
 



  
 
Signalman Leslie Donald (Les) Haslewood (Regimental No. QX5536) was born on 22nd November 1908 in 
Christchurch, Hampshire, England, a son of Elsie Winifred Haslewood who was born on 3rd June 1889. Les 
was raised by his grandparents William Haslewood (born in 1839) and Sarah Haslewood (born in 1856) 
from Bournemouth, together with some of his older aunts and uncles. Les emigrated to Australia on 2nd 
January 1925 aged just sixteen. William Haslewood was already 69 years old when Les was born and died 
aged 81 when Les was only ten years old. 
 

 
Les and Sarah Haslewood 



When war was declared in 1939, Les and his truck driver mate Alan Philbey from Cecil Plains flew to 
Brisbane with the intentions of joining the Royal Australian Air Force (R.A.A.F.) as truck drivers. They were 
both experienced mainly with the carrying of logs and sawn timber, but never even got an interview 
because they were asked one question, “What are your educational qualifications?” Not having gone to 
university may have been in their favour. It could have meant ending up in Malaya and captured by the 
Japanese at the fall of Singapore and being Prisoners of War had they been accepted so Les and Alan 
decided to go back to work and try their luck again after Xmas. 
 
After a pre-enlistment medical examination on 6th March 1940, Les voluntarily enlisted as a Private in the 
Australian Imperial Force (A.I.F.) in Toowoomba on 1st April 1940 at 31 years of age, swearing the 
Statutory Oath that he would serve for the duration of the war and an additional twelve months. 
 
Prior to enlisting, Les was unmarried, employed as a truck driver in Cecil Plains, Queensland, was 5-foot-6-
inches tall and had tattoos on both forearms, fair hair and brown eyes. Les had obtained his “Third Class 
Steam Engine Drivers Certificate” in 1939. On his Attestation, Les listed his religion as Church of England 
and his ‘brother’ Edgar Cecil Haslewood of 6 Beswick Avenue, Ensbury Park, Bournemouth, England as 
his next-of-kin. Edgar, who was nine years older than Les, was actually one of Les’s uncles. 
 
Soldiers were not allowed to use a diary or a camera and kit inspections without warning were regular so 
Les thought of an idea to keep some kind of a record of his travels by drawing a little pay at each new 
location because the paybook had the place of withdrawal and date written in. Les even had the customs 
stamp at the checkpoint on the Allenby Bridge (King Hussein Bridge) over the Jordan River in his Paybook 
No. 6424. When preparing for the landing at Aitape in northern New Guinea on 1st November 1944, 
paybooks and colour patches were handed in and the paybooks were handed back with all detail of 
previous service deleted. That was in case of being captured by the enemy and the only information 
soldiers were to give was name, rank and number; nothing else – so bang went Les’s planned travel 
record. 
 
Germany invaded Poland on 1st September 1939, claiming the Polish had attacked first. In reality, a fake 
attack was staged on a German radio station at Gelidity by German S.S. troops dressed in Polish uniforms. 
Two days later, Britain and France were once more at war with Germany – W.W.II had commenced. 
Australia, as a consequence, was also at war on 3rd September 1939. 
 
On 15th September 1939, the Australian Government announced the raising of an infantry division (later to 
become the 6th Division) “for service at home or abroad as circumstances permit”. By late November 1939, 
it was decided that the 6th Division should leave for the Middle East with the first elements departing in 
January 1940. 
 
On 2nd January 1940, Les registered for enlistment with the 2nd A.I.F. but was not called up to enlist for duty 
until 1st April 1940. The day after enlisting, Les proceeded to Redbank Army Camp for infantry training 
without rifles. Alexander John (Alex) Morrison, QX5523, and Alan Mangoplah Philbey, QX1493, enlisted on 
the same day as Les and were transferred to Redbank but Alan was discharged as medically unfit only two 
weeks later. From Redbank, Les joined the Northern Command A.I.F. Reception Depot at Enoggera as a 
recruit for the 2/9th Infantry Battalion, still with no rifles available, and it was there that an officer conned Les 
and his mates Alex, Bas and Max into transferring to 6th Division Signals. 
 

  
 Redbank Army Camp Enoggera Training Camp 



Les then marched out to the Sydney Showground on 25th May 1940 where he was Taken on Strength for 
further training. The Sydney Showground was used for the A.I.F. Recruit Reception Depot and a Signals 
School. 
 
Les was then transferred to the Greta Army Camp in the New South Wales Hunter Valley, one of the 
Australian Army's largest training camps, for training with the 6th Division 2nd Reinforcements. Greta 
included a Signals Training Depot and Les was with the last of the  6th Division 2nd Reinforcements recruits 
marched in on 3rd June 1940 for training as a wireless operator.  
 

  
Greta Army Camp huts in 1940 Greta Army Camp training grounds 

 
Buses ran to and from the Greta Army Camp to bring soldiers to and from local towns to dances, the 
pictures and the various events held in the comfort rooms. While there are some reports in the local papers 
of an occasional “Drunk and Disorderly” or pub fight, it seems that, considering the enormous numbers of 
soldiers from various parts of Australia and countries such as the U.S.A. who were around the area during 
the war period, they were remarkably well behaved. 
 
