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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION
War is an exceptional circumstance.

It is an

interruption to the normal process of community life
and tends temporarily to replace essentially civilian
administration with one which is heavily influenced by
the military.
The Second World War was for this reason an unusual
period in Australia's history, especially since it was the
only war in which there had been a direct threat of invasion
of the Australian mainland.

This war resulted in an

interruption to the normal life of society which arose
from the redistribution of national effort,reflected in
manpower and money, away from civilian projects, towards
the defence forces.

The interruption also involved the

forced abandonment of immediate goals by millions of
Australians and the acceptance of new goals determined
by the unexpected requirements of the time.

All sections

of Australian society were affected, including Aborigines
and Torres Strait Islanders.
The defence forces and the Army in particular
became influential in the shaping of wartime society.
The Army tended to be all pervasive.

It had an interest

in almost every facet of society, and almost everyone had
an interest either directly or indirectly in it.

The Army

assumed total responsibility for the administration of
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large parts of Australia and worked closely with the civil
administration in all other areas.
The Army had a profound effect on many of the
individuals it touched, especially since Army society
was very different from pre-war civilian society.

The

Army's relationship with Aborigines and Torres Strait
Islanders was all the more important for them because they
came into contact with a new type of white society. 1
Indeed, the Second World War is the most significant
and i nfluential event in recent Aborig i nal history.
Yet few, if any, historians have investigated
the degree to which relations between the Army and Abor i gines
conformed to or d i ve rg ed from the model of pre -war r ela tions
between wh i tes and Abor i g i nes.

This lack of attention , is

the more interesting because most h i storians accept t ha t
t he Second Wo rld Wa r was a turning point in both Abo r ig i nal
self-advancement and in relations between whites and
Aborigines.

An examination of relations between Aborigines

and whites during the Second World War reveals that while
those factors affecting Aborigines in the civilian
environment are usually covered in some detail, there is
seldom any investigation of the relationship between
Aborigines and the Army.

2

Thus, histories of th i s kind

refer to the increased availability of employment for

1.
The Navy and Air Force were also influential
although they had less contact with Aborigines or Torres
Strai t Islan d ers than the Army.
2.
See, for exa mple, Biskup, P., No t Slave s, Not
Citizens , St. Lucia, Qld., 1973, and Franklin, M., Blaak
and White Australian s, Melbourne, 1976.
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Aborigines during the war and the subsequent effects of
this, without mentioning, for example, that the Army was
the largest employer of Aborigines in the Northern
Territory.

It is because such facts are not mentioned,

and because the difference between Army employment and
civilian employment is not fully appreciated, that
historians have failed to come to terms with the problem
of the Army rela t _ionship with Aborigines.
Military histories are no better.

Though some

mention the part played by individual Aboriginal soldiers 3
none venture beyond battle descriptions or outlines of
organizational or administrative systems to explore the
nature of the relationship between the Army and Aborigines. 4
The dearth of reference to the relationship between
the Army and Aborigines in military histories is surprising
in view of the continuing importance of the north to the
defence of Australia.

Since the Second World War, this

interest has been maintained by the Malayan Emergency,
Indonesian confrontation and,more recently, the war in
Vietnam.

Defence interest in north Australia has been

reflected in articles published in the Australian Army

Journal but it is noteworthy that only one of these has

3.
For typical passing references to Aboriginal soldiers
see McCarthy, D. Australia in the War of 1939-45 - South West
Paci f ic - First Year - Kododa to Wau, Canberra, 1959, p.471
and Harrison, K. The Brave Japan e s e , Adelaide, 1966, p.19.
4.
The series Australia in the War of 1939-1945 contains
sparse reference indeed to Aborigines. This includes
Sir Paul Hasluck's two volumes The Government and the
PeJple 1939-41, Canberra, and The Gov e rnm ent an d the People
1942 - 45 , Canberra.
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considered the place of Aborigines in Australia's defence. 5
It is surprising tha t this interest in the defence of
north Australia has not led to any detailed examination
of the role played by Aborigines in their relations with
the Army during the Second World War.
In the absence of interest in the wartime relationship between the Army and Aborigines, a number of questions
present themselves.

Firstly, what was the nature of the

relationship between the Army and Aborigines?

Because

north Australia was both strategically important and the
area of highest concentration of the Aboriginal population,
the large numbers of troops moved there resulted in the
exposure of each racial group to the other.
the exposure was of a new kind.

In both cases

Most soldiers came fr om

t h e capital cities and had never seen Aborigines before,
wh i le the Aborigines had never been exposed to the pecu l iar
Army society.

The stage was set for the development of a

new kind of relationship.

Aborigines also had particular

skills such as tracking and bushcraft, which the Army
sought .

This helped bring Aborigines into contact with

the Army and made their traditional skills more mark etable
than in the past.
Secondly, was the relationship uniform throughout
the Army and did it change over time?

Since the Army is

an authoritarian and hierarchical body forming a society

5.
Langtry. Lieutenant Colonel J.O. and East, Lieutenant
Colonel C.H.A., 'The Aboriginal and Defence', Australian
Army Jo ur nal , vol.17, no.194, July 1965, pp.34-38.

5

separate yet part of the total community, it may be
assumed that policies determining the relationship
between the Army and Aborigines were uniformly applied.
However, since the Army's requirement for manpower
changed to meet the Japanese threat and the Army relationship with Aborigines was determined largely by its demand
for manpower, the relationship varied throughout the
course of the war.

The relationship also tended to vary

with the function performed by Aborigines.

Aborigines

enlisted as soldiers for example, had a different relationship with the Army than those who were civilian labourers
employed by the Army.
Lastly, if the relationship between the Army and
Aborigines was different from the pre-war one, what caused
it to be so?

The answer to this question lies in the nature

of Army society which produced a more egalitarian approach
to Aborigines in some cases while elements of the pre-war
racist attitudes still remained in others.
Before these questions can be answered in more
detail, it is necessary to examine the pre-war relationship
between whites and Aborigines.

It is only by understanding

the type of relationship which existed before the Army
relationship with Aborigines developed that the nature
of that relationship can be gauged.

What follows will

of necessity be a brief coverage since the pre-war
relationship is well documented elsewhere and since this
paper makes no attempt to compare the pre-war relations
with the relationship between the Army and Aborigines.

6

This paper seeks only to describe the latter relationship
and account for its nature.
W.E.H. Stanner points out that the arousal of public
interest in the plight of Aborigines is a recent event.
He suggests that reports of atrocities first aroused
public interest in outback Aborigines in 1926 while interest
in Aborigines of the settled coastal areas of the east and
south did not appear until even later. 6

This burgeoning

interest, Stanner suggests, was the result of improved
communications such as motor cars, aeroplanes and radio
which brought the outback closer to the urban masses.
People became more aware of an outback lifestyle in which
white relations with Aborigines were characterised by
brutality and near slavery.
Most interest in Aborigines, even up to the beginning
of the Second World War was therefore focussed on these
Aborigines in the north of Australia and particularly in
the Northern Territory.

The plight of Aborigines in the

southern states and in urban areas aroused little interest
compared to the north where a frontier situation still
existed, and where the last clashes of the inter-racial
war which had begun with the arrival of Europeans in
Australia, were still being fought.

This developing

interest led to the consideration of the question of
Cowmonwealth assumption of responsibilities for all

6.
p.18.

Stanner, W.E.H., After the Dreaming, Sydney, 1969,

·

7

Aborigines and the relinquishment of State Government
responsibilities in this area.
The Bleakley report, published in 1929, was an
examination of the Commonwealth Government record in the
area of Aboriginal administration which had been prompted
by popular insistence arising out of instances qf brutality
towards Aborigines in the north.

This report revealed the

character of relations between whites and Aborigines in
the Northern Territory in the late 1920s.
The report noted amongst other things that many
Aborigines in pastoral employment were not paid wages while
those wo r king for wages in towns were generally underpaid.
Liv i ng cond i ti o ns were found to be apa l ling, huts erected
for the accommodation of Abor i gine employees and their
d e pendents on many pastoral properties resembling hot and
insanitary kennels of galvanised iron. 7

Aged dependents

of Aborigines employed on pastoral properties were oft e n
starving and no attempt was made to educate Aboriginal
children.

Identical conditions were reported by the Berndts

during their wartime investigation of the declining
Aboriginal population on Vestey's properties in the
Northern Territory 8 , indicat i ng that the situation had

7.
The Aboriginals and Half-Castes of Central Australia
and North Australia.
Report by J . W. Bleakley, Chief
Pr otector of Aborigines, Queensland, 1928. Commonweal t h
Pa r liamen t a r y Paper no.21, 1929. Pll65.
8.
Berndt, R. and C., "Some Aspects of Native Labour
on Northern Territory Cattle Stations' Abo r igine s Pr otecto r,
v ol.2, no.2, 1946 and also 'Pastoral Stations in the Northern
Te rr i to ry and Na tive Welfare' Aborigines Pr otecto r, vol.2,
no. 4 , 19 4 8 .
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not appreciably changed in the intervening period.
notable exceptions did exist however.

Some

The Rosewood station

for example, achieved greater productivity than its
neighbours by investing in its Aboriginal workforce and
by providing good conditions and training. 9
Besides raising these criticisms, the Bleakley
report also found fault with the Commonwealth Government.
Its institutions were "badly situated, inadequately
financed and insufficiently supervised".lO
Bleakley's recommendations reflected his view that
it was unfortunate that Australia was a multi-racial
society.

Like most of his contemporaries, he was convinced

that the full blood Aboriginal population was dying out and
therefore not a continuing problem.

On the other hand, the

part-Aboriginal population was growing and Bleakley
recommended strong measures designed to prevent further
miscegenation.

The problem posed by the existing population

of part-Aborigines was to be solved by making it disappear.
This was to be achieved by absorbing the part-Aborigine
population into the white population.

Thus the Bleakley

report represents the origins of the assimilation policy
though this policy was not to be fully adopted until after
the Second World War.

9.
Rowley, C.D., The Destruction of Aboriginal Society,
Canberra, 1970, p.334.
10.

The Bleakley Report, p.1168.
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Throughout the first five years of the thirties
violent clashes between Aborigines and whites including
the highly publicised Tuckiar murder case and the shooting
of an Aborigine by police at Ayers Rock, maintained the
Aboriginal question as an issue at hand and increased the
arguments for a national policy.
The 1936 State Premiers'Conference discussed the
need for a national Aboriginal policy, but since states
were reluctant to relinquish powers to the Commonwealth,
a compromise solution was adopted.

Instead of complete

Commonwealth control of Aboriginal policy, an "annual"
conference at which both State and Commonwealth Governments
would be represented was initiated.

The first confer e nce

took place in 1937 and topics ranging from Commonwealth
control of all Aboriginal policy to the continuing use
of neck chains and corporal punishment were discussed.
Despite this auick response to the call for a national
forum, the 1937 conference achieved very little and no
further conferences were held prior to the war.
Assimilation however had become entrenched as the
ideal objective in both Commonwealth and State Government
policies but carried with it the sometimes false
assumption that Aborigines wanted to be assimilated.

,To

assure the disappearance of part-Aborigines by assimil a tion,
tighter controls had to be imposed on them preventing, for
example, their contact with and marriage to full-bloods.
Hence "the period just before the war was marked by the
.
.
.
l eg1s
. l at1on
.
pea k o f protect1ve-restr1ct1ve
. 11
11

11.

Rowley, De s t r ~c t i on, p.323.
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Missions had also responded to the burgeoning
interest in Aborigines in the north.

Missions at Port

Keats, Ernabella and Ooldea were established between 1933
and 1937, but while missions sometimes failed to embrace
the Government policy of assimilation and the tight controls
it implied, they were often producing Aborigines who were
as unsuited to take their place in the community because
of their religious convictions as traditional Aborigines
were for their cultural convictions.
In 1939 McEwen, then the Commonwealth Minister for
the Interior, introduced his policy for the advancement
of Aboriginal welfare.

This policy has been described

as "the first really humane statement of Aboriginal policy
12
.
h
d o f B ritis
. ' h co 1 onia
' 1 a d ministration.
· ·
·
since
teen
11

He

proposed the progress of Aborigines towards the eventual
right to citizenship, the training of Aborigines for
useful occupations, and instruction in law and the rights
of property.

Though humane, McEwan's policy suffered

from its assumption of the student-teacher relationship
which depended upon the Aborigines acceptance of the
role of student.

It also came too late in the decade and

despite McEwen's pleas, was frustrated by the channeling
of funds to defence _at the expense of Aboriginal welfare.
With the exception of McEwen's policy, the pre-war
relationship between whites and Aborigines was marked by
brutality and racism on the personal level and a mixture
of unconcern and arrogance at the level of Governmental

12.

As above, p.328.
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policy.

The gradual progress towards a humane policy

had begun but had been temporarily thwarted by the war.
It would remain to be seen how the relationship between
the Army and Aborigines would develop under the different
circumstances of wartime Australia.

12

Chapter 2

ENLISTMENT, RECRUITMENT AND PAY
Until early 1939 the Australian Military Forces
comprised a small permanent force and the citizen forces.
The citizen forces were maintained either by voluntary
enlistment, by compulsory training under the provisions
of Part XII of the Defence Act, or by a combination of
the two.
With the declaration of war, all male inhabitants
of Australia between the ages of 18 and 60 could be called
upon by proclamation under Part IV of the Defence Act to
enlist and serve in the citizen forces.

The citizen forces

could also be called upon for continuous service anywhere
in the South West Pacific Area which included Australia,
New Guinea, Borneo, and The Netherlands East Indies, but
excluded West Sumatra, Malaya and Indo-China.

Any force

required for service outside this area had to be voluntarily
enlisted. 1
As it became clear to the government that war was
likely, a recruiting campaign was initiated.

This began

in 1938 and the strength of the citizen forces was raised
from 35,000 to 70,000 by the end of March 1939.

By the

outbreak of the war in September, citizen force strength
had reached 90,000.

1.
Th e Arm y War Effort: Australian Military Forces
publication dated 31 Aug. 1945. Prepared by the General
Staff and issued under direction of the Commander in Chief.
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On 16 September 1939 the government began recruiting
for the 2nd AIF.

The government sought voluntary enlistment

for service beyond the South West Pacific Are~ for the
period of the war and an additional year thereafter.
Appeals were made to members of the citizen force to
volunteer for the 2nd AIF but these met with a poor response,
the ranks being filled mainly by the recruitment of
. 1· 1 ians.
·
2
civ.

Two documents laid down the criteria for enlistment
into the · two arms of the Australian Army.

These were the

Defence Act and the Army publication, Australian Military
Regulations and Orders. 3
The Defence Act placed no limitations upon the racial
origins of voluntary enlistees but did require that all
personnel take an oath of allegiance, thereby restricting
enlistment to British subjects.

Torres Strait Islanders

and Aborigines were British subjects and therefore were
not excluded from voluntary enlistment.

Persons "not

substantially of European origin or descent" were, however,
exempted from call-up for war service under section 61(1) (h)
of the Defence Act, and from compulsory training under
section 138(1) (b).
Contrary to the Defence Act, Australian Military
Regulations and Orders No.177 stated that only persons who
were "substantially of European origin or descent" were

2.

Th e Arm y Wa r Effort, p.15.

