Descendants of the Rats of Tobruk Australia Association Inc

85th Anniversary of the siege of Tobruk

Ra& Tales V z1 I 3 INstwasting to flood people with too many pages at
once about our amazing Reunion Weekend, we have
Edit8ue: Tre Ta r t h divided the newsletter into two editions.

Chr i s fikheel | .
s I e n, This is part two. We have left the page numbers
June 2026 | following on from the first edition.
)

. DAy This Book s

This book was not written by historians.
\t was written by descendants.
Within these pages are memories once shared quietly...
atkitchen tables, in old letters, beside medals kept in drawers.
The men who stood at Tobruk are no longer here to tell their stories.
So we tell them. So their names endure.
So their courage is remembered.
So future generations will know where they come from.
Their story did not end at Tobruk.
Itlives on — in us.
Consider purchasing a copy for your children or grandchildren.
Because history lives on when it is placed in their hands.
Today, we launch not just a book, but a promise.

A promise that these men will not fade into footnotes.
A promise that their names will not be forgotten.
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©One day, a child will open this book and see a familiar
They will read about Tobruk.
- They will realise that courage runs in their blood.
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Unveiling of the ghost soldier project

Recording the weekend activities.

Throughout the whole of the weekend,
in the background and all around was
Jan Hudson, taking video with several
camera setups, to record the weekend.

I had a laugh cos at one stage she said
to me, “when you do your speech for
the Book Launch, just take note and try
not to sway.” | looked at her askance,
and she said, “you will notice that most
people just sway when doing speeches,”
and demonstrated. | laughed and then
to my horror during the speech for the
book launch, | felt myself swaying and,
looking at her, thinking... that's what
she said!!! And quickly stopped!!!!

Jan lives at Lake Conjola with her
husband Pete. Her father-in-law was
Ernie Hudson, 2/13th Bn. Pete, Ern's son,
carried the 2/13th bn flag at the
Memorial Service. She is a retired
accountant with 30 plus years
experience as a videographer/video
editor. Just imagine the amazing family
footage she has captured over that
time! The Hudson's travelled overseas in
2012 with Deb Goodwin and her
mother, Joe Madeley and John Pocock
for the 70th Anniversary of the Second
Battle of El Alamein. They met in Cairo
after the Alamein services, went to
London, then across to the Western
Front battlefields, then Istanbul, where
they left for a tour of Gallipoli.

dedication
over the
whole of the
weekend.

Unveiling of the Ghost Soldiers

During the Saturday night dinner at the 85th
Anniversary Weekend in Sydney, guests
experienced a deeply moving tribute with
the unveiling of the Ghost Soldiers.

During the day, behind the scenes, behind
the heavy black velvet stage curtains, Tobruk
Rats were gathering.

Following dinner service, Sarah announced
that some very special VIPs were about to be
introduced.

As the black stage curtains opened, voices of
the Ghost Soldiers echoed throughout the
room, creating a powerful and emotional
atmosphere. Voices talking about their
experiences, talking to their mates, calling
out to each other.

Six “men” stood there. Our soldiers. Our Rats
of Tobruk. It took our breaths away to see
these “men” standing there. We were almost
waiting for them to talk to us.

In the group were Ernie Walker, Gordon
Wallace, Henry Tranter, Lee Denman, Ray
Widdows and Joe Madeley.

Betty and Sarah'’s thoughtfulness extended
to having some of our descendants
recording wording to be used on the night.

Unbeknownst to Kevin and |, our son was
one of the 'voices’ and it brought a lump to

our throats to hear his words, talking
about his grandfather and great uncle
who was KIA.

Each soldier on the stage was in uniform,
facing forward, creating a solemn
background for photos during the rest of
the night.

These “Ghost Soldiers” have been created
so that people, the general public, can
learn more about the Rats of Tobruk,
putting a face to our soldiers, not just a
name and a service number. We want
people to hear the stories they have to
tell. We want to give them a voice. Read
Mrs OTT's story on the next page; we
want to bring these stories to life. See
more on page 19.

A heartfelt slideshow to honour the Rats

of Tobruk, showing some who had been
Killed In Action during the siege,
accompanied the introduction of the
Ghost Soldiers, reflecting on their
courage, sacrifice and mateship,

ol accompanied by the song “Forever

Young.”

| See more on next page.