Les recalled that their signals instructor was a very competent chap, Captain Humphreys, who was an 
author of technical books on telegraphy so he certainly knew his subject. “Captain Humphreys” was 
actually Robert Humphery who rose to the rank of Lieutenant Colonel Robert Claud Vivian Humphery, 
NX119988. 
 

 
Lieutenant Colonel Robert Claud Vivian Humphery signalling with a heliograph 



Les’s recollection was that Robert later somehow managed a transfer as wireless operator aboard the 
“Centaur” and that he went down with the ship still sitting and operating the distress call. “Centaur” was the 
Australian Hospital Ship A.H.S. Centaur which was tragically attacked and sunk by the Japanese 
submarine I-177 just fifty kilometres off North Stradbroke Island on the coast of Queensland at 4.10am on 
14th May 1943. 
 
In fact, Robert Humphery had joined the Merchant Navy in June 1944 and was Second Radio Officer on 
the S.S. Tanda and he died at sea on 16th July 1944 when it was torpedoed and sunk by the German 
submarine U-181 in the Arabian Sea on route from Melbourne via Colombo for Bombay. Robert received a 
King's Commendation for Brave Conduct and was awarded a Lloyd's War Medal for bravery at sea. 
 
Les was granted pre-embarkation leave from 19th July 1940 until 1st August 1940 to finalise his personal 
affairs and give his final farewells prior to being sent overseas for service in the Australian Imperial Force 
and he took the opportunity to visit Cecil Plains in Queensland during this time. Les marched back in to the 
Greta Army Camp from leave on 1st August 1940. 
 

    
At “Wolonga”, Nangwee (Cecil Plains) on 26th July 1940 In the newspaper on 19th April 1941 

 
From Greta, Les and other 6th Division 2nd Reinforcements embarked from Sydney for the Middle East on 
the passenger ship R.M.S. Strathallan, a British troop transport. The 1938-built Royal Mail Ship R.M.S. 
Strathallan had arrived in Fremantle Harbour on 23rd July 1940 from Southampton in the U.K. to collect 
Australian troops and equipment. 
 
Three weeks later, Les and other reinforcements for the 6th Division boarded the R.M.S. Strathallan in 
Sydney, departing on 10th August 1940 ultimately bound for the Suez. Royal Australian Air Force (R.A.A.F.) 
ground staff for the Royal Air Force (R.A.F.) Station Sembawang in Singapore also embarked in Sydney. 
 



 
Breakfast menu on the R.M.S. Strathallan between Sydney and Melbourne 

 
The R.M.S. Strathallan docked in Port Melbourne to load the R.A.A.F. No. 21 (General Purpose) Squadron 
and their single-engine Wirraways which had been dismantled for shipment to Singapore, departing from 
Melbourne on 13th August 1940. Six days later, on 19th August 1940, the R.M.S. Strathallan arrived in 
Fremantle Harbour before continuing the voyage and arriving in Singapore on 26th August 1940. 
 
A route march in Singapore’s tropical conditions was a new and somewhat unpleasant experience for the 
soldiers before boarding again and then successfully eluding enemy submarines and aircraft on the journey 
via Colombo in Ceylon (now called Sri Lanka) to Bombay (now called Mumbai). The R.M.S. Strathallan was 
later torpedoed by the German submarine U-562 on 21st December 1942, shortly after passing through the 
Straits of Gibraltar, and was one of the largest ships sunk in W.W.II. 
 
While the original destination for the R.M.S. Strathallan was directly to the Middle East, troops were 
offloaded at Bombay in India because Italy had entered the war and ships had to travel further north in 
convoy for safety. The R.M.S. Strathallan docked in Bombay on 3rd September 1940, exactly one year after 
Australia had declared war and 25 days after leaving Sydney. 
 

   
Troopship R.M.S. Strathallan Bombay Harbour in 1940 



Les recalled spending four or five weeks camped at the Bombay Cricket Stadium which is a clear indication 
that his time spent in India was tedious. In reality, Les only spent a total of twenty days in India and only 
seventeen of those days in Bombay. 
 
Les recalled one of the many incidents which happened while in Bombay. One of the Signalmen named 
Scott (Sergeant James Byerley Scott, VX4547) was an alcoholic and he met up with some tea planters who 
took Scotty to their home for about a week. One night, Max (Bluey) Quinn (Sergeant Malachi Cyril (Max) 
Quinn, QX5548) and Les arrived back at camp fairly late from Greens, which was a magnificent hotel and 
sold Australian beer, and there was Scotty quite sober and cleanly dressed. Scotty was arrested for being 
Absent Without Leave (A.W.L.) and Les was chosen for guard duty. The cell was a little bamboo room 

without a door and Les had to guard the doorway. Scotty could see that Les was a bit under the weather 
and offered to change places so Les gave him his rifle and had a sleep. Scotty woke Les very early before 
there was any movement around and they changed places again. 
 