3.
Australian Military Regulations and Orders was a
collection of regulations and orders of a long standing
nature, governing the administration of the Army.
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to be enlisted voluntarily. 4

This was only an Army

order, did not affect the legal predominance of the
Defence Act, and could be varied or waived to suit the
requirements of Land Headquarters, the headquarters of
the Australian Army.
As the war progressed, the threat to the security
of Australia increased, causing greater demands for Army
manpower.

This demand for manpower meant that more and

more marginal groups such as men in older age groups and
Aborigines, began to be regarded as acceptable for
recruitment.

Under these conditions, the Army manipulated

the discriminatory section of the Australian Military
Regulations and Orders to allow the enlistment of some
appropriately qualified Aborigines and Torres Strait
Islanders.
As early as September 1939, Aborigines had begun
to be enlisted into the Army, though in small numbers.
The then Minister for Defence, Mr G.A. Street, had
authorised the Commandant 7th Military District (the
Northern Territory) to begin enlistment of a limited
number of selected part-Aborigines into units stationed

. t h e Nort h ern Territory.
.
S
in

The Darwin Infantry Battalion,

a regular Army unit based at Darwin, also had its own small
contingent of Aboriginal servicemen, nicknamed the "Black
Watch" ostensibly after the famous British regiment. 6

4.

Australian War Memorial, CRS A2663, item 628/1/1.

5.

Australian Archives, Accession MP431, item 849/3/1644.

6.

Johnston, G.H., Austral i a a t WaI', Sydney, 1942, p.8.
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But despite these and other isolated cases of enlisted
Aborigines and ·Islanders, it was clear that in the first
year of the war, while hostilities remained centered in
Europe,

"the Army had initially shown little enthusiasm

for Aboriginal volunteers, even for non-combatant duties 11 • 7
In response to an increasing number of requests by
part-Aborigines and full-bloods to enlist, and confusion
created by the fact that some Aborigines were already
serving contrary to the previous orders, Military commands
sought clarification of the policy on enlistment of
Aborigines and other non-Europeans.

On 6 May 1940 a

Military Board Memo was issued stating that the enlistment
of persons of non-European origin or descent was "neither
necessary nor desirable

11 •

8

It also drew attention to the

extant orders and requested compliance.

As Aboriginals

began to be turned away from recruiting offices throughout
Australia, various agencies such as the Queensland
Department of Native Affairs and the Aborigines Uplift
Society took up the issue of Aboriginal enlistment.
Their main grievances centered round the inconsistency
of Army policy.
As a result of pressure applied by these agencies,
the matter of Aboriginal enlistment was reconsidered by
the Military Board and its decision, promulgated on 13
August 1940, was that

7.
Biskup, P., Not Slaves,
Bri sbane, 1973, p.208.
8.

Not Citizens, St. Lucia,

Australian Archives, Accession MP508, Item 275/750/1310

16

"

the provisions of Section 61(1) (h)

and 138(1) (b) of the Defence Act and
AMR&0 177(1)

must be adhered to.

This precludes the enlistment of full
blooded aborigines, but, in deciding whether
or not a person with some aboriginal blood
is or is not substantially of European origin
or descent, medical officers will be guided
by the general suitability of the applicant
and by the laws and practices of the State
or Territory in which the enlistment takes
place". 9
While the Army required a means of excluding
unsuitable applicants for enlistment, the use of the
applicant's race as a means of exclusion was insensitive
and shortsighted.

Trouble was bound to arise when

Aborigines excluded for reasons not associated with
their race, such as medical disability or inadequate
education, believed their exclusion to be the result of
this racist policy. · Similar trouble would arise when
already serving Aborigines were discharged from the Army.
While discharge may have been necessary because a soldier
sustained a disabling injury or as punishment for a breach
of military or civil law, some Aboriginal soldiers and
Aboriginal welfare organizations believed that discharges
were an example of Army victimization of Aborigines.
Though race was inappropriate as a means of exclusion
and numerous other selection criteria existed by which
undesirable would-be recruits could be excluded, the

9.
Australian Archives, Accession MP508, Item
275/750/1310.
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Militnry nonrd decision did possess flexibility.

~he

Army could adjust the acceptability of Aboriginal recruits
to meet changes in the demand for manpower and in this
regard the Military Board decision represented an
improvement from the Army point of view over the earlier
complete exclusion of Aborigines.
Aborigine welfare organizations such as the
Aborigines Uplift Society, The National Missionary Council
of Australia and the Committee for Aboriginal Citizenship
were quick to protest.

They claimed that Aborigines

enlisted before the decision, were now being discharged
from the Army simply because of their race. 10

However,

the Aboriginal servicemen concerned were being discharged
for other reasons.
On 4 January 1942, a Sydney newspaper published
an article headed "3 Blacks Sent Home by Army".

The

article concerned an Aborigine from Murwillumbah who
attempted to join the AIF and was passed medically fit
at the Murwillumbah recruiting centre.

He and two other

Aborigines from Grafton were sent to Sydney, but on
arrival were immediately returned without explanation.
The incident led to a renewal of the pressure being
applied to the Army and the Commonwealth Government, to
accept Aboriginal soldiers.

Letters supporting the

enlistment of Aborigines came from diverse sources
including private citizens, The Association for the
Protection of Native Races, and the Penrith Branch of

10.
Australian Archives, Accession MP508,
Item 275/750/1310.
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the Australian Labour Party. 11
By early 1942 the Japanese advance and the
dwindling availability of manpower were beginning to
apply more effective pressure to the Army to modify
its attitudes .

On 19 February 1942, Darwin was bombed

and a Japanese invasion of the Australian mainland was
feared.

By March, the demand for additional manpower

to meet the threat pf invasion had become so acute that
the remaining classes of men, those of only marginal
military value, were called up. 12

At this stage, the

Army began to relax its attitude to the enlistment of
Aborigines and although the wording of the orders did
not change, Aborigines began to be enlisted in relatively
large numbers.

Despite the descriminatory nature of

recruiting policy, those Aborigines who succeeded in
becoming enlisted members of the Army, and who served
in conventional Army units, enjoyed an equality many of
them had seldom experienced in the pre-war civilian
environment.

Pay and conditions were identical with

those enjoyed by white soldiers while opportunities for
advancement existed for Aborigines possessing leadership
qualities.

Reg Saunders, for example, rose from the rank

of private soldier to that of lieutenant during the course
of the war though his was an exceptional case.

11.

An

As above.

12.
Th e Arm u War Effort. These were married men aged
35-45 and sinale men or widowers without children aged
45-60.

I
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interesting effect of this Army equality is that no
accurate record exists of how many Aboriginal soldiers
served.

Army records did not record a soldier's race.
Though up to this time the Army had used the

orders to restrict the entry of part-Aborigines into
most parts of the Australian Army, it had simultaneously
been raising unconventional units manned almost entirely
by persons of non-European origin or descent.

The Torres

Strait Defence Force and the Northern Territory Special
Reconnaissance Unit were examples of this inconsistency.
The Torres Strait Defence Force was manned, below
the rank of sergeant, by Torres Strait Islanders,
mainland Aborigines and some Australian Malays.

The

War Establishment, the document which specified the
manning and equipping of the unit, authorised the raising
of the following:

Total
Strength

Unit

13

Native
Strength

White

Strength

Torres Strait Light Infantry Battalion 14

488

440

48

Coast Artillery - Torres Strait

413

335

78

63

43

20

32 Aµstralian Water Transport Maintenance Company (Small
Craft)
Royal Australian Engineers

206

67

139

14 Australian Water Transport Operating Company (Small

346

239

107

260

231

29

1776

1355

421

HQ of a Water Transport Group (Small Craft)

era ft)

13

Royal Australian Engineers

Torres Strait Pioneer Company
TOTAL

15
13.
The term "native" was used to describe Torres Strait Islanders, mainland Aborigines and
Australian Malays while the term "white" was used to describe people other than "natives".
14.
It is interesting to note that the War Establishment of the Torres Strait Light Infantry
Battalion specified that all Officers, Warrant Officers, Staff Sergeants and Sergeants be
"Australian personnel". This was later chanqed to read "white personnel" but the original
wording implies that the author of the Establishme nt unconsciously regarded the Torres Strait
Islanders as non-Australians.
15.
Australian War Memorial, CRS A2663, Item 628/1/1.

IV
0

AWM 119169

A Squad of the Torres Strait Light Infantry training in
their company lines, Thursday Island.
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These figures represented the ideal and were never
actually achieved.

Native strength of the total force

fluctuated but never reached more than about 900.

The

breakup of the native troops was roughly:
740
50
10
800

Torres Strait Islanders
Mainland Aborigines
Australian Malays
Total 16

While the Army was manipulating the recruiting
regulations, similar manipulation was occurring with the
regulations governing rates of pay.

Pay scales for the

Australian Army were governed by War Financial (Military
Forces) Regulations and Military Financial Regulations
laid down the rates of pay and allowances for AIF personnel
and those called up for full-time service.

Military

Financial Regulations laid down rates of pay for
voluntarily enlisted members of the citizen forces.
Neither regulation mentioned special rates of pay for
Torres Strait Islanders or Aborigines.

Though legally

entitled to the same pay rates as white soldiers, the
native members of the Torres Strait Force, again in breach
of the relevant regulations, received considerably less
pay.

17
The War Establishment laid down the following pay

scales for Islander and Aborigine servicemen:

16.

Australian War Memorial, CRS A2663, Item 628/1/1.

17.

Australian War Memorial, CRS A2663, Item 422/7/8.
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Private, 1st year of service
2nd year of service
3rd year of service
Lance Corporal
Corporal

E3.10.0
I;3.15.0
E4 . o.o
E4 . 7.6
E4.15.0

per
per
per
per
per

month
month
month
month
month

By comparison, a private soldier in any conventional
unit of the Austr~lian Military Forces was paid at the rate
of about E8.0.0 per month in his first year of service,
regardless of his race.
This inequality of pay was increased by the requirement for the native troops to make compulsory allotments to
the Queensland Government Protector of Islanders which left
the private soldier with only 10/- take home pay per
fo rtn i ght.

Not surprisingly

" ... the coloured troops were very dissatisf i ed
with the allotments and about January (1942} ...
the Protector was requested (by the Army} to
interview the personnel and endeavour to satisfy
the l ads in regard to allotments and to see if
s a me could be reduced so as to allow the lads a
18
few shillings more pocket money."
The Protector failed to adjust the allotments as
promised and was evacuated from Thursday Island in March
1942 (along with other civilians} having made no arrangemen t s beforehand for the future well being of the native
troops or their dependents.

The soldiers' dependents had

particular difficulty in obtaining food since almost all
able-bodied men had been recruited into the Army.

18.

As above.

Further-
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more, Islander and Aborigine soldiers were concentrated
on Thursday Island while in many cases their dependents
continued to live on outlying islands.

Poor communications

between the islands meant that dependents lost the
immediate support of their menfolk causing further hardship
to the dependents and low morale amongst the troops.

After

struggling with these problems for a considerable time, the
troops finally mutinied in January 1944.
The Commanding Officer of the Torres Strait Light
Infantry Battalion identified the problems as "the
difference in rate of pay between the white soldiers and
coloured soldiers (and) differences in privileges allowed
to white soldiers and coloured soldiers .•.• " 19

Domestic

affairs, though not specifically mentioned by the soldiers
interviewed, were also believed by the Commanding Officer,
to be a cause of worry.
On 1 February 1944 a conference was held in
Melbourne to discuss the employment of natives in the Army.
Representatives from the Department of the Army, External
Territories, Interior, Navy, Repatriation and Treasury
and from the Queensland Government attended, and the main
question under discussion was the pay of the native troops.
The conference
"

considered that paying (the native troops)

at a lower rate (than white troops) was illegal
and that serious repercussions might follow.

An

estimate of the amount of under-payment together
with Repatriation Liability was !:i30,000,000." 20
19.

As above.

20.
Australian War Memorial, CRS A2663, Item 628/1/1.
Minutes of a Meeting held to Discuss the Employment of
Natives in the Army - Melbourne, 1 February 1944.
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AWM 119178
A

Infantry camp
view of part of the Torres Strait Light
Thursday Island .
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-.. ,

AWM 119184
Soldiers of the Torres Strait Islands Light Infantry
battalion servicing an Army truck .
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However, the conference
" ... decided that although from a strictly legal
point of view (the native troops) •.. were entitled
to full rates of pay, such payment should not in
fact, be made."
The reasons for this decision were:
"a. the sum involved;

and

b. that if such natives were paid at such rates filr ilbovc the rutcs curned by th m in civil
life before the war - it woul<l cause consiucrable
trouble when they eventually left the Army." 21
As a result of this conference a payrise was given
to the native troops, but despite the admission that native
troops were legally entitled to the same pay as other
soldiers, this payrise still fell short of the amount paid
to white soldiers.
While the conditions of service issue was being
decided, a separate but related issue had emerged;

that

of mainland Aborigines serving in the ~ater Transport Group.
In a letter dated 10 October 1942, Headquarters First
Australian Army reminded Headquarters Queensland Line of
Communications Area 22 , that enlistment into the Torres
Strait Force was to be confined to Torres Strait Islanders
and that contrary to this policy, some mainland Aborigines
had been enlisted.

According to Headquarters First

21.
As above. The reasons for the decision as described
here are superficial. A more detailed discussion of the
underlying determinants contributing to this decision, is
provided at chapter 5.
22.
A Line of Communications Area was that area through
which support flows to forward operational units.
The
headquarters o f such an area was responsible for
"housekeeping" duties such as recruitment.
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Australian Army, the Aborigines were ''ostracised by the
Islanders", "of exceedingly poor type" and "not in the
same fighting class as the Torres Strait Islanders". 23
The headquarters decided that because the Aborigines were
of a lower standard and less useful to the Army than the
Islanders, and that it was "not desirable to continue to
employ Australian Aborigines in competent units" they
should be discharged from the Army.
This decision was referred to the Commanding Officer
of the Aborigines who opposed it on the grounds that the
Aborigines were essential to his unit's operations.

They

acted as pilots on luggers and were the only people
available with adequate local knowledge to perform the
job effectively.

As a result of his remarks, the decision

was rescinded, but the incident serves to illustrate the
arbitrary control exercised by the Army in the enlistment
of Aborigines.
Another exception to the official Army recruiting
policy was the Northern Territory Special Reconnaissance
Unit.

Like the Torres Strait Defence Force, this unit was

raised to perform a particular task in a closely defined
geographic area and its task was one that could not easily
be performed by conventional white units.
It had been recognised early in the war that Darwin
would be particularly vunerable to attack if Singapore and
the Netherlands East Indies fell into Japanese hands.

23.

Australian War Memorial , CRS A2663, file 628/1/1.

29

Darwin snt completely isolated on the north coast, closer
to potential Japanese air bases in Sumatra and Java than
to Sydney or Melbourne.

Because of the relatively small

size of the military force which could be allocated to
the defence of Darwin, it was imperative that the
effectiveness of the force be maximised by providing early
warning of any Japanese attack.

lI

24

The Northern Territory

Special Reconnaissance Unit was therefore raised in 1941
"a.

To provide flank protection for Darwin by
organizing the natives of the coastline to
furm an efficient coastwatching organization
based on their own local organization, and
reporting, in each district, through posts
equ i pped with (radio).

b.

To organize the natives into a potential
mob i le force or patrol, retaining for the
most part their local grouping, so that the
natives can be readily gathered into efficient
units to carry out guerilla warfare in the
event of a landing by enemy forces ...

c.

