble 
near Mersa Matruh and then move forward to the Libyan frontier. 
When news came that Tobruk had fallen it appeared that instead 
we were going to take over the defences in Matruh. But General 
Freyberg would not agree to be cooped up in any fortress. He 
decided to keep the division mobile by moving in from the coast. 
By using the desert to manoeuvre in, he would be better able to 
carry out his role of delaying the enemy advance. 

I have wondered since whether the general's decision was not 
some kind of carry-over from World War I. I often heard him talk 
about the dugouts in France, a subject that seemed to come to his 
mind whenever he saw our positions in Syria, and once I heard 
him say, 'The deeper and safer the dugouts, the more reluctant men 
are to come out and fight.' 

So it was the open desert for us and on 26 June, five days after 
4 Brigade had arrived at Matruh, the New Zealand Division, less 
the 6 Brigade Group which had been left at Amiriya near Alamein, 
was deployed on an escarpment called Minqar Qaim about fifteen 
miles from the coast. At any time now we expected to make 
contact with the Afrika Korps. 

For 20 Battalion, the five days we had spent in the general area 
of Matruh had been full of incident. As soon as news was received 
of the fall ofTobruk I had to take the battalion with a battery of 
25-pounders and a troop of anti-tank guns to Charing Cross, a 
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junction of roads from Siwa and Sidi Barrani, and remain there as 
a covering force for the division until it had arrived and taken over 
Matruh. Our flanks were well mined, and all we could do was take 
up a position astride the road, send out patrols and wait. Eighth 
Army traffic continued to crowd past us but for three days, apart 
from some sporadic bombing, we saw no sign of the enemy. 

We were fmally relieved by a brigade of IO Indian Division but 
we had no sooner joined 4 Brigade than we were sent out again, 
this time to give protection to South African and Indian engineers 
who were completing a minefield along the Siwa road. This 
turned out to be a long night's vigil, an eerie touch being added by 
German flares which from time to time lit up the sky all around. 
We finally moved back through the gap in the minefield where I 
had left a section of infantry to ensure it was kept open for us and 
next morning, not long after daybreak, we caught up again with 
4 Brigade. 

These tasks, and a third which also took the battalion away on 
a solo mission, were described later by one of our rugby-minded 
N COs as 'playing number eight loose forward in the New Zealand 
scrum'. 

This third task was given us shortly after we arrived at Minqar 
Qaim. The enemy had broken through the Siwa road minefield 
and its covering forces much sooner than had been anticipated-so 
much for the work done the night before! So I was told by 
Brigadier Inglis to take the battalion group out again and impose 
what delay I could on the enemy advance. It was about 8 p.m. 
when I was given these orders and we had gone no more than a few 
miles when I decided we could accomplish nothing by stumbling 
along in the dark. I was well aware that in this situation any wrong 
move by me would cost us dear and do nothing for the division. 
So about II p.m. I called a halt and we formed a protective laager. 
Here we would stay until daylight. 

All night long there was the noise of moving transport. Some 
of it passed close to us; most of it seemed to be on the coast road. 
A New Zealand convoy of 6-pounder anti-tank guns miraculously 
drove through territory now occupied by the enemy without 
being stopped or recognised and was directed by us to Minqar 



20 and 21. Above: Private 
Holmes (left) and Corporal 
Iles with my car showing 
newly acquired holes. Right: 
More wear! Holmes inspects 
the damage. 

22. Rugby in the desert. 



23. Brigadier Kippcnberger 
points out enemy positions 
to me near the El Alamein 
line. On the ground are 
Captains Maxwcll and 
Harper. 

24. Some were sent on 
mountain-warfare courses 
among the cedars of Leb
anon. 



Recall to Battle 145 

Qaim. At about 4.30 a.m. a platoon of C Company fired on some 
enemy vehicles that quickly retreated and a little later, just before 
dawn, a colunm of tanks and lorried infantry approached but also 
retreated aftet: a brief exchange. Before it was properly light a 
message recalled us to Minqar Qaim. 

It was a relief to be back with the division and see New Zealand 
soldiers quietly making preparations for what lay ahead. In the 
morning light we could clearly see the coast and along the coast 
road, moving east, was a steady stream of German transport. The 
Afrika Korps were obviously aware of our presence on their flank, 
a threat they could not afford to ignore for long. Soon tanks and 
lorried infantry began to move round us in a great wide sweep and 
before long we were being heavily shelled. By mid-afternoon 
German infantry could be seen debussing all along our 4 Brigade 
front but the attack, when it came, was not pressed home with any 
great vigour. There was not nearly enough tank or artillery 
support for the German infantry to make this an all-out effort and 
4 Brigade handled the situation without being greatly disturbed. 
It was a brisk enough encounter all the same, and in respect of the 
part played by 20 Battalion, J. L. Scoullar, author of the official 
history, Battle for Egypt, has this to say: 'On the division's north
eastern flank, 20 Battalion revealed the high standard of its morale 
and training. It calmly awaited the descent of the enemy infantry 
in their trucks until the leading vehicles were within a range of 
about 400 yards. Then the infantry and anti-tank gunners opened 
fire, which put a number of the enemy vehicles out of action and 
halted the advance.' 

The battalion was in great heart when the enemy withdrew 
from our front and the only news with a somewhat ominous sound 
was that our guns were running short of ammunition and that a 
convoy bringing more had been unable to get through. There was 
also some talk about I Armoured Division, which was supposed 
to support us but had not yet been seen. 

If I had the feeling then that all I had to do for the next few 
hours was check up on my company commanders' requirements 
and then sit back and wait, I received a rude shock. About 5 p.m. 
I was called to divisional headquarters, informed that General 
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Freyberg had been wounded, that Briga~ier Inglis had take~ over 
the division and I was to command 4 Bngade. Normally this task 
would have fallen to John Gray, commander of rS Battalion since 
we left New Zealand, but Jolm and the 18th had been taken over 
as Divisional Reserve. 

4 BRIGADE BREAKTHROUGH MINOAR OAIM 
Night 27·28 JUNE 1942 

':fi 

' 

At 4 Brigade headquarters the brigade major, Brian Bassett, 
quickly put me in the picture. At this particular time 4 Brigade 
Group consisted of: H.Q.4 Infantry Brigade with Light Aid 
Detachment and Defence Platoon; 19 Battalion; 20 Battalion; 
28 Maori Battalion; 4 Field Regiment; 3 I Anti-tank Battery; 
41 Light Anti-aircraft Battery; 6 Field Company; 2 Machine-gun 
Company; 4 Field Ambulance. The total number of soldiers 
would not be far short of 4000 and there were about 400 vehicles. 

A temporary addition to the Brigade Group was an infantry com
pany from the I/4 Battalion, the Essex Regiment. This company, 
with some support weapons, had been detailed to patrol our Siwa 
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ro_a~ _minefield when it was cut off from Mutruh by 90 Light 
DtvlSlon. It managed to give the Germans the slip by some skilful 
evasive action and under its commander, Major D. ]. Smith, 
finally joined up with the New Zealand Division. They were lucky 
and we were glad to have them. 

In the early evening a warning order came from Bill Gentry at 
divisional headquarters that the division would break through the 
enemy encirclement tonight and the attack would be led by 4 
Brigade. A conference at Division was called for 8 p.m. 

My orders from General Inglis were quite straightforward. I had 
to make a night attack and punch a passageway through the enemy 
positions wide enough and deep enough for the whole division to 
pass through. The main objective was a neck of ground to the east, 
about 400 yards wide, falling away to re-entrants on either side. 
This neck or col would provide good hard going for the transport 
into the open desert beyond. 

Time was short and allowed for no planning in detail. Fortun
ately it would have to be a silent attack because of the shortage of 
ammunition, and this meant no fire plan. I preferred the silent 
attack anyway and I knew the battalion commanders felt the same. 

My plan was simple enough and the battalion commanders, Syd 
Hartnell (19 Battalion), Ian Manson (20 Battalion) and Tui Love 
(Maori Battalion), said they had no problems when my brief 
conference with the brigade orders group was over. They knew as 
well as I did that the spot chosen for our breakthrough was where 
German lorried infantry had been assembling all afternoon. Nor 
was there any need for me to amplify General Inglis' s dry comment 
earlier that evening, 'If we give Jerry a good nudge on our way 
out it will set him back on his heels and perhaps delay his advance.' 

I decided to put the whole brigade into the attack. Nineteenth 
Battalion, with the company of the Essex battalion, would take 
and clear the main objective, the neck of ground between the two 
re-entrants. The 2oth, in echelon back and to the left of 19 Bat
talion would take and clear the re-entrant on the face of the es
carp~ent, and the Maoris, similarly placed on the right of 19 
Battalion, would clear the re-entrant on the right flank. I con
sidered that the main task of punching the passageway would be 
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carried out by the 19th, while the zoth and the Maoris would first 
clear and then protect the left and right flanks respectively. 

Before the transport could move up, however, I had to make 
sure the passageway was clear of mines. This was an obvious place 
to lay mines if the Germans had any suspicion of our move. I 
therefore made provision for sappers from 6 Field Company to 
move behind 19 Battalion to take care of this problem. If a mine
field had been laid across the neck, I had no idea how long it 
would take to clear but certainly it would have to be done. Once 
the neck had been reported clear, the brigade transport would be 
called up on a signal of coloured Very lights. 

Casualties would be collected, as far as it was humanly possible, 
by battalion stretcher-bearers moving behind their own units, 
while an ambulance from 4 Field Ambulance would also follow in 
the track of each battalion. 

The brigade transport was to assemble in night formation behind 
the infantry start line and when given the signal would move 
forward into the hollow square created by the battalions ahead, 
wait for the troops to embus, and then, still in close formation, 
move out into the desert. The Divisional Reserve Group and the 
5 Brigade Group would follow through in turn. The staff-captain, 
Bob Pearson, was put in charge of transport arrangements, and the 
only direction I needed to give him was a reminder to have the 
troop-carrying transport arranged in the same order as the bat
talions on the ground. 

The formation adopted by the B echelon transport and attached 
units was a well practised drill and the staff-captain and unit 
seconds-in-command would make whatever adjustments they 
considered necessary. On tlus occasion the guns from the field and 
anti-tank batteries were on the flanks and across the rear, all pre
pared to fire over open sights at enemy tanks. The ingenuity and 
initiative of the Kiwi soldier was very evident in arrangements to 
use the Vickers guns of No. 2 Machine-gun Company. The trucks 
on which these guns were mounted were sandbagged and, with 
guns pointed outwards, were dispersed all round the column. 

I had one more problem. Where would brigade headquarters be 
located? I gave this a little thought and decided I would take a 
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small advanced headquarters with the attacking infantry and move 
on foot behind 19 Battalion. We would take the Very lights with 
us and I would decide when the success signal would be fired. I 
would also have with me an officer from 6 Field Company who 
would keep me posted on the mines situation. 

Start time for the attack was half an hour after midnight. The 
19th were nearest the start line and were in position on time, but 
20 Battalion were 15 minutes late. The Maoris had not arrived 
and at 0130 hours there was still no sign of them. 

This anxious period is referred to in Battle for Egypt: 'Burrows 
had now to meet one of the stemest tests that can face a commander 
in battle. Should he wait for his remaining battalion or attack with 
what he had in hand? Further delay involved the risk that the 
division would not be clear of the gap before daylight and might 
be caught by enemy tanks in the open and without adequate 
ammunition. On the other hand, an attack by two battalions might 
not be successful, in which case the whole division would be 
trapped. There was the further danger that if the Maoris were left 
they might be lost.' 

I waited of course. I doubt whether it really occurred to me to 
do otherwise. At no stage did the brigade major and I discuss or 
even hint at the possibility ofleaving the Maoris behind. Naturally 
I was very worried about the late start, and worried too that I had 
probably given the battalion commanders too much to do in too 
little time. 

We fmally crossed the start line an hour and a quarter late. It 
was a still night with, by then, a bright moon overhead. Our 
objective was perhaps a mile away, possibly less, but though 
visibility was quite good and sound carried well we could neither 
hear nor see any movement on our front. It was too much to 
expect that we would get far before the enemy both heard and saw 
us. Our attacking force probably numbered anything fi:om 2000 
to 2500 men. To a man they knew the situation we were in and 
their determination and courage was somehow reflected in the way 
they moved. At that moment I knew with absolute certainty that 
we could not fail and that tonight no troops in the world would 
stop the advance of these magnificent men. 
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I suppose we had gone nearly 1000 yards before the enemy made 
a move. To quote again from Battle for Egypt: 'A few odd shots 
swelled rapidly into a cacophony of fire from rifles, automatics of 
all types and anti-tank guns. Lines of tracer bullets crossed and 
recrossed with the appearance of a perfect fire pattern. Apparendy 
the Germans had been waiting. It seemed impossible for any troops 
to get among the enemy without suffering heavy casualties. What 
would happen? In the face of such a blaze of fire would the brigade 
check? Would it falter? There was only one chance. Close with 
the enemy as fast as possible.' 

In my own report to Division on this action I state what happen
ed next: 'Any delay at this stage must have been fatal, but a most 
amazing and thrilling thing happened. To a man the whole brigade 
surged forward. No orders were given, no urging by officers or 
NCOs. With shouting, cheering and war-cries every man broke 
into a run as if he knew exactly what was expected ofhim.' 

My rugby-minded NCO said afterwards, 'We went straight 
down the field through everything and everybody, like a pack of 
All Black forwards.' 

The Germans broke and, if they could, they ran. Some tried to 
escape in trucks. 

With my headquarters I had kept close behind 19 Battalion and 
it seemed no time before my engineer officer reported the neck was 
clear of mines. On my left on the lower ground there were still 
sounds of close combat but the sounds were getting further away, 
so I told Brian Bassett to fire the success signal. 

As it happened, a section of Maoris, who had completed their 
task on the right flank, had heard the sounds of fighting on the left 
and their section commander led them running across our front to 
join the 20th in their sector. In their experience only the enemy 
used flares at night and when our first Very light streamed up into 
the sky, they changed direction and came at us with the bayonet. 
Fortunately our headquarters runners had a violent flow of Kiwi 
invective which checked even the Maoris. It was an anxious 
moment all the same, for all of us. 

Then our vehicles came out of the night like a great herd of 
bison. The powerful throb of their engines was the most welcome 
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sound I have ever heard. Quickly men moved in from the front 
and the flanks, some carrying wounded comrades, and quickly 
they embussed. 

It was only now that I noticed the noise of other trucks to the 
south of us and the noise, too, of much firing accompanied by the 
usual streaks of tracer. I could see the outline of burning vehicles 
and I leamt soon afterwards, from Bob Pearson, that General 
Inglis, concerned that our late start might give insufficient time for 
the division to get through the gap before daylight, had decided 
to take 5 Brigade and Divisional Reserve Groups through the 
German tank lines that lay to the south of the divisionallaager. I 
had no time to give more than a passing thought to what was 
happening to them; we were now entirely on our own. 

I held the column for as long as I dared; then, hoping all our 
wounded were on board, I moved to the front where lles, my 
driver, and Holmes were waiting for me, and slowly, very slowly, 
we moved off into the desert. Twice we tumed south to avoid 
contact with enemy vehicles and when daylight came we shook 
out into desert formation with all-round protection. We were 
intact, our casualties did not appear to be too heavy and we had 
hit the Germans hard, very hard indeed. 

