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GREEK CAMPAIGN 
 

Corporal Barney Roberts, 6th Australian Division, 2/12 Infantry Battalion 
 

Barney had, presumably, been ‘up country’ with the rest of the Australian and British forces prior to the 
German invasion on 6th April. 
 
I had made a note and recorded on his Registration Form that he was formally surrendered at Megara, 
east of the Corinth Canal, on 27th April.  The demolished canal bridges had at this time been solidly in 
German hands since soon after dawn on the morning of the 26th, thereby cutting off further withdrawal into 
the Peloponnesus.   (The one and only evacuation from ‘P’ beach at Megara had been of 5900 men on 
the night of 25/26th). 
 
 

Megara 27 April - 19 May 1941 

 
A Kind of Cattle 
 
THE SUN CAME UP.  It was the same sun that used to come up over the blackwoods in Norton-Smith's 
creek.  I was the same person watching it; or nearly the same: a little older; a little wiser; not so naive.  
The place was different. 
 
Yes, the place was different. The gorse and low shrubs reaching down to the sea. The sea and beyond to 
Crete; beyond Crete to Alexandria; and beyond to Cairo, and the sand. An ordered withdrawal.  
 
A shambles. 
 
The day before was also a shambles. Pull out. Retreat. Prepare for evacuation - embarkation. Trucks 
hiding under camouflage; Nobody knowing. German bombers flying low, not bombing, machine-gunning 
anything that moved - a small black dog in full gallop on the road with bullets spitting dust all around it and 
surprisingly not being hit. Open trucks sprouting trees from men's hands; hiding in immobility when the 
planes came; crawling after dark with no lights. Trucks abandoned at last, left lurching and unusable in 
bomb craters on the aerodrome near Megara. And then the men, stumbling and cursing over the hill and 
down where the land fled into the Mediterranean.  
 
Hope lay in the sea. Only in the sea. Behind was a mass of swastika-ed trucks and aircraft and robots 
with stiff knees and square heads moving forward, forward, pressing us into the sea. All we wanted was a 
boat. A pea-green boat. Or a sieve. We didn't care a button. We could sit like the little Dutch boy and stuff 
our fingers in the holes, ten holes per man, two hundred men, two thousand holes, and we still had toes 
and tongues. Or swim. We could swim; 
 
run down the beach at Brighton in white underpants and coloured bloomers, and breasts glinting in the starlight, 

and lie in the water; look over the big houses where the poor rich people live but don't know about swimming at 

two o'clock in the morning with nurses from Prince Henry's in coloured bloomers. 

 
All night the sea came hushing in on the shore while we slept and woke and saw ships that were not 
ships; heard motors that were not motors; and oars dipping. 
 
And slept. And woke again. And slept. 
 
I walk with Ken Hamilton barefooted along the sand track at Grey Crags with a torch which searches for snakes 

and wild animals and finds crooked shadows hiding behind trees and with a length of hoop-iron and a sugar bag 

to carry the fish. The sea glistens and the sea and the sand are indistinguishable. 

 
Once when the sun came up we would stretch and wipe sleep from our eyes and run head first into 
another day. Now, ugly awkward night-creatures, we crawled under our bushes to hide. We lay on our 
backs and watched the planes through the branches. 
 
Lie on our backs on the grass on the bank of the river and see willow leaves flittering in a light wind, and cranky-

fans darting into corners they have never thought of darting into; and one sits for a second on my toe, his claws 

gripping the flesh; claws like Doc Smellie's curved needle he used for sewing up my father's eyelid. 
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We ate bully beef and biscuits and drained the last drops from our water-bottles. We ate more of the salt 
beef. We lay on our backs and watched the German planes droning backward and forward. We shut our 
eyes so as not to see them and we heard the German planes droning and we knew which way they were 
going and how high they were and that they were fighters or bombers with crosses on their wings and 
sides and swastikas on their tails. We shut our eyes and closed our ears and felt the earth trembling. 
 
Night came. And quiet. And men left their bushes, stretched, moved about, asked about water, and were 
told there was none. 'The boats are coming.' 
 
Yes: the boats. They would come silently and steal out again like swans, black in the night, soft moving on 
the water. 
 
Jonah has his whale. I shall travel in my swan. The people will call in Greek, 'Where are you going, Swan?' and 

in Arabic, 'Where are you going, Swan?' and in Sinhalese, and we shall sail on and on, and on, until we drift up 

the river to Perth. And, what is her name, Kathy, with the warm lips, will be there. We shall drive to King's Park 

with our crab and our beer. And Kathy will stroke my forehead and ask the question I can never answer, 'Why do 

you have to go to war?'. 

 
It was morning again. The same, and another morning. Was it the same? The first awakening was that 
semi-conscious knowing. An opening of doors and eyelids. A gathering of sights and noises. Branches 
with strange smells and strange leaves, small birds, waves, water. Most important, water. Water on my 
tongue. That log rolling in my mouth was a tongue. Birds, Sun, Scrub, Water. Water. I turned my head and 
the man next to me was awake. Stag's brown eyes looking at me, 'You're awake. Bloody oath I'm thirsty'. 
 
He's thirsty, he says. Acres of sea water. You could hear it limping along the stones. Water. You could 
paddle in it, swim in it, drown in it. He's thirsty, he says. 
 
All the water we've thrown away. All the water that runs down the creek into the Flowerdale. Water that has run 

off my nose. Water in my boots. A cow's foot mark filled with a muddy puddle. 

 
He was thirsty. The sun was shining. There were no clouds. There was no water. Only salt bully beef And 
no water. And a wooden wedge for a tongue. Slept. Woke. Half slept. Half woke. Listened to the birds with 
crosses on their bellies and swastikas on their tails. Scrub tits and Messerschmitts. Looked at each 
other's cracked and swollen lips. Polished the steel mirrors on the arse of our trousers. Stared 
at the lips and the great beast tongue that filled the mouth and allowed us to speak only like deaf people. 
 
The drone of planes faded with the day. Night trembled on the edge of the sea. There was a murmuring of 
men moving out of their scrub shelters. Shadows forming and dissolving. There was talk of going into the 
hills. Some went. There was talk of searching for a well. Some did. There was rumour of a boat that had 
taken off some of our men. It proved to be true. Our commanding officer and a few of his cronies had left 
us. 
 
'Every man for himself’, our remaining officers decided. But we were cattle used to being herded, guided, 
directed, told. We clung together, accepting the proposal that we should surrender at daylight.  
 
Do yer surrender. Na. Ping. Got yer. Shot yer in the guts wiv an arrow. My name's Deerfoot of the Forest. Your 

turn to be the Injun. Close yer eyes. Count to a 'undred. 

 
Last year we were boys. This year we're Anzacs. The same as real Anzacs at Gallipoli. 
 