To gather together a small unit of the
aborigines who possess special prowess in
hunting, in craftsmanship and bushcraft,
and who are skilled in guerilla warfare and
ambush, and to use these natives for the
instruction of members of the Independent
Companies 25 in tropical bushcraft and in

24.
The Japanese Army had shown a notable preference
for landing some distance from their eventual objective,
then moving overland to it. The Japanese invasion of
Ma laya, culminating in the capture of Singapore was typical
o f this techniaue. Without an early warning system, such
a tact i c ma y have gone unnoticed for some time in more
r e mote parts of the coast of northern Australia.
25.
Inde pendent Companies were commando companies
a llocated to various geographic areas to conduct guerilla
o pe rations against the Japanese. 4th Independent Company
was allocated to the No~thern Territory.
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living on the resources of the country". 26
Squadron Leader Donald Thomson

27

was seconded to

the Army from the RAAF for the purpose of raising and
commanding the unit.

He patrolled Arnhem Land and

recruited about 50 full blooded Aborigines mainly from
amongst known fighting bands? 8

"Many were renowned

warriors with almost legendary reputations for their
prowess as spear fighters, and some of them had already
killed Japanese"
result.

29

and had served gaol sentences as a

Not surprisingly, one of Thomson's greatest

problems was to overcome the Aborigine's fear of punitive
raids were they to kill Japanese as Thomson requested.

26.
Australian War Memorial, CRS A2663, Item 741/5/9.
Report on the Northern Territory Special Reconnaissance
Unit by Squadron ' Leader Donald F. Thomson, RAAF, 1941-43.
27.
Donald Thomson was an anthropologist from Melbourne
University. Before the war he had been engaged on
extensive field work amongst the Aborigines of Cape York
and Arnhem Land. His involvement in Arnhem Land began with
the Tuckiar murder case which raised the question of the
place of Aboriginal cultural imperatives in law.
In 1935,
Thomson was invited to go to Arnhem Land by the Minister
for the Interior, to establish friendly relations with the
Aborigines there, impress upon them the seriousness of
major offences and report on ceremonial and other cultural
life.
Thomson spent a total of 26 months amongst these
people and £ound them to be far different from their image
of treacherous savagery.
It was because of his prior
experience and friendly relationship with these people
that he was made responsible for raising and commanding
the Northern Territory Special Reconnaissance Unit.
28.
Notably groups led by Bindjarpuma and Wongo from
Blue Mud Bay and Caledon Bay respectively (both in
north east Arnhem Land).
29.

Australian War Memorial, CRS A2663, Item 741/5/9.
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Recruits were given regimental numbers 30 as a
sign of their enlistment, which were engraved into brass
discs hung around their necks.

"Pay" consisted of a

weekly issue of thtee sticks of tobacco and equipment
issued to the soldiers included tomahawks, knives, fishing
lines and hooks.

These were issued in the belief that a

more efficient means of obtaining food would enable the
soldiers to spend more time training and fighting the
Japanese.
The fifty Aborigines of the unit represented only
the nucleus of the force,as each soldier's task, should
the Japanese invade, was to organize and lead other
Ab origines in guerilla attack s against the Japanese.
To attack the Japanese these soldiers were to use
"the spear and the spear thrower, which they
understood, and with which they displayed great
skill, as •.• the effect on enemy morale, of
having men constantly picked off or wounded
with spears would be considerable particularly
as (the Japanese) would have no means of assessing
the numbers of so elusive an enemy 11 • 31
Thomson felt that the issue of firearms and
indeed, any other type of military stores, would indicate
to the Japanese that these Aborigines were in fact an
organized military unit and this that would lead to

30.

Identifying numbers issued to all soldiers.

31.
Aus t ralian War Memorial, CRS A2663, Item 741/5/9.
The only conc e ssion to technology was that the soldier's
we re taught how to make and use Molotov cocktails so
th a t th e y could d e stroy aircraft on the ground and fuel
and ammunition dumps.
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severe Japanese retaliation against all Aborigines,
whether fighting the Japanese or not .
. This unusual unit was manned almost entirely by
full-blood Aborigines at a time when official Army policy
was that only people of substantially European origin or
descent could be accepted into the Army.

Officially the

idea of recruiting full-bloods was not even entertained.
The reason why both the Torres Strait Defence Force
and the Northern Territory Special Reconnaissance Unit
were treated as exceptions to the general Army policy can
be seen in the nature of the organizations themselves.
Both were restricted to closely defined remote l ocalit i es.
There was minimal chance of either organi zation f i gh ti ng
alongside conventional units and there was no poss i bility
that the organizations would be deployed outside their
def i ned area.
Individuals from the Torres Strait Defence Force
were sent outside the Torres Strait area to north
Queensland and New Guinea but this was for training
purposes or for brief visits involving the loading and
unloading of ships and aeroplanes. 32

Individuals from

the Northern Territory Special Reconnaissance Unit however
may have been sent on "commando" missions to Timor and
Malaya. 33

Despite these cases, neither unit deployed

32.
Letters from Mrs. Gela dated 31 July 1978,
Mr L. Bon dated 6 May 1978, Rev. B. Pilot dated 6 May 1978,
and Mr J. Mooka dated 31 July 1978 to the author.
33.
See Australian War Memorial, CRS A2663, Item
7 41/5/9, and Willey, K. , "The Army Pay us Nothing",
The Bulletin , 24 November 1962. The evidence is not
conclusive.
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formed bodies of troops outside the geographic area and
both units thus remained out of the public eye.

Even

soldiers serving in the Northern Territory knew nothing
of the Northern Territory Special Reconnaissance Unit.
Both organizations were given tasks which the
Army considered were essential, and for which the natives
were peculiarly suited.

Thomson stated that no white

soldiers "however well trained 1134

could match his

Aboriginal soldiers in guerilla warfare and it would
obviously have been impossible for white troops to
mobilize the other Aborigines in Arnhem -Land as Thomson's
Aboriginal soldiers could.

For the Torres Strait Defence

For c e , t he s i tua tion wa s somewhat d i fferent.

Wh i te

soldiers could have performed th e tasks o f that f orce,
but the defence of the Torres Strait Islands, though
highly desirable, was not of such strategic importance
as to warrant the deployment there of a force of wh i te
soldiers for the duration of the war,

particularly as

trained bodies of conventional troops were always needed
elsewhere.

There was also the matter of cost to cons i der.

It should be remembered that the figure of E30,000,000
in under payment and repatriation liability left owing
to the Islander soldiers represented a significant
financial saving to the Army which would have been forgone
had white troops been employed.

34.

Australian War Memorial, CRS A2663, Item 741/5/9.
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The recruitment of Aborigines and Islanders into
these organizations obviously suited the Army whereas
the recruitment of full-blood or part-Aborigines into
conventional white units did not.

The orders were therefore

manipulated by the Army to cloak discrimination against
Aboriginal and Islander recruits on the one hand and
their exploitation on the other.

35

Chapter 3

CIVILIAN EMPLOYMENT
Just as limited numbers of Aborigines had served
as enlisted soldiers long before the war, so too had the
Army employed civilian Aborigines on routine labouring
work.

These Aborigines were employed throughout Australia

but Army units in the Northern Territory always employed
more Aboriginal labourers than other Army establishments,
hence this chapter mainly concerns events in the Northern
Territory.
The Darwin garrison had employed six Aborigines as
earl y as 1933 on tasks such as cleaning, clearing ground
o f undergrow t h, sanitation, f atigue work and a s mess
orderlies, batmen and waiters.

As the strength of the

garrison increased, the demand for Aboriginal labour grew
also.

By late 1934 the number of Aborigines employed had

do u bled and, by 1939, with the arrival of the Darwin
Mobile Force had risen to 30.
In contrast with the official Army attitude regarding
the recruitment of ~..borigines in the first years of the
war, which was characterized by refusal to consider fullbloods and a reluctance to enlist part Aborigines, the
employment of Aborig.i nes in Darwin in the early and mid1930s was limited to full-bloods.

The Garrison Commander

of Darwin stated that it was "not

desirable that half-

castes should be employed in barrack services under
e xisting conditions in the Northern Territory" 1

1.

Australian Archives, Accession MP508, Item 82/710/2.
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and this attitude reflected the wider community attitud
that the rising half-caste population was a threat to

.
wh ite
Austra 1·ia. 2

The reference to "existing conditions

in the Northern Territory" suggests that the Army garrison
in Darwin was particularly conscious of local attitudes
in this matter and being a permanent establishment, had
adopted these local attitudes as its own.
Certainly, the rationale for the employment of
Aborigines, and their conditions of employment, in this
period were strongly influenced by racism.

For example,

duties assigned to Aboriginal labourers included "those
which are normally carried out in all tropical countries
by cheap labour,

(the duties) not being assigned to

Europeans for climatic and racial reasons".

3

Though these

labourers received rations from the Army, these rations
were at half the scale of those for a European soldier
and were "supplemented on occasions by kitchen scraps''.

4

Officers of the garrison would allow no Aborigines, other
than their "domestics" to enter their houses "in view of
the dangers to health from Aborigines even being close to
places where food is kept or prepared".

5

Such racist attitudes towards the Army's Aboriginal
employees were to continue until late 1941 when the huge
influx of servicemen into Darwin, brought about by the
threat of invasion, was to cause dramatic changes.

2.
Franklin, M.A., Black and White Australians,
Melbourne, 1976, p.81.
3.

Australian Archives, Accession MP508, Item 82/710/2.

4.

As above.

5.

Australian Archives, Accession MP508, Item 82/710/2.
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Prior to 1941, as the military population of
Darwin increased, so too did the demand for Aboriginal
labour.

By May 1940 the military demand for Aboriginal

labour had exceeded the Department of Native Affairs
willingness to supply.

The demand for labour by all

three services was:

Service
Navy
Army
Air
Force
To tal

Employed as at
11 May 1940
4

Labour required for the
immediate future

7

6
60
30

35

96

24

6

Though only 96 additional Abor i gin e employees were
requested , a small fraction of the total population of
2,874 7 Aboriginals in employment, the Department of Native
Af fa i rs refused to allow the services to employ any more
Aborigines as "there (was) not a sufficient number of
Aboriginals available". 8

Furthermore, C.L.A. Abbott, the

Administrator of the Northern Territory, stated that so
few Aborigines could be made available that the

6.

Australian Archives, Accession MP729/6, Item 15/401/243.

7.
Official Yea r bo o k of th e Commonw ea lt h of Austra lia ,
No.34, 1941. The figure is derived from the 30 January 1940
c e nsus.
8.

Australian Archives, Accession MP729/6, Item 15/401/243.
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"position was now arising when old and established
citizens in the town of Darwin, who for years have
been able to use aboriginal labour, are now not
able to do so with consequent hardship and
•
•
II
inconvenience
.9

In addition, government policy was "to keep natives out of
town areas (and, hence, army employment) where the influence
is demoralising

11 •

10

These remarks reveal a greater concern

for the effects of Army employment of Aborigines on the
white civilian community, than on the Army or the Aborigines
but this decision by the Department of Native Affairs was
soon to be overtaken by events.
Japan entered the war on 7-8 December 1941 and on
9 December, after the formal declaration of war, Austr a lian
Army u n its began to move to their p re-selected battle
stations to begin work on defences.

The size of the

force at Darwin grew rapidly, particularl y after 19 February
1942 when the first Japanese air raid on Darwin underlined
the threat of invasion.

By late 1942 the combined strength

of the Army, Navy, Air Force and Civil Construction Corps
throughout the Northern Territory had reached over 100,000. 11
Most of this force was stationed near Darwin, though
some, particularly those units lending support to the
fighting troops, were stationed at various centres along
the length of the Stuart Highway.

Lockwood states that by

9.
As above. Letter from C.L.A. Abbott to the Chairman,
Darwin De fence Coordination Committee, dated 29 April 1940.
10 .
As above. Letter from the Secretary, Dept. of the
In t erior, to the Secretary Dept. of the Army, dated August
1 9 40.
11 .
Abbott, C.L.A., Au st r alian Fr ontei r Pr o v ince , Sydney,
1 95 0, p.102.
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1943, military strength alone between Darwin and Mataranka
was 50,000. 12
By contrast, most of the white civilian population
had been evacuated after the first Japanese raid and
would have numbered no more than about 1000 13 in the
Darwin-Mataranka area by early 1942.
As for the Aboriginal population, a census conducted
in 1941 found that on 30 June that year the total Aboriginal
and part-Aboriginal population for the Northern Territory
had been 14,488. 14

Though some part-Aboriginal children

were evacuated 15 , most of the Aboriginal and part-Aboriginal
population remained in the Northern Territory.
These figures reveal three things.

Firstly, the

pre-war ratio of Aborigines to whites in the Northern
Territory was suddenly reversed, whites for the first time
o utnumbering Aborigines by about 6:1.

Secondly, the huge

influx of white servicemen meant that thousands of men
from the cities of south-eastern Australia came into
contact with Aborigines for the first time.

They brought

with them a new attitude to Aborigines which was a mixture

12.

Lockwood, D., The Front Door, Melbourne, 1968, p.260.

13.
Censuses conducted in 1933 and 1947 show Darwin's
non-Aboriginal population to have been 1566 and 2538
respectively (Commonwealth Year Books No. 34 and 37).
No figure is given for 1942 but it is reasonable to assume
that had it not been for evacuation, it would have been
somewhere between the 1933 and 1947 figures, or about 2000.
A reasonable estimate, taking evacuation into account, is
about 1000.
14.
Official Yearbook of the Common~ealth of Australia,
No.35, 1942-43.
15.
McKenzie, M., Mission to Arnhem Land, Sydney, 1976,
p.118.
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of the more liberal if disinterested approach to Aborigines
common in south east Australia, a general ignorance of
pre-war racial attitudes and conditions in the north,
and the egalitarian influences of the Army society.

This

peculiarly Army approach to Aborigines replaced the pre-war
white attitudes in the Northern Territory because the Army,
due to its size, became the dominant social organism in
the north, while at the same time, white civilian influence
declined due to evacuation.

Thirdly, the problem of

supporting this huge influx of 100,000 servicemen in an
area in which the industrial infrastructure had been
des i g ne d f or abo u t 2000 whites, meant that many jobs were
c r eated t o which Aborigines, representing the large st pool
of available labour remaining in the Northern Terr i tory,
would inevitably be attracted.
The effects upon the relationship between the Army
and Aborigines of the first two of these factors will be
discussed in chapter five but this . chapter deals with the
employment of Aborigines by the Army resulting from the
influx of soldiers to the Northern Territory.
As in the Northern Territory, Aborigines throughout
Australia were finding work easier to get as Europeans left
jobs to join the services.

In New South Wales for example,

e mployment of able bodied Aborigines on reserves rose from
64 % in 1940 to 96.2 % by 1944. 16

This trend also led to a

rise in the number of Aborigines leaving reserves to tak e
up work elsewhere.

16.
Long, J.P.M., Abor igi nal S ettle me n t s, Canberra, 1970,
p.37 and 703.
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Aborigines outside the Northern Territory were
employed by civilians or other branches of government,
but though they contributed to the war effort indirectly,
they did not effect the relationship between the Army and
Aborigines.

Only in the Northern Territory were civilian

Aborigines employed by the Army in large numbers.