Unfortunately, Scotty was killed not so long after at the “Battle for Derna” in Libya on 3rd January 1941. 
Tragically, Russell Noel Scott, VX14086, was Killed in Action on 3rd January 1941 at Bardia, the same day 
his brother James (Scotty) Scott died at Derna. 
 
Les and the 6th Division 2nd Reinforcements entrained to a camp at Deolali on 20th September 1940 before 
leaving India. Deolali Transit Camp was located near Deolali, Maharashtra, around 160 kilometres north-
east of Bombay, situated near a prominent conical hill and the Bahula Fort. It was connected to the port at 
Bombay by a railway used for troop transport and the camp had cinemas, swimming pools, amusement 
parks and restaurants for the troops. 
 
Unlike the stranded soldiers in the British sitcom “It Ain't Half Hot Mum”, set in Deolali in 1945, the 6th 
Division 2nd Reinforcements were stationed there for just three days while waiting for their convoy ships to 
arrive at Bombay. 
 
Les’s recollection of sailing for Egypt was with an Indian battalion in a convoy of 43 ships from Bombay with 
the only escort a N.Z. cruiser. Les thought she was the “Prince of Wales” which was like a clucky hen 
racing around the convoy, probably the only ship with submarine detection and the convoy could only travel 
at the speed of the slowest ship. 
 
Les and the 6th Division 2nd Reinforcements sailed from Bombay with Convoy (Bombay-Northward) BN.6 
which embarked from Bombay, bound for the Suez harbour, on 23rd September 1940. By the end of its 
journey, Convoy BN.6 had successfully delivered a total of 44 troop and supply ships to port and was 
accompanied by a total of eleven escort ships for the nineteen day journey. 
 

  
Convoy BN.6, September 1940 Armed Merchant Cruiser H.M.S. Hector F-45 

 
Nineteen ships started in convoy from Bombay including ten troopships, five motor transport carriers, two 
oil tankers and one ship carrying timber. Just one ship was provided for escort at the start of the convoy – 
not the “Prince Of Wales” but the British H.M.S. Hector F-45, a former cargo liner which had been refitted 
as an armed merchant cruiser. 
 
It appears likely Les sailed towards the rear of Convoy BN.6 on the British troopship S.S. President 
Doumer, the fastest of the ships in the convoy and capable of 17 knots which was quicker than their initial 



armed escort ship. One of the oil tankers in Convoy BN.6 from Bombay was capable of only ten knots so 
this remained the top speed for the convoy’s voyage. 
 

  
Troopship S.S. President Doumer 6th Division 2nd Reserves on S.S. President Doumer 

 
On 25th September 1940, the British armed merchant cruiser H.M.S. Antenor F-21 joined the convoy near 
the Indian Gulf of Kutch as a second escort as the convoy sailed further north towards Karachi. Embarking 
from Karachi on 27th September 1940, a further two troopships and another motor transport carrier joined 
the convoy which now numbered 23 ships, including the two escorts, to cross the Arabian Sea to the Port 
of Aden in Yemen.  
 
Both H.M.S. Hector and H.M.S. Antenor broke away from Convoy BN.6 on 1st October 1940, replaced by 
the Australian light cruiser H.M.A.S. Hobart D-63 as the sole escort until the convoy by then numbering 22 
ships reached the Port of Aden on 3rd October 1940. 
 
Port Aden was a major supply point and a further 23 ships joined the convoy including five oil tankers, three 
ammunition ships, twelve general stores carriers, two coal carriers and one coal ship. H.M.A.S. Hobart left 
the convoy to patrol the Arabian Sea, replaced by minesweeper sloops H.M.A.S. Parramatta U-44, H.M.I.S. 
Hindustan U-80 and H.M.A.S. Yarra U-77, British light cruiser H.M.S. Leander 75 and British destroyer 
H.M.S. Kingston G-64. 
 
One general supplies ship from the Port of Aden left the convoy at Kamaran on 5th October 1940 and six 
troopships, four motor transport ships, two general shores ships, one timber carrier and an oil tanker left the 
convoy in stages for Port Sudan from 6th to 8th October 1940 with H.M.S. Kingston, H.M.I.S. Hindustan, 
H.M.S. Leander, H.M.A.S. Parramatta and H.M.A.S. Yarra sailing as their escorts. British navy sloop 
H.M.S. Grimsby U-16 and Indian navy minesweeper sloop H.M.I.S. Clive U-79 escorted the remaining 
convoy including Les to the port at Suez, arriving on 11th October 1940.  
 
The Italians were attempting to hold a blockade of all shipping through the Red Sea and mines were 
regularly laid and a constant danger to shipping. 
 
While sailing up the Red Sea between 4th October and 11th October 1940, Convoy BN.6 was subject to 
daily bombing attacks by Italian bombers but the planes flew very high above the range of the convoy’s 
guns. No ships were lost but there were some very near bombing misses.  
 