Anzacs. Cattle. The same as any other cattle. Someone would send a message to let us into a fresh 
paddock. Open the gate. The dogs would bark and we would rush through. Not blindly rushing like sheep. 
Cattle. Angus. Hereford. Anzac cattle. With sharp horns and flying heels. Heads held high. Defiantly 
contemptuous. Challenging. Stand back and count us. Watch us fight and bellow as we chum up the 
earth. Sleep. And be counted. But what's this? A stockyard. A slaughter-yard. A blood smell. Not the 
warm, sweet blood from a horn in the side; stale blood splashed on walls. A death smell. And the cattle 
are afraid and press into a tight circle. 
 
Surrender. We are afraid. Someone had heard that the Germans took no prisoners. 'Destroy all 
weapons. Throw into the sea rifles, machine-guns, grenades, ammunition.' Non-combatant troops! 
'What the hell!' Cocky Stewart and Kel Hawthorne had carried their Lewis gun all the way and they were 
not going to throw it away now. But they did! 
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We moved slowly over the hill and in the first grey light we could see the shapes of planes, balanced like 
butterflies on the far side of the aerodrome. Was someone watching us? Was someone counting the 
Anzacs and the limp white flags of singlet, handkerchief or towel, held high at regular intervals on sticks? 
Can you see me, mother? Son of the glorious South-land. Can you see me, marching with the front six; 
marching to surrender, for King and Country? And why not? Because I love - because I love us, mother, 
you and me, better than King and Country. 
 
We could have sneaked down in the night and destroyed all their German planes and gone off to the hills. 
We didn't. Instead we walked in single file across the ‘drome and stood at last grouped around a German 
pilot, asleep under the wing of his plane. We watched our officers gently wake him, and as consciousness 
came and he took in the mob of enemy soldiers standing over him, in a Yankee drawl he asked, 'What are 
you guys doing here so early in the morning?'. 
 
It took some time for our officer to convince him that he was not our prisoner, that we were his. 
 
Then someone spotted the well. That it had been used as a camp dump was no deterrent. Water-bottles 
on strings, pendulums pushing aside rubbish. Stop. Stop. Stop. The water is bad. Schlecht. Stop them if 
you can. Only a little at a time. A little is a lot. Sweet, sweet, beautiful water. Water in the mouth, rinsing 
the tongue. A swallow. A gargle. Spit it out. Rinse again. Gargle and swallow. Sweet water. Beautiful, foul, 
sweet water. 
 
If we had known that we were going to contract dysentery we would still have drunk it. Never, never had 
water tasted so sweet, so beautiful. 
 
The Yank-German and our officers walked over to the buildings to advise the commandant that one 
hundred and eighty Australians wished to be taken prisoner. 
 
'I'll probably get an Iron Cross for this', the Yank said, 'taking all you guys prisoner, single-handed'. 
 
Doctor and Yank 
 
‘YOU WILL be fed and housed. You will work for the glorious Fatherland -' The Yank translated, standing 
there on the top step at the entrance to the school with the German doctor who was to be our 
commandant. He half smiled while the doctor yelled at us in German. 
 
The Yank scratched under his chin with his thumb, his lips pouted, his eyes half closed. And that ghost of 
a smile. I would hate him for that. But couldn't. His voice was calm, the American drawl pleasant after the 
loud ravings in this strange tongue. His hair was cut very short and bristled perpendicularly from the sides 
of his head. 
 
'Any man caught attempting to escape will be shot.' Even then, he appeared to be smiling. And why not, 
he would say. To wake from a deep sleep, to find yourself surrounded by one hundred and eighty enemy 
troops who didn't want to take you prisoner, but actually begged you to take them - well- it was funny. 
Really! 
 
We had a long, long day after that, filling in some of the holes where our engineers had blown up the 
runways of the aerodrome. I suppose that was funny too for the Yank, watching us carrying stones, 
dragging bags of dirt, using our hands and feet to level out places for German planes to land and take off. 
 
'The mayor of Megara has agreed to find food for you all, and you will sleep here in the school-'. Food. 
Sleep. Yes, Herr Doktor, let us eat and sleep. All this other - some other time. Our thirst had been slaked. 
Our tongues had returned almost to normal size. Now food! 
 
Eat up! Eat this or nothing. There are children in the world dying of starvation. Eat! - Mother, I shall never 

again be fussy what I eat. - Now sleep! You must go to bed now, child. There are children- 

 
'Later you will have straw to sleep on - but now -' He was smiling. The flash of his white teeth. He had 
slept under the wing of his Messerschmitt with a wolfs head painted on the side. We had slept under 
bushes. He and we were good at sleeping anywhere. Later you will have straw. Straw! – Luxury. 
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Not then, it wasn't. A whole year ago. An oversized chaff-bag with a slit down the middle to stuff the straw into, 

and the sergeant shouting and swearing at us - raw, awkward, shy, first-day soldiers - the swearing-in process - 

and the beautiful, yellow straw crackling as we press it into our palliasses. And two soldiers fixing something on 

the stable roof, and one yells: 'You'll be sorry!'. 

 
There were the two of them, the doctor and the Yank. The doctor, erect, severe, standing stiffly to 
attention, his eyes constantly moving over the crowd of us, watching the reaction to his decrees as they 
were translated to us. And the Yank, slightly round-shouldered, short hair bristling, whimsical. 'Tonight you 
will be issued with one loaf of bread between six men -' Must you go on? 
 
Now the doctor was raising and lowering his body on his toes, his chin in the air, his head moving from 
one side to the other, as if he were watching a tennis match. For God's sake! We know you are holding 
the whip! Can't you see, we cringe! We shall do whatever you say while all those green-coated soldiers 
stand there with their rifles, waiting for orders, any orders. They would happily shoot us all where we stand 
if you asked them to. Just give us our sixth of a loaf of bread and let us lie down 
- here - there - it makes no difference. 
 
Two little dicky-birds standing on a bank 
One called Doctor, the other called Yank. 
Flyaway Doctor. Flyaway Yank. 
 
'The sick will be properly cared for -' Then he was really smiling. I wonder was it something he had 
cultivated? - An affectation? Or - was it that his mother had kept saying - Hey Chuck, boy, you doan 
wanna be so gloomie-glum allawhile - 
 
'- but malingerers will be severely dealt with -' Nobby had a habit; he had always had it, a way of 
commenting without any alteration to his facial expression, commenting on orders given, in a whisper. 
Sometimes his nearest neighbours had to smile or even splutter spontaneously. 'What the fuck', Nobby 
asked, 'is a malingerer?'. 
 
'There will be no escaping -' the doctor's voice rose here to a crescendo - and if one man does escape, 
ten men will be shot'. Then Nobby's whisper fed into my left ear - 'Christ, if eighteen piss off there won't be 
a cunt left'. Nobby, Nobby, how I love you. I had never known your sort before. I knew men, and girls, who 
used rough language to impress, to prove something, but your language is real. It is a part of you. It fits 
your sense of humour, your courage, your four-square morals. Nobby, mate, I remember when we were 
going through Oatlands, or was it Ross, after our final leave, and your father there on the station. And you 
leaning out the window as we huffed and chuffed out of the station, shouting, waving, laughing- 'Goodbye, 
you ol' bastard' -and your father's grin - 'Look after yourself’. 
 