Other

Northern Territory Aborigines found employment outside the
Army, in particular with the pastoral industry.

This was

a result of whites leaving their jobs to join the armed
forces, as well as the additional demand for services and
supplies of all kinds, created by the influx of servicemen.
As a result of the threat of a Japanese attack on
Darwin, Aborigines were evacuated from coastal settlements
to settlements established further inland, just prior to
the bombing of Darwin.

Both the Army and the Native Affairs

Branch believed the evacuation necessary to ensure the
Aborigines' safety in the event of further bombings or
a Japanese landing:
the Japanese:

to prevent the Aborigines' assisting

to ease the rationing situation, since many

Aborigines previously employed by white civilians now
required rations:

to prevent contact with the troops:

and lastly, to prevent the "dissemination of contagious
diseases". 17
As a result of this policy, new settlements were
established at Mataranka Siding, Delissaville (Cox's

17.
Australian Archives, Accession A431, Item 46/915.
Report prepared by the Deputy Director of Native Affairs
(V.J. White) for the Administrator for his attendance at
a conference in Melbourne.
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THE NORTHERN TERRITORY
Showing the North-South Line of Communications
and the sites of principal Army labour camps.
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Peninsula), 81 Mile (Adelaide River), Rock Hole Bore
(Katherine), Graceville (Katherine), Marranbay (Beswick
Creek), Larrirnah (Nutwood Station) and Miligibidi (Snake
Bay, Melville Island).
An unforseen result was that some of these settlements came to be located near Army units whose task was
to support the fighting units located nearer to the coast.
These were the support units such as bakeries, hospitals,
workshops, stores depots and the like, which required
local labour.
On 5 April 1942, officers of the Native Affairs
Branch asked the Commanding Officer of an Army workshop
loca t ed at Mataranka if employment could be given to some
. .
18
o f t h e Ab or i g i nes.

He agreed and so began l arge scale

Army employment of Aborigines in the Northern Territory.
Work performed by the Aborigines at Mataranka was
hard labour:

"

cement work, carting and shovelling sand

and gravel, timber cutting, and cartage and stacking of
arnmunition". 19

The Aborigines worked a ten hour day and

"the opinion of those in charge (was) that the natives are
good toilers, and capable of exertions far in excess of
soldiers and labour units in the Middle East". 20

18.
Morris, F.R., "The War Effort of the Northern
Territory Aborigines", Aus t ralian Te rritor i es, vol.5,
no.l, January 1965, p.2.
1 9.
Australian Archives, Accession A431, Item 46/915.
Report on Army employment of Aborigines by Protector
Ha rn e y.
20.

As above.
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This initial experiment was so successful from
the Army's point of view that "20 more Aborigines and
a half-caste''

21

were sought for enlistment into the Army

as supervisors of Aboriginal labour gangs which the Army
anticipated would be formed.

These additional labour

·
t'ions were reques t e don 26 July 1942 22 and
organiza
resulted in the establishment of a new labour settlement
at Springvale Station, about four miles from Katherine.
Shortly afterwards, similar labour settlements
were also set up at Koolpinyah and Adelaide River in
1942 and at Cullen in early 1943.

Aborigines from

existing settlements at Barrow Creek, Banka Banka and
Elliott were also employed.

23

The following figures show the extent of Army
employment of Aborigines after May 1943:
Men

Women

Total

May 1943
Darwin-Larrimah Area
Alice Springs - Elliot Area

Darwin-Larrimah Area
Alice Springs - Elliott Area

497
190
687

4 89
176
665

33
4

37

25
4

29

530
19 4
724

514
180
694

August 1944
Darwin - Larrimah Area
Alice Springs - Elliot Area

21

As above.

22.

As above.

23.

As above.

459
200
659

51
9

60

510
209
719

See also Morris, F.R., War Effort, p.3.
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Men

Women

Total

April 1945

433
133
566

Darwin - Larrimah Area
Alice Springs - Elliott Area

64
8

72

49 7
141
638

September 1945
414
76
490

Darwin - Larrimah Area
Alice Springs - Banka Banka
Area

7

467
83

60

550

62

482
48
530

53

January 1946
Darwin - Larrimah Area
Alice Springs - Banka Banka
Area

420
42
462

6

68

February 1946
Darwin - Mataranka Area
Alice Springs Area

330
21
351

39
6

45

369
27
396

24

For each man or woman employed by the Army shown
above, the Army was providing food, · housing and clothing
for his or her dependents.

Thus the number of Aborigines

brought into direct contact with the Army as a result of
Army employment was considerably higher than the figures
shown.
By comparison with the number of Aborigines
employed by the Army, the following figures show the
distribution of the Aboriginal and part-Aboriginal
population of the Northern Territory to employment and
supervised camps of all types.

24.

Morris, F.R., War Effort, p.9 and 10.
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CENSUS OF ABORIGINES IN NORTHERN TERRITORY
(BOTH FULL-BLOOD AND PART-ABORIGINAL)

Nomadic
30
30
30
30

June
June
June
June

1939
1940
1941
1944

68 38
6035
64 36
4735

In supervised
In
Camps(l)
Employment
3445
2874
3150
3314

Others Total

4013
4102
4656
5857

706
978
246
247

15 00~
13 989
14488
14153
25

Note (1).

This figure does not include those living in
supervised camps who were in regular employment.

Of the 3,314 Aborigines in employment in the Northern
Te rritory on 30 June 1944, the Army was employing 700, or
one fif t h.

In the space of four years the Army had become

the largest single employer of Aborigines in the Northern
Territory.

It is also interesting to note the sharp rise

I

in those living in supervised camps by 1944 despite a drop
in the total population.
The growing number of Aborigines employed by the
Army was utilized in increasingly more diverse jobs.
Semi-skilled work such as assembly and cleaning of
carburettors and gearboxes, driving, slaughtering, timber
cutting, and sorting and reconditioning of tools and stores
was performed by Aborigines as well as the general labouring
tasks mentioned above.

Female Aborigines performed

25.
Offic ia l Ye arb oo k of the Common~ ealt h of Australia.
F igures extracted from No. 33, 1940; No. 34, 1941; No. 35,
1 94 2- 43 and No. 36, 1944-45. A description of what
const i tut e s a supervised camp is not given.
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AWM 27785
Aborigines employed by 1 Australian Farm Company,
Australian Army Service Corps, mixing concrete for
floors and a pipe line to a new farm .
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gardening, hygiene, and maintenance tasks around settlements,
and were employed in hospitals as orderlies and personal
maids to matrons as well as providing staff for washing~
ironing, and other household duties.

Similar work was

performed in Australian Women's Army Service barracks,
hostels and messes.

26

Both the scale and nature of Army employment of
Aborigines was to have important consequences not only
amongst the Aborigines, but also amongst other employers.
Although many of the tasks performed by Aborigine labo urers
were mundane, some, such as driving and stripping and
assembling of vehicle parts, represented a departure from
the "tradit i onal" style of Aboriginal employment in the
north.

Prior to the war, Aborigines had b e en a l most

exclusively employed as stockmen.
The conditions of employment which the Army offered
its Aboriginal employees were generally better than those
provided by the pastoral employers.

The conditions of

employment on Vestey's properties provide an interesting
comparison.

Wages there were 5/- per week of which 2/-

was held in trust by the Department of Native Affairs.
With the remaining 3/-, the stockman was expected to
clothe himself and feed his dependents.

Employers were

exempted from paying these wages if they undertook to
maintain the dependents of the stockmen, but this under.
.
d . 27
stan d ing
was o f ten ignore

26.

Besides poor wages, Vestey's

Morris, F.R., War Effort, p.7.

2 7.
Berndt, R. and C., "Pastoral Stations in the Northern
Territory and Native Welfare", Abo ri gin es Pro te c to r, vol.2,
no.4, June 1 9 48, p.11.
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stations also provided Aborigines with a poor diet consisting
mainly of meat, flour, sugar and tea.

This contributed to

sterility, infant mortality, and a high rate of still births,
most of which could have been overcome by the addition of
vegetables.

In addition, Aboriginal stockmen worked for

no fixed hours and were given poor, if any, sanitary
facilities. 28
By contrast, Aborigines employe_d by the Army were
paid at the rate of 5/- per week and were provided with
free clothing and medical treatment, with full rations
for themselves and for two dependents each. 29

Rations

were simi lar to those of soldiers "except that in the
nat i ve ration there (was) greater emphasis on meat " . 30
The ration also included vegetables which were grown in
Army gardens maintained by Aborigines.

Army style messes

and hygiene facilities , including showers, were provided.
At Tennant Creek the Army established an Aboriginal hospital
which gave free hospitalization to Aboriginal patients
whether employed by the Army or not

31

, and to reduce

unschedule absenteeism, Aborigines were given a "walk-about"
period on full pay and rations after each period of twelve
months work.

28.

This practice met with "good results".

32

As above, p.16.

29.
Australian Archives, Accession MP742, Item 275/1/123.
Letter from the Adjutant General to the Secretary for Defence,
dated 27 Feb. 1945.
30.
Australian War Memorial, CRS A2663, file 422/7/8.
Articles submitted for publication in S AL~ .
31.

Le t ter f rom W.A.

Long to the author dated 3 June 1978.

32.
Australian Archives, CRS A431, Item 46/915. Minutes
o f a me e tin g h e ld at the offic e of the Inspector Gener a l of
Admi nis t ra tion on 8 January 1943 to discuss the employment
o f Abori g ina l l a bour.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - · ············································
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AWM 27782
Many Aborigines in the Northern Territory during the
Second World War worked for the Army. This photograph,
taken at Adelaide River on 11 November 1942, shows
Abori g ines tending a pineapple plantation on a farm
run by No . 1 Farm Company, Australian Army Service Corps.
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AWM 27835
Aboriginal orderlies of 121 Australian General Hospital,
assist in th e treatment of their fellow sick and wounded.
This photograph, taken at Katherine, on 24 November 1942,
shows an Aboriginal orderly bandaging the arm of another
Aborigine who was wounded during an air raid on Katherine .
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AWM 68025
A view of the accommodation provided by the Army for its
Aboriginal labourers. This photograph was taken at a
labour camp at Allen Hill near Katherine, Northern Territory.
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AWM 54195
An Aboriginal Labourer purchasing goods from an army canteen
immediately after pay parade at Koolpinyah on 17 July 1943.
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Being so closely associated with the Army, it was
inevitable that some elements of Army discipline were
applied to the conduct of settlements.

Morning hut

inspections and mess parades were common, and the
dependents of Aboriginal labourers were often engaged in
cleaning the camps under the supervision of Army non.
.
d o ff'icers. 33
commissione
Throughout the Army's employment of Aborigines,
the Army had remained largely unconcerned about its own
impact on the traditional culture of its employees.

Though

the Army attempted to maintain the authority of tribal
elders, encouraged cultural events such as corroborees
34 ,
.
.
an d consente d t o the prac t ice
o f tra d.1 t.iona 1 me d'1c1ne
the act of establishing the labour settlements, and moving
the Aborigines away from the coast to areas further inland,
overwhelmed even the best attempts to protect the cultural
groups.

Aborigines from different areas were thrown

together in the settlements.

Warramungas and Aruntas

from Central Australia were taken to Katherine, where,
after an initial period of fright and wariness, they lived
and worked successfully (from the Army's point of view)
with largely detribalized Wargeits 35 , while in the Tennant
Creek hospital,

"the only common language (amongst the

Aboriginal patients) was English, though there were some

33.
Australian War Memorial, CRS A2663, file 422/7/8.
Articles submitted for publication in "SALT".
34.
As above.
35.
Interview: F.R. Morris dated 14 March 1978 see
also Abott, C.L.A., Australias Frontier Province, p.145.
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AWM 13590
owing to Japanese air raids and the general circumstances
o f war, many groups of Aborigines were moved from their
homelands ne ar the coast to areas further inland. For the
first time in their recorded history, distinct groups came
together and lived in close proximity and friendship.
This
photograph was taken at a corroboree in which several
different groups of Aborigines took part . Most of the
Aborigines taking·part were e mpl oyed by the Army.
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limitations with this also 11 • 36

For the time being, tribal

boundaries ceased to matter.
If the interaction of traditional Aborigines from
Central Australia with detribalized Aborigines from the
north 37 proved a considerable shock to the former, a more
severe shock was provided by the white servicemen.

Though

the labour settlements were sited so as to avoid contact
with servicemen, were declared out of bounds, and were
policed by the Aborigines and European supervisors,
white servicemen still came in search of women and often
brought alcohol with them as a means of gaining entry.
The Aborigine men were less likely to report the presence
of a while soldier if they were given something to keep
q ui et.

Inter-racial trouble of this sort was particularly

prevalent at Koolpinyah which was located close to several
Army units and only 18 miles from Darwin. 38
The breakdown of cultural barriers was in danger
of being exacerbated still further in early 1943 when the
"continuing demand for Aboriginal labour prompted a proposal
to "gather together" all Aborigines throughout Australia,
whether detribalized or not, to provide a massive labour
pool.

At a meeting held on 8 January 1943, W.E.H. Stanner

stated that the Aboriginal labour force so created
" ... would obviously total some thousands for all Australia

36.

Letter from W.A. Long to the author dated 3 June 1978.

37.
Interview:
F.R. Morris (Morris states that about 98 %
of all Aborigines in Army settlements were detribalized).
38.

Interview:

F. R. Morris.
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and may be economically worthwhile". 39

The meeting also

proposed that Aborigines be withdrawn from Cape York for
employment as labourers in the Northern Territory.

Neither

proposal was adopted, but they illustrate the disregard
for the effect upon Aboriginal culture brought about by
the pressing demand for labour, and by the increased
powers vested in bureacracies during wartime.
Despite these problems, the establishment of labour
settlements did have some positive effects for Aborigines.
Many Aborigines enjoyed better living conditions and higher
wages than they may otherwise have had, but other less
tangible benefits occurred also.

W.E. Harney, then a

civilian patrol officer, noted after a tour of inspection
that the camps had taught the Aborigine:
"(a)

discipline in camp and work,

(b)

cleanliness in camp and self,

(c)

orderliness in attendance to duties,

(d)

a consciousness that the government
is trying to assist him if he in turn
'pulls his weight' with the people in
charge. 1140

With the exception of those Aborigine labourers
from Central Australia, the majority of Aborigines in
Army employ had already begun the process of adjustment
to white society before recruitment by the Army.

The

39.
Australian Archives, CRS A431, Item 46/915. Minutes
of a meeting held at the office of the Inspector General of
Administration on 8 January 1943 to discuss employment of
Aboriginal labour.
40.
Australian Archives, CRS A431, Item 46/915.
Report
on a Patrol of Northern Areas 31 Oct. - 14 Nov. 1942:
W.E. Harney.

58

experience of the Army labour camps assisted this process
of adjustment.

As a result, the kborigines were more

employable after the war, had an understanding of a cash
economy, and had developed a higher self esteem.

Harney

expressed the hope that this raised self esteem would
eventually prove to be the Aborigines) "e~ancipation". 41
Further improvements to the conditions of
employment were proposed by the Army in November 1943.
These were initiated by Brigadier Dollery, Commander of
the Northern Territory Line of Communications Area, who
was ultimately responsible for the recruitment and
conditions of service for Aborigine labourers.

He

proposed the raising of an Aboriginal Employment Company
and a Native Affairs section for the Headquarters of
Northern Territory Force.