At 9 p.m. that night we reached Kaponga Box, due south of El 
Alamein. In Infantry Brigadier, Kip, ever generous, said: 'I ran out 
a few miles to the west and met a big mass of trucks moving in 
perfect formation, Jim Burrows and 4 Brigade coming proudly in 
after their great exploit. It was sheer happiness to see him and Brian 
Bassett, both graver and quieter than usual, with the Brigade and 
my beloved Twentieth in such soldierly order. I felt envious but 
very proud.' 



CHAPTER !6 

Roving Commission 

Two DAYS LATER John Gray returned to 4 Brigade and I went 
back to the 2oth. Most of the transport from 5 Brigade and 
Divisional Reserve Groups arrived after its own wild escapade at 
Minqar Qaim. Once again we were ready to fight as a division. 

Before I left 4 Brigade headquarters I went to see the rifle 
company from I/4 Battalion, the Essex Regiment. I had been 
alongside them all through the night assault at Minqar Qaim and 
they had acquitted themselves with the greatest credit. 

It was good to be back with the 20th again. In spite of the strain 
and loss of sleep, their morale was as high as ever. I was particularly 
interested in Charles Upham's C Company. It had survived the 
startling experience of being commanded in battle by an officer 
who had won the Victoria Cross and was in process of vvinning 
another. That the company were with him to a man was obvious 
to everybody. Their feeling for him seemed a mixture of pride 
and very real affection. I had seen for myself how he had handled 
his platoons in the period leading up to Minqar Qaim. Officers, 
NCOs and men we1e talking freely about his actions during the 
night assault. From several I heard how Charles had led the rush 
to a truckload of Germans who were trying to get up speed 
through soft sand. With one hand on the tailboard he had tossed 
in a grenade, getting himself slightly wounded from the explosion. 
I wondered how many grenades he had slung about him at the 
time; he would not have dreamed of going into a night attack 
without carrying a good number on his person and looked on 
them as essential accessories. No soldier could have known more 
about them or have been more experienced in their deadly use. 

I spoke to Kip about this time and said that if Charles went on 
in this way, and if he stayed alive, he was going to win another 
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V.C. It would appear that on this occasion I knew what I was 
talking about. 

The name Alamein, remembered now only as a famous victory 
associated Wlth the name of a famous general, was for us just a fly
ndden stretch of desert, thirty miles wide, with its northern flank 
the coast and its southern flank the impassable Qattara Depression. 
But as the gateway to Alexandria and to Cairo, indeed to the 
whole of the Middle East, it was where the remnants of the Eighth 
Army had to make a last-ditch stand. 

In the Mersa Matruh area I referred to 20 Battalion as one of the 
loose forwards in the New Zealand scrum. It appeared that here at 
Alamein the New Zealand Division, operating from the southern 
flank, was to play a similar role in the Eighth Army team. From 
the time that the division assembled in the vicinity of the Kaponga 
Box, the so-called 'all-round protective fortress', its daily opera
tions had little variation. As a mobile force its task was to threaten 
and apply constant pressure on the flank of tl1e advancing enemy 
with a view to delaying the advance, to destroying what it could 
of enemy forces, and generally to help make time for the Eighth 
Am1y to reorganise. Sometimes we were involved in head-on 
clashes, as in the battle with the Ariete Division; sometimes, on the 
approach of enemy tanks, we found it expedient to move smartly 
away. Always we were subject to heavy attack from the air. 

As time passed we began to see the plan and pattern of the 
Alamein defence. At that particular time it was based on three 
'fortresses'-the Kaponga Box in the south held by New Zealand 
6 Brigade, the Alamein Box on the northern flank, which was the 
responsibility of the South Africans, and, in the centre, in a depres
sion called Deir el Shein, there was an all-round strongpoint man
ned by 18 Indian Brigade. All three fortresses were very much 
undermanned and the gaps between them were protected by very 
weak mobile groups and what was left of the Eighth Army tanks. 
About 8oo yards south ofDeir el Shein was the western edge of a 
ridge called Ruweisat, which ran east and west for approximately 
fifteen miles right through the centre of the Alamein Line. Tactic-
ally this ridge was of considerable importance. . 

On 1 July Rommcl's forces attacked the centre of the Alamem 
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Line, captured Deir el Shein after hard fighting and thus were able 
to occupy at least half the length of the key feature, Ruweisat 
Ridge. The Battle of Alamein had now begun. 

I had returned to the 2oth on 30 June. On 2 July, the day after 
the capture of Deir el Shein, I was engaged on the kind of mission 
to which by then the battalion and I were well accustomed. I was 
told we were to amalgamate with another mobile column from 
5 Brigade and come under the command of Brigadier Steve Weir, 
the division's 'master gunner'. The combined force laagered for 
the night at the westem edge of another ridge called Alam Nayil, 
about seven miles south ofRuweisat. At one stage during the night 
there was exceptional movement of transport that seemed quite 
close to us when it halted. We stood-to as usual before dawn and 
as it grew lighter we could see the dim outlines of vehicles in the 
distance. A small reconnaissance party in a light truck soon con
firmed they were not ours and then tl1ere followed one of the most 
extraordinary artillery duels that have ever been fought-a real 
toe-to-toe slugging match with the gunners on both sides blasting 
each other over open sights. The Italians may not have earned any
thing of a reputation for themselves as infantry soldiers during the 
war but on more than one occasion they proved good gunners. 
On this particular moming they tried hard, but had no chance in 
the world. 

In our combined team we had the guns of the whole of 4 Field 
Regiment as well as a battery from 5 Brigade; above all, we had 
one of the great gunners of the war, Steve Weir, to handle the 
situation. Steve's reputation had grown with the years and his 
unorthodox methods became so well known that on a Christmas 
morning in Italy eighteen months later when soldiers saw 
'MERRY XMAS FRlTZ' written with gunfire on a snow
covered slope they laughed loudly and said with pride, 'That's 
Steve Weir for you.' 

I can see him now on that moming at Alam Nayil. He was 
literally licking his lips at the glorious oppornmity that had pre
sented itself, his big voice booming encouragement to his gun 
teams. Every man to his trade, of course. As far as I was concemed 
there were dozens of places I could have thought of where I would 
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rather have been at the time. Unfortunately our job was to stay 
where we were and protect the guns. 

Just as suddenly as it had started, the firing ceased. Nothing more 
was coming from the other side and, though our gunners stayed 
alert and at their posts for another hour or so waiting for the 
slightest movement from the Italians, the artillery duel was over. 

In the meantime Steve had made contact with John Gray, now 
commanding 4 Brigade, who brought up the remainder of the 
brigade in transport. We then watched 19 Battalion debus and, in 
a beautifully executed operation, move in on the enemy's guns 
from a flank. The result was the capture of forty-four heavy 
artillery pieces as well as some smaller guns and mortars. There 
was also a mass of transport, much of which the division kept and 
used. Three hundred and fifty prisoners were taken and, although 
many managed to escape on foot, the Ariete Division was badly 
shaken, probably finished as a fighting tm.it. 

That afternoon our mobile columns were back with the division 
and 4 Brigade Group was reformed under John Gray, this time 
with the addition of 28 (Maori) Battalion. Next morning, at very 
short notice, we were on the move again, the whole Brigade 
Group in transport in desert formation. A move like this could 
only mean one thing-we were going into action. But where and 
when we had not yet been told. John Gray had spoken to me 
before we moved off-just after a sharp air raid in fact-and he 
had said he would put battalion commanders in the picture when 
we arrived at our destination. He said the move was urgent and 
we must lose no time. He also said that until his staff car had its 
two rear tyres replaced (both of them were destroyed as a result 
of the air raid) he would be travelling with Brian Bassett, the 
brigade major. 

I was not very happy with these arrangements. As commanding 
officer of the 20th, I had a responsibility for the battalion at all 
times and I disliked intensely the idea of being in the desert and 
not knowing where we were. I therefore sought out the Intelli
gence Section and had a lad called Paterson transferred to my car. 
I gave him my map and told him to plot the exact route followed 
by the Brigade Group. 
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We were travelling west with the morning sun behind us when 
we were suddenly attacked by enemy planes. They came in low 
out of the sun, and our air sentries saw them too late. On the first 
'cnm1p' from the back of the convoy, lies jan1med on his brakes 
and we all jumped from the car just as the whole world exploded 
around us. When I managed to get to my feet, I was groggy and 
not seeing too clearly; but a few yards away I could make out a 
wrecked jeep with someone lying under the front wheels. lies and 
Hohnes were now on their feet too and together we lifted the body 
of the Maori liaison officer clear of his vehicle. Near by was the 
body of his driver. I then became aware of another staff car only 
five yards or so from mine, which was badly wrecked like the jeep. 
I recognised the car and immediately feared the worst. We found 
Brian Bassett first-Brian, always calm, competent and unruffied, 
one of the most promising staff officers in the division. Then we 
found John Gray, who had only been a brigadier for a few days and 
was a powerful commander whom we could ill afford to lose. 
Near the car were two more bodies-the driver and, I presume, 
Brian's batman. 

Ray Queree, commanding 4 Field Regiment, had joined our 
group and he reminded me that I was now in command of the 
brigade. In war responsibility and higher command nearly always 
come when least expected and too often promotion means step
ping into dead men's shoes. The new commander is expected to 
carry on, for a time at least, from where his predecessor left off In 
my case both the brigadier and the brigade major were dead; their 
car and everything in it, in particular the marked maps and any 
written orders from Division, were completely destroyed. The 
only other officer who knew our immediate destination was John 
Sullivan, our 20 Battalion intelligence officer, but that was all he 
did know. No one knew the urgency of the move, only that it was 
urgent. On top of all that, I could not break radio silence by asking 
Division for instructions. 

Doug Spence had arrived to see the bodies properly buried. He 
and his burial party would be able to follow our tyre tracks and 
catch up with us later. I sent someone to the head of the colunm to 
find out our destination from John Sullivan and then told a liaison 
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officer to drive back to divisional headquarters as £1st as he could 
travel and bring the orders that had been given to John Gray. We 
could wait no longer and I went back to my car hoping it had not 
suffered too much damage and we could get moving. Here I found 
another body-that of the poor lad Paterson whom I had taken 
from the Intelligence Section. lies and Holmes lifted him with 
gentle hands and laid him alongside the others. 

My car had fortunately escaped major damage and the brigade 
colunm now moved on. We reached our destination, a minor 
escarpment called Qaret el Yidma, in mid-afternoon. Here we 
carried out our usual all-row1d protective arrangements and waited 
for further orders from Division. 

The air raid had been a bad one. Our casualties were twenty-four 
killed and forty-one wounded. It was not that our vehicles were 
badly dispersed, for our drivers were too experienced to be caught 
hke that. I suppose if enough bombs are dropped in an area about 
woo yards square which contains about 4000 men and 400 vehicles, 
some men and some vehicles are bound to be hit. As for the brigade 
major's staff car and the Maori officer's jeep, I can only assUllle the 
brigadier had wanted to talk to me about something and was 
coming alongside my car to attract my notice. The Maori liaison 
officer could have been trying to get a message to the brigadier. 

I received my orders from Division that evening and, after our 
frantic rush to get to Qaret el Yidma and the losses we had suffered 
on the way, there seemed a surprising lack of urgency at the time 
about what we had to do. I was to advance northwards the follow
ing night to a feature called Munga W ahla which would put us in 
hne with 5 Brigade on our right flank. I would be informed in due 
course what the next step would be but it looked as if the two New 
Zealand brigades together would be carrying out a divisional 
advance to the north. What I did not know until later was that the 
4 Brigade move was ordered on the assumption that at the same 
time British tanks would start an advance along Ruweisat Ridge 
in an attempt to win back the ground that had been lost when 
German forces had captured the Deir el Shein depression. When 
this did not take place, General Inglis decided that 4 Brigade was 
dangerously isolated and gave me the order to withdraw. 
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In the meantime the troops had taken in their stride the advance 
on and the occupation ofMunga Wahla. We met with no opposi
tion during the advance but next morning, until the heat haze 
distorted visibility, our infantry and 4 Field Regiment carried on 
a brisk fire-fight with the enemy whose infantry was dug in not 
more than 700 yards away and whose trucks and tanks could 
clearly be seen in the far distance. 

General Inglis's message to withdraw also made reference to 
German tanks that were approaching from the north-west. We 
moved quietly but with no waste of time back to our transport and 
soon the convoy was under way. 

I was very ashamed later when Kip reminded me in his mild 
way that I had not sent word to him that we were leaving. I knew 
very well that though our move had been ordered by Division, I 
should still have informed 5 Brigade. In our hurried move it had 
slipped my mind. 

I have no doubt the men heartily agreed with the general's 
decision to withdraw the brigade group before the arrival of the 
tanks. No troops knew better than they did that unless they were 
fighting from fixed defences it was sheer folly to pit infantry 
against tanks. 

In his History of Warfare Lord Montgomery makes this com
ment about German tanks at this period of the war: 'Their tanks 
had better armament than the British ones, which were under
gunned. The British 2-pounder anti-tank gun, and even the 6-
pounder were less powerful for example than the German 88-mm 
gun, which could pierce thick tank armour at 2000 yards.' 

We were very conscious of the superior armament of the 
German tanks, a superiority clearly reflected in the bold way in 
which their tanks were handled. We were even more conscious of 
the close cooperation between German tanks and German infantry, 
cooperation sadly lacking in Eighth Army. As far as the infantry 
were concerned, the tanks in this campaign were always acting 
independently somewhere else, and although we greatly admired 
the courage of tank crews in the unequal battle they so often had 
to fight, we had seen little or nothing of them and there were 
times when their presence would have been a great relie£ 
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We were surprised, therefore, when we learnt we were to be 
supported by British tanks in our next attack. This was to be an 
operation controlled by I3 Corps and it was to involve the New 
Zealand and I Armoured Divisions. Subsequently 5 Indian Divi
sion came into it as well. Our task was to attack and capture 
Ruweisat Ridge. 

General Inglis recorded in his diary at this time that he asked 
General Gott, commander I3 Corps, ifhe could have tanks under 
his command. General Gott replied that none were available and 
that I Armoured Division 'had been trained to act independently 
and not in close cooperation with infantry'. This was an answer 
that any New Zealand soldier knew full well and he would have 
added that it was high time somebody did something about it. 

Preliminary moves for the attack on Ruweisat Ridge brought 
us first to the Alam Nayil Ridge and then, beyond it, to an area 
about six miles south of Ruweisat. Here we had to wait until I3 
Corps gave the word. 

We spent three extremely unpleasant days until the signal 
arrived naming that night for the attack. The men were tired but 
grim and determined. The official history of 20 Battalion gives 
this description of them just before the attack: 

All were showing the strain of the campaign. Boots and web 
gear were streaked with white salt from many days of sweating 
toil. Shirts and shorts in which men had worked and slept for 
several weeks without being able to change were hard and 
wrinkled with perspiration. Everyone looked much thinner, 
some near the point of exhaustion, others drawn but tough
looking with that sunbrowned hardness that comes with life in 
the desert. Quite a number wore bandages over desert sores, 
some were limping, but all had a sort of Agincourt grimness 
that boded ill for somebody out in front. 