'In several months when Germany has won -' And here we were near the end of our first day as prisoners 
of war, standing in a ragged mob below the steps of a school in southern Greece, listening to the rules 
and regulations that were to govern us for who knows how long in the future. The doctor and the Yank. 
Below the steps, on all sides, the German guards, dull-eyed, tired too, I could see that now. And suddenly 
they were not enemy soldiers, wanting to shoot, to kill, but men in fancy dress, waiting in the wings. 
 
All the world's a stage, 
And all the men and women merely players 
 
Would Lionel Briggs remember thumping the desk when we had not learned by heart those bits of ‘As You 
Like It’? I remember, Mr Briggs, sir. I remember best of all Lord Jaques: 
 
“Sweep on, you fat and greasy dozens; 
'Tis just the fashion; wherefore do you look 
Upon that poor and broken bankrupt there?” 
I - we - all of us are 'sequester'd stags'. 
 
'There will be thirty men to a room', the Yank said. Something was wrong. The doctor was smiling. The 
Yank and the doctor were both smiling. I had missed something. They stood aside to let us pass, up the 
steps into the schoolrooms. The green-coated actors in the wings had suddenly come alive. They were 
waving sticks that looked like guns, and shouting, herding us up the steps. The doctor on one side. The 
Yank on the other. The doctor was looking over my head into the distance. The Yank smiled at me as I 
passed him on the landing. I shivered. The wolf painted on the fuselage of his plane had that same smile. 
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Corinth 19 May 1941 - 7 June 1941 

 
Carrying Bricks 

 
BY THE end of three weeks no aerodrome in the world would have had as much human faeces deposited 
on it as the aerodrome at Megara. It was a common sight to see as many as twenty white bottoms at 
anyone time squirting excrement on the ground wherever the prisoners happened to be working. 
 
Eventually the runways and approaches were levelled to the satisfaction of the employers and rumour had 
it we were soon to be moved on to a new camp. 
 
I had been twice to Corinth from Megara with a working party to unload army equipment and bombs from 
one of the ships tied up at the Corinth wharf. Bombs to blast our boys off the island of Crete. If they were 
still there. 
 
We tried to tell the Germans it was against the rules. They laughed. There were no rules! Each time we 
had worked right through the night. 
 
On the twentieth of May we were moved into a sprawling camp of several thousands of prisoners on the 
southern side of the canal at Corinth. 
 
Stag and I picked a spot on the dirty sand. It would be all right as long as it didn't rain. He left me to mind 
our gear and wandered off to check out the lie of the land. Almost half an hour later I saw him returning. 
He was a long way off but I could tell him by his walk, his long skinny body and arms. He was carrying 
something. 
 
'Bricks', Stag said, 'over by the gum-tree on the other side of the compound'. 
'Gum-tree!'  
'Bricks; a whole heap of them.' 
'Gum-tree', I said. 'This is Greece. Gum-trees in Greece!' 
'I thought we could make a brick shelter -' 
And so we could. Why not? We were camped on the sand and at nights the wind would blow. And if it 
rained - brick walls on three sides - a cover over the top - cosy. 
'Why not.' 
 
Stag dropped his five bricks. He was already levelling out a place to put them when I set out. 'I won't be 
long', I said. Gum-trees. Gum-trees in Greece. 
 
I picked up five bricks. Five? I could carry six. I picked up six bricks and set off back to our camp where 
Stag would be watching our gear, waiting for me to return. 
 
Eyes followed me. Groups of men, or sometimes a man alone, lying or sitting - eyes that asked vague 
questions; dull; wondering, cattle eyes. Different people, countries, uniforms, colour patches. 
 
Stag left for his second load when I appeared around the end of the building. I moved his wall line, only a 
little, he probably wouldn't notice, and stacked my bricks up against his. When I passed Stag to get my 
second load I noticed he was carrying six bricks too. 
 
I went a shorter way this time and saw the Fijian who yesterday had carried a water-butt above his head 
so that the great iron hat was held at eye-level. A German guard had ordered two of us to carry the thing 
over to the cookhouse. It was one of those heavy, round iron containers with a narrow rim, awkward to lift 
or carry. The Fijian had seen us struggling with the thing. 'Give me a go', he had said, towering above us 
and the guard. Setting himself, he had grasped the rim on either side and apparently without effort had 
swung the great iron vessel above his head. 'Where do you want it?' he had asked the astonished guard. 
 
He looked up as I went by. 'Hallo', I said and waved a finger. White teeth flashed. 'No more soup-tins to 
carry?' 'No', I said. 'Bricks.' 
 
The leaves of the gum-tree were much bigger than the leaves of the gum-trees around home. Maybe it 
was a blue gum? And young. But there were no old ones about, like at home. Or dead ones 
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like the ones on Bassett's - white in the sun and black on the south side where the '32 fire ran up their dead tops, 

leaving single spires pointing to God. 

 

I put a brick crosswise and stacked seven bricks on it. Heavy enough. Not bad. I could manage well 
enough for that distance. I was pleased the Fijian was gone when I returned. He would probably carry 
seven on his woolly head and seven under each arm. 
 
Doesn't seem to matter where you are, there's always the strong man - and the idiot. 

 
I unloaded my seven bricks and while I was waiting went over to the two Western Australians who were 
camped next to us. The thickset one had different-coloured eyes which, I thought, gave him a humorous 
expression, yet he was not one to joke about things. 'Ever tasted boiled sparrow?' he asked, fixing me 
with his yellow eye. I hadn't. But there they were all right, plucked and gutted, still with heads and feet 
attached. Four of them. He picked them up, one at a time, delicately, by the claws and laid them side by 
side in a dixie in perfect symmetry, scrawny necks outstretched, four bony heads, four skin-filmed eyes, 
four beaks. A ritual. 'Where did you get them?' 
 
He was smiling. His pale blue eye, yes, it twinkled as he held up the shanghai. 'I made it. Groover had the 
rubber.' 'Look at this', I said to Stag as he came up, 'sparrows'. I counted the bricks he was carrying. He 
had seven. And so he should - his great, long arms. I wondered if I could get on to some rubber, or 
elastic. Perhaps Groover had more. That was one thing I was good at, making shanghais, and using 
them. 
 
I used to use a dogwood prong. Cut out the centre leader and trim the two branches. Must be right, length, 

thickness, feel. Must have the right curve. Got a rabbit once. Stunned it and ran it down - 

 
Heigh-ho. Two hundred and forty-six. It's a long way to Tipperary. Where is Tipperary anyway? Africa or 
Ireland? I loaded my seven bricks, lowered them back on to the base brick and put another one on top. 
Seven or eight. It was only one brick after all. What was one brick? 
 