This section was for the better

administration of the various Aboriginal labour camps
controlled by the headquarters.
The formation of the Aboriginal Employment Company
was designed to provide an incentive to Aborigines to
rise above the flat wage of 5/- per week, improve their
labour skills, and improve their English.

Enlistment

into the company was to be restricted to those Aborigines
"who satisfy a suitable standard of intelligence, skill,
conduct and knowledge of English 11 • 42

The 421 recruits

were to receive the· pay and conditions of white soldiers
and specialised training which would suit them foi

41.

As above.

42.
Australian Archives, Accession MP742, Item 92/1/302.
Memo Brigadier Dollery, NT Force to Land Headquarters dated
18 November 1943.
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employment after the war.

Though first proposed on 18

November 1943, it languished in the Departments of Army
and the Interior until 27 June 1945 when it was agreed
that
"in view of the drastic reduction in the size
and task of Northern Territory Force owing to
the end of the war, no practical purpose would
be served by raising a Native Labour Company ..• ". 43
The Native Affairs Section, which was adopted,
consisted of European soldiers, male and female, who were
located at each labour settlement.

Their task was to

conduct education and health training amongst the labourers
and their dependents.

Subjects taught included

"basic literacy subjects - the three R's ..•
handicrafts - native and introduced;

drawing;

hygiene - in practice rather than by theoretical
instruction;

nature study ... elementary school

studies, including native social organization
and customs ... ;
singing;

games and native dancing;
and indoor table games" 44

Both proposals indicate a changed perception of
the Army's role relative to the Aborigines they employed.
Since both proposals were formulated in late 1943 and
early 1944, they can be attributed in part to the changin~
war situation.

By that time the crisis of invasion was

43.
As above: Minute, Deputy Chief of the General Staff
to the Secretary, Department of the Army proposing
cancellation of the proposal .
44.
Australian Archives, CRS A431, Item 46/915.
Su p plementary notes to the Preliminary Outline of Proposals
f or Education and Welfare of Natives of NT Force.

60

past and the end of the war in sight.

These factors, plus

the presence of individuals such as Brigadier Dollery, who
had a sincere sympathy for the Aborigines, led to the
consideration of post war conditions f o r Aborigines, a
consideration which the Army need not have concerned
itself with had it wished.

The concern for the Aborigines

in post war Northern Territory was expressed in the proposal
to establish the Native Affairs Section of Northern Territory
Force.

It stated that
"It is not possible to over-stress the desirability
of pursuing every possible means of raising the
individual self esteem of the Aborigines as a
contribution towards the raising of their racial
morale.

Nothing of lasting worth can ever be

accomplished for these people ... unless the
Aborigines are led to believe in themselves and
in our appreciation of them. 1145
Furthermore, the Army recognized that "the future
development of the natives of the Territory will demand
native leaders 1146 and it intended its education programme,
and its ill-fated Aboriginal Employment Company as a start
in this direction.
The underlying factors determining the different
approach of the two headquarters exemplified in their
attitudes to these proposals, will be discussed in more
detail in chapter 5.

45.

As above.

46.

As above.
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Chapter 4
THE ARMY AND OTHER ABORIGINES
The pervasive nature of the Army in wartime resulted
in Army contacts with Aborigines who would otherwise have
no direct contact with soldiers.

One result of these

contacts was an increase in real or imagined sexual
liaisons between soldiers and Aboriginal women.

Such

liaisons were inevitable due to the movement of large
numbers of soldiers to remote areas of Australia where
the largest concentrations of Aborigines existed.

Thus

large numbers of young white men were sent to Cape York
or the Northern Territory where few, if any, white women
remained, but where Aboriginal women were available.
The ratio of the sexes in these remote areas gives
some clue to the inevitability of inter-racial sexual
relations during the war years.

In the Northern Territory,

the male non-Aboriginal population had always outnumbered
the female non-Aboriginal population by over 2 to 1.

In

1942, after the evacuation of civilians from Darwin, male
non-Aboriginal population of the Northern Territory stood
at 6,645 while the female non-Aboriginal population was
2,235.

1

The term "non-Aboriginal'' in this context however,

excludes only full-blood Aborigines, so a proportion of
the 2,235 women would have been part-Aborigine, Filipino,
Chinese or one of the other racial groups represented in

1.
Of f i c i al Yea r book of the Commo nw ea l th of Australia,
No. 37, 1946-47, p.327.
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that multiracial society.

By 18 February 1942, only 63

women and children remained 2 in Darwin compared with the
influx of 50,000 servicemen to the Darwin area by 1943.
Thus a visiting journalist noted that "you see few women
anywhere in Darwin, where the female sex is at a premium. 113
For most soldiers therefore, sexual relations with
Aboriginal women were the only alternative to celibacy.
The first cries of sexual scandal · occurred during
the development by the Army of the Stuart Highway between
Birdum and Tennant Creek.

Women's organizations in Sydney,

Melbourne and Adelaide stated that the construction of the
road would attract Aborigines to Army construction sites
with ''disastrous consequences".

4

To combat this possibility,

the president of the Feminist Club proposed that the
Government should organise patrols of "white women of
mature years to safeguard the interests of the native
women 115 while it was also suggested that police patrols
and health lecturers should "tell the boys of the risks
they would take (so that)

the number tempted would become

considerably less". 6
These claims caused concern to both the Army and
the Department of the Interior and further incidents in

2.

Lockwood, D., The Front Door , Melbourne, 1968, p.254.

3.

Johnston, G., Australia at War, Sydney, 1942, p.18.

4.
Australian Archives, Accession MP508, Item
256/701/90. Article in Woman, 21 October 1940.
5.

As above.

6.

As above.

This suggestion was made by Ion Idriess.

63

Darwin led to the matter being considered by both
departmental secretaries.

The problem was investigated

by the Department of the Interior and it was found that
the conduct of the majority of servicemen had "been very
good".

However, the actions of a small minority were

decried. 7

As a solution to the problem, the Department

of the Interior proposed a reduction of leave privileges
for soldiers, increasing the strength of town disciplinary
patrols, the placement of these patrols under the command
of an officer, and lastly the introduction of a Military
Police unit.

These measures, and the level at which the

problem was considered, testify to the seriousness with
which the problem was regarded.
A further outburst of concern for the welfare of
Aboriginal women came in late 1942 .when negro troops began
to enter Australia with the US forces.

About 3,500 negro

servicemen were stationed in the Mt Isa area by June 1942
and drove convoys to Birdum and Tennant Creek. 8

The

Australian Federation of Women Voters protested at the
likely results of negro servicemen contacting Aboriginal
women while the president of the Aborigines Protection
League wrote to Senator Collings that a US officer had
confided that negro troops were "fed like fighting cocks
and will need women".

9

He also demanded protection for

Aboriginal women.

7.
Australian Archives, Accession MP508, Item 5/701/47.
Memorandum dated 10 December 1940 entitled Europeans
Consorting with Half-Castes and Aboriginals.
8.
McIntyre, D. Black Gisin Australia, unpublished
seminar paper.
9.
Australian Archives, CRS A431, Item 46/450. Letter
from Charles Duquid, President Aborigine Protection League to
Senator Collinqs dated 19 December 1942.
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In fact this particular group of negroes made very
little contact with Aborigines in the Northern Territory.
They were not stationed there permanently and their visits
were hasty, often involving constant driving throughout
the day and night.
By December 1942, the closely related problem of
venereal diseases 10 began to have an effect on relations
between the Army and Aborigines.

While operating near

the mouth of the Roper River, 48% of a commando unit of
about 120 men suffered venereal diseases as a result of
intercourse with Aboriginal women in that area 11 , and in
Cape York, similar incidences were experienced, especially
amongst the US negro units.

The Director General of

Medical Services, advised the Adjutant General that
"the majority . of all patients treated at the
American Camp Hospital at Jacky Jacky (now
Bamaga, Cape York] were cases of VD who according
to the Officer commanding the American Camp
Hospital, had contracted the infection from
.
.
.
"12
1 u b ras a t t h emission
station.
Surprisingly, "there was no VD, and there was no
evidence of intercourse with the lubras or half-castes
at the Mission station" amongst Australian Army personnel

13

.

Nevertheless, venereal disease was evidently capable of
posing unacceptable limitations on unit efficiency and

10.
There is no evidence as to the exact type of venereal
disease.
11.
Australian Archives, Accession MP729/6, Item
16/402/111. Minute from the Inspector of Administration
to Chief Inspector Army concerning the transfer of Mission
Natives, Cape York Peninsula.
12.
Australian Archives, CRS A373, Item 3950. Letter;
Maj . Gen. Burston, DGMS, to Adjutant General, dated 1 December
1942. See also Australian Archives, Accession MP729 6
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administrative support, and was considered a serious
problem by the Army.

The Director General of Medical

Services suggested that the problem may have been created
by soldiers in the first place, but this was never
.
d . 14
con f irme

Lieutenant H.B. Beaman, examined the problem and
found that "Although many half-caste gins do not show
signs of VD,

(Medical Officers) affirm that white men

cohabitating invariably contract the compaint

11 •

15

He

recommended immediate removal of female natives and their
married consorts from missions close to troop concentrations
to more isolated missions.

Though a drastic response to

the situation, his recommendations were translated at a
hi gher hea d quarters into even more drastic response;

. the

"comple te removal o f as many natives as poss i ble f rom the
Pen in sula
areas".

and (their) utilization on labour jobs in near

16
As the Abor i ginal population of Cape York was more

than 2000, the very enormity of the proposal was sufficient
to ensure that this solution was not implemented.
Discussions between Army representatives and the Director
of Native Affairs, Queensland, were held at which the
proposal to evacuate Aborigines was opposed by the Director

14.

Australian Archives, CRS A373, Item 3950.

1 5.
Australian Archives, Accession MP 729/6, Item
16/402/111. Lieutenant Beaman had spent a considerable
p a rt of his life in Cape York. His unusual finding may
r ef lect his attitude to the Aborigines there.
16 .

As above.

66

of Native Affairs on the basis of the difficulty and
expense of the task, and the possible damage to the
Cape York cattle industry in which many Aborigines were
employed as stockmen.

The Director of Native Affairs

suggested the more reasonable and practical alternative
of evacuating and treating individual Aborigines shown
by medical examination to be suffering from venereal
.
17
d iseases.

Some opposition to this last proposal was raised
by the Adjutant General who believed that periodical
medical examinations of native women were undesirable
because "they would tend to be regarded by the troops as
conveying some form of official approval" for their
conduct. 18

It was decided however that the soldiers'

health was more important than their morals and the
solution eventually adopted was that proposed by the
Director of Native Affairs with the added refinement
that the opportunity for contact between native women
and soldiers was to be limited as far as possible by
keeping Army camps away from mission stations.
The only attempt to solve the venereal disease
problem by evacuating the Aboriginal population concerned,
ended in failure and as a result, no further use of
evacuation as a potential solution was contemplated.
When Aboriginal women were found to be having intercourse

1 7.
As above.
18.
As above.
Minute from Adjutant General to
Lieutenant General Administration dated February 1943:
Transfer of Mission Natives - Cape York Peninsula.
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with negro soldiers of a US Army unit newly arrived in
the vicinity of Cowell Creek Mission, it was decided to
remove the mission sixty miles distant, despite the fact
that medical examinations had revealed no disease.

After

a short interval however, "some of the gins (made) their
way back into the area of the negro camp".

19

When the

negro troops moved on, it was decided to allow the
Aborigines to officially re-occupy Cowell Creek.

White

troops remained nearby but "at no time had there been any
evidence of the white troops, either Australian or
American, having anything to do with the gins" 20

This

lack of evidence may have been due to reluctance to admit
to intercourse with Aborig i nal women.

It is certainly

surprising when compared wi th the performance of the
commando unit noted above.
Sexual relations between negro soldiers and
Aborigines reveal a closer relationship than was present
between white troops and Aborigines.

Close relationships

were also reported by the Berndts who noted that Aborigines
and negroes in Adelaide seemed to enjoyeachother's company
and that their common experience of racism was a major
topic of conversation. 21

Len Watson, a Queensland

19.
As above. Report by Commander Torres Strait Force,
Colonel S.R. Langford, to Headquarters 1st Australian Army
on Mission Natives, Cape York Peninsula.
20.

As above.

21 .
Berndt, R. and Berndt, C., Fr om Bl a ck to Whit e i n
South Australia , Melbourne, 1951, p.266-7.
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Aborigine who was a child in Rockhampton during the war
agrees that this common relationship to a dominant white
society seems to have been the cornerstone of the friendship.

He recalls that
"In Rockhampton most of the Aborigines lived on
what they called the north side, so a lot of
black Americans used to go there as well ....
I heard my dad and others talking about how
they saw black Americans being belted by white
American soldiers.

Until we saw it happen to

other black people from other countries we thought
we were the only ones who were recipients of this
kind of treatment 22
11

•

Watson also noted that negro troops affected the
relationship between white Australians and Aborigines.
"The whites saw blacks with money in their hands,
blacks who were confident and who stood up straight
blacks who were
and looked you in the eye;
mechanics, bulldozer operators, truck drivers very different to black Australians.
The war also made some Australians say:

'look,

these blokes are just as good as us, they fought
23
beside us in the war, they proved themselves'".
The presence of negro troops therefore provided a
different model of the "typical black" which helped to
cause a favourable modification to white perception of
Aborigines.

22.
Watson, L., "1945: Enter the Black Radical", The
Nat i o n al Tim e s Magaz i ne, l April, 1974.
23 .

As above .
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Another factor which had a favourable affect on
white perception of Aborigines was wartime propaganda.
It became politically necessary for the Australian
government to dissociate itself from even the vaguest
suggestion of the Nazi concept of the "master race'', and
to foster a feeling of national unity in response to the
threat of invasion.

However, the effect of pr9paganda on

race relations in Australia at a national level should not
be overestimated, as its application was uncoordinated
and sometimes contradictory.

After suggesting in its

editorial for 24 January 1942 that "Divisions of faith,
divisions of opinion, inequalities of status, contrasts
o f wealth and poverty, all fade out into nothingness in
the blinding light of our new danger" 24 the Sydne y Morning

Herald later published a statement by the Prime Minister,
Mr Curtin, which could only have succeeded in raising the
hostility of non-Anglo-Saxon Australians.
"From the day that Captain Arthur Phillip
landed here, until this hour, this land has
been governed by men and women of our race.
We do not intend that tradition shall be destroyed
merely because an aggressor marches against us ....
Australians, you are the sons and daughters of
. . h ers ... 11 25
b r1.t1.s

Regardless of the effectiveness or otherwise of
propaganda in unifying Australian society, numerous
accusations of disloyalty were levelled at Aborigines as

24.

Sydney Morning Herald , 24 January 1942.

25.

Sydney Morning Herald, 18 February 1942.
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the threat of invasion increased.

These accusations were

mainly directed at Aborigines in the north of Australia
and ranged from letters to newspapers, to official
accusations supported by military intelligence reports.
There is no evidence of this questioning of the
loyalty of Aborigines until early 1942 which suggests that
the phenomena was closely related to the threat of Japanese
invasion.

Typical of the more hysterical letters to

newspapers concerning Aboriginal disloyalty at this time
was one which spoke of Japanese passing themselves off
as Aborigines by "garnishing their faces with burnt cork 1126
while suggesting that Aborigines using smok e signals,
cou l d give information to Japanese reconna i ssance p lanes
"60 to 100 miles off the coast of Broome".