CHAPTER 17 

Triumph and Tragedy 

ONLY Fourth and Fifth New Zealand Brigades were to be used 
in the attack on Ruweisat. It was to be carried out at night, silently 
and on foot, and the objective, not clearly recognisable even by 
day, was six miles away. This was as tough a task for infantry as 
anyone could devise and only troops highly trained and experi
enced in desert warfare, and troops with unshakeable morale, 
could have tackled it with any chance of success. 

Kip and I had discussed the attack and the difficulties we were 
likely to encounter. But we were quite happy with the plan for 
the tanks. At dawn, when I hoped 4 Brigade would be on their 
objective, 22 British Armoured Brigade would move up on our 
left flank to Ruweisat Ridge and, according to the situation, either 
exploit forward of the ridge or remain with us, giving us protec
tion from the west. The guns of 4 Field Regiment would then 
move up from the start line and take up positions behind us. 

We crossed the start line at II p.m., 18 Battalion on the right 
keeping touch with 5 Brigade, 19 Battalion on the left and 20 
Battalion in rear. I took my advanced brigade headquarters with 
20 Battalion and intended to use the 2oth as the occasion demanded. 
Behind us came our support weapons, less those weapons left 
for the protection of 4 Field Regiment. 

Before we moved off, I had to be very firm with Bob Pearson, 
who had succeeded Brian Bassett as brigade major. Bob had been 
wounded in the aftemoon and, with his neck thickly bandaged, did 
his best to persuade me he was fit to carry on. I would have none 
of it, much as I wanted him to look after brigade headquarters. 

It was breaking dawn and, according to the speedometer reading 
of one of the support vehicles, we should now be near Ruweisat 
Ridge. Jolm Sullivan was official guide for 20 Battalion, though 

·' 
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every compan~ had its own guide, as did many of the platoons. 
Keepmg drrecuon was made easier by the north star standing out 
bold and clear. Checking distance was another matter. Most guides 
transferred pebbles from one pocket to another every hundred 
paces. John Sullivan used his rosary beads. 

BATTLE FOR 
RUWEISAT RIDGE 
13·14 JULY 1942 

012345 
I I I I I I 

M1!es 

The thick broken arrow indicates the planned route of 22 British Armoured 
Brigade. It was to have led to the very western end of Ruweisat Ridge. 

It had been a rough night. Some time after we had crossed the 
start line our reserve group had been held up by enemy shelling. 
With our transport we remained still for nearly an hour, I suppose, 
until the frre was lifted. As we moved on again, I could hear firing 
and see gun flashes out in front; but to the right, where 18 Battalion 
should have been, I could not hear or see anything. 

I then told Ian Manson, commanding 20 Battalion, to send a 
couple of reliable NCOs or men in a jeep they could take from the 
vehicle column, and try to fmd out what was happening both on 

L 
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our front and on our right. Ian told Charles Upham what I wanted 
and Charles of course went himself, taking a grnmer officer, Doug 
Green. They set off on the wildest jeep ride that I imagine the 
desert had ever seen. Doug' s account of this escapade is a story in 
itself and I seem to remember hin1 saying, the first time he told me 
about it, 'They would have to lasso me before they would get 
me to go anywhere with Charles again !' 

Charles wrote his own account of his mission for the battalion 
history. It is terse but colourful. One passage reads: 'I could not 
fmd 19 Battalion when going forward and 18 and 21 Battalions 
were in confusion. So were the Germans. They were getting 
trucks out and pulling guns back by hand and ropes. All this went 
on under cover of fire from tanks which, in groups of three, were 
covering the withdrawal. It was a very colourful show with flares 
going up, tanks firing, and red tracer bullets from machine-guns.' 

Then there is this masterly piece of understatement: 'There was 
some barbed wire that gave trouble, and some trenches, too. We 
had to stop and lift the jeep out of shallow trenches and often had 
to disentangle poor efforts at wiring. The enemy helped, thinking 
we were some of them.' 

Charles reported direct to me on his return. He thought 19 
Battalion could have gone on through, but on the right flank there 
was complete confusion. The brigade signals officer had also 
reported that he had been unable to make any contact with either 
of the two leading battalions. 

When, therefore, I went forward to confirm that we had reached 
our objective, I found poor consolation in the fact that perhaps we 
were the only battalion from 4 Brigade to get there. This was 
wrong, of course-19 Battalion had arrived in good condition, 
though 18 Battalion had struck much trouble and were badly 
dispersed. 

In the growing light I could see the outline of what I knew must 
be the western end of Ruweisat Ridge. Suddenly there was a 
violent outburst of small-arms fire and, even more worrying 
because of our transport, at least three tanks began firing as well. 
We had met troubles of different sorts during the night but this 
was the worst yet. 'I11e reaction of the troops around me was 
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immediate. I recognised the voices of many men, among them 
Charles Upham's, and there was a surge of soldiers towards the 
enemy posts. Soon A and D Companies were equally briskly 
employed ~d I knew these last enemy posts were being properly 
cared for. The tanks had moved away but were now firing again. 
We had transport we could ill afford to lose and our anti-tank gtms, 
to be safe against mobile tanks, should be hull-down on the other 
side of the ridge. 

Then Major Jo Johansen, commanding 2 Machine-gun Com
pany, brought up two of his guns and set his men to fire at the tank 
gun flashes. Again the tanks moved on, this time into the distance, 
and with much relief! saw our transport move over the ridge. We 
were firmly on our objective. 

With daylight, there were the most astonishing scenes of enemy 
panic and confusion. There was transport dispersed over miles of 
desert; troops, most of them Italians, were wandering aimlessly 
about completely disorganised. Our tanks could have had a grand 
time. 

Except for the late arrival of our tanks, I felt quite satisfied with 
the situation as it was at this stage. The 19th and 2oth were in 
position, more or less intact. I had little information about 18 Bat
talion but knew that some of their troops had reached the ridge. 
Three troops of 6-pounder anti-tank guns, some 2-pounders and 
two platoons of Vickers machine-guns were trying to get them
selves dug in as far as the hard rocky ground would allow. My 
headquarters was established, and 19 and 20 Battalions had both 
made contact with me. The signals officer had been in touch with 
Division and with 4 Field Regiment. I had not yet, however, been 
able to make contact with 5 Brigade on my right flank. 

Two hours passed. I was getting anxious, though not yet unduly 
alarmed. Our artillery had not been able to get through but that 
would be rectified as soon as the tanks arrived. One worrying 
report spoke of a battalion ofNew Zealanders being escorted away 
by German tanks. Division told us that our tanks were on the 
way. 

Then the enemy shelling began and with no counter fire from 
us their guns had it all their own way. Their tank crews, too, 
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began to realise that there was nothing much to trouble them and 
cautiously, as if they could not believe their good luck, they began 
to move their armour in closer. Our bigger weapons, especially 
our anti-tank guns, now began to suffer heavily. Unable to dig in 
very far, they were obvious targets. 

Even had the ground been less rocky, the intensive shelling 
would have made digging almost impossible. By midday there 
was still no word or sign of our tanks. I had sent officers to try to 
find them but with no success. In the aftemoon the shelling became 
even more intense and by 3 p.m. we were getting a terrific pound
ing. This was obviously the build-up for a counter-attack. 

Then at last I had word of our long-overdue support. A young 
officer from 22 Armoured Brigade managed to reach my head
quarters with the news that the tanks were two and a half miles 
away along the ridge. I told him to get back to them with all speed 
and let them know our situation was critical. I then sent runners 
to the battalions with the welcome news and told them to hang 
on. 

But two hours later there was still no sign of our tanks and now 
the enemy counter-attack was well under way. With our support 
weapons knocked out one by one, I knew we could not last long. 
Soon machine-gun bullets from armoured cars were whistling 
about and it was not long before enemy armour was among us. 

The war for me now took a very personal tum. About a hun
dred yards away two armoured cars were taking a close interest in 
my headquarters. Tanks were further back. One armoured car 
suddenly came straight for us. It stopped right alongside my trench 
and two, perhaps three, hand-grenades were tossed in among us. 
One exploded just beyond the angle in my trench; another, 
perhaps two more, exploded at ground level. 

Major Murray Reid, the sapper officer commanding 6 Field 
Company, whom earlier I had sent to try to reach the armoured 
brigade, was coming back to report to me when he saw the attack 
on my headquarters. In his book The Turning Point he wrote: 'To 
our horror the crew threw two hand-grenades into the trench .... 
Brigade headquarters had disappeared in a cloud of dust and black 
smoke .... From all appearances everyone in it had been killed.' 
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Murray subsequently reported my death to divisional head
quarters. 

The next attack on my trench was made by a light tank which 
came directly at us as the armoured car had done. There were 
wounded men lying about and I believed there was nothing more 
we could do. Infantry cannot fight armour with only their rifles. 

As I stood up, I picked up a pair of dungarees from the bottom 
of the trench and tied the legs around my neck. I wished to hide 
my rank because I knew the Germans isolated senior officers 
immediately and put them under special guard. When a German 
officer with his head and shoulders out of the tank beckoned me to 
him, I was certain my little trick had failed; but all he wanted was 
my binoculars which were slung around my neck. He was a tough
looking individual, but seemed very anxious about any movement 
on the ridge. When he did not get the binoculars immediately, he 
pointed at them impatiently and tl1en switched his attention back 
to the ridge. I was determined to hide my rank but the dungarees 
had been knotted over the strap of the binoculars and to slip the 
strap over my head I had to undo the knot. By the time I had it 
undone and had tucked one leg under my arm- doing my best to 
keep my shoulders covered - the German obviously ran out of 
patience. He made a jerky movement and I realised he was pointing 
his revolver straight down at me. I do not imagine for one moment 
that I was in danger of being shot, not by him anyway, but it was 
a relief when I was able to get the strap over my head with the 
trousers still round my neck. 

We moved away then, shepherded by tanks, to join other 
prisoners and suddenly we heard the sounds we had been waiting 
for all day--our tanks firing from behind Ruweisat Ridge. They 
were firing over our heads at targets we could not see but their 
presence brought us no comfort now. 

I said to Jo Johansen- and I think Syd Hartnell of 18 Battalion 
may have been near- that I intended to tumble into a sangar and 
if he could manage it, he should do the same. When the next burst 
of firing began I saw a sangar and quickly fell into it. I lay very 
still, flat on my face. No one saw me and I stayed there undisturb
ed. I was wondering if it was safe to get to my feet whenJo called 
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out to me. We began to move back to the ridge when we were 
joined by Syd Hartnell and later by three or four soldiers from 
brigade headquarters. 

It was growing dark by now but we stopped briefly at my head
quarters where I picked up my small haversack and web belt. 
There was an abandoned truck near by and we collected some of 
our wounded and loaded them into it. One of the soldiers said he 
could drive it and we set off. 

We had barely gone thirty yards when, from the east where our 
own tanks had withdrawn earlier after their brief gun battle, there 
came a number of armoured vehicles clattering along over the 
rocky surface towards us. They were led by a British Bren carrier, 
and one of our wounded called out, 'Boys, are we glad to see you.' 

There was no answer but the vehicles circled quickly around us 
and I realised we were prisoners again. 

I was walking with Jo. Syd must have been some distance ahead. 
I said, 'I'm going to try the same stunt again.' I dropped down and 
lay still. I suppose I hoped I would be mistaken for one of the dead. 
A light tank then rumbled up very close to where I was lying and 
stopped. The other vehicles kept their distance. Any moment I 
expected someone to see me, especially when a small party of 
Germans walked in from the outer vehicles and talked with the 
crew in the light tank. They were only a few yards away. 

Then they all decided to move on and the light tank moved 
first. It had been perhaps ten yards away from me and now it 
swung around, making a turn which, from where I lay, seemed 
certain to take it across my legs. I have never known such a ghastly 
moment of indecision. To stand up or move meant capture. To 
remain still might mean I was going to be crushed. I do not know 
how close it was to me-I know the earth shook and the noise was 
deafening-but I was still in one piece. 

I lay still until I was quite sure all the vehicles had moved away. 
Then I becan1e aware of other sounds and the movement of troops. 
In no time at all Germans had reoccupied the ground that we had 
captured that morning and I was in the middle of them. I decided 
it would get no darker and I stood up. It was time to go. 

I stood still for a few moments trying to get my bearings. I then 
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moved very cautiously, a step at a time. Every now and then a 
flare shot skywards and, if I had time, I dropped to the ground. 
Sometimes I stood dead still. There were soldiers digging in, others 
moving about under the direction ofNCOs. I stopped, moved on, 
knelt down occasionally and moved away when unexpectedly I 
found myself too close to little groups of men. When I reached the 
ridge itself, I crawled over the top to keep off the skyline. 

I began a long trek east along the ridge to find friendly forces, 
which had to be somewhere on this ground if I went far enough. 
I still had to move with great care and shooting flares kept me 
stationary for long periods. If I had hoped that some troops from 
5 Brigade might be somewhere along the ridge, I was to be dis
appointed. It must have been after midnight when I heard low 
voices ahead. There was a good chance that I would be shot at by 
either side but I still had to get close enough to hear whether it 
was German or English that was being spoken. I edged closer but 
could not make out a single word. Then I heard rather than saw 
someone walk up to the group and quite clearly I heard an English 
voice. I walked forward saying, 'I am a New Zealand officer.' 

I had reached a forward observation post of 5 Indian Division. 



CHAPTER I 8 

Leaders and Leadership 

THE BATTLE for Ruweisat Ridge cost the New Zealand Division 
in killed, wounded and prisoners of war, 83 officers and 1322 other 
ranks. A week later the performance was repeated in the division's 
attack on El Mreir, New Zealand's 6 Brigade being the formation 
chiefly affected. Here we lost another 69 officers and 835 other 
ranks and, as at Ruweisat where reliance was placed on tank sup
port which failed to materialise, so the same thing happened again 
at El Mreir. We were bitter and angry and very ready to blame 
the tanks but later reflection made us realise that the real cause of 
our disasters was a complete lack of cooperation and understanding 
between tanks and infantry. The real trouble undoubtedly lay in 
the fact that armour always operated independently of other arms. 
In a letter to General Freyberg after the El Mreir disaster General 
Inglis stated: 'I have flatly refused to do another operation of the 
same kind while I command. I have said that the sine qua 11011 is my 
own armour tmder my own command.' 

Some time after the position at Alan1ein had been stabilised and 
both sides had begun the build-up for the next phase of the battle 
for Egypt, Syd Hartnell and I attended a three-day course on 
infantry-tank cooperation, the course director being Lieutenant
General Brian Horrocks, recently appointed to command 13 
Corps. Keeping quietly in the background, saying little but listen
ing to every word that was spoken, was General Alexander, later 
Field Marshal Viscount Alexander of Tunis. 

Whenever we had the opportunity Syd and I put forward the 
infantry view of the role of armour in desert battles, emphasising 
our idea of close support. Equally emphatic and in complete agree
ment witl1 us were the Australians. At tl1e close of the course 
General Alexander addressed us briefly and said iliat the various 
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viewpoints that had been expressed would be considered in any 
new policy dealing with the employment of armour. 

Whether this conference played any part in shaping new policy 
I cannot say, but I think that New Zealand's decision to change its 
4 Brigade from infantry to armour must have exerted a profound 
influence over the thinking of the time. 