I had picked one of the younger gum leaves and was chewing it. We had tried different leaves and 
grasses. The Greeks had put us on to some yellow-flowered, fleshy-stalked plant, which we had used as 
a salad at Megara. But there was nothing here apart from the few trees. The grasses had been churned 
out of the sand with army boots. Sand, acres and acres of sand. And people. What one might call a cross-
section of society. Lying about like hungry cattle, past the bellowing stage. Or moving aimlessly, half 
expecting a miracle. 
 
I often wondered about miracles. And God. 
 
The church, a cold, cold hall, with frosted windows. And the Reverend J.W. Bethune, MA (Cantab.), with short 

back and sides and ears that cling to the head. J.W., who gives away his boots (and anything else he has if 

someone needs it). J.W., who loses his job as headmaster of the grammar school because he drinks too much and 

because the governors, who drink too much, don't want children under the influence of a man who drinks too 

much. (After all, children are sent to a boarding-school to grow into temperate, tolerant, Christian gentlemen.) 

 
Now that would be a miracle! 
 
Good God, says God (J.W. says), whose God am I? You can't please every-body. A sticky situation for anybody 

else but God. Germans and English (and even Russians) praying at the same time: Help me, God. Protect us, 

God. Confound our enemies, God. Good God. Whose God? My God? Jesus loves me. Anyway I love J.W. 

 
Stag was back with eight bricks. Pigheaded. I would have been happy to go back to seven. Can't very well 
go back now. Stick with eight. Eight is my lucky number. Or is it? Thirteen was once. That was when I had 
this thing about defying superstitions, walking under ladders, starting a job on a Friday, pelting a stone at 
a black cat. 
 
Two German guards with rifles slung, escorting eight, eight mind you, apparently recently captured 
prisoners, were outside the compound, moving towards the gate. I detoured over to the fence to get a 
better look. All ten men looked dusty and tired. Their feet scuffed the dust. One man with a heavily 
bandaged neck and lower face was being supported by two men who themselves appeared exhausted. 
Nothing lucky about that lot! One smaller man kept looking at the prisoners inside. As he drew level our 
eyes met. I had seen him somewhere before. Athens? I raised my hand, but his eyes had left me. Lucky 
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eight. Eight lucky? Nothing is lucky any more. I watched them turn in at the main gate then I moved off to 
pick up my load of nine bricks. 
 
'Another lot of eight just came in', I told Stag. 
'Aussies?' .' 
'Tommies, I've seen one of them somewhere before.' 
 
Stag went off on his long legs and in short time was coming back again, carrying, as I knew he would be, 
a pile of nine bricks. 
 
I wanted to tell him eight was enough to carry at a time, but I didn't say anything. Neither did he say 
anything. I just wished he wasn't such a stubborn bastard. 
 
Then I remembered where I had seen him - the Tommy. In a brothel In Athens. I had gone for a look with 
two friends to a place that had been recommended to them. A door opened directly off the street on to a 
narrow steep stairway that fell into what I had expected would be a pigsty but which was in fact a 
beautifully furnished room, clean, carpeted, sweet-smelling, and lounging on a couch covered with 
gorgeous drapery were two of the most. beautiful women I had ever seen. They rose to greet us. 
Elegant. Charming. Hostesses with long, white arms. Soft music. Cool drinks. There was no way I could 
believe these young ladies were prostitutes. It seemed we had stumbled into some rich family's drawing-
room. 
 
Until I realized I was about to be left on my own. 'You right, Robbie?' I nodded. 'There'll be another sheila 
out soon. There are three of them. He turned from me to follow his mate. He made a deep-throated growly 
noise and grabbed a handful of lady's buttock. She squealed and playfully hit out at him. Clawing arms. 
Laughter. The door closed behind them. 
 
I was alone. Alone, and a virgin in a brothel. I was about to go when the Tommy appeared, followed by a 
tall young woman. He stopped long enough to tell me he had had 'two fooks for the price of one', winked 
broadly, made some other remark, and left. 
 
Hypnotized, I watched the woman as she wound up a small His Master's Voice gramophone (a present 
from a ship's officer?) and put on a record. She was wearing a beautiful, gold silk evening dress and her 
hips swayed as she moved with the music. She slid across the room to stand directly in front of me, 
smiling, black-haired, beautiful. She undid her dress to the waist so that I could see the soft flesh of her 
breasts, then she held my face with both hands and kissed me. 'You ver' young', she said. 'Ve dance huh.' 
I found myself shuffling clumsily against her. Things were happening inside me. Any moment I would 
burst, blow up, explode. My insides would splatter the walls. I was afraid. A male spider. Caught. Trapped 
in this underground web. She - she was bigger than me and closing in. I tore myself away from her and 
raced up the steps and slammed the door. Slammed the door on her, holding the handle, afraid she would 
follow me. Holding the handle, listening. Listening to the music and her laughter. The bitch. The bitch. 
Listening to her laughter and hoping. Hoping and hoping; hoping the others would never know I had run 
out; that I was afraid; a virgin; impotent; weak. But I was not. My God, I was not. I would prove it. Some 
day. 
 
I hurried across to the pile of bricks, sat ten bricks one on top of the other, stretched my fingers under-
neath, and heaved. The top brick was pressing up under my chin. Perhaps I could not carry any more, but 
nothing would stop me carrying this lot back to our camp. 
 
I had finished stacking them in place and was sitting wondering what I would do, when I saw Stag, looking 
like some sort of stick-insect, advancing with his load. As he came closer I realized his long arms allowed 
him room for an extra one or two bricks on the ten he was carrying. 
 
I was moving off to pick up another load, feeling depressed and defeated, when our sandgroper 
neighbour, Groover, came hurrying up. 'Hey youse blokes', he shouted to everyone, 'have ya heard the 
latest griff?'. Stag unloaded his bricks and several others nearby moved over with us to circle around 
Groover. ‘This mob of Poms, just come in - they reckon a Greeko told 'em that the Yanks has made a full-
scale landing up north. All the Jerries will be cut off. He reckons we could be outa here in 
a week.' 
 
I had heard many stories like this one and had half believed them all until they had been proved wrong. 
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'What d'yer reckon, Dark?' Groover said, appealing to his friend who had remained sitting on the sand. 
Yellow-eye, who had been doodling with a stick on the sand, looked up. 'Bloody Yanks.' He spat. 'A load 
of bullshit if you ask me.' Then turning to Stag and me, he dismissed the rumour by adding, 'lf youse 
blokes want t'cart any more bricks, Groov or I'll look after your gear for yer. You'd carry 'em a lot easier if 
you loaded 'em on these two boards 'ere and carted 'em between yers'. 
'Sounds a good idea', I said. 
'Suits me', Stag said. 
I picked up the two boards and we moved off side by side. 'Do you reckon there's anything in it?' Stag 
said. 
'What, the griff?' 
'Yes.' 
'Don't reckon.' 
'No, I don't reckon there is.' 
 