27

An element of truth lay behind some of these
a ccusat i ons.

The pre-war pearling industry had involved

continuous contact between Japanese pearlers and Aborigines.
Though some contacts between Japanese and Aborigines were
mar k ed by brutality and explo i tation cf the Aborigines, in
other instances the Japanese appear to have taken great pains
to foster good relations .

In addition, Japanese naval

officers had sometimes visited the north coast of Australia
as crewmen on pearling luggers.

28

This was done for

intelligenc e gathering purposes.

26.

Sydne y Mo r ni n g He r a ld, 11 March 1942.

27.

As above.

28 .
Ha ul tai n, C.T . G., Wa t c~ o ff ~r~hem Lan d, Canberra,
1 97 1, p.200.
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Suspicion of Japanese intentions in their relations
with Aborigines led inevitably to suspicion of Aborigines.
This suspicion became so indiscriminateiy applied that in
the minds of those responsible for security, suspicion
tended to encompass all Aborigines living in the north,
whether they had been in contact with the Japanese pearlers
or not.

Thus, an Army intelligence report dated 16 April

1943 was headed ''Australian Aboriginal Sentiments" 29
implying that the report accurately reflected Aboriginal
sentiments throughout Australia.

Yet this report dealt

only with Aborigines in the Gulf country.
Suspicion of Aboriginal loyalty was not lessened
by the Aborigines' reaction to events up to early 1942.
In the first year of the war there had been a burgeoning
of interest and sympathy towards Aborigines, as a result
of wartime propaganda and _ the realisation of the worth of
Aborigines as a source of labour.

Some Aborigines became

frustrated when this trend did not continue, and expressed
their dissatisfaction by opposing minor government decisions
and verbally supporting a Japanese victory over Australia.
The deliberate Japanese policy of attacking the prestige
of colonial powers in the South West Pacific area and the
fostering of indigenous populations, helped to exacerbate
Aborigines' frustration with whites.

At the same time it

posed an imoli ed threat to white Australians.

Minor

29.
Australian Archives, CRS A373, Item 5903. Japanese
Activities Amongst Aborigines: HQ Queensland Line of
Communications Area Intelligence Report for the week ending
1200 hours 16 April 1943.
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restrictions imposed by the government due to wartime
conditions became contentious issues and precipitated
some of the outbursts of anti-government feelings by
Aborigines.
By early 1942 numerous reports had reached Army
Intelligence reflecting the apparently disloyal attitude
amongst Aborigines.

Several instances of Aboriginal

support for the Japanese in the north of Western Australia
were reported 30 , while in Queensland, at Hope Valley
Mission, ";A..boriginals openly stated that the Japs told
them that the country belonged to the blacks, had been
stolen from them by the whites and that 'bye and bye'
they (the Japs) would give it back to them (the blacks)".

31

At Cooktown, whites reported "having trouble with the
blacks due to the tobacco shortage~ 32 while in the Mount
Magnet-Meekatharra area of Western Australia "It (had)
been common talk among the natives that when the Japs
came they (the blacks) would be boss".

33

These pro-

Japanese sentiments were aroused "when all rifles were
impressed". 34

30.
Biskup, P., Not Slaves~ Not Citizens, Brisbane,
1973, p.210.
31.
Australian Archives, Accession MP 729/6, Item
29/401/626. Report on Japanese activities among the
Aborig i nes submitted to the Director General of Security;
16 July 1942.
32.

As above.

33.
As above. Letter: Prime Minister, Mr J. Curtin,
to the Minister for the Army, Mr Forde, concerning loyalty
of Aborigines, dated 24 July 1942.
34.

As above.
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The seriousness with which the problem was regarded
is indicated by the personal intervention of the Prime
Minister, Mr Curtin, on 24 July _1942.

Mr Curtin urged

Mr Forde, the Minister for the Army, to have Army officers
discuss the matter of Aboriginal loyalty with state
government authorities in Perth to ascertain the true
attitude of the natives.

The Army had already done this

and on the basis of its findings had formulated plans for
"controlling the natives in the coastal area from
Geraldton in the north to Trigg Island in the south: 35
These plans will be discussed later.
An Army investigation of the security problem
in Cape York Pen i nsula was conducted by discussing the
security situation with the superintendents of all mission
stations as far south as Arakun.

The investigation found

that "the opinion of the superintendents who collectively
control over 1000 nat i ves (was) that not one percent could
be relied upon to be loyal

11 •

36

Furthermore, "secret lines

of communcation would be in grave danger if surrounded by
native people"

37

As a result, evacuation of the Aborigines

to areas where greater control could be exercised over them
was advocated.

However, this proposal was never adopted.

35.
As above. Letter: Commander Western Australia Line
of Communications Area, Perth, to Land Force Headquarters
Melbourne on 26 August 1942 concerning loyalty of
Abori gi nes.
36 .
Austr a l ia n Archives, CRS A373, Item 3950. Trans f er
of Na t i v e s Cap e York. Extract from Quee nsl a nd Line o f
Communic a tions File No. FSS/16 MRO No. 6, Mission and
Na tive Af f airs Department.
37.

As above.
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Since the investigator spoke only to superintendents,
who with only one exception were whites, the findings
were more a reflection of white perceptions of the
security risk, than of any "real" disloyalty on the
part of Aborigines.
By April 1943 the disloyalty of Aborigines in Cape
York Peninsula had been accepted as fact by some elements
of the Army;

particularly the higher headquarters.

A

Headquarters Queensland Line of Communications Intelligence
Report for the week ending 16 April 1943 stated that fullblood and part-Aborigines who had been travelling stock
routes throughout the gulf country would be
"of inestimable value to the enemy in an overland
drive ... These half-educated half-castes and
aborigines have been largely influenced by
communist. and anti-capitalist propaganda for
many years, and can almost invariably be
swayed by the agitator.

They are extremely

class conscious and consider they have had a
raw deal from the white man.

These sentiments

are not displayed to the white mans face, but
are most evident ~hen the coloured people are
together in groups.

There is little doubt that

the Japs would find many of them willing
helpers". 38
On 25 May 1943 it was recommended that active
measures be taken to improve the perceived security

38.
Australian Archives, CRS A373, Item 5903. Japanese
Activities amongst Aborigines.
It is interesting that
this information found its way to USA where it was
apparently attributed to Western Australian Aborigines.
Seethe !Jationnl Times , 30 January-4 February, 1978.
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situation and it was proposed that Army patrols should
take flour, sugar, tobacco and cloth to exchange with
Aborigines in return for their labour.

This was an

"endeavour to build up a better feeling toward the white .
man" 39 and it was felt that in combination with "showing
the flag ... a good show of official uniforms, speed, and
arms, etc., and also due deference to their chiefs", it
could not fail to "make a profound impression on their
minds". 40
In Western Australia, the Army reaction to the
security problem posed by Aborigines was more severe.
In June 1942 a Special Mobile Force stationed at Moora
rounded up all unemployed Aborigines from the Midlands
and interned them in the Moore River settlement.

These

Aborigines were described as "potential enemies 11 • 41
Those Aborigines in employment were not permitted to
leave their place of residence without permission.
The Deputy Director of

Security for Western

Australia requested the Western Australian government
to compile a register of all Aborigines so that they
could be kept under observation.

His justification was

that the "possibility of natives becoming subversives

39.
Australian Archives, CRS A373, Item 5903. Japanese
Activities amongst Aborigines: Letter Lieutenant Henry
Nobbs Rl>.NVR to Deputy Director Security Services, dated
25 May 1943.
40.

As above.

41.

Biskup, P., Not Slaves , p.210.
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in the event of invasion by means of bribery or propaganda
cannot be overlooked". 42
In August 1942, the Army issued an order controlling
the Aborigines between the mouth of the Murchison River
and the northern boundary of the Perth metropolitan area.
Employed Aborigines within this area were to reside on the
property of their employers who were made responsible for
their conduct and movements.

Those Aborigines who were

unemployed were to be confined to the Moore River settlement,
or if living north of the Dongara-Mingenew line, to camp
permanently on Aboriginal reserves under the direction of
the police.

Despite the objections of the Western

Australian government, this scheme was put into effect,
sometimes with the use of physical force to coerce the
. .
.
1 ve d . 43
Ab or1g1nes
invo

By January 1943 the Army sought to extend this
scheme to areas of Western Australia not yet covered,
but opposition from the government and police, and the
diminishing threat of invasion by that time, led to the
abandonment of the idea.

This heavy handed response by

the Army had resulted in the treatment of Aborigines in
Western Australia along lines similar to the treatment
of enemy aliens.
In May 1943, the Army took over South Guildford
reserve in the Perth metropolitan area from the Aborigines,

42.

As above, p.210.

43.

As above, p.210.
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who were moved to an alternative camp where their
accommodation consisted of bush wurlies and where there
were no sanitary facilities provided.

In the Port Hedland -

Marble Bar area, the Army placed restrictions on the
freedom of movement of Aborigines, banning them from
changing from pastoral to other employment.

Port Hedland

was declared a prohibited area by the , Army and passes were
issued to selected Aborigines and only those holding passes
were allowed into the town. 44
These policies and the harsh methods employed in
their execution led to considerable discontent amongst
Aborigines leaving them receptive to infiltration by the
Commun i s t Party.

The Communist Party organized suppo r t

for the Aborig i nes' protests against t h e Army in Wes ter n
Aust r alia as part of its overall policy of wooing Abor ig ines .
The Co mmunist Party had first become involved in
the issue of racial prejudice against Aborigines as a
by-product of its interest in negro-white relations in
the US army.

The party wished to stir up trouble between

negro and white servicemen of the US forces by foster i ng
friendship between Australian civilians and servicemen,
and negroes.

45

The policy was to embrace all racial

groups within Australia which led the party to examine
its attitudes to Aborigines.

As a result, in 1943 the

Communist Party included complete economic and legal
46
equality for Aborigines as a plank in its platform.

44.

As above, pp.212-213.

45.
Australian Archives, CRS A373, Item 2837.
among US Negro Soldiers.
46.

Biskup, P., No t S l aves, p.213.
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This Communist Party involvement with Aborigines
remained largely ineffectual to the end of the war but
tended to confirm the Army's suspicions that Aborigines
should be subject to strict security measures.
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Chapter 5
THE DETERMINANTS OF ARMY ATTITUDES
The relationship between the Army and Aborigines
was determined by a mixture of factors , some of which were
present in the total white community, while others were
peculiar to the Army.

It is those factors peculiar to

the Army which will be discussed here.
One determinant peculiar to the relationship
between the Army and Aborigines was the nature of the Army
and its effect on the individuals within it.

The Army was

a distinct social group which was separate from, yet at
the same time, part of the society within which it existed.
The recruit began a process of separation from the civilian
society at the moment of enlistment.

Regardless of race,

recruits were attested, issued with uniform, given
"military style" haircuts and identifying numbers.

Al l

recruits were subject to an additional code of military
law, adopted military jargon and assumed a clearly defined
place within the military hierarchy where their relations
with superiors, subordinates, and peers were clearly
defined and regulated through military discipline and
peer group pressures.

Military society was sharply

stratified so that equality amongst members of the same
rank was emphasised.
While these factors strengthened the identity of
the separate Army society and thereby emphasised its
difference from the civilian coI!lJTlunity, other factors
eroded the relevance of the recruits' previous membership
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of the civilian community.

Firstly, a recruit's status

as a civilian was abrogated and his adjustment to Army
society became of maximum importance to himself and his
peers.

Secondly, on recruitment, the soldier became

isolated geographically, and the pursuit of his personal
goals had to be postponed for the duration of his service.
Geographic isolation began when the soldier moved to
recruit camp.

He became further isolated when he joined

his unit at its operational station in North Australia
or overseas.
The temporary postponement of personal goals tended
to further isolate the soldier.

While his plans for the

future remained largely unrealizable until such time as
he could see an end to his military career, his civilian
peers suffered no such constraints.

Thus, the common

ground which exi~ted prior to the soldier's recruitment,
and upon which his friendships were built, began to
disappear.

The loss of direction for the soldier resulted

in off-duty boredom which in turn led to a high incidence
of drinking and gambling observable amongst all servicernen. 1
The relatively high incidence of tattooing amongst servicemen is further indication of the degree to which the "here
and now" predominated over long term plans and the
acceptance of postponed gratification amongst soldiers.

1.
For an interesting comment on this phenomena see
Sumner Locke-Elliot's play "Rusty Bugles" which desc ri bes
life in an Army camp in the Northern Territory during the
Second World War . Locke-Elliot. S, Khaki, Bush and Bigotry:
Three Australian Plays , St. Lucia, 1968.
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Lastly, the soldier's experiences within the Army
were so different from his civilian experiences that
social alliances with civilian friends were unable to
provide continuing support to the recruit.

The soldier

could even develop a mildly anti-civilian attitude
manifested in a feeling of superiority over his civilian
peers.

This feeling of superiority may be the result of

the foregoing factors with the addition of the soldier's
identification of himself with the myth of masculinity
surrounding the Army.
These factors combined to force the soldier to form
social alliances within his new society rather than outside
it.

This, however, does not imply that the soldier had

no interest in civilian social groups.

Soldiers stil l

remained members of the total community but the impact
of the civilian community upon them was modified to a
greater or lesser extent by the Army experience and
environment.

The degree to which this happened varied

from soldier to soldier depending on nuances of personality
and the degree of isolation from the civilian community.
Isolation of individual soldiers from the civilian
community was affected by the type and location of th e
unit in which the soldier served.

Those soldiers who

served on major headquarters units were more likely to
retain aspects of the broader civilian societal values.
Soldiers assigned to work on Land Headquarters in
Melbourne for example, went home each evening to a
house in the suburbs, and led lives virtually
indistinguishable from those of the mass of civilians
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around them.

Only in working hours were they engaged

on military matters and even then, the type of duties
performed were identical to those of civilian office
workers.

Social isolation for these soldiers was minimal

if it existed at all.
For those soldiers serving in an operational unit
however, isolation was much more a reality.

Soldiers of

an operational unit could expect to find themselves in a
remote area such as Darwin,living in barracks, and with
little opportunity to socialise with civilians even if
they were available.
The function of an Army unit also effected the
relationship it had with Aborigines.

Senior headquarters

such as Land Headquarters, besides providing policy
direction and command to the Army, were also concerned
with politics and finance.

Operational units by contrast

were dedicated to a particular task and had little impact
of a political or financial type.
The effect of these factors is discernable in the
Army's official and unofficial reaction to Aborigines.
Official policies concerning Aborigines and Torres Strait
Islanders, such as those determining recruitment, pay and
service conditions, the formation of labour units, and
the evacuation of Aborigines from coastal areas were
originated at senior headquarters such as Land Headquarters
and Headquarters Queensland Line of Communications Area.
These policies were therefore formulated and promulgated
by soldiers who, of the total Army population, were least
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isolated from the civilian community and therefore least
likely to reach decisions concerning Aborigines independent
of the prevailing community values.
The Torres Strait Force pay issue has already been
briefly discussed in chapter 2, however it provides an
interesting example of the application of these
determinants in practice.

In 1944, the response of

Headquarters First Australian Army to the general issue
of Aboriginal and Lslander soldiers seemed to be progressive
and concerned with the avoidance of discrimination.