Motor transport for the 6th Division was offloaded from British cargo steamers S.S. Naringa and S.S. Nizam 
which were in Convoy BN.6 when it sailed from Bombay on 23rd September 1940. Les disembarked with 6th 
Division Signals on 12th October 1940 at Port Tewfik, the port at Suez, and entrained to Helwan, a town 160 
kilometres west of the port at Suez and 24 kilometres south of Cairo, near the pyramids. By 13th October 
1940, the remainder of 6th Division 2nd Reinforcements had arrived at Helwan from Australia. 
 



   
6th Division Signals entraining to Helwan Setting up camp in the desert at Helwan 

 
The 6th Division then moved into the desert to a camp named Ikingi Maryut, an area in the Western Desert 
outside Alexandria in Egypt, which was the site of an Allied staging camp during W.W.II. They had intensive 
desert training there while the English and New Zealanders held the Italians on the border of Egypt and 
Libya at Sidi Barrani. 
 
The Italians had declared war on Britain and France on 10th June 1940 and began to build up troops in 
Libya. In September 1940, the Italian 10th Army began an advance from Lybia into British held Egypt, 
threatening British control of the Middle East and most particularly the Suez Canal and British supply 
routes. 
 
Initial successes enabled the Italians to reach Sidi Barrani, an advance of about fifty kilometres. On 10th 
December 1940, the British and Indian troops counter-attacked and forced the Italians back to the Italian 
fortress of Bardia, a small harbour town on the Mediterranean coast of Libya which is about thirty 
kilometres from the Egyptian border. 
 
Les recalled that conditions were tough at Ikingi Maryut with half a water bottle per man every second day, 
army biscuits which were maybe leftovers from W.W.I and his mouth becoming raw from trying to chew with 
no water to soak the biscuits in. There was no water laid on so a bath consisted of a pannikin (drinking cup) 
of water and a handkerchief. 
 

    
Desert training camp at Ikingi Maryut 

 
During training, Les developed tinea in the crutch. Being winter time they wore serge, a type of twill fabric 
that has diagonal lines or ridges on both sides made with a two-up, two-down weave. The worsted variety 
is used in making military uniforms, suits, great coats and trench coats. This greatly aggravated his tinea 
and Les went on sick parade and, when approaching the Medical Officer, Les started to unbutton his pants 
to show the tinea. The Medical Officer exclaimed, “Bloody hell, not you?”, so Les told him it is not what he 
thought. The Medical Officer gave Les “Triple Dye”, an antiseptic that was originally used in the treatment 
of burns and later as a general bactericide, which had no effect on the tinea – but going three months 
without a wash certainly cleaned up the tinea. 



  
Les in a desert training camp 

 
Les had been assigned to “D” Section Signals and, on 5th December 1940, Les was regraded from a Group 
I Signals Operator to a Group II Signals Operator in advance of “Operation Compass” and Les was listed 
as a Specialist Operator from 15th December 1940. 
 
Although Les was trained as a Wireless Operator, when Les joined the 6th Division “D” Section Signals at 
Helwan on 5th December 1940 he was classed as a Sounder Operator even though they did not use 
Sounders. Their Morse instruments were Fullerphones which were named after the inventor, senior British 
Army officer Major-General Algernon Clement Fuller CBE, Commander of the Most Excellent Order of the 
British Empire. 
 

 
Fullerphone Mk IV 



On 16th December 1940, the entire 6th Division joined Western Desert Force and were deployed to Fuka, 
west of Alexandria, in preparation for the vital part it was to play in the “First Desert Campaign”. 
 

 
6th Division 19th Brigade desert training in December 1940 

 
From Fuka, Les and the 19th Brigade passed through El Amiriya and on to Mersa Matruh. The 19th Brigade 
entered Sidi Barrani on 20th December 1940 and the following day they proceeded through Sollum on their 
way to Fort Capuzzo, near the Libyan-Egyptian border, which had just been captured from the Italians. 
 
On 3rd January 1941, the 6th Division launched “Operation Compass”, an attack on Bardia which was 
captured in just two days for the loss of 130 Australians killed and 326 wounded. It was the first battle of 
W.W.II in which an Australian Army formation took part, the first to be commanded by an Australian general 
and the first to be planned by an Australian staff. 
 
The “Battle for Bardia” commenced at approximately 5.00am. Bardia was a very well defended position 
surrounded by a tank trap then barbed wire, behind the wire were the machine gun positions and then the 
artillery. 
 
The troops wore their greatcoats to keep out the intense cold of the desert at early morning and they 
entered the fight singing and shouting. After blowing holes through wire obstacles, the infantry captured a 
number of enemy posts within half an hour, establishing a breach in the perimeter. 
 