 

To Salonika 7 - 10 June 1941 

 
Fifty-six to a truck 
 
MEGARA. Corinth. We had been at Corinth for three weeks. It was no improvement. If anything it was 
worse. So far we were not impressed with being prisoners of war. If only our diarrhoea would clear up. It 
was better than it was at Megara, but both Stag and I still had the runs. There was always the chance that 
by next camp we would be better; that the camp itself would be better. Just to be moving was something. 
And there was some consolation in knowing that everyone around was tired, lousy, hungry, and just as 
miserable as we were. 
 
It must have been part of the treatment. The Germans woke us at 2 a.m. to gather all our gear and start 
walking. We marched about seven miles' before arriving at daybreak beside a long train.  
 
We moved in a long, slow line through the station yard. I counted twenty-seven trucks - box trucks with 
the doors open on one side. and high up on the other two openings, about big enough for a skinny man to 
crawl through. 
 
A huge black engine squatted quiet on the rails; quiet apart from the low hushing of controlled steam. Two 
coal-dusty figures stood with hands on hips watching us. Their expression was one I had grown familiar 
with, a dull-eyed stare that gave nothing away. Friends or enemies? Friends most probably. Themselves 
prisoners, at least doing exactly what they were told. 
 
A blond-headed German, pink-faced, thin, who looked no more than sixteen, flashed his rifle around with 
his bayonet fixed. A Feldwebel came striding down the line. The boy slapped his heels, threw up his hand. 
said 'Heil Hitler', and the sergeant major shouted a guttural stream of orders. 
 
We were a mob of cattle to be herded into pens. Five, ten, fifteen, twenty - hit with rifle-butts, pushed, 
prodded up into the trucks, where we stood listening to but not understanding the strange shouting which 
forced more and more bodies into an impossibly small area. Forty-five, fifty, fifty-five, and one over. 
Somehow the fifty-sixth man was pushed and pulled into the truck and the doors were closed. I heard the 
bolt latch being slid into place. 
 
'Look out. Germany', someone said, 'here we come'. The voice lacked conviction. Nobody laughed. 
 
We stood for a long time, not moving, listening to the noises of other trucks being loaded; of doors being 
slammed. I could see through the small window a patch of blue sky and a branch of a tree that kept 
waving rhythmically into view and out of view, up and down, up and down. 
 
Have I ever climbed that one? It looks a bit like the one next to the poplar tree down on the middle flat. And is 

that smoke? The old man is burning rushes just over in the swamp. He used to love his football once, but I bet if 

you ask him now what he likes doing best, he will say burning rushes. 

 
Everything that mattered in the world was happening outside that window. As long as the window 
remained open, everything would be all right. A window on the world. A window that could not be 



 9 

shattered. A world that I knew nothing could change. They had shut me in away from the world, but I had 
taken the world in with me. 
 
This, inside the truck, was another life beginning. I noticed that most of the men had dropped their 
haversacks or packs at their feet. Some were sitting on them. I tried to jam mine down where I was 
standing. 'Go easy', the man in front growled. 'There's not much room', I said. 
 
'Half standing. Half sitting.' Someone took on the role of leader. 'The ones up now can sit down later.' 
There was no reply, apart from a mumbled aside which I guessed reflected what most thought: 'Who 
bloody said?'. 
 
The few weeks I had been with this crowd at Megara and Corinth had taught me there was only one law, 
the law of the German gun. Hunger bred in many a single-minded sense of self-preservation which 
seemed to thrive on distrust and larceny. I was made aware of this at Corinth. Because of the incredible 
extent of thieving in the camp Stag and I never left our gear unguarded, yet once when I was washing my 
face, during those few seconds when I had my eyes closed, my precious soap was stolen. 
 
Men who had never stolen anything in their lives before suddenly became thieves without conscience, 
and generally the more intelligent the man, the more cunning the thief. It may have been that these people 
who had never wanted for anything found it more difficult to have nothing and consequently the incentive 
to steal was relatively greater. Whatever, it became apparent that there was no parallel between the so-
called 'well-bred' person and basic honesty. But I guess that principle may still apply in any normal 
peacetime society. 
 
The train started and stopped again. Someone was running - two people - running down the track.  There 
was shouting. Germans shouting and the sound of a shot. There was a noise like a belly-shot in a milky-
doe rabbit. Another shot. More talking. 'What's going on?' 
 
A man at the window turned. He was a tall Maori. 'They got him', he said. 'Second shot.' He clipped his 
words, but his voice was soft, unconcerned, almost as if he were saying: 'We scored another goal'. 
Footsteps walking back the crunching gravel. The engine started up again, spitting and shuffling. 
 
The same sort of thunk. Hit her as she runs-across the river at Cullen's. She's crawling on her belly towards the 

blackberries - squealing all the way - my brother shoots her through the eye. 

 
I kept changing the hand that was pressing against the roof to stop me swaying too much. A man behind 
me said, 'Hey Aus, have a seat. I'll stand up for a while'. I looked at the New Zealander. 'Thanks, Ki', I said 
and sat down. 'You can put your hand on my shoulder', I said, 'it's easier than 
holding on to the roof' . 
 
Suddenly I could smell a new and foul smell. The man to my right was squatting, both hands on the 
shoulders of the man in front of him. His head was down, chin tucked into his chest. I knew he was 
shitting, and I knew that even if he knew he was shitting, he didn't care. I hadn't thought about it before, 
but fifty-six men would all have to piss and those with dysentery, like this man - there was no way - except 
in a tin hat. 
 
Tom Corney, stocky Queenslander, shearers' cook, offered his. Backwards and forwards it went; to and 
from the window, from hand to hand. The padding on the sides tended to stop the slop. Lippiting-lippiting-
lippiting-buffeting. I could be - it could be - anything - anywhere - pleasant - so pleasant  
 
standing on the sledge with legs braced - reins tight - Kit cantering and bits of flying grass - the jinker with old 

Star, trotting down the track from the Red Hill - a goods train steaming down from Allen's Siding - the shrill 

double whistle as the driver draws level with Bobbie Jackson ploughing near the line - the horses swinging out of 

the furrow - Bobbie laughing in spite of himself - the driver - the fireman - black caps white teeth - the guard 

waving - waving - laugh - 

 
'What's so funny fer Christ sake', said Nark. 
Again there were fifty-six men in a truck and the air stank. 
 
The Maori, I noticed, had not moved from his position. Hour after tedious hour, he had stood. Another 
New Zealander, small, thin, sat on the deck at his feet. Twice, three times, I heard him tell the Maori to 
keep his knees out of his back. Then again, 'For God's sake keep your bloody knees to yourself; you 
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black bastard'. The Maori glanced down at the top of the little man's head and without any apparent 
malice reached down and picked him up by the neck. The fingers pressed tight. The eyes, the tongue 
protruded. The face went grey, then the Maori dropped him unconscious at his feet, where he lay jiggling 
with the movement of the train. No one spoke. 
 
I found my eyes kept returning to the Maori's face. He was looking out of the window, unmoving except for 
the train-trembling of his body.  
 