In due course the Second Battle of Alamein was fought and 
won. While the architect of victory was General Montgomery, 
some of the instruments of victory were 300 Sherman tanks from 
America and 100 self-propelled guns-at long last equipment as 
good as that used by the Germans. It is significant, too, that some 
lessons on infantry-tank cooperation had been taken to heart. In 
A History of Warfare by Montgomery of Alamein there is a photo
graph showing a stationary tank with infantry soldiers crouched 
beside it. Written beneath are the words: 'Tanks and infantry 
fought in close cooperation to achieve victory at Alamein.' 

What we could have achieved with those same tanks working 
with us at Ruweisat! 

In due course General Inglis came back to command 4 Brigade 
and I returned to 20 Battalion. Everywhere I went I found heart
breaking gaps left by old friends. Battalion parade was a pitifUl 
business and the officers' mess was bleak and very lonely. For the 
second time I was faced with the task of rebuilding a battalion. 
The worst feature was the loss of so many old hands hardened to, 
and experienced in, desert warfare. In a month the New Zealand 
Division had lost over 150 officers, many of whom had come up 
through the ranks and were absolutely irreplaceable at this stage of 
the war. 

Many years later, Kip wrote an article entitled 'New Zealand's 
Greatest Soldier'. In this article he does not deal in names but puts 
forward his opinion that there is a group of men who qualifY for 
the description 'greatest soldier.' This group, he says, must come 
from the infantry who have the hardest conditions and the heaVI
est casualties. Then, he asks, who in the infantry? He is tempted to 
say the plain rifleman or Bren or Tommy gunner, 'the man who 
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just went on faithfully from one fight to another until he met his 
death, or was wounded or sick'. 

But he passes him over to consider NCOs: 'The battle-hardened 
NCO carrying responsibility not only for himself and his own 
conduct, but for the men he lived witl1 and who were his friends.' 

His choice does not fall here either and he moves on to the next 
group, the NCOs who survived the battles and were selected for 
commissions: 'They came back as infantry platoon commanders, 
and their chances were poor. Yet nearly all went on, one attack 
after another, long days and nights in the line. Responsibility lay 
heavy on them and they knew the men whose lives were in their 
care, but they seldom failed.' 

Finally he makes bis decision: 

And from them rose the group, in my opinion entitled to be 
called our best soldiers- the long-service battalion and company 
commanders, and especially those who came up tluough the 
ranks. Completely dependable, brave by defmition, there were 
no better soldiers. They did not fare particularly well for decora
tions ; they recon1r11ended other people. 

Sometimes in the small hours they must have been afraid, 
with tl1e fear that comes from experience often repeated and the 
knowledge that the pitcher can go too often to the well. But 
there were men commanding battalions or companies in 1918 
who had been in the ranks at Gallipoli and in 1945 who had been 
riRemen in Greece. Their nerves were still good, at the least 
under firm control; they bore the burden of command, in the 
presence of death, until the very end. 

Those men, the battalion and company commanders who 
came up through the ranks, were, to my mind, our greatest 
soldiers. 

One such soldier to come up through the ranks to command a 
company was Charles Upham. Charles was wounded and taken 
prisoner at Ruweisat, after three weeks of heavy fighting in the 
course of which he eamed a Bar to bis Victoria Cross. Much has 
been written about the exploits of the man who twice won a 
Victoria Cross; less has been written about his ability as an officer, 
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his tactical skill and his qualities ofleadership. Charles consistently 
maint~ed that bu~ for_ his men he would never have won any 
decoraoons. Even if tlus were true, it would not detract in any 
way from his achievements because it says, more clearly than any
thing else could, that he was a natural leader. His men certainly 
helped him in everything he did but only because he showed them 
the way and they went with him every step because he had their 
complete confidence. No one could describe Charles as a textbook 
officer; yet he always showed sound common sense in his approach 
to military problems and on the parade ground he could be as 
correct and proper as a guardsman. 

His farming background and particularly his life in the high 
country of the South Island became evident when he had to cope 
with a practical problem and, like most men who are essentially 
practical, he was very thorough. His practicality and thoroughness 
were virtues that recommended him to C Company long before 
he won his V.C. Many men in C Company were miners who 
knew the folly of slovenly work. I have no doubt that from these 
same men Charles acquired his experience in handling explosives, 
a skill which led to his reliance on hand-grenades as potent weapons 
of attack, especially at night. He carried them slung about his 
person when going into an attack, handled them with the con
fidence of an explosives expert and used them with professional 
assurance and accuracy, and with devastating effect. 

Charles's experience as a musterer gave him that uncanny eye 
for country which can be a great asset to a soldier. In his case it 
meant good eyesight, a flair for direction whether in darkness or 
daylight and a nice accuracy in judging distance. He knew exactly 
where dead ground would lie and he knew that folds in the ground 
which could hide sheep or cattle could equally well hide soldiers. 

I read somewhere that Charles disliked army discipline, was 
quarrelsome and was a constant thorn in the side of his superiors. 
This is nonsense. He was certainly unorthodox and ifhe felt some
thing had to be said, he spoke his mind without fear or favour. He 
would argue endlessly on his favourite topics but never with ran
cour. Sometimes, be if felt strongly enough about his subject, he 
would draw on his musterer's vocabulary to emphasise his points 
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and when he did his audience was left in no doubt as to his mean
ing. Far from being a difficult individual to deal with, he was, 
as far as I was concerned, a loyal officer in whom I had complete 
confidence and faith. He was a soldier first and foremost, com
petent and absolutely reliable. His company, to a man, were ready 
to do anything he asked. 

I think I should add that he bluffed nobody by his outbursts of 
back-country invective. By nature he was in fact shy, retiring, 
modest and generous-generous indeed to the point of foolishness. 
He was such easy prey for the soldier in his company who had run 
out of money that he must have had a very empty pay book him
self. I doubt if he ever made any effort to get any of his money 
back. 

No comment on Charles Upham's qualities as a leader would be 
complete without reference to the £ IO,ooo which was raised by 
the proud and grateful citizens of Christchurch to buy him a farm. 
Nothing illustrates better his conception of what he understands to 
be the duty of every citizen to his country and in particular the 
duty of a leader to his men, than the refusal of this gift and the 
request that it be diverted to help the sons of servicemen less 
fortunate than he. In a letter addressed to the Mayor of Christ
church he said: 'I am deeply conscious of the honour intended to 
be bestowed upon me and I shall always carry with me the know
ledge in my heart that the people of Canterbury wished to pay me 
such a wonderful tribute.' 

After saying that the military honours bestowed upon him 
belonged just as much to the men of his unit, he went on: 'This, as 
you all know only too well, was a war for survival; and if we had 
not had wholehearted support from all members of the Empire we 
would not have attained victory over our enemies. It would be 
unworthy of the occasion for any member of the Empire to have 
benefited in any way through having carried out his or her duty 
during the last six years.' 

I have no doubt that a younger generation may find it difficult 
to accept the above statement at its true worth, but a glance at the 
annual accounts of the Upham Trust will make it real enough. 
To date a total of over $2o,ooo has been expended from the trust 
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funds and a total of eighty-eight students have benefited in greater 
or less degree from Charles's conception of loyalty to what he 
knew to be the British Empire. 

On the other hand, men who served with him saw nothing out 
of character in his refusal to benefit 'in any way through having 
carried out his duty'. This gesture, fine as it was in its unselfishness 
and generosity, was for them just another example of his deter
mination always to put the welfare of others before himsel£ 

The best natural leaders with whom I have served, whether 
officers or NCOs, have all possessed in some degree the quality 
of 'selflessness'. There has been no soldier in my experience, 
however, who has possessed this quality in greater measure than 
Charles Upham. 

Along with Kip, I had something to do with ensuring that 
Charles was given recognition for his actions in battle, many of 
which I witnessed for mysel£ But I would be sorry if he were 
remembered solely for his personal courage. He was also a fme 
platoon and company commander, a shrewd tactician and, above 
all, a natural leader who had the complete confidence of the men 
under his command. 

A month after 4 Brigade was withdrawn from the division to 
prepare for its new role in armour, Rommellaunched a strong 
attack against Eighth Army's new commander, General Mont
gomery. The attack was held and the build-up of material and 
equipment began again. It would now be Eighth Army's turn to 
take the offensive and, two months later, what General Montgom
ery called the 'break-in' battle began. 

In the meantime we in 4 Brigade had started on a training 
programme, much of which was quite new to us and this meant 
specialist courses for as many men as we could send away. I had a 
spell in hospital at about this period with sandfly fever and, like 
everyone else who had this wretched illness, I had quite spectacular 
temperatures. 

I had not been back very long with the 20th when we heard the 
news of the 'break-in' battle at Alamein. We went through an 
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anxious period of waiting for the outcome. It had lasted for nearly 
ten days when I was told by Laurie Rudd, the military secretary, 
that I had to rejoin the division and take command of 6 Brigade. 
The senior staff officer at divisional headquarters, Ray Queree, had 
been evacuated sick. Bill Gentry, commanding 6 Brigade, had 
been recalled to replace Ray and I was to take his place. In about 
half an hour Holmes and lies had everything ready and we were 
on our way. 

We reached the division's area at Alamein in the late afternoon 
but any ideas I may have had about reporting first to divisional 
headquarters on my way to 6 Brigade received a rude shock. In 
General Montgomery's language, the 'dogfight' that had followed 
the 'break-in' was over, and the 'break-out' had just begun. Every
thing and everybody was on the move. Light tanks, Bren carriers, 
guns, trucks, jeeps, ambulances, ammunition-trailers, water carts 
-all vehicles, wheeled or tracked, were setting off in a great con
trolled convoy through the gap that had been blasted in the enemy 
defences. In the middle of this moving mass of transport, each 
vehicle followed by its own dust cloud, was my staff car, the last 
thing I would have chosen for the task of threading my way 
through the column to try to fmd a brigade headquarters some
where in the dust ahead. 

In no time we were in trouble with soft sand and deep ruts which 
no driver could have avoided and l soon decided we would be 
doing well if we did no more than keep our place in the convoy. 
I would try to reach 6 Brigade when we were through the gap and 
in the open desert beyond. On at least three occasions we were 
stuck in deep ruts and were pushed forward by trucks from behind. 
At last a Bren carrier hitched a rope round our front axle, and 
although the first sudden jolt nearly took axle, wheels and all, we 
were fmally dragged clear of all obstructions. At some time near 
the end of a hectic night, I climbed aboard 6 Brigade's armoured 
command vehicle. 

My stay with 6 Brigade was extremely short. I had barely been 
briefed on the present situation by Bob Dawson, the brigade 
major, when Bill Gentry returned to say he had to take over 6 
Brigade again. Ray Queree did not have jaundice as was fust 
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suspected and, after a good night's sleep, was back at divisional 
headquarters. I had now to report to General Freyberg and I was 
delighted to be told that I could stay on at divisional headquarters 
for a while as an 'extra'. I would not have missed this next week 
for anything. Most of the time I rode in one of the Honey tanks, 
a troop of which formed part of the general's advanced head
quarters, and even though I felt like a football emergency sitting 
with his togs on in the grandstand, I was intensely interested in 
everything that happened. 

The general was in fme form, and clearly was e~oying himself 
'This is the life, Jim. Look at them, surrendering all over the place.' 
We were forever pressing to the front or swinging wide to a flank. 
On more than one occasion we seemed to come in for special 
attention from the enemy's rearguard guns. Once the general was 
standing by his tank as I watched some shell-bursts getting uncom
fortably close. I said to Jack Griffiths, his A.D.C., 'Don't you think 
we had better get him into his tank?' 

The general overheard me and said quite seriously, 'Shelling 
never hurt anybody.' 

I wished Steve Weir had been present. His reaction would have 
been a joy. 

I could not expect my free ride to last indefmitely and after 
about a week I had to be on my way back to the 2oth. 

In due course I did pay one more visit to Division before the 
African campaign was ended. While in Tripoli, Eighth Army had 
undertaken to provide a series of demonstrations to illustrate to 
senior American and British officers some of the techniques it had 
employed during the victorious advance from Alamein. Lindsay 
Inglis, Syd Hartnell, Clive Pleasants (now commanding 18 Bat
talion) and I went to Tripoli by courtesy of the R.A.F. and were 
present at the rehearsals held by 7 Armoured Division, 5 I Highland 
Division and the New Zealand Division, who produced the 
directing staff responsible for the programme. 

I have been present at and have taken part in many exercises :llld 
demonstrations of this nature but this one was special in every 
sense. Even so, the main interest for me was the presence of 
General Montgomery and the active part he played in the discus-
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sions around the sand-table model. He constantly expressed his 
views on all aspects of the exercise, even giving his opinion on 
what an infantry soldier should carry in his small haversack when 
going into battle. 

I was intensely interested, too, to hear hini in the role of public 
orator, when he spoke to an assembly of officers in a theatre in 
Tripoli. This was the occasion, or one of the many occasions, 
when he said he would divide his address into three parts and at 
the end of each part he would pause: 'You may then shuffie and 
cough. Otherwise there will be no shuffiing and no coughing.' 
These strictures, made by anyone else or made in different cir
cumstances, could well have been ridiculous; but no one so much 
as smiled. 

I have no special recollection of what General Montgomery said 
at that historic assembly but I shall always remember his audience 
and the strong sense of 'belonging' that on this occasion bound 
these men from the Commonwealth into a great united force. Nor 
shall I forget the warm friendship and pride with which they 
exchanged greetings. I would have sworn then that the Common
wealth could only go from strength to strength. 

The prestige e~oyed by the commander of Eighth Army, even 
at this stage of the war, was of course one of the most remarkable 
features of the African campaign. We may have been critical of his 
self-advertising and his carefully planned ginlmicks but we con
ceded they were effective. And his magnetism was such that he 
received the same warm welcome from New Zealanders and 
Australians-who are not demonstrative by nature-that he 
received from British soldiers. 

Some twenty years or so later, my wife and I were in England 
and went to see a rugby international, Scotland v. England, at 
Twickenham. Just before the players took th.e field there was a 
stir among the people around us and various men all over the 
grandstand rose to their feet and stood to attention while Field 
Marshal Lord Montgomery of Alamein moved down to his seat. 
I stood to attention myself and was proud to do so. 



25. Major-General H. K. Kippenberger. 



27. M ysclf on arrival 
in Egypt. 

26. Captain C. H. 
Uplum, V.C. and 
Bar. 
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In Maadi Camp 4 Brigade made its transition from infantry to 
armour with surprisingly little trouble. In due course reinforce
ments swelled our numbers and before long officers and NCOs 
were talking with a familiar enthusiasm about the high standards 
of their companies, platoons or sections. This was good to hear. 
Of this period, our unit history says: 'Undoubtedly it was the high 
standard of discipline and morale in the battalion, coupled with 
the responsibility felt by all survivors to maintain its identity in 
spite of such heavy casualties, that assisted everyone to settle down 
again.' 

In the meantime the news from North Africa continued to be 
good, with the New Zealand Division showing in each successive 
operation what a tremendous fighting machine it had become. 
The end of the campaign was clearly in sight. 

In May it was announced that married men in the first three 
echelons and a proportion of single men were to return to New 
Zealand on furlough. The furlough draft was under the command 
of Brigadier Kippenberger and on 15 June, three and a half years 
after we left New Zealand, we embarked on a ship called Nieuw 
Amsterdam, said goodbye to Egypt with no regrets, and set sail for 
home. 