    
6th Division troops in greatcoats advance on Bardia 6th Division troops entering Bardia 



Before the attack, Squadron Leader Bishop, a Royal Air Force pilot who was awarded the Distinguished 
Flying Cross, flew a tiny Westland Lysander light observation plane as a spotter. Les could see him over 
Bardia spotting gun positions and surrounded by anti-aircraft fire. Les recalled it looked like powder puffs. A 
flight of Italian fighters came from near Tobruk and the spotter dove to the ground over the 6th Division 
positions and the fighters would not follow him down. Eventually, he was shot down while over Tobruk and 
the Italians gave him a military funeral. 
 

 
R.A.F. Westland Lysander “Lizzie” light observation aircraft 

 
By 7th January 1941, the 6th Division was outside Tobruk, well into Cyrenaica, facing a force ten times their 
own size. Tobruk, a major Italian fortress, was attacked by the 6th Division on 21st January 1941 and 
captured the next day with 49 Australians killed and 306 wounded. 
 
By the end of the January 1941, the 6th Division had advanced over 500 kilometres and captured tens of 
thousands of Italian soldiers. 
 

    
 Tobruk Harbour captured by 6th Division on 22nd January 1941 Digging slit trenches at Tobruk 

 
The retreating enemy was pursued relentlessly and, on 6th February 1941, the 6th Division had passed 
through Derna, Al Abyar and Bu Marim to enter Benghazi in Libya and capture it on the morning of 7th 
February 1941 and then move further south to Qaminis. 
 



 
6th Division 19th Brigade marching into the Benghazi Civic Square on 7th February 1941 

 
Benghazi changed hands five times as fighting, first against the Italians and later the German Afrika Korps, 
ebbed and flowed across Libya's Mediterranean coast. By mid-February, the British had destroyed the 
remaining Italian forces in eastern Libya. 
 
With “Operation Compass” over, the troops moved to a rest camp at Baracca and Les was regraded from a 
Group II Signals Operator back to a Group I Signals Operator “Signals Clerk” on 28th February 1941. 
 
On 9th March 1941 and with the Italian 10th Army destroyed, the Australian 6th Division was relieved by 9th 
Division which became part of the epic “Siege of Tobruk” between 10th April and 27th November 1941, 
becoming the “Rats of Tobruk” in their defence against Italian and German forces led by Lieutenant 
General Erwin Rommel – the “Desert Fox”. 
 
Les and the 6th Division went south along the coast to a small camp at Agedabia (now called Ajdabiya), one 
of the north-eastern districts of Libya and the most westerly of British positions in the Libyan Desert. 
 

 
Agedabia in 1941 



The 6th Division met the Stukas for the first time when the airfield and surrounding area at Agedabia was 
bombed. The Junkers Ju-87, or Stuka from Sturzkampfflugzeug “dive bomber”, was a German dive bomber 
and ground-attack aircraft with very skilled pilots who came over very high, shut their engines off and glided 
down. Then came the bombs, machine gun bullets and a hell of a roar as the engines went full throttle. 
 

    
Junkers Ju-87 “Stuka dive bomber” 

 
Les recalled wondering why the Stukas were so accurate in finding their positions from such a height but 
the mystery was solved when someone observed that a small mob of camels were always near a target. 
The Arab with the camels was rounded up and found to have vaccination marks on his arm. The camels 
were dispersed and so was the Arab. 
 
It was around this time that Les had one of his narrow escapes. While sitting in a tent coding, sending, 
receiving and decoding Morse Code messages, a bomb exploded in the desert sand right beside his tent, 
blowing the tent away but not spreading shrapnel and not injuring Les. 
 
Later in March 1941, the 6th Division entrained from Agedabia to Egypt and a training camp named Amaroo 
at El Amiriya, located sixteen kilometres south-south-west of Alexandria, 180 kilometres north-west of Cairo 
and adjoining Ikingi Maryut – and also having no water supply. Les recalled they were given three days’ 
leave to Alexandria where a large hotel had been taken over for the services. 
 
They went to Alexandria by train carrying a towel and clean clothes and, as the train entered the suburbs of 
Alexandria, Les and Max (Bluey) Quinn decided to leave the train, catch a taxi and beat the trainload of 
troops to the hotel. They checked in and raced for the bathrooms only to find a long queue outside each 
bathroom. After a very long wait, Les’s turn came but by then there was no hot water left. 
 
On 1st March 1941, German forces had entered Bulgaria and German forces had entered Yugoslavia on 6th 
April 1941 leading up to the German “Operation Marita” invasion of Greece. In response, urgent Allied 
assistance was ordered to Greece. 
 
The 6th Division had already sailed to Greece when the German forces started their push to recapture Libya 
with Agedabia taken back on 2nd April 1941. A week later, German troops started their long and drawn-out 
attack on the 9th Division, the “Rats of Tobruk”, at Tobruk. 
 
On 1st April 1941, Les and the 6th Division including the 19th Brigade sailed from Alexandria to Piraeus, the 
port city twelve kilometres south-west of Athens in Greece and the landing point for “Operation Lustre”. 
 