A

report prepared by .the Headquarters that year stated that
"Public conscience has awakened over recent years in
dealing with subject minorities, and as (it is) representing
(the) commonwealth, Army has been careful to ensure fair
treatment 112 •

However, at a conference convened to discuss

increasing the pay of Islander soldiers to a level
equivalent to that of white soldiers, the Headquarters
made it clear that "fair treatment" did not mean equal
pay for equal work.

The Headquarters opposed raising

the soldiers pay on the grounds that the soldiers would
be "spoilt from the state point of view 113 after the war.
Thus the heacquarters shared a concern for the maintenance
of the status quoin post-war Torres Strait with the
racist white community.

2.

The Headquarters, however, should

Australian War Memorial, CRS A2263, File 422/7/8.

3.
As above.
Minutes of a conference, Assistant
Adjutant General, 1st Australian Army and nr r~ccracken ,
Public Service Commissioner, Queensland State Government .

.,
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have been concerned with fostering its soldiers' welfare
in the post war period, and with ensuring that they
received their legal and moral due.
The Army's interest in post-war effects was not
shared by the Queensland government.

In fact the State

Government was anxious to have the soldiers paid at the
full rate.

The Premier had stated to the Prime Minister

that Islanders should serve under the same conditions as
4 , an d t h e State Co '/e,- 111,re n t representative
.
.
wh 1.tes
at the

meeting, Mr McCracken, argued against the view proposed
by the Army Headquarters on the grounds that even at the
same pay rates as white soldiers, the Islander servicemen
woul d still be earning less than other Islanders emp l o y ed
at the wolfram mines on Badu Island.

Desp i te th i s

argument, the Headquarters' representative continued to
oppose what he termed "undue prosperity" and eventual l y
succeeded in limiting the pay rise below the rate for
white troops.
The Headquarters' preoccupation with its conception
of post-war Torres Strait led it to ignore the cogent
arguments for equalising pay.

Unequal pay and conditions

had been such a cause of dissatisfaction amongst the
Islander troops that they had mutinied - becoming one
of the very few, if not perhaps the only Australian Army
unit, ever to do so.

Even today, the question of equal

pay and conditions is remembered amongst Islander

4.

As above.
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ex-servicemen with bitterness and frustration.

One Islander

ex-serviceman recalled that "(the Army) told us when we
(were) discharged we would get a big bunch of money that
we can't close our hand (around) and a house, but still
today nothing, and it was a big let down". 5
The Army's recruitment policy concerning Aborigines
was equally influenced by prevailing racist attitudes.
Exclusion of Aborigines from service employment was based
on the belief that they were generally unsuitable for all
but the simplest of labouring jobs.

It will be recalled

from chapter 2 that Headquarters Queensland Line of
Communications Area attempted to expel those mainland
Aborigines recruited into the Torres Strait Defence Force.
The Headquarters expressed commonly held beliefs when it
described these Aborigines, without actually having seen
them,as "of extremely poor type" and "not in the same
fighting class as Islanders

11 •

6

It was the Commanding

Officer of the operational unit in which these Aborigines
were employed who defended them successfully as essential
to the operation of his unit.

Land Headquarters displayed

a similar alignment with contemporary racist views when
it stated that Aboriginal labourers working for the Army
were only 50% efficient 7 , despite claims by individuals

5.

Letter:

Mr S. Gela to the author, dated 31 July 1978.

6.

Australian War Memorial, CRS A2663, file 628/1/1.

7.
Australian Archives, Accession MP742, file 92/1/302.
Extract from Land Headquarters Order of Battle Investigation
Committee Report on the Northern Territory Force proposal
dated 6 October 1944.

87

who were working with the Aborigines that they were
better workers than whites. 8
Since policy direction for all matters affecting
the Army came from senior headquarters it may be thought
that there was a uniformity of response to Aborigines
throughout the Army.

This, however, did not occur.

Army response to Aborigines once enlisted into conventional
units was a model of equality in pay and conditions, but
this was due to a desire to simplify administration,
rather than the idealistic pursuit of equality.

While

the nature of policies originated within senior headquarters
could vary greatly in the degree to which they were racist,
the response to Aborigines in operational units and junior
headquarters was not only different from that of senior
headquarters, but also less diverse.
Personal relations between white and Aboriginal
servicemen in operational units seem to have been less
racist than relations between Aborigines and the Army as
expressed in official Army policy.

Since isolation tended

to direct social alliances inwards towards the other
members of the working group, men tended to form friendships within their section or platoon.

Under combat

conditions where there was a sense of common danger,
common obligation, a need for unity and teamwork and a
consciousness of sharing an intensely emotlon~l ex pe r i ence,
even greater cohesiveness was achieved. 9

This cohesiveness

8.
Numerous references including Australian Archives,
CRS A431, Item 46/915, and Morris, F.R., War Effort, p.2.
9.
Mandelbaum, D.G., Soldier Groups and Negro Sold ie rs,
Los Angeles, 1952, p.107.

88

and interdependence within the group was sufficient to
overcome the divisive effects of racism where the group
was composed of white and Aboriginal soldiers.
Accounts of interracial relationships under combat
conditions support this view.

One section Commander said

of the relationship between the white and Aborigine
soldiers of his section that
"we came to love one another in that section.
We depended on each other, and throughout some
fairly stiff actions we got to know just about
everything about each other ..• we lived with
Harry Saunders (an Aboriginal) as a brother .•.
Our love for him was such that there could be
no place for any colour barriers ... we were
forced together by events, and our comradeship
10
was completely necessary" .
. Len Watson also recalled Aboriginal soldiers "who had
made terrific friendships with the white soldiers that
they'd seen action with 1111 but these friendships
dissolved when the soldiers came home, left the Army
and assumed the ideals of the civilian community again.
Ex-servicemen's recollections of their Aboriginal
comrades reveal a remarkable sense of equality and even
affection.

One ex-soldier recalled that private "Darkie"

Simon "was accepted by all as an equal 1112 while another
recalled a white soldier in his unit who when drunk

10.
Gordon, H., The Embarassing Australian, Melbourne,
1962, p.47.
11.

Watson, L.,

"1945:

Black Radical", p.5.

12.
Letter: Mr H.A. Stanton to the author, dated
7 January 1978.

89

t»t )

SO C}

;:,

PQ:,01

AWM 67982
This photograph reveals the acceptance with which
Aboriginal servicemen could sometimes meet ·in the Army.

90

"would run around looking for Arabs to 'whip' (though)
he always treated Henry (an Aborigine) with respect",
significantly, he adds "I doubt whether he would have
treated Henry as an equal in civil life". 13
Aboriginal accounts of the type of relationships
they experienced, though scarce, tend to confirm those
above.

Reg Saunders noted after the war that white

soldiers he had met "were not colour-conscious towards
the Aboriginal 1114 while another Aborigine ex-soldier
recalled that one of the attractive features of his
service was the way in which both whites and Aborigines
could combine in friendship,

"Yeah.

We were the good

time, being soldier, and good fun, and everything was
nice, nice and peace" 15
Islander members of the Torres Strait Force are
more ambivalent in their descriptions of their relations
with white soldiers but this is due to the fact that
with the exception of white officers and senior noncommissioned officers, the Torres Strait Force was
composed entirely of Islanders.

Opportunities for

establishing close inter-racial relations were therefore
limited as the Islanders had no white peers with whom to
form friendships, and due to the stratified nature of
Army society, friendships between private soldiers and

13.

Letter:

Mr S. Hunt to the author dated 4 April 1978.

14.

Gordon, H., Embarrassing, p.137.

15.
Read, P. and J., The Northern Territory - An
Aboriginal View of the Past, unpublished, p.22.

officers or senior non-commissioned officers were
extremely rare - even· in all white units.

While

integrated units tended to promote group cohesion,
· segregated units such as those of the Torres Strait
Force tended to emphasise differences.

Thus white

soldiers belonging to the all white units stationed on
Thursday Island saw in the segregation of the Islanders
confirmation of the white perception of the Islander as
somehow unfit to be equal.

Islanders, depending on their

viewpoint, saw in their segregation ~ither a frustrating
failure of the Army to recognize their worth, or else an
unliked but unexceptional continuation of the status quo.
The segregation of Islanders into specific units therefore

.

failed to encourage inter-racial friendships.

Despite

this, Islander soldiers'opinions of their relations with
white troops ranged from "some are friendly - not all 1116
to "we just like one brother

11 •

17

Accounts of these inter-racial relations show a
tendency to refer to Aborigines or Islanders in what
may be assumed to be racist terms.

Aboriginal soldiers

inevitably bore nicknames such as "darkie", "tarpot" or
"capote"

18

, and Johnston's A us tra Zia at War contains the

following in a glossary of terms in common use amongst
soldiers in the Northern Territory:

16.

Letter:

Rev. B. Pilot to the author dated 6 May 1978.

17.

Letter:

Mr J. Mooka to the author dated 31 July 1978.

18.
The users of this last nickname used it in the
understanding that it meant "condom" in French.
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"Boong: Aborigine;
coloured person.
Creamies:
Halfies:

can be applied to any

Quarter-Castes
Half-Castes" 19

There is no evidence to suggest however, that these
terms were used maliciously.

Instead, they appear to have

been used with a kind of comradely affection in exactly
the same manner as other standard nicknames such as
"Paddy", "Jock" or "Blue", were directed at appropriate
white soldiers.

Nicknames are therefore further evidence

of a natural relationship in which skin colour (or hair
colour) was something to joke about.
Cohesive forces operated within the working group,
not simply between individuals, so that an affront by an
outsider to one member of the group was regarded as an
affront to the whole group.

Such affronts aroused strong

opposition from the entire group hence, for example, when hotels
refused to serve drinks to Aboriginal soldiers, "the white
soldiers in the aborigines' company would invariably start
a brawl".

20

Since an affront to an Aboriginal soldier was

bound to be taken as an affront to his white comrades,
other white soldiers outside the group were loath to stir
up trouble for themselves, and relations between white
and Aborigine soldiers, though strangers to one another,
were likely to remain amicable.
These accounts of inter-racial friendship and group
cohesion do not indicate that racism ceased to exist in

19.

Johnston, G., Australia at War, p.10.

20.

Biskup, P., Not Slaves, p.206.
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.
l units.
.
21
opera t iona

Instead, the incidence of racism

in the environment of the operational Army unit was much
lower than in the civilian community.

Racist incidents

which did occur, such as Reg Saunders' occasional brawls
with white soldiers 22 , white troops giving their Islander
comrades methylated spirits and shellite to drink 23 and
the occasional paternalistic referenc~ to "coloured boys"
.
.
in
t h e Torres Strait
Force newspaper 24 were rare an d o f a

relatively benign type.

Characteristically, inter-racial

personal relationships were marked by a degree of
cooperation and friendship seldom found in the contemporary
civilian env1ronment.
Inter-racial harmony within integrated operational
units was a widespread phenomena.

It has been observed

by Mandelbaum in his study of the integration of negro
and white troops in the US armed forces 25 and has also
been recorded amongst white and African troops serving in
the British and French armies 26 during the Second World
War.

Interestingly, the phenomenon was also present in

the Australian Army during the First World War and is

21.
Headrick, R., "African Soldiers in World War II",
Armed For c es and Society, vol.4, no~3, Spring 1978, p.512.
Headrick maintains that "Racial discrimination disappeared
on the battlefield".
22.

Gordon, H. , Embarrassing, p.11.

23.
25.

Mr J. Mooka to the author dated 31 July 1978.
The Ze ro Post, 29 July 1944 and 18 August 1944.
Mandelbaum, D. G. , Soldier Groups.

26.

Headrick, R., African Soldiers.

24.

Letter:
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evident in the efforts of the Returned Services League
of Australia to establish a record of the contribution
made by Aboriginal soldiers in that war. 27
Close inter-racial relationships also developed
between Aboriginal labourers and white supervisors of
labour camps in the Northern Territory.

The former

Director of Native Personnel on Headquarters Northern
Territory Force recalled an emotional reunion between
himself and several Aborigines who had been Army labourers
during the war, when he visited the Northern Territory in
1974. 28

Other close relationships have also been
29
recorded
but less scope existed for close relations

between Aboriginal labourers and white soldiers .

Labourers

were not enlisted soldiers and their contact with whites
was limited to those who supervised their work and to
casual contacts.

Their separateness from the white

soldiers was emphasised through careful siting of the
labour camps away from white soldiers, and by declaring
these camps out of bounds to all but the Aborigines and
their white supervisors.

27.
Clark, Lieutenant C .A. "Aborigines in the First AIF",
Australian Army Journal, No.286, 1973, p.21. See also
Reveille for the following dates:
1931

1932

30
31
31
30
31
30
31
31
31

June
p.26
July
p.16
August p.5 .
September p.6
October
p.15
November
p.22
December
pp.11 and 21
January
p.20
March
p. 2 5

28.

Interview:

Mr F.R. Morris dated 14 March 1978.

29.

Read, P. and J., Northern Territory, p.23.
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Despite these difficulties, even fleeting relations
were beneficial to the perception each race had of the
other.

An airman, for example, on being posted for the

first time to a RAAF base in the Northern Territory wrote
that
"At our cattle station in the north of Australia,
we have the good fortune to be near a tribe of
blacks.

Down south one hears of the decadence

and lack of intelligence of the Australian
Aboriginal, but I can assure you that such a
conception is entirely false.

I've never seen

more virile, energetic and well built specimens
than the young ~en of the tribe.

The natives
a re very f r i endly and wi lli n g work ers". 30
Some Aborigines on the other hand regarded the so l diers
as a "new kind of white man

11 •

31

Aborigines who were

labourers for the Army still recall their Army employment
as a period of great contrast to pre-war conditions.
"Throughout hundreds of hours of recorded
conversations (during research conducted by the
Reads), Aboriginals .•. described very few of
those relationships with white people which
imply an equality, and then, only in the war
y ears.

Not eyen the missionaries, according

to the Aboriginals, were able or wanted, to
achieve such a relationship". 32
The relationship between Aboriginal labourers and
the Army, as distinct from individual soldiers, was

30.

Franklin, M.A., Black and Whi t e Austral ia ns , p.129.

31 .

Brown, M., The Bla ck Eur e ka, Sydney, 1976, p.89.

32.

Read, P. and J., Th e North e rn Te rritory, p.5.

,
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marked by a confused response similar to the inconsistent
relationship already observed in regard to Aboriginal
soldiers.

While conditions of employment provided by

the Army were generous by pre-war Northern Territory
standards,. they were still poor in comparison with white
labourers in other states and unlike the Torres Strait
Islanders, Land Headquarters paid no attention to post
war conditions for Aborigines in the Northern Territory.
The Nature of the relationship between the Army and
Aboriginal labourers tended to be determined by the
organization responsible for the policy concerned.
Headquarters Northern Territory Force became responsible
for civil and military administration of the Northern
Territory north of Alice Springs on 9 March 1942. 33
At that time most decisions regarding the employment
of Aborigines by the Army were made by Headquarters
Northern Territory Force which was located in the Northern
Territory and which had seconded to it many members of
the pre-war Aboriginal Affairs Department.

Policies

developed by this headquarters were therefore not only
developed within the military system, but were developed
from intimate knowledge of the situation and were executed
by men relatively skilled and experienced in Aboriginal
affairs.