Soft brown eyes - soft brown skin - fat-smeared - shedding water - drops sparkling from paddles - seas 
running on from the horizon - south of the sunset - like his ancestors six generations before - protected by 
the Tangaroa - THE WARRIOR - in Tahiti - New Zealand - Greece - or was he travelling to Te Po, the 
underworld beneath the sea, where he could live his life in peace - sweet tongue-tasting names - Rotorua 
- Wakatipu - Taranaki - Wanganui - names - like that - at home - soft - native names - Preolenna - Myalla- 
Montumana 
   Nabageena 
          Wayatinah 
    Lia weneee e e e 
 
The march 
 
TRINITY SUNDAY. Eighth of June 1941. The Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost. Trinity Sunday.  Three 
in the morning, and the train slowing down. Stopping. My God, it's stopping! Only the starlight and the 
dark shapes of mountains. 
 
It has stopped. We have stopped. To shoot us here on the lonely hills. Torches waving in the hands of 
demons, writing in the night and against truck walls. Picking out faces with white teeth. Criss-crossing. 
They all seem to have torches in one hand and a bayoneted rifle in the other. Shouting. Why do they 
shout? Is it to frighten away the demons? Undoing of trucks, one at a time. An officer, surrounded by 
bayonet-jabbing soldiers, shouting, almost screaming, 'Aus! Aus! Marsch!' He must be an officer, with his 
braid and flat-topped cap, not the chapeau de feutre of the common soldier. 'Marsch! Marsch!' And guards 
delighting in pricking skin through the khaki trousers. 
 
The bridge is blown up. There is no bridge. Someone says, 'We blew it up when we withdrew'. 'Marsch! 
Marsch! Aus! Marsch!' We march, mate. Happily we march. Anything for a change. Away from the stink of 
the shit and the ache of cramped muscles. They are even counting us out - 'Zwei, vier -' Do they wonder 
we are still alive? Fifty-six in one truck. 'Marsch!' 
 
Someone translated - forty-five kilometres to the station. How many miles? 
 
Down a steep goat-track to the river bed. Struggle up and up to the far side. Up and on. The mountains 
stay with us and the stars. There is no longer any shouting. The guards are walking too beside us, spread 
out along the line, the long shuffling line of prisoners planting feet, one in front of the other. A gritting of 
teeth. Now there's something; a gritting of teeth, something to bite on to. Take a bite of the granite hills. 
He's got grit. Grit to stop the shit which keeps coming in a thin, urgent stream. Or bubbles of green, from 
the herbs we pick on the way. Our arses are red hot. Careful to wipe them dry, to wash them when we 
come to a stream. 
 
Marsch. Marsch. Marsch. Nobody says it any more. At the end of two hours a spell. At the end of three 
hours. And four. Some people want to die. To lie down and die. They are prodded. Their packs or bundles 
are thrown away. Others, like people in a three-legged race. Or lovers with arms around waists and 
shoulders. They are not allowed to die. Some die in spite of the prodding. 
 
The sun touches the tips of the mountains. It is a warm sun, full of promise, and love. I find I am smiling at 
the golden-tinted rocks. I want to say something about it to Stag, but I don't because I can see he is heavy 
with his own thoughts. 
 
The hours are ticking over slowly. There is a problem. Forty-five kilometres is how many miles? Multiply 
by five over eight. Divide by three to get hours of travel. The answer is between nine and ten. We should 
arrive at our destination by 1 p.m., which is approximately twenty shits away. 
 
I'm glad I decided not to talk to Stag. I'm glad Stag doesn't want to talk to me. He has probably just started 
out on a walk from Scottsdale to Launceston. He can have it. I know where I'm going. I'm going to walk 
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across the paddocks to the railway line, down to the Preolenna turn-off; back up the road past Norton's, 
Bassett's, Smythe's, Cullen's; cross the river on the log at Jackey's Bend and back home across the 
railway bridge. It's not very far but I'm going to take it slowly. There are hundreds of things to look at and 
as well I'll check out any fresh rabbit burrows, to go ferreting later. If I'm very quiet I may even see the 
platypus coming out of his burrow down by the crossing-log. 
 
In that other world there are people lying face down on the track verge. There are eyes full of emptiness 
and despair. We tell our legs not to stop. But they are no longer under our control. They move 
systematically and conscientiously forward. We pass a huge sailor carrying pick-a-back a small sailor 
whose head is lolling over the huge man's shoulder. The small man's trousers are stained green where 
his arse-hole is. The huge man doesn't look to left or right, only to the ground in front, where he is to plant 
his feet. While his pace is slower than ours he leaves me with the impression that he could go on for ever. 
 
But nothing is permanent. Even the rock walls, with stunted trees growing sideways out of crevices, 
change. And suddenly, quite suddenly, they are not there any longer. Not in front of us, that is. A deep 
chasm gouged out of the mountain has at its foot a winding grey-brown stream which snakes down to a 
river running through miles of flat, fertile farming land. 
 
Someone said that the railway station is at the other end of the plain. Free-wheeling down the hill. Stag's 
long legs. He's scenting the end. Another four, five, six miles. 
 
We arrive at the stream. It is rest time. Two German guards sitting on the bank by the bridge are staring at 
us. I look directly at one of them. He looks as tired as I feel. He motions me to rest. I smile. He smiles 
back. Stag and I go down below the bridge. There are others already there. We shit, then splash and 
wash in the yellow water. We take out a small piece of bread and eat it, then return to rest with our backs 
snug in a hollow on the side of the road. 
 
I am wakened by a whistle and German voices shouting. I glance at the German who had smiled at me. 
He shouts 'Auf! Auf!'. We move across the plain. There are shell-holes in the fields. Several men and 
women in a crop of maize stop work to watch us go by. I look back across the plain to the straggling line 
of prisoners. The Germans have commandeered a wagon to carry the very ill and their belongings. I 
wonder is my small sailor one of those jolting on the bottom of the cart. 
 
The sun is getting hotter. My feet are dragging. Stag tells me it is not far to go. Only a mile past the 
village. I must shit again. We have become expert. One minute and it's finished. A small piece of precious 
paper ready, trousers undone, down and up again. But here are Greek women watching. I move off to 
squat in the maize. My German guard shouts and raises hi gun. He beckons me back. I squat where I am 
and hurry to catch Stag. A Greek woman smiles at me. 
 
A civilian offers us small pieces of bread and fruit. I see there are others with stone jars and glass jugs 
handing out water and wine. I am very thirsty. Stag gargles and swallows a mouthful and moves on. He 
says it is only a mile to go. I let him go. I fill my tummy, gulping mouthful after mouthful as I pass through 
the village. It's only a mile. 
 
The liquid settles like lead in my boots. Only a few hundred yards now. People are passing me, yet they 
seem to be walking very slowly. I try to hurry to catch them. Still others pass me. I want to ask them to 
wait. 
 
Now I see him. Already he has a small fire going, a dixie of water simmering and the smell of fish cooking. 
'Strip off, Stag says, 'and they'll give you a shower under the water hose where they fill the engine'. 'Later', 
I say, and stretch out on the ground with my head resting on my pack. 
 