    
Embarking at Alexandria on 1st April 1941 Disembarking at Piraeus Port on 3rd April 1941 

 
Les was appointed as a signalman on the bridge of the old cargo ship, the 1920-built troopship S.S. 
Pennland which was carrying 2,500 soldiers. Les was not trained to read the signals from an Aldis Lamp 
but he managed that part. Les and the other signallers had shifts of four hours on and four off, no sitting or 
smoking on the bridge and off shift they had to lay on the deck and try to sleep and during the day being 
walked on by the crowded troops. 
 

   
British troopship S.S. Pennland Troops on S.S. Pennland on 1st April 1941 

 
The S.S. Pennland disembarked soldiers at Piraeus Port on 3rd April 1941, three days before the port was 
first attacked. Just three weeks later, the S.S. Pennland was destroyed while involved in “Operation 
Demon” to evacuate the same soldiers from the “Battle of Greece”. 
 
The 6th Division were taken to a camp ten kilometres east at Dafni, close to Athens. It was spring and as 
units either marched or drove through the streets to their camp at Dafni, crowds waved and threw flowers 
into the road. Coming from the desert it was a paradise, gardens full of flowers, very friendly people and 
they had a day’s leave in Athens. On leave they had their pictures taken, visited the Parthenon and met the 
guardsmen of the crack Greek regiment – the Evzones. Bluey and Les visited the Acropolis and other ruins 
on 4th April 1941 and even had a run around the Olympian track. 
 
From 5th April 1941, as soon as transport became available, the Australians were hurrying north by motor 
convoy towards the Yugoslav border to meet the anticipated German invasion. Movement was difficult 
because of the roads being crammed with refugees and vehicles were not allowed to use headlights. They 
journeyed through a spectacular landscape of mountains and river plains with place names out of ancient 
history and legend – Thiva (Thebes), Mt Parnassus, Mt Olympus. Everywhere, as they moved through the 
countryside in military vehicles, there was the same warm Greek welcome. 



 
Les and Max (Bluey) Quinn in Greece at the Parthenon in 1941 

 
Les recalled that “from there on it was hell”. The Germans seemed to have communications as a priority 
target and some nights they had no food, blankets or shelter and the weather was a mixture of snowstorms, 
rain, blizzard and icy wind. Les and the troops were not experienced in or equipped for wintry, mountain 
conditions. 
 
Les was with the 2/4th Battalion, part of a scratch force of Greek, British, New Zealand and sections of the 
Australian 19th Brigade artillery, tanks, engineers and infantry. Codenamed “Mackay Force”, the unit was 
hastily put together under the command of Major General Ivan Mackay of the Australian 6th Division. The 
role of “Mackay Force”, in the words of General Henry Maitland (Jumbo) Wilson, was to “stop a Blitzkreig 
down the Florina Valley” and Mackay’s orders were simple – stop the advancing Germans for as long as 
possible but certainly until the night of 12th April 1941. 
 
On the night of 9th April 1941, the men of “Mackay Force” arrived at Vevi and began digging in to defensive 
positions south-west of the small town. It was there they waited for the Germans. In the “Battle of Vevi” they 
were about to encounter five heavily armed German divisions – two Armoured, two Mountain and one 
Infantry division including the elite German Unit, the SS Adolph Hitler Bodyguard supported by heavy 
artillery fire. 
 
On 10th April 1941, elements of “Mackay Force” made contact with the Germans fifteen kilometres south of 
the Yugoslav border as the German advance units worked their way forward and began what would 
become a fierce battle at Vevi in northern Greece. 
 
As day dawned at Vevi on 12th April 1941, everyone in “Mackay Force” realised that a strong German 
attack was imminent. During the previous two days, rain had turned to snow and it now lay more than a foot 
deep on the hillsides. The Australians were cold and hungry, there was little opportunity for sleep and 



soldiers began to suffer from frostbite and exhaustion. At 8.30am, the Germans attacked. All day long the 
assault ebbed and flowed around the Australian positions but by nightfall the Germans were proving too 
strong and a withdrawal was ordered back to where trucks were waiting. 
 
As the German attack out of Vevi intensified throughout 12th April 1941, Brigadier George Vasey realised 
his men of “Vasey Force” were not going to be able to stage an orderly withdrawal. At 5.00pm on 12th April 
1941, Vasey telephoned the commanding officer of “Mackay Force” with the code phrase indicating that a 
pull-out was now vital – “the roof is leaking”. Lieutenant Colonel Ivan Noel Dougherty was ordered to do the 
best he could to extricate the “Mackay Force” and get them back to their trucks. 
 
On 12th April 1941, Lieutenant General Blamey informed his commanders that as of 6.00pm that day the 
Australian and New Zealand divisions in Greece would be united under his command into the Anzac Corps. 
 
Les and the other survivors of “Mackay Force” withdrew south to Sotir. Here a further delaying action was 
ordered and Dougherty asked his weary men, who were expecting to be trucked further south to the 
Aliakmon River, to turn and fight. 
 