M 



CHAPTER 19 

Italy under Sun and Snow 

DURING oUR PERIOD of furlough, the New Zealand Division was 
transferred to Italy . Kip was the first of the furlough draft to be 
recalled and travelled back by air to take over 5 Brigade again. I 
think I was the next to leave. I also travelled by air and though 
the flight was completed without a hitch, I cannot say I enjoyed it. 
I had already been separated from my wife and family for three 
and a half years and I could not even guess at the length of this 
next separation. 

The flight was remarkable for one very long hop from Perth to 
Ceylon, over water all the way in a two-engined Catalina flying
boat. Some people may have thought this a marvellous experience; 
I had very definite reservations. There were three passengers-two 
American officers and myself-and a crew of seven. For twenty
five and a halfhours we flew in wireless silence. We had plenty of 
time to listen to the occasional popping noise from one engine and 
wonder if it meant that the motor was soon going to fade out 
altogether. We saw sunrise rwice on this flight, once shortly after 
take-off and again before we arrived at Colombo. On landing we 
were presented by the captain with the 'Order of the Double 
Sunrise'. Several other New Zealand officers made this flight, and 
some took longer than twenty-five and a half hours. Kip took 
nearly twenty-eight and there could have been precious little petrol 
in his plane when it landed. 

In Italy I was given the rank of colonel and took command of 
Advanced Base, by now an established camp in the south ofltaly 
about half way between Bari and Taranto. Advanced Base served 
as a holding and training depot for three types of soldiers-men 
discharged from hospital and awaiting recall to tl1eir unit, rein
forcements from New Zealand also waiting to be posted to the 
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division, and men awaiting return to New Zealand. Numbers 
fluctuated considerably but no matter how many or how few 
soldiers were at Advanced Base they all had to be kept active and 
busy. The camp was therefore divided into companies and platoons 
and organised on the lines of a battalion group, with a training 
ing programme that had to cater for all anns of the service. 

While in Italy I had two tours of duty at Advanced Base. During 
the second the camp was visited by New Zealand's Prime Minister, 
Mr Peter Fraser. I was somewhat apprehensive about this visit 
because the reaction of ttoops to a visit from politicians is not 
always predictable and the safest way to keep control of the situa
tion is to hold a formal parade and certainly make no provision 
for such nonsense as questions afterwards. These precautions take 
care of most things though not necessarily of all. I had had a 
worrying moment a year earlier when 4 Brigade paraded in Maadi 
before the Hon. F. ]ones, the Minister of Defence. Just before I 
went to the battalion parade the adjutant handed me a piece of 
paper on which was written: 'I do hereby refuse to parade before 
the Minister of Defence. To Hell with him. (Sgd) D. McK. Ellery.' 

When the parade was over, I sent for Ellery and, because he 
was a decent old scout, I was relieved to see by his dusty boots 
that he had obviously been on parade. I therefore had him brought 
into the orderly room without any escort and simply asked him to 
explain his extraordinary letter. I was not so terribly surprised 
when he said, 'Do you mind telling me what is in it, sir?' 

I read it to him. 
'That was written in the Naafi, sir.' 
The reproof in his voice was such that clearly I was expected to 

know that anything written by Ellery in the Naafi on pay night 
should never be held in evidence against him. 

A visit by a politician to a formed unit was one thing but a visit 
to Advanced Base, especially at a time when a large draft was 
waiting to return to New Zealand, was quite another. When there
fore Brigadier Bill Stevens told me that Mr Fraser did not want 
the troops to parade before him but wanted them just to gather 
round so that he could talk to them in informal fashion, I protested 
that tlus was just begging for trouble. Bill replied there was 
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nothing he could do; these were the Prime Minister's wishes and 
he had no option but to comply. 

I had now to work out some way of arranging an assembly that 
appeared casual but was in fact under careful control. I would tell 
Bill all about it after the Prime Minister had gone. I had the sense 
to tell the men first that I wanted their cooperation in a piece of 
skulduggery that would ensure the Prin1.e Minister's visit went 
without a hitch. I told them that platoons under their officers and 
NCOs would be grouped in half-circles so that the Prime Minister 
might think they had just 'gatl1ered round'. The men looked a little 
bored as I spoke to them and I had no way of knowing how they 
would react. I also told the regimental sergeant-major to take what 
action he thought fit to discourage anyone from asking questions. 

When the day came, Bill Stevens and I accompanied the Prime 
Minister to a dais set up before the very large audience of soldiers 
and after they had all seated themselves on the ground, the Prime 
Minister spoke for some time. When he had fmished he said he 
would be pleased to answer any questions. This was the dangerous 
moment; up until now the men had remained silent. There was a 
second when nothing happened and the sergeant-major, on a signal 
from me, called the parade to attention. I was relieved to see grins 
on faces all around and there was an amused gleam in Bill Stevens's 
eyes. As we moved away the Prime Minister said, 'What a nice 
lot of men.' 

'Yes, sir, very nice,' I said. 

When I was posted from Advanced Base to the division, it was 
to be as second-in-command to Keith Stewart, who had taken over 
4 Armoured Brigade while Lindsay Inghs was home on furlough. 
By the time I joined the brigade, the division was fully involved 
at Cassino and the armout was waiting at a little crumbled town 
called Mignano for the breakthrough that would see its squadrons 
launched up the Liri Valley towards Rome. 

On 15 February we watched the bombing of the monastery at 
the top of Monte Cassino. Much has been written about this 
controversial operation. All I can say is that the men believed it 
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was being used by the Germans; they therefore knew without 
shadow of doubt that the general would do something about 
it. 

A week later I was given another posting and left Mignano to 
take command of 5 Brigade. Brigade headquarters was at the foot 
of the sheltered side of Mount Troccio, from the summit of which 
a marvellous view took in the Liri Valley and the rugged country 
beyond. Directly opposite the mountain was the town of Cassino, 
with a fantastic zig-zag road leading up to the ruins of the mon
astery. 

Kip was now commanding the New Zealand Division and 
General Freyberg was in conunand of the newly created New Zea
land Corps which, in addition to our division, included 4 Indian 
Division and an American Combat Group. General Freyberg, 
however, was constantly in the New Zealand area, and at this 
stage of the war I doubt whether anything would have kept him 
away for long. 

One day shortly after I had moved to 5 Brigade and while I was 
still making myself familiar with the ground we were holding, I 
was walking very carefully along the side of Route 6, the road that 
led straight to Cassino. The enemy at the Cassino end could easily 
see movement along the road and with field glasses could probably 
see in detail more than was good for anyone careless enough to 
stay long in view. I had been as far forward as I wanted to go and 
was moving back along a ditch in the shadow of a hedge when I 
was horrified to see General Freyberg, general's red hat and all, 
walking by himself along the road towards me. I immediately 
came out to meet him but I doubt if he saw me until I was very 
close and spoke to him. I knew from past experience that he gave 
little thought to his personal safety; on the other hand, he did not 
do silly things. Moreover, he was almost always accompanied by 
his aide. So to walk like this, in full view of anyone with good 
field glasses, seemed to me to be most unlike him. 

I said, 'I think, sir, we should move off the road.' 
To my surprise he made no objection and we walked to the 

shadow of the hedge and eventually back to where his driver was 
waiting anxiously with his car. 



!82 Pathway among Men 

Later I heard that on tlus morning he had received news that his 
son Paul was n1issing at Anzio. 

The division was now waiting for the weather to clear for the 
next phase of the attack-an air bombardment that was to pave 
the way for the capture of Cassino. Day after day the operation 
was postponed because of rain. Kip dropped in on my headquarters 
on several occasions, not often staying long and usually climbing 
afterwards to an observation post on a shoulder on Troccio. The 
mountain slopes were not yet cleared of anti-personnel mines and 
our track to the observation post was therefore lined on both sides 
with white tape. 

One day-the actual date was 2 March-Kip rang to say he 
would call to see me in the afternoon, about 4.30 p.m. I think. I 
had arranged to visit one of the battalions but gave myself plenty 
of time to be back at 5 Brigade before Kip arrived. Some time after 
3 p.m. Denis Blundell, my brigade major (now His Excellency Sir 
Denis Blundell, Governor-General of New Zealand), who knew 
my movements for the afternoon, sent an urgent message to say 
that General Kip had arrived early, had gone up to the observation 
post on Troccio and had trodden on an anti-personnel mine. Badly 
wotmded, he had been carried down to an aid post near our 
headquarters. 

I returned as fast as my driver could travel and arrived at the 
same time as the orthopaedic surgeon, Kennedy Elliott. Kip had 
been given a blood transfusion by Alan Wilson from 5 Field 
Ambulance, was conscious but was deeply shocked. He lay with 
closed eyes while his injuries were examined. Once he opened 
his eyes and obviously wanted to say something. I bent over and 
heard him say very faintly, 'A pity, Jinl. I was getting on quite 
well as a soldier.' 

In a short while Ke1medy took me on one side and told me that 
one leg was practically severed now, and the other so mangled 
he would have to amputate it too. 

For some days Kip's life hung in the balance. During tlus 
anxious time I believe every single soldier in 2 NZEF made a 



Italy under Sun and Snow 183 

point of hearing the daily bulletin that described his condition. 
Only when he was out of danger did the black cloud of depression 
lift from over the division. 

Kip held a very special place in the hearts of all men who served 
under his command in war. Those who knew him in peace knew 
only the military historian, the quietly-spoken, shy, retiring 
scholar. Kip the soldier was still quietly spoken, courteous and shy, 
and his outward manner and frail body gave no evidence that here 
was one of New Zealand's great soldier-leaders, a leader whose 
success was all the more remarkable because it was as an amateur 
that he went to war. 

Certainly behind him lay a long record of study of military 
history, which followed his very youthful experience of active 
service in Flanders where, at the age of eighteen, he was severely 
wounded. Between wars he devoted all his spare time to the 1st 
Canterbury Territorial Regiment. This deep study of war and of 
war histories and the game of cricket were his two loves. 

Yet it is not the exploits of the successful soldier that are recalled 
now when returned soldiers speak of Kip. Rather they remember 
the extraordinary bond that linked a leader and his men, a bond of 
such loyalty, respect and affection that it makes one of the heart
warming stories of the war. 

In the preface he wrote to 20 Battalion's official war history Kip 
mentioned the 'high dedicated endeavour' of our soldiers in war. 
These words, I believe, not only supply the key to his own char
acter but they also explain the faith and trust he inspired in others. 
Men who served under him soon recognised the true soldier with 
the true soldier's regard for his troops; ambitious, not for himself, 
but for the battalion, the brigade, the division. Perhaps his exper
ience in the ranks in World War I while he was still little more 
than a boy made him always give first consideration to the point 
of view of the private soldier. He loved his men. He knew a great 
many of them individually. He was lenient towards wrongdoers, 
but showed no mercy to officers or NCOs who in his opinion had 
let the men down. 
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The men never forgot him and he always held a special place in 
their hearts. When he died in Wellington in 1957, returned soldiers 
filled the cathedral for the service while others stood in silence 
outside. Along the route to the cemetery men left whatever they 
were doing and moved to the roadside to stand quiedy until the 
funeral procession had passed. Here and there small groups of 
workmen were called to attention by one of their number, paying 
a soldier's tribute to their great leader. 

On 25 April 1961 the Anzac Day service at Christchurch Boys' 
High School took the form of a memorial service for a famous old 
boy, General Sir Howard Kippenberger, K.B.E., C.B., D.s.o. The 
headmaster did me the honour of inviting me to give the memorial 
address. After the service there followed the unveiling of two 
stained-glass windows, dedicated to Kip, and presented to the 
school by the Old Boys' Association. 

The service and the ceremony that followed were carried out 
with a well rehearsed ceremonial that would have pleased Kip. 
It was appropriate, too, that the headmaster, Charles Caldwell, 
should have been a tank-squadron commander in 20 Armoured 
Regiment. But the occasion was made even more memorable 
by the presence of the three serving Chiefs of Staff, all old boys 
of the school, who gave up their Anzac Day commitments in 
Wellington and came south to take a formal part in the memorial 
service for Kip. Lessons were read by Major-General (Lieutenant
General Sir Leonard) Thomton, Chief of General Staff, and Air 
Vice-Marshal M. Calder, Chief of Air Staff; prayers were said by 
Rear-Admiral (Vice-Admiral Sir Peter) Phipps, First Naval 
Member New Zealand Naval Board. 

It was also my privilege, with Kip's son Jeremy, to unveil the 
very beautiful memorial windows which look down upon later 
generations of boys as they mount the stairs to morning assembly. 
And perhaps some will stay their hurried rush to read Kip's own 
words below: 'In each of these great struggles, we fought against 
the powers of evil, incarnate on the earth, and by God's bless
ing we prevailed. The struggle still continues and will forever.' 
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By the end of March 1944 the attack on Cassino had bogged 
down completely and the New Zealand Corps was withdrawn and 
its front taken over by 13 Corps. The men were badly in need of 
rest and there was no doubt the strain of Cassino had taken its toll 
both mentai and physical. ' 

Lindsay Inglis had now retumed from fUrlough in New Zealand 
to take over 4 Armoured Brigade from Keith Stewart, who in tum 
took over 5 Brigade from me. I went back for a time to Advanced 
Base. 

With me went Kip's car-driver, Sergeant Steve Sullivan. Holmes 
and Iles, my former batman and driver respectively, who had seen 
me safely through a good many difficult situations, were now back 
in New Zealand. I had missed them very much and was more than 
happy to have Sergeant Sullivan step into the breach. Command 
can be lonely but I was lucky all through the war in the calibre of 
the men who made up my little personal team. 

One day I heard that a hospital ship carrying repatriated prison
ers was to berth for a day at the port of Taranto. Hoping some 
20 Battalion men might be on the ship, I went to Taranto and had 
no trouble getting on board. Here I found my old batman, 
Brennan, who had been wounded and taken prisoner in Crete. He 
was thin and ill and alone, and when he saw me he broke down 
and cried. 

I stayed with him for as long as I could and then sent an airmail 
letter to my wife, with the result that some six weeks later she and 
my two children were at Christchurch Railway Station when a 
hospital train arrived from Lyttelton. This was the first shipload 
of repatriated men to be sent home and at the station there were 
tears and scenes of joyful welcome-but no Brennan. Suddenly 
my wife heard a voice, 'Looking for someone?' And there he was, 
with a pound of tea ' ... in case you were short'. 

He retumed to Invercargill unftt for work and in no time, in his 
inimitable way, he had run foul of the Pensions Board, the R.S.A. 
executive and the City Council. He wrote to the papers and ex
pressed himself as clearly on paper as in speed1. He attended al12o 
Battalion reunions, both in Christchurch and in Dtmedin. I would 
see him the first day and thereafter he was hors de combat. At the 
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reunion in 1967 he appeared from nowhere, black beret and all, 
just as Bishop Pyatt and I were leaving Christchurch cathedral 
to lay the battalion wreaths. He joined the procession immediately 
behind us but was not allowed to stay long. Hostile hands reached 
out and literally plucked him from the scene. No mention was 
ever made of this episode. 

On the death of his mother he was able to retum to Germany 
and to Crete, where 20 Battalion had adopted a Cretan lad, provid
ing the money for his education. Finding the boy's family in very 
poor circumstances, he gave them what he could of his wardrobe 
of clothes. 

On his retum, he soon slipped back to his old ways and his 
health began to fail. After a series of strokes he was bedridden for 
some time. My daughter once called to see him with her two 
children. He inquired their names and said, 'What, no James?' and 
took no further interest. 