I open my eyes when he says, 'Get this into you', I look along the train, standing stationary, the engine 
quietly hissing steam. A couple of men are standing naked under the spurting water. The doors of the box 
trucks are open, ready and waiting for their human cargo. 'We made it', I say. 
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At Salonika 10 - 16 June 1941 

 
Fleas and lice and all things nice 

 
TWENTY-EIGHT hours later the train stops. You guess this is as far as you go. Someone tells you it is 
Salonika. That will do. Anything will do for a change. You hear doors opening along the line. Some-one is 
opening your door. The daylight rushes in. 'Aus! Aus! Aus!' 
 
You're out and formed up and walking down past the trucks. You look through the open doors. The floors 
are wet and slimy. Someone is lying in that one. He is being left behind. It is good to get past the last truck 
with its gaping mouth and saliva and shit. 
 
You walk and walk. You get to a stage when you don't think any more about walking. When your legs just 
keep pedalling on. You've been walking for nearly an hour already. 
 
They won't let you stop so you do it down the leg of your trousers. Is it yours you can smell? It's a relief to 
let it go at last. Eventually you'll get to a place where you can have a wash and a clean-up. And a 
delouse. The little bastards are busy again. Or is it fleas? 
 
You've slept in your clothes for weeks. It's been cold. And what's one blanket and no clothes on a cold 
night? The answer of course is one blanket. Pure wool. Made at the Waverley Mills in Tasmania, which 
doesn't make it any warmer, but it does give you a warm feeling to know that it's made near home and 
from wool grown near home. But one blanket, even with a warm feeling, is still not enough on a cold night. 
So you've slept in your clothes for weeks. 
 
And that's where the trouble started. You've got no tent. You've got a groundsheet and a greatcoat, and 
one pair of army trousers, one army tunic, one pair of knee-length underpants, shirt, singlet, pullover, 
socks, boots and hat. If you're lucky, you've got all the usual odds and ends like a holdall with needle and 
cotton and toilet gear. Of course you've got a pack, and maybe you've still got your tin hat, if the Germans 
didn't take it from you. But with one blanket you're forced to sleep in your clothes. That then is exactly 
what you have done for weeks. 
 
No matter how careful you have been, how much you have washed yourself, you've just got to be lousy. 
You first felt them crawling over your body, amongst the hairs under your arms, or between your legs. For 
a long time you tried not to believe it was happening to you. You watched others scratching like monkeys, 
holding up an arm or a leg, and you immediately got the itch. But it was only fleas. You were sure it was 
only fleas. Then you dropped your strides and searched amongst the hairs, pulling your purse from one 
side to the other, studied the red-spotted skin, caught one, a flea, a louse, or a bug perhaps, washed, put 
your trousers back on, and tried to forget the itch. 
 
Then it became all right to admit you had 'em. Because everybody had 'em. There was no class 
distinction either with them or their hosts. It became an acceptable custom to scratch your balls in public; 
much as men tend to stroke their chins or ladies the hair on the back of their necks, both of which habits 
probably were hangovers from a previous lice-age. 
 
One prisoner who had done two years' medicine at Sydney University gave a talk on the genus Pediculus 
- capitus, corporis and pubis. Pediculus capitis is the head louse. 
 
The big girls were bending over her, moving the hair with twigs, squealing and exclaiming. Her scalp under the 

fair hair was covered with sores and scabs. They told the teacher, who sent the girl home 'to be cleaned up'. The 

big girls mocked her as she walked down the metal road, dragging her school-bag: 

Send her back to her house 

She's all lousie. 
 

Pediculus corporis you were told was the body louse and Pediculus pubis the crab louse that clings to the 
skin of the crutch and under the arms. Old Frank told you that in the Great War they used to iron all the 
seams of their clothes with a hot iron to kill the lice. You didn't have any irons but Buffer tried heating up a 
round stone. He gave it up when he burnt a hole through the crutch of his trousers. 
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The Germans had a better idea. You were to be deloused. You had never heard much about lice in your 
life except that only dirty people had them, so naturally you didn't know anything about being deloused. 
You all had different ideas as to what it meant. 
 
You had helped men herd sheep into the yards for dipping. The dogs running over their backs - 
backwards and forwards, over the low fences, nipping through the rails. Push - push - keep the dip-yard 
full. Grab - turn - throw - splash into the water. A man on the side with the long-handled crook. Push down 
on the neck - under you go - and again - spluttering- gasping - under - forelegs thrashing, nose straining 
upwards - that's you coming up for air. 
 
But here on the beach - you had never seen so many men naked at one time. An anthropologist's dream. 
Tall men with short legs. Small men with big jaws. Ears, shoulders, stomachs, penes, legs, of every 
conceivable shape and size. The sun shone on the sea. And on the beach, dazzling. The waves lifted and 
broke evenly, their frothy heads hustling up the sand and slipping back into the next wave. Away along the 
line of naked men, the Germans were a small knot of people with buckets and hand-pumps. 
 
At last the line began to move. The first man was running down to the sea, then bolting, belting into the 
surf, soon followed by the next. 
 
Man is a copier. You didn't need telling to spread your legs, bend your knees slightly, hold your arms 
above your head, shut your eyes. You heard the whisss and felt the stuff being squirted into cracks and 
crevices, and “'Fertig!', you were off; running, bolting, belting down the beach into the green wave. 
 
But the stinging didn't last. You swam out and back again. You trod water. You stood up to your waist and 
scratched. The water was pleasantly warm. Ray Williams from your home town swam over and grinned. 
You talked about people and things only you knew about. 
 
But what was the use? You've had relief from ear-ache, or tooth-ache, then it's back again and you've 
forgotten about the relief. You've got the itches again. But at least you know that time is on your side. 
Once you feel the itch you know that every hour that passes is an hour closer to the time when you will 
get relief; whether it's one week, two weeks, a year, it doesn't matter that much, you're one hour closer to 
the relief time. 
 
Then there's the variety. Fleas can be quite a pleasant diversion. And bugs - no, bugs are not pleasant, 
that musty smell is anything but pleasant, but they are a diversion, and at least something you can 
grapple with. 
 
The first time you saw bugs - that would have been a lie - you saw two bugs in the Vogue Theatre once in 
Burnie. Now that is a lie. You didn't see them there. You got them there. Jeanette MacDonald and Nelson 
Eddy were somewhere up that magnificent mountain valley throwing the 'Indian Love Call' from one to the 
other, and you and she (you always tried to get in the far back comer) were wrapped so closely together, 
you weren't going to allow some creeping, bloodsucking, biting insects to disturb you. So you took them 
home and murdered them in the bath.  
 
The next time you saw bugs was late in the evening of the twelfth of June 1941. The Germans marched 
you all across a parade-ground which had been belted by twenty million marching feet over the centuries, 
and once Paul had pitched his tent there somewhere. The great barn of a building squatted there in front 
of you like some prehistoric frog in the starlight. 
 