At first light on 13th April 1941, German soldiers were seen in weapon pits just 1,000 metres from the 
Australians. German machine-gun fire on their positions that morning was so concentrated and intense that 
the air seemed like “one whining, hissing mass of lead”. 
 
A couple of days before the orders for the withdrawal from Vevi were given, it was realised that Anzac 
Corps units north of the Aliakmon River, such as Vasey’s 2/8th Battalion “Vasey Force” and the 2/4th 
Battalion “Mackay Force”, had no bridge to get them across the fast flowing Aliakmon River. After a 
reconnaissance of possible crossing points on 13th April 1941, a section of the 2/1st Field Company was 
sent in to construct a bridge and an approach road for the trucks. Armed with only rope, picks, shovels, 
other hand tools and spikes, the Australian engineers, assisted by British engineers and New Zealand 
infantrymen, began work at dawn on 15th April 1941 and by 10.00pm a workable bridge to bring out the 
infantry spanned the Aliakmon River and provided an escape route. 
 

   
Lt Col Dougherty (right) on Friday 11th April 1941 Bridge over Aliakmon River on 15th April 1941 

 
Les couldn’t remember the names of all the towns he passed through but, when holding a line at Mt 
Olympus, 150 kilometres south-west of Vevi, there was a much smaller mountain on his left and both were 
covered in snow although ground level was mild. 
 
During a lull in the action, Les and three other soldiers decided to have a wash in a small stream which 
came down from a little village maybe half a mile away. At a bend in the stream was a hole about four feet 
deep so they stripped and had a bogey. Then the Stukas attacked and Les recalled that was a hell of an 
experience to be bombed while being naked. After the raid, an old woman appeared from the village and 
Les was sure she was telling them that the stream was the village sewer system. 
 
By dawn on 19th April 1941, the road convoys were all south of Larissa. From the air, the 112 kilometres of 
main road south between Larissa and Lamia on 19th April 1941 revealed an endless stream of retreating 
military vehicles, in places travelling nose to tail. Dive bombers flew unhindered over the convoys – by mid-
April the Germans had achieved air superiority in Greece.  
 



Les didn’t write or share any blood-and-guts stories except one because it was significant in preventing any 
future promotion. On the road southwards from Larrissa to Lamia, which is 153 kilometres north-west of 
Athens, the convoy Les was in was held up because the road had been blown up so their trucks were 
dispersed. Les was with five other men when the Stukas dived with the sun behind them. Les spotted a 
depression in the ground and threw himself in as the bomb landed. The others were killed and Les was 
alive but coughing blood. Les’s mates came and picked him up intending to drop him off at the first medical 
camp but Les refused treatment because the enemy was so close that he would at least be captured. Stuka 
dive bombing was especially heavy throughout the day of 19th April 1941 during the convoy retreat between 
Larissa and Lamia and it is likely on this date that Les survived the Stuka dive bombing run. 
 
Coincidentally, 19th April 1941 was the day on which Les narrowly survived a Stuka dive bombing run and it 
was also the day his service photo appeared in a newspaper back home in Australia with the caption, 
“Signalman L. Haslewood, son of the late Ms. And Mrs. S. Haslewood, of Bournemouth, England, who is 
serving abroad with the A.I.F. Signalman Haslewood enlisted from Cecil Plains.” 
 
Between 20th April and 22nd April 1941, Australian, British and New Zealand units dug in on the 
“Thermopylae Line” and waited for the southward German advance fifteen kilometres across the plain from 
Lamia. The New Zealanders defended the famous “Pass of Thermopylae” where the Spartans had fought 
the Persians. By 1941, this area was no longer the narrow defile between land and sea it had been 
because the silting of a local river delta had pushed the coastline eight kilometres away from the 
mountains. The Australians took over the left of the line, occupying positions in the “Brallos Pass” and on 
the surrounding mountains. 
 

 
Brallos Pass in Greece 

 

   
Harry Searle and Tiny Dunbar who were killed while defending “Brallos Pass” in 1941 



When the next order to retreat was received on the morning of 23rd April 1941, it was decided that each of 
the two positions would be held by a single brigade. These were the Australian 19th Brigade and the New 
Zealand 6th Brigade which were to hold the passes as long as possible, allowing the other units to withdraw. 
The Germans attacked at 11.30am on 24th April 1941, met fierce resistance, lost fifteen tanks and 
sustained considerable casualties. The Australians and New Zealanders held out the entire day and, with 
their delaying action accomplished, the two brigades fell back in the direction of the evacuation locations. 
 
“Operation Demon” was the evacuation of thousands of British, Australian and New Zealand troops from 
Greece to Egypt after their defeat by invading German and Italian forces. Gradually, between 24th and 29th 
April, thousands of British, Australian and New Zealand soldiers were trucked through Greece to the 
waiting ships. During the day the trucks would stop, camouflage nets would be hung over the vehicles and 
the men would hide from German air attack under olive trees. 
 