In hospital his dislike for all authority again took charge, the 
nurses in particular becoming the butt for all his venom. True to 
form, he found his clothes one night, called a taxi and went home. 
True to form, too, he sent presents to all the patients in the child
ren's ward; but was soon back in hospital and died a little later in 
the Riverton Men's Home. 

He had ordered and paid for his own cemetery plot with a plain 
concrete stone which gives just his name and the date of his death. 
This was his last defiant gesture to a hostile world. 

And after his death, in his own way, he still had something to 
say to me. From a firm of solicitors in Invercargill I leamt that 
under the will of the late A.]. Brennan my son and daughter were 
named as beneficiaries of his estate. 

Poor, faithful, loyal little bloke. Wherever he is now, even if he 
is at peace (which I doubt), I would guarantee there will be no 
peace for anyone else. 



CHAPTER 20 

The End of a Long Road 

I WAS RECALLED to the division after my second stay at Advanced 
Base in time to take part in the advance on and the battle for 
Florence. My new appointment was to command 6 Brigade, 
completing, as far as I was concerned, a turn with all the brigades. 
I had commanded 4 Brigade for part of what the historians now 
call the First Battle of Alamein and had taken over 5 Brigade in 
the middle of the Battle of Cassino. My posting to 6 Brigade 
presented no great problems as far as I was concerned and, as all 
the staff officers in any of the brigade headquarters and the senior 
officers in all the battalions were well known to me personally or 
by reputation, I think I was able to move in without feeling in any 
way a stranger or an outsider. The other two brigades at this time 
were commanded by Lindsay Inglis (4 Brigade) and Keith Stewart 
(s Brigade). 

Before the advance on Florence began I was lucky to see some
thing of Rome, which had not been defended by the Germans 
and was now in Allied hands. 

Fortunately for us General Freyberg had moved quickly to take 
over one of the leading hotels, the Quirinale, as the New Zealand 
Forces' Club and, with a New Zealand officer in charge, it was 
soon a marvellous leave centre for our troops. With Lady Frey
berg, supported by our 'Tuis', handling with charming efficiency 
arrangements for soldiers on leave, the club, overnight, became 
their home away from home. 

Too great a tribute cannot be paid to the work and ener
gies of Lady Freyberg throughout the war. She and her Tuis 
provided the welfare services in every Forces' Club tha.t .the 
general had set up in the wake of the New Zealand D1v1s1on. 
The club in Cairo was opened at the end of 1940 'for all ranks 
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-officers, doctors, nurses, fighting men and administrative 
staff'. 

When the Government, in response to a cable from the general, 
sent a force of New Zealand girls to help staff the club, it was Lady 
Freyberg who suggested the name 'Tuis' and Lady Freyberg who 
took them in her charge and provided welfare services for our 
soldiers that made the club the envy of all other divisions. The 
scheme was a tremendous success. Kip wrote of the effect on the 
men after a desert campaign: 'They had baths and clean clothes, 
as much beer as they could drink, and complete freedom, and they 
returned with their faces filled out, their eyes bright and their old 
jaunty confident air.' 

In Italy the san1e was the case. The general found a modern 
building in Bari and within a few days Lady Freyberg was there. 
After Cassino she was in Naples visiting the wounded. Rome fell 
on 4 June. By 23 June the Quirinale Hotel was requisitioned and 
Lady Freyberg was there to open it. 

Throughout the whole of the Middle East it was universally 
recognised that the New Zealand Forces' Clubs were unequalled. 
For this the greatest credit must go to Lady Freyberg and, after 
the war, when General Freyberg became Governor-General of 
New Zealand, Lady Freyberg was given a warm affectionate 
welcome at receptions held for her all over the country by former 
members of the Nursing Corps and the Women's Royal Army 
Corps, including her own beloved Tuis. To the Tuis she was still 
their chief, for she had brought them into being. 

~* 
Word had now been received that Paul Freyberg, who had been 

reported missing at Anzio, was safe. He had escaped and had 
managed to be smuggled into the Vatican, where he had remained 
in safety w1til the Germans had vacated Rome. In the Vatican were 
two New Zealand priests, Fathers Flanagan and Sneddon, who had 
given assistance to many escaped prisoners, including Paul Frey
berg. I was not surprised, therefore, when I attended a dinner party 
given by Lady Freyberg at the Quirinale, to fmd that the two 
guests of honour were Fathers Flanagan and Sneddon. 
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At about this time General Freyberg arranged for a small group 
of seruor officers and Roman Catholic chaplains to be shown over 
the Vatican. After the conducted tour the senior officers - the 
general himself, Brigadiers Parkinson, Stewart and Crump, 
Colonel Russel King and myself- were individually received by 
the Pope. One by one we were called into a sparsely furnished 
room where the Pope was seated and formally presented by the 
general. The Pope spoke in very careful English and asked me 
about my 'ferninines' in New Zealand. We all commented after
wards on the impression he gave us of strength and character. I 
was impressed, too, by the friendliness and tmexpected simplicity 
of the occasion. 

Before leaving we were all given a rosary and next day I 
carefully packed mine and sent it to my wife. I included a note 
asking my wife to keep it safely until I could give it to John 
Sullivan, 20 Battalion's intelligence officer, who had been captured 
at Ruweisat. I know that John and his wife Patricia have it still. 

The advance on Florence, as far as the New Zealand Division 
was concerned, began with a set-piece attack on high ground 
which overlooked the town of Arezzo. Sixth Brigade was given 
the task of capturing the area, the most prominent feature of which 
was Monte Lignano. The brigade's three battalion commanders 
were Dick Hutchins (24 Battalion), Eddie Norman (zs Battalion) 
and Den Fountaine (z6 Battalion). My brigade major was Jock 
Cairns. 

The operation was completely successful. All battalions in their 
turn took their objectives. The storming of these involved the 
climbing of steep, sometimes precipitous, slopes. This was not 
achieved easily and our casualties were not light. Unfortunately 
some were caused by our own shells falling short, an occurrence so 
rare it could be accounted for only by the extreme difficulty of the 
terrain. 

With the high ground that overlooked Arezzo in our hands, a 
British armoured regiment was able to move in and capture the 
town. It was good to see tanks, so long as they were ours, movmg 
freely on firm ground and good, too, to see New Zealand tanks 
working with New Zealand troops. No longer need infantry fear 
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they would be left tmsupported. Occasionally I paid a visit to the 
20th and the welcome was a happy experience. 

With the capture of Arezzo, 5 Brigade took over from 6 Brigade 
and began the advance towards Florence. This took us up the Pesa 
V alley through the Chianti country famous for its wine. Its hills 
and valleys were thickly covered with vineyards, olive trees and 
crops of wheat. It was summer and, although the Germans made 
strong-points of every stone farmhouse, fought in every village, 
laid mines and made tank-obstacles out of every water course, our 
troops moved almost happily through the lovely Italian country
side. Their exuberant spirits showed in all sorts of odd articles of 
clothing they had acquired from farmhouses abandoned by their 
owners and although Division frowned heavily on the wearing of 
anything but regulation uniform, it was just not possible to prevent 
these practices when the troops were in action. 

One day Duncan Mcintyre, my staff captain, went with me to 
some high ground on the flank of 5 Brigade where we could watch 
the Maori Battalion advancing to make its next contact with the 
enemy. I expected soon to get orders from the general to move 
6 Brigade through 5 Brigade and take over the advance and I 
wanted to see for myself the difficulties that the leading troops had 
to contend with. 

Very soon the leading section of troops came into view, advanc
ing cautiously and correctly along a narrow road. We promptly 
swung our binoculars further forward, knowing that we had 
missed the leading scout, and soon we saw a most astonishing 
spectacle. This soldier, away <Jut in front, entirely by himself, was 
wearing a woman's expensive fur coat and on his head a black 
Borsalino hat. His rifle was slung over his shoulder but his pack 
and goodness knows what other things he had acquired along the 
way were dumped in a pram which he was pushing merrily along 
the road without a care in the world. 

Many years later, when Duncan Mcintyre was Minister of 
Maori Affairs in the National Government, I heard him recounting 
~s same story in a way that put me right back in the Pesa V alley 
m the centre of Italy: 'We felt it would be an interesting experi
ence', he said, 'to get a grandstand view of this delicate operation, 



The End of a Loug Road 191 

the advance to re-establish contact with the enemy. And what did 
we see?We saw the great New Zealand Division, experienced and 
renowned for its fighting qualities, being led to its next encounter 
by a Maori wearing a woman's fur coat, a Borsalino hat and 
pushing a pram-and he was as full as a boot!' 

A day or so after the 'pram' incident, we took over the advance 
from 5 Brigade. This type of operation undoubtedly gave more 
opportunity to infantry commanders at all levels to use their 
initiative and exercise their powers ofleadership. Throughout the 
Italian campaign there were many copybook examples of successful 
operations carried out by junior officers. So long as there was for
ward movement, battalion commanding-officers were normally 
given a free hand to conduct their own battles and brigade head
quarters would be content just to coordinate times and bounds. 
Only when really determined resistance was encountered would 
brigade headquarters take over and arrange a set-piece attack. 

My next full-scale operation was to establish a bridgehead over 
the River Pesa and then exploit to the north. The bridgehead 
presented no difficulties and, surprisingly, the enemy immediately 
vacated the near-by towns of Cerbaia and San Casciano. He had 
now fallen back on the 'Paula' Line, the last of the German plan
ned positions south of Florence and, although we did not know at 
this stage just where his forward positions would be, we could see 
that the hills between us and Florence were a formidable barrier. 

Holding one battalion, 2 5 Battalion, in reserve at the bridgehead, 
I sent the other two, supported by tanks and with limited objec
tives, to exploit to the north. We probably happened on a weak 
spot in the Paula Line, because the two battalions made surprising 
progress until angry reaction on the part of the Germans made it 
clear that, for the time being at least, there could be no question of 
single companies or even battalions forging ahead as opportunity 
offered. It looked like brigade-controlled, set-piece attacks from 
then on--certainly until the Paula Line was breached. 

As a result of the advance of 24 and 26 Battalions, 6 Brigade had 
a foothold inside the Paula Line, though we did not realise it 
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immediately. On our left flank, however, was a ridge of high 
ground on the top of which was a straggling village called San 
Michele. From this high grmmd the enemy could have dangerous 
observation of our movements. 

The general agreed I should do something about this high 
ground and I gave the task to 24 Battalion. The attack was carried 
out at night with strong artillery support and by 3 a.m. San 
Michele was in our hands. 

If earlier enemy reaction to the advance of our battalions in the 
Paula area had been angry, reaction to the capture of San Michele 
was positively violent. From dawn onwards the ridge was shelled 
and mortared heavily and at various tin1es during the day German 
infantry made attempts to recapture the village. Time after time 
they were driven back. 

Unfortunately, because of the restricted area in which support 
weapons could operate, there was a limit to the assistance that 
could be given to our men. It was no more than a one-company 
task to hold the village and in support there were four 6-pounder 
anti-tank guns, two machine-guns and four Sherman tanks. In 
most circumstances this would have been adequate but so heavy 
was the enemy shelling, so accurate the mortar fire on this confined 
space and so determined and persistent were the attacks of the 
German infantry and tanks, that by late afternoon our force had 
been reduced to two strong-points, one the church commanding 
the northern entrance to the village and occupied by D Company 
headquarters with some members of 18 Platoon, and the other 
the school held by two sections of 17 Platoon. Major McDonald 
was with his headquarters in the church and Sergeant Dynes had 
charge of the two sections in the school. 

All progress reports on the battle had come to me from 24 
Battalion headquarters but by the end of the day the signals from 
D Company's wireless in the crypt of the church were so weak: as 
to be unreadable. The picture I had of the situation was therefore 
confused to say the least and all I did know was that if we 
were to hold the village, I had to do something about it with
out loss of time. When the general rang me to say that the 
German radio had just annow1ced that their troops had reoccu-
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pied San Michele, I told him that our counter-attack was going 
111 at I a.111. 

And then I had another problem on my hands. Not knowing 
whether we had any troops left in the village, I had to decide 
whether our artillery would be used in the counter-attack. If our 
infantry attacked wtth artillery support, their task would undoubt
edly be made easier with fewer casualties, particularly as the 
enemy, knowing an assault with the bayonet would follow the 
bombardment of his positions, had lately taken to withdrawing 
before our troops arrived. 

On the other hand, ifD Company headquarters were still in the 
crypt, would they be safe from our shelling? I questioned one of 
the officers who, with his men, had been driven from the ridge 
earlier in the day. He was confident there was ample protection, 
particularly in the crypt. With this information, and in the light of 
what the general had told me about the German radio announce
ment, I decided to support the counter-attack with artillery con
centrations. 

To carry out the attack, I took a company from 25 Battalion at 
the bridgehead and put 1t tmder the command of 24 Battalion. The 
operation was completely successful and, as I had hoped, the 
Germans withdrew from the ridge without offering resistance. 
Nor did they try again to take it back. The men in the church were 
safe; but there were also the troops from 17 Platoon who had 
doggedly held out in the school and who had not been able to 
contact even their headquarters in the church. Alas, they had not 
been so lucky and had suffered casualties from our fire. 

Next day, although the whole of the New Zealand Division 
was committed to a full-scale operation, I felt I had to go to San 
Michele and the church to see for mysel£ I knew that most of the 
damage was the result of enemy shelling and mortaring and point
blank fire from German tanks; but not all of it. Some was our 
doing. 

I stepped through a broken doorway and went among the fallen 
beams and the pathetic little broken treasures that had furnished 
the church or adorned its walls, all half buried under piles of 
rubble. For a minute I stood still and I suddenly heard a faint 
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tapping under a heap of fallen timber. I shouted to my jeep driver 
who was outside. Together we lifted a great beam and out jumped 
a large Angora rabbit, quite tame. The rabbit was as relieved to see 
me as I was to know what had caused the tapping. 

The division now began its great drive on the Pian dei Cerri 
hills, the capture of which meant the fall of Florence. Not often 
during the war did we have so much strength deployed at the one 
time. The Germans, however, did not give in easily and there were 
stiff battles all the way to the major objective. The ground was not 
always suitable for tanks but every man who had served in the 
desert felt great satisfaction at seeing the close cooperation in which 
our armour and infantry worked. 

We lost Keith Stewart, the commander of 5 Brigade, during one 
of these battles. He went out one morning in his jeep to check on 
the forward positions of one of his battalions, went too far, and 
found himself in the hands of the Germans. Everyone who had 
worked with Keitl1 held him in the highest regard. He was the 
division's chief staff officer during the campaigns in Greece and 
Crete, and undoubtedly set the standards in staff work that served 
the division so well throughout the war. 

Keith's place was taken by Clive Pleasants and the campaign 
continued uninterrupted. Clive and I had been through much 
together and I knew him as a tough, fme soldier. 

In due course the Pian dei Cerri hills were in our hands; but I 
was not to see Florence just yet. Instead of the triumphant occupa
tion of that historic city that the troops had expected, the division 
was moved down the Pesa Valley to an area south of Empoli, 
where it had the task of clearing the enemy from the ground this 
side of the Amo River, preparatory to handing over to a United 
States division. 

A week later we moved back to a rest area in the Chianti hills 
and for ten days we relaxed in the sun or took leave in Rome or 
explored the lovely old town of Siena. 

