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PRE-GREECE 
 

Lance Corporal A A Deans, 20th Battalion, 2NZEF 
Official War Artist 

 
 
Austen in Egypt 
(from “sites.rootsweb.com › ~nzlscant › AA Deans” 
 
Austen Deans joined the part-time Territorial Army in 1938.  When war broke out he enlisted in the 2nd 
NZEF and entered Burnham Camp to join the 20th Infantry Battalion on 5th October 1939.  Much later he 
got the job of painting the Greek campaign in the role of assistant war artist to Peter McIntyre. Lance 
Corporal A.A. Deans was in the intelligence section of the First Echelon to Egypt. He was mainly involved 
with drawing maps and says he found plenty of opportunity to paint while in Maadi Camp just outside of 
Cairo.  
 

The outbreak of the Second World War disrupted Deans' plans to study at the Slade School of Fine 
Art in London. Instead, he volunteered for war service abroad with the 2nd New Zealand Expeditionary 
Force (2NZEF). Posted to the 20th Battalion of the 2nd New Zealand Division, he was assigned to its 
intelligence section on account of his skills as an artist. His duties involved making and looking after maps 
but while off duty he continued to paint.[6] 

 

 

 
3 Days Out from New Zealand, 1940 

a watercolour by Austen Deans of the troopship convoy transporting elements of the 2NZEF to the Middle East 

 

By 1940, Deans was in the Middle East, where the 2NZEF had been transported for war service.[6] He 
continued with his painting, doing landscapes of the Egypt countryside. His battalion commander, 
Lieutenant Colonel Howard Kippenberger, was supportive of his work. Deans later completed a portrait of 
Kippenberger which was used to illustrate his biography.[7] In March 1941, the 20th Battalion was sent to 
Greece as part of the 2nd New Zealand Division.[8] The British Government anticipated an invasion of 
Greece by the Germans and decided to send troops to support the Greeks, who were already 
engaged against the Italians in Albania. The 2nd New Zealand Division was one of a number of Allied 
units dispatched to Greece.[9] The campaign was little more than a series of withdrawals but Deans still 
found time to make depictions of life in the Greek villages he saw. At the end of the fighting in Greece, 
Deans was among those evacuated to Crete.[10] 
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Under canvas somewhere in the North African desert (possibly part of the tented camp at 
 Maarten Baggush), signed ‘A A D March 40’ (bottom left) 

 
 
The Baggush Box 
 
(Western Desert 1941 oil on canvas 53 x 81 cm signed and dated lower left: A.A.D 1941) 
 
From; LM Paintings Pt 1 - The Art of War - Sale 3861A - Lot 22 
30 April 2007, Sold for $2,400 
 

Baggush Box - The following is quoted by Austen Deans, "fairly late in 1941, (sic – it must have been 
1940, he was a PoW in late 1941) in Egypt, we were taken to a spot in the Western Desert known as 
Bagush, about 15 miles east of Mersa Matruk, a mile in from the Mediterranean. Over a month the 20th 
Battalion with the 18th and 19th constructed a defensive position big enough to hold the complete New 
Zealand Brigade. The Machine Gun and Artillery Battalion were there too.  
 

 

The Bugush Box 
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This picture, dated 1941 shows the Intelligence sections observation post under construction (sandbags) 
with trenches leading to it from our tent, below on the lower ground. When we completed the Bagush Box 
we returned to Helwan Camp, near Cairo. We never used it, the Italian campaign ended after 2 or 3 days 
in complete Italian defeat. The 'Box' was used later in the German advance and worked quite well. I 
managed to carry the painting to Helwan Camp in the Colonel's map case. Then the Greek campaign 
intervened and I lost track of it. When I arrived home after 4 years as a POW I found the painting had 
been sent back to New Zealand by a good friend together with my oil kit and brushes". 

 
20th Infantry Battalion, 2NZEF (from Wikipedia) 

Following the outbreak of the Second World War, the New Zealand Government authorised the formation 
of the 2nd New Zealand Expeditionary Force (2NZEF), for service at home and abroad.  After consulting 
with the British Government, it was decided that the main New Zealand contribution to the war effort 
would be in the form of an infantry division, the 2nd New Zealand Division, under the command of Major 
General Bernard Freyberg. The new division would require nine battalions of infantry and consequently, 
several infantry battalions were formed from 1939 to 1940 with New Zealand volunteers.  

The 20th Battalion was the third such unit to be raised for the 2NZEF and was formed in Christchurch 
at Burnham Military Camp in early October with Lieutenant Colonel Howard Kippenberger, an 
experienced Territorial Force soldier and veteran of the First World War, as its commander. It was the last 
of the three infantry battalions designated to make up the first echelon of the 2nd New Zealand Division, 
destined for overseas service.  Its personnel, all volunteers, were from the South Island of New Zealand. 
They were formed into four rifle companies, designated A to D and corresponding to 
the Canterbury, Southland, Nelson-Marlborough-West Coast and Otago districts. HQ Coy included the 
specialist support troops; signallers, anti-aircraft and mortar platoons, and transport personnel.  

Initial training focused on basic drill and fitness along with shooting. The men of 20th Battalion also 
engaged in company level tactical exercises but did not have training in infantry support weapons, such 
as anti-tank rifles, as these were not available in New Zealand.  The battalion departed for the Middle 
East on 5 January 1940 aboard the HMT Dunera as part of the 4th Infantry Brigade, 2nd New Zealand 
Division. The battalion arrived at its base in Maadi, Egypt on 14 February, and was involved in further 
training, including brigade level exercises.  In addition, it performed garrison duty at a defensive position 
known as the Baggush Box, in the Western Desert and guarding the route between Alexandria and Mersa 
Matrush, rotating in and out with the other battalions of the 4th Brigade, for most of the next 12 months.  

 

 
 

  HMT Dunera 
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This self-portrait appears to be against a desert background and burning sky 
and is therefore assumed to be contemporary with the Pre-Greece 

North Africa period 