Forever Young.

For many years, Betty Murphy has kept
this story, waiting for an appropriate time
to share it. It was written by the wife of
one of the men in her father’s unit. The
evening programme concluded with the
reading of the story “Forever Young”,
written by Mrs Gertrude Ott, the wife of
Ray Ott, QX1039, of the 2/13th Fld Coy
RAE. Ray was also
Treasurer of the
Toowoomba Sub-
Branch of ROTA for
many years. Mrs Ott
entered “Forever
Young”in a 1996
literary competition
“Personal
Reminiscences
Section” at the
University of the Third Age, Central Coast
Region and received a s, paas about to
“Highly Commended”  read the essay
certificate. This “Forever Young’, by
o Mrs Ray Ott.
touching story served
as a fitting tribute to
the enduring legacy of those who served
and the importance of keeping their
memory alive for future generations.

FOREVER YOUNG

“In a special box marked “Turkish Delight”
which he brought back from the Middle
East over fifty years ago, my husband,
Snow, kept his special photographs. They
will some day go to a War Museum.

| treasure them — but have been silently
haunted by the ones of the graves of his
mates left behind - some of them marked
with a primitive wooden cross, some with
the inscription “Known to God".

| was fascinated by this very private box,
Snow’s memorial to his mates, and often
found myself having just another look.
Snow never spoke of the photos. His
silence, | felt, was a very deep seated
feeling that words could not express. |
respected this silence, after all what could |
say not knowing much about the desert
war. Time has educated me as | have had
years to read the accounts of the desert
campaign by the war correspondents.
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Forever young

And better still, by the Rats of Tobruk
themselves writing from personal
experience. They were there!

Still haunted by these lonely wooden
crosses out in the desert, | decided to visit
the War Cemetery in Tobruk.

With the fierce African sun bearing down
on me, | walked through the Memorial
archway into another world - the world of
the dead, the war heroes. The eerie silence
was broken by their young voices as
though they heard my footsteps.

“It's somebody from home”
“It's somebody’s missus”
“l wonder where she is from?”

As | slowly walked along the line of graves
reading their names, the voices became
louder, but oh! so very young.

“Hey! she’s wearing a “Rat’s life
membership badge”.

“Wonder whose missus she is?”

“Wish she would come closer so we can
read the number.”

As | reverently continued to walk in their
direction, | heard a chorus of voices.

“It’s a Queensland number, she might be
from home.”

“That’s Snow’s number, QX1309. | often
wondered if he made it back that last
night we set mines in the desert together.”

“More of the boys have joined us just
lately, they say things are looking good!
Rommell is on the run and has been issued
an ultimatum by Hitler “do it his way or
else!” We greatly admired Rommell! He
was a magnificent soldier. Snow and |
used to see him through the field glasses
when the air raids stopped for a brief
moment, and we came up out of our holes
like rats. How proud we are now to be
known as the “Rats of Tobruk.”

Rats of Tobruk. | knew that story. Snow
told me about the name given to the boys,
of Lord “Haw Haw”. He told me Lord Haw
Haw was a British radio commentator who
who defected to Hitler's mob. He used to
taunt them by saying “How do you enjoy
living in holes like rats”, and they could
always expect another air raid after he
finished his propaganda. Apparently his
name was William Joyce.

It couldn’t be more British. ‘,‘

o e |
“Best of British luck to him if our mob ever |
caught up with him,” Snow used to say. |

Away in the distance a very young voice
is calling me. “I was only seventeen when
we did the retreat to Tobruk. The
“Bengazi Handicap” they called it. | was in
the truck behind Snow. He took the coast
road when we reached the fork in the
road. | was directed back into the desert
by what | thought was one of our officers.
| went straight into the enemy fire, as did
many of our lads.”

“The boys tell me our Intelligence Officer |
shot him on the spot when he could not
give the password”.

“Snow was lucky he took the coast road. |
He must have been meant to go back |
to you”.

“So pleased you came,” the whole chorus
joined in. “It gets very lonely out here, so
far from home.”

“Yes,” | replied. “Snow did come back and
I married him in ‘45. We had 42 wonderful
years together.”

“Age did weary him and he died in ‘87 of
war related injuries. He did not forget
you, the ones he left behind, that is why | |
have come to visit you.”