#1-

I think it was during this period that the general spoke to me 
about rugby football and the need to have all preparations in hand 
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for trial matches to select a 2 NZEF team in case the war ended 
suddenly. In spite of his vast experience of war, the general re
mained a conftrmed optimist and obviously he was thinking in 
terms of a rugby tour even then. He said he would arran<>e for a 
meeting of delegates from all units when selectors and s~bcom
mittees could be appointed to handle the trials within the various 
brigades. 

'I want you to take the chair, ]in1. I will be present just to open 
proceedings and will then leave you to it.' 

I took the chair as directed and the general opened proceedings. 
He then sat among the delegates in the front row and not only 
remained for the whole of the meeting, taking part in every 
discussion, but after it was over he was still there talking with 
different delegates about the merits of players past and present. 
And not a single soldier thought this unusual, nor did anyone for 
one second forget that the general was the general, even though 
the topic was rugby football, a subject on which almost every 
New Zealander is an authority. 

In encouraging sport in the division the general showed his 
wisdom. As soon as we arrived in Egypt he directed Brigadier 
Tom King, Director of Ordnance Services in the division and a 
former member of the New Zealand Rugby Union, to get rugby 
started, even though the Egyptian winter was almost over. From 
then on Tom was a tower of strength. He organised competitions 
and arranged 'internationals' against any other country that cared 
to take the field against us. I was absent from Maadi Camp attend
ing my tactical course at Abbassia when the first competition 
matches were started but I returned in time to act on a panel of 
three selectors who had the task of picking the first 2 NZEF team 
to play an 'international'. The other two selectors were Tom King, 
chairman, and Jack Griffiths, a former All Black captain. The 
match was against a Combined Services team played at Zamalek 
in Cairo on Easter Monday. 

We won a very good game by 20 points to nil and in later years 
Tom King wrote: 'I shall never forget the sight of General 
Freyberg standing up . . . and waving his hat high above 
his head as George Wales took a pass at the end of a move-
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ment in which every back handled and scored our fmt try in 
the comer.' 

I was a selector for various other 2 NZEF teams during the war 
and I even found myself quite happily taking up the cudgels again 
with our friendly rugby enemies, the South Africans-not that 
selectors, referees or even a football were necessary when New 
Zealanders and South Africans gathered together. There was not a 
bar in Cairo that had not felt the weight of surging scrums when 
the two divisions were on leave in that city. 

Besides the South Africans, we played against such teams as 
Combined Services, the Australians, Rest of Egypt, United Ser
vices, Welsh XVs and sometimes teams that went by names such 
as 'Major Graham's XV'. 

Many of these games were played in strange, out-of-the-way 
places but I know of no game quite so unusual, indeed so fantastic, 
as a game of rugby played between New Zealanders and the Free 
French in Italy under the shadow of the grim heights of Monte 
Cassino. 

The story of this game was told by Fred Hanson, the division's 
chief engineer, at a reunion of 2 NZEF rugby representatives in 
Wellington in 1961 on the eve of the test against the French touring 
team. Selectors of 2 NZEF teanlS had been invited to the reunion 
-hence Fred's presence and mine. Others there, besides the former 
players, included members of the New Zealand Union, the New 
Zealand selectors (Neil McPhail, Ron Bush and Jack Finlay, all 
former members of 2 NZEF) and, in the chair, Brigadier Tom 
King, the man who did so much for football in the Middle East. 
It was good, too, to see the names of the organising committee, 
men who had given such great service to New Zealand rugby: 
Tom Morrison (chairman), Paul Donoghue (secretary-treasurer), 
Jock Wells, Jack Grifliths and Jack Finlay (committee). 

Also present were the manager of the French team, the deputy
manager and several newspapermen who were travelling with 
the touring side. 

Fred Hanson had to propose a toast to French rugby and in the 
course of his speech he told this story: 

One day, when Cassino looked more hopeless than ever, he 



1.8. Former members of 20 Battalion and Armoured Regiment return 
to Burnham camp for a laying-up ceremony of the unit's flag. 

29. A memento of my wartime fli ght from Perth to Ceylon. 



--- . 

30. Memorial service for General Kippenberger at Christchurch Boys' 
High School. T he occasion was made even more memorable by the 
presence of New Zealand's three service heads, all old boys of the 
school. From left: R ear-Admiral P. Phipps, myself, Major-General L. 
W . Thornton and Air Vice-Marshal M. Calder. 
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decided to go and see a company ofhis sappers who were working 
on a section of the front held by the Free French. No one enjoyed 
riding in a vehicle along roads that were under observation 
from enemy posts on Cassino and he chose mid-afternoon 
when the gulln.ers were usually less active. As he approached the 
area where his sappers were working he saw that under the shelter 
of some high ground a game of rugby was in progress. There were 
no rugby posts and the side-lines were made by soldiers in the 
uniforms of France and New Zealand, all shouting and cheering 
their respective teams. The players themselves were also dressed in 
the uniforms of France and New Zealand but the game lost no
thing because of tlus. Play swept up and down the field and the 
spectators had worked themselves up to a high pitch of excitement. 

As Fred drew near he began to wonder why, so far, no one had 
kicked the ball. There had been passing and dribbling but no kick
ing of any sort. Suddenly he realised why. The football was a dead 
fowl! 

A happy choice of story for the occasion! And I was not the 
only one present who recalled what rugby had meant to the New 
Zealand Division and how so often it had served to boost morale. 
A Frenchman near me, however, was thinking along different 
lines. 

'What is it about sport,' he said, 'that it can bring people together 
in tills way? Here at Cassino, under conditions that, to put it 
nllldly, could only be described as dangerous, two armies from 
foreign countries, neither speaking the other's language, suddenly 
decide to play a game of football. They have no jerseys or studded 
boots, no marked field and no football posts. Indeed they have no 
football. But does that bother them? Never. They take the field 
as if they were at Twickenham. 

'Tell me,' he said, 'what is the appeal, what is the magic of this 
game called rugby, that under such conditions, grown men will 
play it with a dead fowl?' 

Before we left our rest area near Siena, the Prime Minister of 
England, Winston Churchill, paid a visit to the division. The 

N 
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troops lined the route along which he was to pass and, although 
they were all very interested to see 'a bulldog figure wearing a 
khaki drill uniform splashed with orders, a topee and sunglasses', 
they responded indifferently when their regimental sergeant-major 
called for cheers. When he returned along the same route, no one 
called for cheers and this time, because it was spontaneous, the 
reception was warm and friendly and enthusiastic. 

General Freyberg had arranged luncheon for our distinguished 
visitor and his large official party, chief among whom was Field 
Marshal Alexander. Officers from the division with the rank of 
lieutenant-colonel and above were invited to attend. 

As 6 Brigade happened to be farthest from divisional head
quarters where the luncheon was being held and roads were 
congested, I arrived a little late, just as guests were about to move 
into the large marquee which was to serve as our mess. I was told 
to go to the top table where the general stood talking to the 
Prime Minister. I was pleased to see standing near by, three New 
Zealand brigadiers- ! think they were Ike Parkinson, Clive 
Pleasants and Ray Queree. We were introduced to Mr Churchill 
and at the narrow trestle table which held just the six of us I found 
my seat was directly opposite his. Field Marshal Alexander and 
the remainder of the official party were at the far end of the marquee. 
The general had decided that this was New Zealand's day and 
while I have no doubt that the visiting officials understood and 
approved, it would have made no difference had anyone wanted 
it otherwise. What General Freyberg said was law in this part of 
Italy. 

The morning had been hot and the roads along which the Prime 
Minister had travelled were winding and dusty. At first he sat 
slumped in his chair, looking hot and tired. After a moment 
General Freyberg said, 'Sir, it is hot in here. Let me remove your 
jacket.' 

He went behind the Prime Minister, helped him off with his 
jacket and hung it on the back of his chair. The Prime Minister of 
England, with his trousers held up with a pair of black braces, 
made a very interesting sight for New Zealanders, even though 
they were well accustomed to people wearing odd articles of dress. 



The End of a Long Road 199 
After a bowl of toheroa soup, Mr Churchill was clearly much 

revived and one of his first questions, addressed to me, was, 'Why 
did the soldiers give me a better welcome the second time they 
saw me?' 

I said, 'Because they do not cheer very well to orders, sir, and 
the second time they cheered of their own accord.' 

Someone said something about 'one voluntary cheer being 
worth a dozen conscripted ones' and he seemed quite pleased. 

General Freyberg was always a perfect host and soon he had 
brought us all into the conversation. Mr Churchill asked us in tum 
about the battle front and we were all surprised how easy it was to 
talk to him. 

We toasted 'The King' before we smoked and I expect everyone 
in the room was waiting to see the size of the after-lunch cigar. 
The general, however, had provided cigars for this table. Before 
lighting his, the Prime Minister tumed in his chair, searched in the 
pockets of his jacket and produced a holder which he clamped 
firmly over the end. These holders are commonplace now, but 
they were novel then and explained why he could hold his cigar 
at all angles without chewing the end to fragments. 

General Freyberg now asked if the others could bring up their 
chairs and join our party. Mr Churchill raised his glass in welcome 
and then said he would try to answer any questions. Some were 
asked but I cannot remember whether they were of any conse
quence. 

Quite soon he rose to his feet and in his black braces and with 
glass upraised he said, 'I am going to give you a toast.' 

He then began to speak and although I would not attempt to 
write what I think he said, I know we listened in entranced silence 
while the world's greatest orator, in words that affected us no less 
than any of his great war speeches over the BBC, proposed a toast 
to 'Your great Division'. 

~* 
After the fall of Florence, my rank as a brigadier was made 

substantive and before the division made its next move, this time 
across Italy to the Adriatic coast, I handed back 6 Brigade to Ike 
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Parkinson and took conmund of 5 Brigade. I had reason to believe 
that I would not be moved again. The battalion commanders 
of 5 Brigade at this time were Jock Thodey, 21 Battalion, Russel 
Young, 28 Maori Battalion, and Sandy Thomas, 23 Battalion. My 
brigade major was Angus Ross. 

Even at this stage of the war no one had any illusions about 
an easy breakthrough. For a time after Cassino there was expressed 
optimism that with fme weather and harder ground progress 
would be rapid, but it was soon found that the Germans would 
give nothing away. Our advance from Monte Lignano to Florence 
cost the division just on 1200 casualties and we soon found that our 
task was just as hard on the Adriatic coast, where heavy rain made 
the free movement of tanks very difficult. Under these con
ditions there could be no rapid results, no swift advance. 

Early in September General Freyberg was injured in an aero
plane accident and was in hospital for six weeks. During his 
absence the division was commanded by Steve Weir. There was 
nothing spectacular about anything we had to do and each infantry 
brigade had to take its turn at the dreary and sometimes costly 
business of mounting a set-piece attack on positions behind the 
canal or river banks, with the slow advance afterwards through 
vineyards, orchards and farmland, fighting sharp actions around 
farmhouses and coming to another halt at the next stopbank. 

Not long after General Freyberg returned to the division, Ike 
Parkinson and I were surmnoned to divisional headquarters to 
receive a startling piece of news. The general told us he was con
templating a 'right hook' which would involve a beach landing 
somewhere behind the enemy lines. He had not decided yet which 
brigade would be given this task but he wanted the two of us to 
inspect beach-landing equipment stored at Lake Trasirnene. Next 
day Ike and I were flown to the lake by the RAF, each in a two
seater aircraft, and with marked lack of enthusiasm we carried out 
our inspection. 

I have seen no reference to this beach-landing proposal in any 
war history, nor do I know whether there is any record of it in 
the general's diaries. Ray Queree often said that sometimes when 
the general spoke about plans for the future he was merely thinking 
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aloud and next day could quite well have dismissed the idea al
together. On this occasion, however, he had done more than think 
aloud and had arranged with the RAF to fly us to the lake. But 
we heard nothing more from him and with plenty of other things 
to worry about we soon put the subject out of our minds. 

During October word arrived from New Zealand that I had 
been appointed rector of Waitaki Boys' High School and in a 
message to General Freyberg, the Prime Minister, Mr Peter Fraser, 
requested that I be allowed to retum to New Zealand as soon as 
possible. The end of the war in Italy was clearly not far away and 
I had been with 2 NZEF for five years. I did not protest too much, 
therefore, when the general said I should leave in about a fortnight 
-but not immediately for New Zealand. He thought a month in 
England looking at some of the great English schools would help 
to get me reoriented. He said he would arrange it. 

This thoughtful, kindly act was so typical of the many things 
the general did for other people that it is easy to understand why 
those who worked so closely with him became very fond of him. 
True to his word, he told me in a week or so that he had written 
to the headmasters offour schools, including Eton and Winchester, 
to tell them I would be paying them a visit. On my arrival Lady 
Freyberg, who had returned to England, would give me the actual 
dates that had been arranged. 

I was very touched by what the general had done, though to 
tell the truth I did not want to spend too much time in England 
looking at schools. The operations in Italy had been hard, with 
little respite, and I suppose I had felt the strain as much as anyone 
else. 

Before I left for England, the general gave me a parcel of silk 
stockings to deliver to Lady Freyberg-'Christmas presents for her 
girl friends. Declare them at the customs, Jim. My wife will give 
you the money.' 

If ever proof was needed that the general's mana was great, not 
just in New Zealand but also throughout England, it was in that 
customs office when I arrived. 'Silk stockings from General Frey
berg? Nothing to pay.' It was the same at the schools I visited. 
In the eyes of all, he was one of the great heroes of the war. 
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The month in England passed quickly, but by now I was dying 
to get home. I stayed a few days at divisional headquarters on the 
way and then left for Egypt, first step on my homeward journey. 
I travelled back by air, the long hop between Colombo and Perth 
this time taking only seventeen hours in a four-engined plane. I 
had hoped to be back for Christmas but because of unexpected 
delays at some airports, I had practically given up hope. 

On Christmas morning I arrived in Wellington on the Auck
land-Wellington express, was met at the station by a youthful 
RNZAF pilot who hurried me by car to Paraparaumu, reminding 
me on the way that he had been in one of my classes at Christ
church Boys' High. Soon we were airborne and as we approached 
the city he said, 'Still living in the same house, sir, near the school?' 

I nodded, and then realised we were right over Christchurch, 
circling my home. Then we came in low, in defiance of all the 
regulations, flying nearly roof-high above our house. Below I 
could see my two children racing round the lawn like mad things. 

Christmas dinner was late but I had it at home. 



CHAPTER 21 

Quanti Est Sapere 

I TOOK OVER my duties as rector ofWaitaki Boys' High School at 
the beginning of the first term in 1945. Five years later I handed 
in my resignation to the board of governors and became a soldier 
again in the New Zealand Regular Force. 

My predecessor at Waitaki, Frank Milner, had been appointed 
rector in 1906- two years after I was born! Thirty-nine years 
later, on the eve of his retirement, he collapsed and died. It was 
therefore my great misfortune that I was not able to meet him 
after I returned to New Zealand. We would have had much to say 
to each other. 

In his lifetime Frank Milner had won a great reputation as an 
educationist, partly because of the breadth of his conception of 
education but chiefly because of the refreshing manner in which he 
put theory into practice. He had had his share of troubles in his 
time, both with the board of governors and with the people of 
Oamaru. But he always seemed to emerge triumphant and towards 
the end of his regime few could oppose him and there was little 
to stand in his way. As far as the school boarding establishment 
was concerned, the special terms of his appointment gave him 
unusual authority which, at the time of his death, was unique in 
New Zealand. He had virtually a free hand in the control and 
management of the boarding deparm1ent. 