In contast, Land Headquarte rs located in Melbourn

had no intimate knowledge of the situation regarding Army
use of Aboriginal labourers and had only a few advisers

33.
McCarthy, D., South-West Pacific Ar>ea - Fir>st Year> Kokoda to Wau , Canberra, 1959, p.72.

97

of doubtful worth on which to call.
The sudden influx of white servicemen to the Northern
Territory was mentioned in chapter 3.

This influx brought

about a sudden change in attitudes towards the Aborigines.
Of principal importance was the replacement of pre-war
white civilian attitudes towards Aborigines with the
military ethos described earlier.

Servicemen were also

mostly ignorant of pre-war inter-racial violence in the
Northern Territory and therefore brought with them a
totally new approach to the Aborigines there.
Being outnumbered by Aborigines in an isolated area
of Australia, pre-war white civilian attitudes towards
Aborigines had been defensive and repressive.

The degree

to which whites felt threatened by Aborigines is clear
from the reaction to the Tuckiar murders.

After the

murder of Constable Mccoll in 1933, the press
announced that the police were standing by in Darwin for
a punitive expedition, and that officials feared a
"general massacre" of the whites unless such an action
were taken. 34

This perceived threat to whites may also

have manifested itself in the fear of Aborigine cooperation
with the Japanese in the north of Western Australia and
in Cape York.

In the Northern Territory, there were

fewer accusations of Aboriginal disloyalty due to the
reassuring presence of the Army.

The soldiers outnumbered

Aborigines, existed as an organized military force and

34.

Franklin, M., Black and White Australians, p.115.
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felt no threat to their wives and childr~n.

These factors

and the soldiers' ignorance of pre-war inter-racial
violence meant that they felt no threat from Aborigines.
Aboriginal policies formulated by the Army were therefore
relatively free from the underlying factors which had
influenced pre-war civilian policies.
Another factor contributing to the modification of
policies developed by Headquarters Northern Territory
Force was the Army's demand for labour.

Aboriginal

labourers were able to achieve a degree of bargaining
power which they exploited.

In the Alice Springs area,

for example, P_borigine labourers abandoned work due
to the poor conditions provided.

Only after considerable

effort and the promise of better conditions was the Army
able to re-recruit its labour force.

It is noteworthy

however that rations and accommodation prior to the
desertion had been provided by the Native Affairs Branch,
not the Army.

35

Aboriginal policies adopted by Headquarters Northern
Territory Force were somewhat heedless of Aboriginal
culture but whether this can be counted as a criticism
of policy is not clear.

Headquarters Northern Territory

Force policies were an improvement on pre-war conditions
and in any case were formulated against the background of
the war when security considerations clearly overshadowed
the maintenance of tribal boundaries as far as the Army
was concerned.
35.

Hall, V.C., Outback Policeman, Adelaide, 1970, p.199.
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Overall Headquarters Northern Territory Force must
be considered as having adopted comparatively progressive
Aboriginal policies during its period of executing the
administration of the Northern Territory.

Some questions

of Aboriginal policy, however, required the direction of
Land Headquarters in Melbourne.

This headquarters, because

of its isolation from the problems involved, its assumption
of white civilian attitudes and its concern with the
realities of politics and finance, maintained a more
jaundiced view of Aborigines and their capabilities as
labourers.

The effect of the different determinants

operating upon these headquarters is exemplified in the
prop osal to raise an Aboriginal Employment Company in the
Northern Territory as described briefly in chapter 3.
The Commander of the Northern Territory Line of
Communications Area first raised the proposal to establish
this company on 18 November 1943.

36

As well as providing

additional labour for the Army, the proposal was designed
to "improve the lot of the native after the war" 37

by

improving his health, providing him with training in semiskilled work, paying him at the rate of white troops and
by raising his self esteem and training him as a leader.
The originating headquarters believed that "there is every
hope that the country (not merely the Army) may profit
substantially" 38 from the proposal.

36.

Australian Archives, Accession MP 742, File 92/1/302.

37.
As above. Letter: Brigadier Dollery, Commander
Northern Territory Line of Communications Area, to Land
He adquarters re Aborigine Personnel of 10 Australian
Employment Company, dated 18 November 1943.
38.

As above.
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This proposal reflects farsighted consideration of
the problems likely to have faced Aborigines in the postwar environment.

The Commander was conscious that the

transition from the relative benefits of Army employment
back to pastoral employment, for those Aborigines who
could get it, would be an unsettling one.

It was clear

to him, that the future development of the Aboriginal
population of the Northern Territory within the framework
of the white economic, political and social environment
would demand Aboriginal leaders.

These were not likely

to emerge from the Army labour camps because few
opportunities existed for Aborigines there to exercise
leadership, and they received no formal training in it.
It is noteworthy that several of today's leaders in the
Aboriginal community developed their leadership skills
while serving in the Army

39

, but the proposal, had it

been implemented, would have provided greater opportunity
for leadership development specifically amongst Aborigines
in the Northern Territory.
It is also possible that this proposal was designed
to minimize the possibility of further inter-racial
violence after the war by creating a group of statusful
Aboriginalleaders loyal to the Government.

However,

there is little evidence available to substantiate this.

39.
Notably Reg Saunders, Department of Aboriginal Affairs;
Mr Silas Roberts, community adviser, Maningrida;
Mr Tony
Assan, president of the National Aboriginal Council; Mr Ted
Loban, BEM, member of the National Aboriginal Council
representing Thursday Island.
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That evidence which is available indicates that the
Government was unwilling to put firearms in the hands
of Aborigines in the north.

Even during the peak of

the invasion scare, and despite calls to do so, the
Government refrained from allowing the formation of
"people's armys".

The Sydney Morning He rald supported

this stand with the argument that "in the upheaval caused
by invasion such armed bands could be used for revolutionary
purposes".

40

Biskup seems to suggest that this may have been the
motive for the Government's refusal to issue weapons to
a group of Aborigines who underwent military training in
the Ki mberleys in April 1942.

Though the entire military

st r ength at that time in the Kimberleys was less than 100
men, and the Aboriginal trainees performed except i onall y
well, the Army refused to conside r eithe r rais i ng a
permanent unit of Aborigines or issuing weapons to those
already trained. 41

It is interest i ng too, that the

Aborig i nal soldiers of the Northern Territory Special
Reconnaissance Unit were not issued with firearms even
though they were enlisted soldiers.

Besides the reason

already stated for this decision, the lack of close white
supervision, the pre-war violence by these soldiers towards
·
.
.
. . 1
both whites
an d Japanese 42 , the 1 ow estimation
o f Ab origina

40 .

Sydne~ Y a r ning He ra ld , 9 February 1942.

41 .

Bi s ku p, P., Sot Sla ~es , p.209.

42.
Amongst those Aborigines recruited into this force
by Thomson, were several who had been directly involved
in the murders of whites and Japanese before the war,
a nd who had served gaol sentences as a result.
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loyalty generally, and the likelihood of disillusionment
amongst Aborigines immediately after the war, must be
considered as influencing the decision.
Unfortunately, the farsighted proposal of Northern
Territory Force was not encouraged by Land Headquarters.
This Headquarters, which was remote from the problem, and
which was concerned with the political and financial aspects
of the issue, delayed consideration of the proposal until
6 October 1944.

A Land Headquarters committee then examined

the proposal and found that
"the employment of natives by the Army is not
economic.

Of the 700 at present employed, it

is considered that only in two instances on hygience and sanitation duties at Alice
Springs and at a woodcutting camp - are they
economically and gainfully employed.

In all

other instances it appeared that one AMF
personnel was required to supervise and direct
every two or three natives who are in the main
only 50% efficient ... In their proposed new
(war establishment) HQ NT Force made provision
under Native Affairs for a welfare Officer,
Amenities Officer and for

(Australian Army

Medical Womens Service and Australian Womens
Army Service) to work amongst the Lubras and
children.

The Committee could not agree with

this provision, but it indicates the extent to
which the liability of employing natives
to become ( sic) ". 4 3

tends

43.
Australian Archives, Accession MP 742, file 92/1/302.
Extract from Land Headquarters Order of Battle Investigation
Committee Report on NT Force proposal, dated 6 October 1944.
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In spite of the fact that these claims were not
supported by the individuals actually employing the
Aboriginal labourers, they determined Army policy towards
the proposal.

After further delay the proposal was finally

rejected on 20 June 1945, as no longer warranted in view
of the arrangements being made to hand over administration
of the Northern Territory to civil authorities.

Land

Headquarters' racist view of the capabilities of
Aboriginal labourers and the subsequent rejection of
the Headquarters Northern Territory Force consideration
.of post-war conditions, resulted in the adoption by
default, of a course guaranteed to preserve the status quo
in post war Northern Territory.

This decision was exactly

what pastoral interests in the Northern Territory wanted,
as they were already upset that "the native (was) being
treated by the Army in a way in which it {would) be
impossible for station owners to treat them after the
war is over.

In other words (pastoralists) felt that

the natives will return to the stations somewhat pampered
in an arrogant and insolent mood" 44

Furthermore, station

owners were alarmed that control of natives was handed
over to the Army who it was claimed "know nothing whatever
about the native question, and whose interest in the
native will cease as soon as the military situation causes
their transfer from the Northern Territory

11

•

45

The Land

Headquarters attitude to the Headquarters Northern Territory

44.
Australian Archives, CRS A431, Item 46/915. Letter
from Mr Cameron, Member of the House of Representatives,
to the Minister for the Interior, Senator Collings, dated
26 January 1944.
45.

As above.
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Force proposal conformed closely to the wishes of the
pastoralists.

Land Headquarters, . as in the case of

the Torres Strait Islanders, was again maintaining the
post-war status quo at the

x

,1.

to whom it owed first allegiance.

e of its own employees
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Chapter 6
CONCLUSION
The relationship between the Army and Aborigines
during the Second World War was in some ways remarkably
different from pre-war white-Aborigine relations, and
in other ways represented a continuation of racist
attitudes.

Those aspects of the relationship which

continued in the tradition of pre-war race relations,
such as the discriminatory enlistment policies and pay
policies, tended to be of two types.

Firstly, there

were those in which the nature of the Army institutions
involved were such that essentially civilian attitudes
and standards prevailed.

This applied to matters

involving Land Headquarters and other senior headquarters

remote from first-hand experience of the relationship.
Secondly, there were situations where an individual,
through some personality trait, or past exposure to
Aborigines in the pre-war environment, adopted an
attitude to Aborigines which was sufficiently deeply
ingrained to resist the modifying influence of the Army
society.
Those aspects of the relationship which were
different from pre-war white-Aborigine relationships
were the result of the modifying influence of wartime
conditions and the Army society.
Wartime conditions contributed to a relaxation
of racism in a number of ways.

Increased empl9yment

amongst Aborigines and improved working conditions,
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including the imposition of Army discipline and control,
and the provision of training in semi-skilled jobs,
contributed to greater self esteem amongst Aborigines
and an improvement in the white perception of them.
This improved perception was the result of Aborigines
being seen to earn wages and remain continuously in
employment.

Wartime conditions also led to a fostering

of social cohesion in the face of the Japanese threat and
this in turn was assisted by the nation's propaganda which
denied the existence of a "master race".

The possibility

of invasion and the dramatic decline of white prestige
resulted in whites, whether in or out of the Army,
adopting a more conciliatroy attitude towards Aborigines.
However, despite the role of wartime conditions in
fostering a new relationship, the relationship between
the Army and Aborigines was the result, primarily, of
factors specifically relevant to the Army.

The role of

the wartime environment, though producing a new relationship must be left to others to explore.
By its involvement in employment of Aborigines
through enlistment and as civilian labourers, the Army,
or at least the lower level headquarters and individuals,
treated Aborigines with a sense of equality which had
rarely, if ever, been seen previously.

It is this sense

of equality, and the willingness to approach the Aboriginal
problem at this level with an open mind which is the product
of the peculiar Army society.

Once a working member of

the Army, the cohesive forces within the group tended to
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become stronger than the divisive forces of racism, and
the Aborigine found himself regarded as an equal.
Further impetus to the establishment of this sense of
equality was the ignorance of pre-war inter-racial violence,
in the Northern Territory, by many white soldiers.
The Army-Aborigine relationship was not constant.
It varied both throughout the duration of the war, and
from one geographic location to another.

The changes

in the relationship over time can be clearly identified
as being linked to the threat of invasion and the
consequent demand for manpower.

The hasty discharge

of the "camping type" Aborigines after the war 1 and the
refusal of the Army to accept Aboriginal v ol unteers for
.
'
.
f orces 2 d emonstra t e th e
service
in
t h e Japan occupation

extent to which the demand for manpower at the height
of the invasion threat forced the unwilling Army to
accept the recruitment of Aborigines.
Geographical variation in Army attitudes to
Aborigines can be explained in terms of the strategic
importance of various parts of Australia.

The recruit-

ment of P..borigines and Torres Strait Islanders in
north Australia when official Army policy denied entry
to the Army for persons not substantially of European
origin or descent, can only be accounted for in this
light.

Aborigines could be recruited contrary to

1.

Biskup, P., Not Slaves, p.209.

2.

Gordon, H., The Embarrassing Australian, p.135.
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official policy so long as they remained out of the
public •y

and so long as they contrlbuL d to Lh

defence of a strategically important area where white
manpower was scarce.
Despite these fluctuations in official attitudes
to Aborigines, personal relations between white soldiers
and Aboriginal servicemen or Army employed labourers
tended to remain uniform in their display of a new and
equal approach.

These relationships were unaffected by

the fluctuating fortunes of war, except that more
relationships were formed when Aborigines were admitted
to the Army in larger numbers.
The post war effects of the Army relationship
with Aborigines has not been explored in this paper,
but some aspects of this subject have been dealt with,
by other historians, rather more fully than the
relationship between the Army and Aborigines itself.
Some aspects of the effect of Army-Aborigine
relationships on the post war era have not received
close attention however.

One particularly interesting

aspect is the use of military service by Aborigines as
a means of moral leverage to obtain concessions from a
reluctant government.

This phenomenan has been noted

in relation to the First World War, notably in the case
of an Aboriginal who argued that since Aboriginal
servicemen were in France "fighting for Our King and
Country", Aboriginal children should have the right to
attend any State school.

3

This technique was repeated

Biskup, P., Not Slaves, p.154.
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after the Second World War but it has not been studied
and its effectiveness is unknown.

Certainly, ex-servicemen

were strongly represented at the hearings of the House of
Representatives Select Committee on Voting Rights of
Aborigines, many of them arguing that since they had
fought in the armed services, they should have the right
.

to vote.

4

They considered that this argument remained

valid even though their military service had ended sixteen
years previously.

Of the Torres Strait Islanders giving

evidence before the Committee, almost all were ex-servicemen.
There appears to have been a link between Army service and
a feeling of social responsibility amongst these Islanders
which could well be investigated further.
Post-war developments in relations between white
and Aboriginal Australians cannot be fully understood
wi thout a knowledge of the wartime relationships.

An

important and influential part of the wartime inter-racial
relationship was that which developed between the Army and
Aborigines.

This paper has described that relationship

and accounted for those features of it peculiar to the
Army.

4.
The Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia
House of Representat{ves Report From the Select Committee
on Voting Rights of Aborigines Part II - Minute~ of
Evidence, 19 October 1961, pp.137, 386 and 402-403.
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