“You will remain “Forever Young.”
cd

Before the evening finished, some groups
of the different battalions’ descendants
were seen getting photos taken in front
of the Ghost Soldiers.

It was wonderful to see descendants
mingling, making new friends and
catching up with older ones. The night
ended with clearing the tables, ready for
the next day’s luncheon after the service.
And yes we were all happy to head off
back to our beds, after a hectic, enjoyable,
busy evening!

We didn’t even have to use the

“late entry key” to get back into our
accommodation, | think the days of that
are over for most of us!

Off to bed now! What awaits us foregs }
tomorrow? m
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Banjo donation to dotrota

Another highlight of the Dinner was when Ralph
Scrivens, son of Sergeant Ralph Scrivens,
NX14143, (see his story on page 223 of “They Shall
Ever Be Remembered”) made a presentation to
DOTROTA.

Sgt Scrivens, born in Mount Morgan, Qld, had
taken his banjo mandolin overseas with him. He
brought it back, but on returning to Australia,
never played it again. It has stayed in a cupboard
all these years and his sons always wondered
what to do with it.

On the round head of the banjo, there were
many signatures and place names, one of those
place names was Tobruk. These names have now
been checked by DOTROTA researchers, leading
to confirmation of 3 of these names from Ralph’s
banjo, and prompting a further review where 11
previously unidentified RATS from the
Headquarters Guard Battalion (the Old and the
Bold) were recorded and added to the database
of Rats of Tobruk! We are pleased to be able to
honour the men of the 2/1st Guards Battalion
who were thrown into some tough spots in
Tobruk. During the Dinner on Saturday evening
Ralph Scrivens, on behalf of him and his brother
Frank, generously donated this banjo to
DOTROTA, where it is now on loan to Five Dock
RSL in Sydney on display. [ »

Ralph then recited this
poignant poem to us all.
Permission has given to
share the wording.

This poem was written by
Duncan Butler who was
serving with the 2/12
Field Ambulance unit of
the AIF in Singapore in
1942 when it was over run by the Japanese and
he spent the rest of the war years on the Burma
Railway. He survived, returned home, married
and raised a family on a farm in Queensland and
shortly before he passed away in 1987, his family
asked him to write down his memoirs which he
did but also wrote this poem which was later
given to Murray Hartin (one of the best Australian
rhyming poets of the modern era) who said that in
no way could he fabricate the emotion of such a
poem and didn’t change a word.

Thank you Ralph for reciting this poem, it was
another of the highlights of our

amazing Reunion weekend!

MATES

I've travelled down some dusty roads, both crooked tracks and straight,
And I've learnt life’s most noblest creed, summed up in one word, mates,
I'm thinking back across the years, a thing | do of late,

and these words stick between my ears, you’ve got to have a mate.
Someone who'll take you as you are regardless of your state,

And stand as firm as Ayers Rock, because he is your mate.

My mind goes back to ‘43, to slavery and hate,

When man’s one chance to stay alive depended on his mate.

With bamboo for a billy can and bamboo for a plate,

A bamboo paradise for bugs, was bed for me and mate,

You'd slip and slither through the mud and curse your rotten fate,

But then you’d hear a quiet word, “Don’t drop your bundle mate.”

And though it is so long ago, these words | have to state,

A man don’t know what lonely means ‘till he has lost a mate,

If there’s a life that follows this, if there’s a golden gate,

The welcome that | want to hear is just “Good on you mate.”

And so to those that ask us why we keep these special dates,

Like Anzac Day, | tell ‘em why, we're thinking of our mates,

And when I've left the driver’s seat and handed in me plates,

I'll tell old Peter at the door, I've come to see my mates.”
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85th Anniversary of the siege of Tobruk memorial service

SUNDAY

Very few knew what was going to be on show
the next day, for the Memorial Service, and |
couldn’t wait to get to the Memorial Park, on
the corner of Park Road and First Avenue, Five
Dock, to see the reaction of the Descendants.
We pulled up along the south side of the street,
and was pleased to catch a glimpse of the
Sydney Harbour Bridge from where we were.
We could see the 85th Anniversary Project,
once again deemed insignificant and so
funding was not available, as we walked across
the lawned area to the memorial site.