Stories about Frank Milner are legion. I never heard one to his 
discredit and without exception they all displayed a warmth of 
pride, loyalty and affection. Boys are good judges of character and 
a rector who, after thousands of boys had passed through his hands, 
was known to them all as 'The Man' undoubtedly had the qualities 
of greamess. 

Whenever there is a change in command, whether in business, 
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the armed services or in a school, the new head will soon learn that 
there is very limited time for him to lean on and be supported by 
the old order. If he is worthy of his appointment, he will soon 
make it clear that he intends to establish his own regime, and a 
good head will be aware of the adage, 'There are no good bat
talions and no bad battalions, only good and bad officers.' 

I knew that I was taking over from a man who had stamped his 
strong personality on the school, but I also knew that to make a 
contribution that was worth while, I had to go my own way. I 
suppose I had been doing just that all my life, so it was not a 
prospect that worried me too much. In any case no one in his 
senses would try to be another Frank Milner. 

It was important, however, to examine carefully all that I had 
inherited from the old regime, particularly commitments that 
would affect me personally. For instance, I learnt with little 
enthusiasm that my predecessor, right to the very end, gave much 
of his time to public speaking. He was always in great demand, his 
favourite topic being the British Empire and its greatness. He was 
known as New Zealand's great imperialist. 

Notes of his various speeches and copies ofletters were stacked 
away in cupboards in his study. These were interesting documents. 
They not only gave evidence of his magnificent use of the 
English language but disclosed an extraordinary trait in his char
acter-a kind of compulsive need to use the longest words in the 
dictionary. Frequently he would cross out a word, write another 
and longer one above it, and fmally fmd a third of prodigious 
length which satisfied him. I -did not know enough about him to 
decide whether his use oflong words began as a form of humour 
but it certainly developed into a habit. An old boy described him 
as 'an orator with a fearsome vocabulary of multi-syllable words'. 

I felt I was under no obligation to accept any commitments as 
a public lecturer and speaker, even had I possessed the talents for 
these pastimes. 

The best memorials to Frank Milner, providing perfect evidence 
of his ability to put educational theory into practice, were the 
gardens and grounds in which the school was set. He believed that 
environment played an important part in education and that the 
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things that a boy lived with and saw every day impressed them
selves on his mind until they became part ofhim. The grounds and 
gardens were therefore planned with a specific purpose and were 
developed until they formed a beautiful setting for noble buildings. 
For the same reason, classrooms and corridors were hung with 
prints of the works of the world's great artists. But culture was 
never allowed to have the stage entirely to itsel£ Among the works 
of art in the classrooms and the corridors there were always lesser 
prints showing great moments in British history. If the imperialist 
did not exactly go hand in hand with the artist, he was only a short 
step behind. 

When I took over, there were no immediate or pressing prob
lems as far as the school was concerned. Indeed, during my stay 
there were no problems on the teaching side that were left unre
solved for any length of time. As the school roll increased and 
additional teachers were required, I was delighted with the calibre 
and the qualifications of the applicants for staff positions. 

The boarding establishment was a different matter altogether. 
Here there were difficulties that could not be left, because the 
school board, with a substantial government loan, had already 
entered on a programme of repair, renovation and extension, and 
soon it would be too late to incorporate any ideas of my own. 
Perhaps it was my preoccupation with matters like additional hot 
showers for the bath-house that made me see something extremely 
funny in two statements outlining the aims and objects ofWaitaki. 
The first spoke of the advantages to be derived from 'the great 
primal forces of nature' and the other, in more detail, said it was 
'the place of the school to train its boys to form health-giving 
habits, to foster the love of fresh air, sunlight and cold water'. 

There was one problem, however, which made all the others 
seem comparatively unimportant. It was one that I had to face up 
to, though I knew the solution would only come with time and 
would be costly. It could also put me on a collision course with 
many who would see in it a break with tradition. 

The boarding establishment under Frank Milner had grown 
from 37 to 270. Improvements and additions to kitchens and 
dormitories which the board had authorised would make room for 
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another thirty or so but, even as the numbers stood then, the 
boarding school was one of the largest state boarding schools in 
New Zealand. It seemed to me, therefore, a surprising thing that 
W aitaki had not seen fit to develop the 'house system' which pro
vides the framework of the organisation of every large boarding 
school that I know about. Certainly the school had been divided 
into houses bearing the names of former rectors, but the groupings 
and names were used for little more than competition in sport. 
A full house system makes provision for the allocation of house
masters, matrons and house prefects to individual houses, each 
house being restricted to a limited number of boys. This not only 
makes control and supervision easier but it means no boy need feel 
lost or neglected, as can so easily happen in the rush and bustle of 
life in a boys' boarding school. I felt very strongly that it was ask
ing too much of providence to try to handle the whole boarding 
school as one unit, with housemasters and house prefects taking 
their turn on duty and with only one matron to look after 270 

boys, the domestic staff and the sick-bay. 
The system that I inherited made me realise more than ever what 

an extraordinary man my predecessor had been. Year after year he 
had watched his boarders grow in number and I suppose it did not 
occur to him, certainly not until his last years, that the system of 
centralised control which had grown and developed under his 
regime could in fact be dangerous after he left the school. 

My reaction to this situation, bearing in mind my responsibility 
to parents for the care of their sons, was that though the existing 
system had probably been safe in the hands of Frank Milner, I 
could not pretend that it was one that would satisfy me. 

The board did its best to meet my requests, though not all 
members approved. In due course I was able to bring in two 
married housemasters, one occupying an empty cottage near the 
entrance to the school grounds and the other taking over six rooms 
of the thirteen set aside as the rector's 'private wing'. My request, 
strongly supported by Dr Eddie Butler, the school doctor, for a 
qualified nurse to take charge of the sick-bay was also granted. 

The reorganisation of the boarding department, which from my 
point of view was priority number one, was now under way. It 
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would take time and money, but in due course it would be 
accomplished. 

I referred earlier to the conditions under which the former 
rector had taken up his appointment at W aitaki, conditions which 
virtually gave him complete control over the boarding establish
ment. It is an astonishing fact that this control included fmance. 
Waitaki and Timaru Boys' High School were for many years the 
two remaining examples of state schools whose rectors were per
mitted to run what were in fact private boarding schools. In the 
case ofTimaru, I know that the rector, Bill Thomas, had to consult 
with his board before he altered the boarding fees and I assume 
that the same conditions were binding on Frank Milner. But, apart 
from minor restrictions, these two rectors stood to lose or make 
money according to the way they managed their business concerns. 
They both proved very good businessmen. 

It was undoubtedly the difficulty of reconciling the new condi
tions with the old that made my task so difficult at W aitaki and 
which led, I am afraid, to some friction between my board of 
governors and me. I am sure much of this could have been avoided 
had we realised earlier the root cause of our differences-a simple 
failure to appreciate where my authority ended and where the 
board took over. 

I suppose I also failed to appreciate that the board, in taking over 
the boarding school from my predecessor, would at first expect to 
exercise control over matters that later it would probably be 
content to leave to the rector. If at times it seemed to me that the 
authority I needed to cope with my responsibilities was being 
unduly restticted, I have no doubt that board members felt I was 
encroaching on their rightful domain. These matters were straight
ened out in time, though not immediately forgotten. 

I would not wish to give the impression that being in charge of 
a large boarding school was all worry and care. The one tiling that 
makes life possible, bearable and even enjoyable in a boys' school 
is boys. When boys know where they stand with you, there is no 
limit to the fun that goes with the life of a housemaster. 

Fortunately both my wife and I had had past experience of 
boarding schools. My wife was a university graduate who had 
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been a housemistress and teacher in a girls' private school. These 
qualifications were a great help to us, though for some reason her 
experience as a teacher as well as her inclinations always put her on 
the side of the boys. We liked the boys. We liked their good 
manners, we liked their code of honour and we liked their fierce 
school spirit. Our life at W aitaki, as far as it concerned the boys, 
was enjoyable and full of interest, and we would have changed no 
part of it. 

There were many other compensations as well. The staff, taken 
as a whole, were sound and good. I found them easy to work with 
and was pleased to see that the majority took an active part in 
out-of-school activities. During one cricket season as many as five 
of the staff, including myself, were all members of the Oamaru B 
team which manfully managed to hold its own in the local senior 
competition. Cricket on Saturday afternoons, with the playing 
fields filled with teams from Oamaru and from the school, was 
both a relaxation and a joy. Bob Lowe, in his Prayers for New 
Zealanders, speaks for many old cricketers when he says simply: 

Thank you Lord 
for cricket. 

At the end of 1944 my first assistant, Bill Utt!ey, was due to 
retire. Bill was one of the treasures I had inherited from the old 
order and I could not have wished for anyone more loyal and 
helpful in all I attempted to do. He was a great figure in the school, 
a lovable kindly Mr Chips with a complete tmderstanding of boys. 
I was going to miss him very much. 

I gave much thought to his successor and finally, with no hesita
tion or doubt, I made my recommendation to the board. In due 
course I was invited to discuss my choice at a board meeting. 
Unfortunately, by this time, news of my nomination had been 
bandied around Oamaru and, as there was another strong applicant 
who, like my nominee, was a local man and a member of my staff, 
the town began to take an active interest. There was growing 
evidence that people, not excluding members of my staff, were 
t~g sides and when I found out that board members were being 
lobb1ed I was very angry indeed. It was all very well to say that 
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such activities were inevitable in a town where everybody knew 
everybody else's business or that it was the price we had to pay for 
democracy; this matter concemed no one but my board and me. 

When, therefore, I was informed that my nominee for first
assistant had not been appointed, my immediate and strong reac
tion was that this implied a lack of confidence in me, or at least a 
lack of confidence in my judgment if not my integrity. I handed 
in my resignation. 

I was fully aware that boards of govemors have the fmal say on 
staff appointments; but I was also aware that in actual practice 
headmasters are allowed to make their choice, other things being 
equal of course. I explained my action in the following words: 'I 
have resigned because I consider that no headmaster can effectively 
perform the task assigned to him and leave his mark on a school 
unless he is allowed to build his own staff around him.' 

My resignation caused a considerable stir throughout the whole 
of New Zealand. Articles, letters and editorials discussed the rights 
and wrongs of what was interpreted everywhere as a matter of 
principle. In the minds of some, the reasons for my resignation 
seemed to impinge on the 'rights of man'. According to them, if 
I were given the right to appoint, I would soon demand the right 
to dismiss and so on. Oamaru and Dunedin papers had a real feast, 
with local activities providing something new for the menu every 
day. The parent of a boarder took round a petition and with 500 

signatures requested that the board and I should meet and try to 
settle our differences. Another petition sought signatures to show 
confidence in and support for the board. The situation and some 
of the happenings at times had an undoubted Gilbertian touch but 
for my wife and family there was little to laugh about. 

Some newspapers came out strongly on my side. It was some 
satisfaction to me to read the strong support given to my action in 
the Nelson Evening Mail, because Nelson College and Waitaki 
Boys' High School had much in common, both schools having 
been built up around the personality and character of individual 
headmasters. The Nelson editorial concluded with the following 
paragraph: 'It would be a bad day for New Zealand education if 
there were no longer room at the top of our secondary schools for 
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teachers of the calibre of Mr Burrows, who are not content to be 
merely tim.e-servers or "yes-men". He is a man who, given suffic
ient opportunity, would be a worthy successor to great head
masters who have gone before, and it is hoped that what is 
W aitaki' s loss will be some other good school's gain.' 

I had, however, made up my mind that I would now give up 
the teaching profession altogether. Teaching had been my life, but 
now I had no heart for it. 

For about a fortnight I had no ideas or plans for the future. I 
suppose I worried about it a little but there were too many other 
things on my plate concerning the present to allow me tim.e to 
think about the future. 

Then came a letter from Major-General Keith Stewart of Army 
Headquarters, Wellington, offering me an appointment in the 
New Zealand Regular Force with the rank of colonel. I was deeply 
touched by this offer. It settled my worries about the future and, 
what meant just as much to me, it conveyed an unwritten message 
of trust and confidence from a man who knew me and who was 
then Chief of the General Staff of the New Zealand Army. 

I was only forty-five years old. Life still had much to offer. 



CHAPTER 22 

Postscript 

THERE IS no room here for more than a brief reference to the next 
twenty-three years, which for me were as full of interest and 
almost as full of incident as my earlier life. 

My army appointment took me to Papakura Military Camp, 
my arrival coinciding with the first intake of eighteen-year-olds 
called up under the new compulsory military training scheme. 
Once again I was to experience the responsibility as well as the fun 
of being in charge of youth. I suppose the eyes of the whole of 
New Zealand were on the three training camps at this time, and 
I felt I had an extra responsibility because the year before, on the 
eve of the referendum on the subject, I had been one of three 
speakers who presented the case for compulsory military training 
over the radio to the New Zealand public. I now had every chance 
of either proving my own arguments or being shown up by those 
who opposed the scheme. 

Three years later, with the rank of brigadier again, I was sent 
for a year to command the New Zealand Forces in Korea and 
Japan. This was a busy year, full of interesting activity, and among 
pleasant memories two functions stand out. At one I was the guest 
of the officers of a Greek brigade whose commander made an 
emotional and touching speech about New Zealand soldiers and 
the reputation they had eamed for themselves in his country; at 
the other, the guest of the officers of a brigade of Indian infantry 
who had come to Korea to handle the exchange of prisoners but 
who put aside their neutrality to entertain a New Zealander who 
had campaigned with them in North Africa. There was rugby 
football too, and with no shame I admit to fmding important 
business in Tokyo when our K Force team played matches there 
against the Japanese. 
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When I returned to New Zealand it was to command Southern 
Military District, with headquarters in Christchurch. There 
followed happy years with interesting tasks and projects that 
required careful planning and sometimes tactful handling. On one 
occasion, in company with Bill Thomton, then Adjutant-General 
at Army Headquarters, I made a brief trip to the Antarctic as a 
guest of the Americans. 

In New Zealand the retiring age for a brigadier is fifry-five. I 
felt too young to retire and when the Government decided that the 
country should be organised against natural disaster, I took the 
appointment of Regional Commissioner for Civil Defence for the 
South Island. This was supposed to be part-time employment but, 
as there were then over a hundred local authorities in the South 
Island to be brought into the scheme, I found I was fully occupied 
indeed. 

I did, however, fmd time to accept office in various voluntary 
organisations hitherto denied me. One was the office of District 
Governor of Rotary with commitments of travel overseas that 
gave the opportuniry to my wife and me to see something of the 
world together. Another was the office of president of the Gradu
ates' Association and Club of the Universiry of Canterbury, an 
office which brought with it pleasant associations again with the 
universiry. 

Today I am one of the trustees of the Charles Upham Trust and 
each year we meet to select the Upham Scholar. This is a salutary 
experience and if sometimes I fmd myself out of patience with the 
actions and dress of the universiry student, a session with the 
applicants for this scholarship helps to restore my faith in the future 
and, in particular, the leadership qualities shown by the youth of 
today. 

~ 

In 1963 my wife and I were in England and met Lord and Lady 
Freyberg again. During our conversation my old general, apropos 
of nothing, suddenly said, Jim, aren't we lucky to be alive.' 

Looking back on my life, I am bound to agree. 
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