Two German guards stood at the doorway. A boy, a man who could have been the boy's father, sober, 
tired, dirty, beckoned you into the mouth of the frog where there was only blackness. You looked at the 
older man and your eyes clung for a moment. 'Schlaf,’ he said, gently, nodding to the doorway. You 
walked through and the eyes of the man stayed with you. You got an odd feeling that something was 
wrong. The eyes belonged to your father, which was ridiculous because this man was a German. What 
was a German? You were too tired to follow it through. 
 
A match flared. It was like turning the page of a photo-album. You see a bare room with high ceilings, four 
walls, a floor, with men already stretching out to sleep - and the page is turned. You've still got the picture 
in your mind so you drop in a space and die. 
 
As always when you're suddenly awakened from a heavy sleep, you're not sure whether you've slept for 
five hours or five minutes and it doesn't matter. What does matter is what wakened you. It was bugs. 
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Countless hundreds of bugs; red-brown, flat, musty-smelling bugs that scurried for cover from the light of 
matches being struck everywhere. It was bugs that could smell a new batch of victims, new blood to be 
sucked. You were too tired to think properly. You pulled your gear away from the wall. You lit matches 
whenever they disturbed you enough. You waited for morning. 
 
It was bugs that drove you out into the sand to sleep with the fleas. And it was fleas that became the 
number one topic of conversation, in front of the war news and the weather. When you think of it there 
must have been millions of fleas on that parade-ground at Salonika. And in any large population centre it 
is logical to assume that there are the better class areas and slums, areas where, in this instance, the 
fleas pay more regard to personal cleanliness. You and Stag had obviously settled in one of the better 
class districts. You had fleas, dozens of them, but they left no massive weals or erupting sores on you as 
some did on some of your friends in other suburbs. 
 
You lay on your back idly watching Stag, who, in spite of the lenient treatment he was receiving, regarded 
fleas as a menace to be rid of. He was sitting cross-legged and naked on a towel, studiously working his 
way along the seams of his trousers. You were fascinated by the facial contortions that accompanied the 
capture of each offender. The lips and the mouth would twist sideways. The tongue-tip would appear, 
something like a blue-tongue lizard’s, then go back into the mouth; simultaneously with the almost 
inaudible cracking of the shell between the thumb-nails, the teeth would grind together. He would then 
wipe the victim's blood on his leg. 
 
'How many have you got?' you asked, not caring. 
'Forty-two.' 
You could feel a crawling under your shoulder-blade and another on your navel. The crawling on your 
navel stopped, so you gave it a scratch to keep it moving. Stag slapped his hand down suddenly on his 
leg, rolled the flea along to the tip of his finger, and pinched it between his two horny nails. 'Cheeky 
bugger', he said. 
'I don't know why you bother', you said. 
'Forty-three.' He wiped the blood on his leg. 'I don't see you doing nothing with your time.' 
 
It was true. You sat up, reached into your pack and pulled out a paper-back which you had read about six 
times. It was one the Germans had not taken, out of the three you had picked up at the Elevsis aero-
drome. They had all been blood and semen things, and this one particularly bloody and extra-ordinarily 
semeny. 
 
You read for a while, then carefully put it back in the pack. Its market price was eight cigarettes and rising, 
which was high considering the writing was lousy. Its value was only in adventure and sex, and for God's 
sake, who was interested in sex? Women, yes, and love, but not sex. Not on a fifth of a loaf of bread a 
day and one cup of watery lentil soup. 
 
Stag folded his trousers and carefully picked up his shirt and continued his search along the seams. 
'Fifty-eight', you heard him say. 'Fifty-eight little black bastards won't never bite nobody no more.' 
 
You started to add up the negatives. But couldn't concentrate. The hot sun had made you lazy. When 
you're content with what you've got, your father said once, you're on the road to happiness. The sun was 
warm on your face and eyelids. Soft and warm like a poultice. A long way off you heard a voice say, 'Fifty-
nine'. 
 
The bush is about a mile up the railway line. We go there often as a family and picnic on the top of the big white 

rock we call 'The Couch'. I ride a part of the way on my father's back. We went there, as kids, to chase Red 

Indians and buffaloes. No one believed us, but once we saw a Tasmanian tiger. Hong and Cocky and I saw it 

disappearing into the thick scrub. We searched for tracks but the undergrowth was too thick and prickly - mimosa 

- bauera - prickly box - it was hard going - scratching face and arms -  

 

scratching - under the armpits - between the legs - scratching - scratching - scratch - scr 
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Barney’s cattle trucks (photo from the book) 
 
Loading trucks 
 
THERE'S a large bird high in the sky above me, circling in wide sweeps. It is possibly a sea-bird. Or an 
eagle. I wonder how it would feel if it were under wire netting at a zoo. When I go home I shall let Claude 
Drake's canaries go. Better to take a chance of being killed by other birds than to be enclosed in a narrow 
cage. 
 
'Komm! Komm!' the man says. But he's not angry. Not at all. Perhaps he is a bird-watcher at home. He 
hands me my ration of half a loaf of bread and three Italian biscuits. It is to last four days. There is no way 
we can double back for an extra ration. The table is at the gateway. We move out on to the road where 
fussy, shouting guards are forming us up, counting and recounting in fives. 
 
At last we move off. I glance up at the sky. My bird is gone. 
 
The streets of Salonika are crowded. We start singing. The civilians are waving, smiling, crying. I love 
them. We sing. The guards march silently, sullenly, with bayonets fixed, between us and the footpaths. 
They have not been told what to do if we sing. Perhaps they didn't think we would want to sing. 
 
We sing 'Tipperary', 'Pack up your troubles', 'Keep the home-fires burning' - all the old songs handed 
down from another war. 
 
A German officer appears, halts the procession, shouts and raves at the civilians, at the guards, at us. 
 
We move on in silence. Our point has been made. We know the routine of how to fill the trucks, but must 
do it their way. We watch the trucks being filled, men are counted in by two guards, herded in by twenty 
others, shouting, arguing, emptying the trucks, re-counting, reloading, and a final clanging, shutting of 
doors, and the wiring of latches. 
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Something knots up in my stomach as the shouting, prodding, rifle-swinging, butt-thumping, green-coated 
guards come closer. I move out of line for a final squirting shit, and cover it, like a cat, with cinders and 
gravel. It is our turn now. 
 
Corney, Stag and I try to squeeze in early to get as near as possible to one of the windows. There are four 
narrow oblong holes high up on each comer of the side walls. Wooden shutters on heavy iron hinges 
hang down outside. 
 
Auf! Auf! Auf!' We are in. Out. In again. The door slams. 
 
I know we have between four and five square feet per person. I know we have enough rations 
(supposedly) for four days. I know what it's going to be like with aching bones and muscles, the stink, and 
the frustration. I'm a seasoned truck traveller now. Aren't I? 
 
And there's always a small oblong hole of window to catch a picture of the country as we pass through. 
And perhaps. Perhaps I shall see a bird circling. 