Our Ghost Soldiers. Just how amazing were
they?! Inspired by Gloria Yeoman who had one
made to commemorate her Uncle, Roy Francis,
NX21327, (read his story, the last one in “They
Shall Ever Be Remembered”.)

Betty then spent a many months working on
this project, developing the idea and how to
present it for this Reunion Weekend.

The plan to do 242 Ghost Soldiers, one for each
day of the Siege, was cut down to 60 men, due
to lack of funding, but this did not take away
from the magnificence of the display.

Words cannot express the feelings that
descendants experienced as they moved closer
to these men, and, those who had their Rat
displayed, were reduced to tears. There was
dad, uncle, grandfather, smiling down at them,
in their Army uniform, young and proud!

Many photos were taken, many tears were
shed, many showed their Rat to others as they
walked between the rows of men. | would like
to know just how many photos were taken that
morning!

Flag Bearing Ceremony. DOTROTA members
and supporters in an emotional tribute, carried
unit flags to be displayed near the Ghost
Soldiers. This flag-bearing ceremony is a formal,
highly symbolic event to honour the nation
and commemorate service and sacrifice, deeply
rooted in
tradition and
protocol, :
with specific
prq,redures.
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Flag bearers were; 9 Div HQ Paul Clancy; 9 Div Artillery Mason Toy; 9 Div
Signals Nigel Cox; Royal Engineers Daryl Randell, AAOC Phillip Price; ASDC
Matt McHugh; Medical Units Robert Dow; 2/1st Pioneers David Dow; 2/9th
Bruce Quinn; 2/10th Peter Collins; 2/12th Craig Smith; 2/13th Peter Hudson;
2/15 Neill Warner; 2/17th Steve Kelly; 2/23rd Evan Dower; 2/24th Maurice
Bennett; 2/28th Neville Smith; 2/32nd Rhys Smith; 2/43rd Kevin Trewartha;
2/48th Brendan McEvoy; Polish Flag Dr George Toepfer; Navy Martin Forsyth;
Air Force Ray Windlow. A symbolic way to start the morning’s official
proceedings, with flags placed near the Ghost Soldiers.

~
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85th Anniversary of the siege of Tobruk memorial service

With some shelter and seating set up on the
lawned area by the Memorial in the park, the
Service began around 11am. MC was Mr Robert
Ridge, who welcomed everyone. Naval Cadet
Corps formed the Catafalque Party, standing
watch as a sign of respect, honouring our fallen
heroes. They were delightful young men and
women.
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The Call for Remembrance
by Brig Phillip Bridie, AM,
ADC (retd), RSL NSW Rep

(Board Director), was The Ode.of
followed by an Inspection Rememt?rance
Y of the Troops, by him and was recited
B Sarah, of the Ghost ol
¥ Soldiers, standing there Campbell.
% | proudly on the beautiful ;
== lawned area, photo below. The Last
_ Post” and
“The Rouse”
hauntingly
played by
Rachel
Bostock,
“Abide With Me” was P ;
played by Ms Rachel Bt
Robert Ridge led the service 4 Bostock, violinist and a 2
. . . M descendant of a Rat of forgotten.
with our DOTROTA chaplin, Rev Howard Smith B~ obruk. Her soul stirrin
saying a Prayer of Remembrance. The Hon music Had everyone 9 Rev Smith
David Harris, Minister for Veteran Affairs, gave captivated as she played finished off
during the service. with a Prayer
The NSW For the Official Wreath Laying ceremony, wreaths were placed on ~ for Peace
g Tobruk the hedge leading into the Cenotaph and collected by visiting vVIP ~ and the
Memorial, and descendants to be laid at the foot of the monument, while Benediction.

located onthe  Rachel played her unique violin music. Leche Gade, known as Les, ~ The National

corner of Great  a4ed 96, Polish ex Servicemen Association Vice President also laid ~ Anthem
North Road and = 3 \yreath. was sung,

Lyons Road, is followed by
to be relocated to this park, and costs to be the dismount
funded by the Five Dock RSL. The dedication for of the

a plaque to acknowledge this, was presented by Catafalque
Robert Ridge and both the plaque and the Party.
Tobruk Fig Tree to be planted there, were
blessed by Rev Howard Smith.

i et o K Y %% ] Sarah Maas,
| Co-founder of
DOTROTA,
Wl gave a talk
¥l about the
Ghost Soldier