At 5.00am on ANZAC Day 26th April 1941, the Germans launched their airborne “Operation Hannibal” to 
seize the bridges over the Corinth Canal with the aims of cutting off the British line of retreat and securing 
their own means of access across the isthmus into the Peloponnese. German parachutists, glider troops 
and engineers reached the Corinth Canal two hours later and attempted to capture the main bridge over 
Corinth Canal but the Allies managed to destroy the bridge before it could be captured. With the help of 
Colonel Tribolet, Les had already escaped and was evacuated from Greece on the following morning. 
 

       
German paratroopers German engineers storming the Corinth Canal Bridge as it was destroyed 

 
Colonel Tribolet, of the 6th Division Signals, called Les to stay with him because his vehicle was not 
destroyed and they managed to get away from the Corinth Canal before the German paratroops landed. 
Les would meet up with Colonel Tribolet again back in Australia in 1944. Colonel Leo Neil Tribolet, 
NX3792, 6th Division Signals, was awarded an Officer of the Most Excellent Order of the British Empire in 
1947. 
 
The majority of the 6th Division Signals were finally rescued from Greece in “Operation Demon” early on the 
morning of 27th April 1941. The troopship S.S. Pennland had been scheduled to collect the 6th Division 
Signals from the Megara area on the morning of 26th April 1941 but the ship had been sunk on the night 
before it was due to pick the men up for evacuation to Souda Bay in Crete. 
 
S.S. Pennland was attacked and damaged by a Junkers Ju-88 bomber during the day of 25th April 1941 
near the isle of Agios Georgios in the Gulf of Athens while on its way to evacuate members of the 6th 
Division Signals who were fighting a rearguard action during their withdrawal from Greece. An obvious 
target as the largest ship of the convoy, the S.S. Pennland was attacked again later that day by another 
bomber and destroyed. 
 
Brothers James Roberts (N481650) and Allan Roberts (N180771) of the 6th Division Signals recalled on 
reaching Argos, “A sad sight met our eyes. The ship on which we were to escape on was in flames, having 
been hit by the German bombers. We travelled to Kalamata and waited as we had received a radio signal 
that a ship would pick us up from there. In the early hours of the morning we saw a light coming in from the 
sea and it was a destroyer. We were two of the last soldiers to board her on her final run to the S.S. Dilwara 
and we found out after the war that a sergeant friend of ours was captured half an hour after we left.” 
 
Around 5,700 troops remained in the Megara area and were embarked for evacuation on the morning of 
26th April 1941 in spite of the loss of the troopship S.S. Pennland on the way to the evacuation point. 
 
James and Allan Roberts were among the soldiers who crossed the Corinth Canal Bridge on 25th April 1941 
and were trucked 200 kilometres further south-west to Kalamata to be evacuated. They were both among 
soldiers picked up the following morning by the British destroyer H.M.S. Hero and transferred to the 
troopship S.S. Dilwara. 



On 23rd April 1941, the troopships S.S. Costa Rica, S.S. Dilwara and S.S. City of London had left 
Alexandria headed for Kalamata on the Peloponnesus peninsula to evacuate Australian soldiers, together 
with the troopships S.S. Salween, S.S. Slamat and S.S. Khedive Ismail which were headed for the Nauplia 
evacuation point in Greece. The convoy of ships was escorted by cruisers H.M.S. Calcutta and H.M.S. 
Coventry, four destroyers and a corvette. The soldiers on the S.S. Costa Rica were to serve as ack-ack 
(anti-aircraft) gunners for the evacuation using four 1914 Hotchkiss strip feed guns. Five hundred rounds of 
ammunition were supplied for each gun. Soon after dusk on 24th April 1941, the convoy experienced the 
first raid on the voyage to Greece when they were attacked by twelve Italian bombers but there was no 
damage to the convoy due to the firing of a barrage pattern of shells by the ships limiting the accuracy of 
the bombers. 
 
There was more activity on ANZAC Day when the convoy encountered six Stuka raids. After the second 
attack, Australian soldiers were minding their gun when a ship's engineer brought his wireless on deck so 
that they could listen to the ANZAC Day service from Westminster Abbey. The congregation was singing 
“For those in peril on the sea” when seven Stukas attacked the S.S. Costa Rica. As the Australian soldiers 
fed the clips into the gun, one of them exclaimed, “If only that mob could see what is coming at us now, 
they would lift the roof off that bloody cathedral!” The Stukas missed. 
 
Les recalled being evacuated by the Royal Navy when most of the boys had already been taken across to 
Crete as they tried to stem the enemy. Les’s turn came with a long march to a jetty where there was a line 
of Aussies and many Greeks. At dusk on 27th April 1941, troops including Les moved out from under olive 
groves and down to the beach and marched two miles along the beach to the stone jetty at Kalamata, 
through thick sand which made the going very hard and slow. Troops lined up in columns quietly awaiting 
their turn to embark. 
 

  
Australian soldiers among the Kalamata olive groves on 26th April 1941 

 
Les and his mate at that time, Wally Cocksedge (Sergeant Walter David Cocksedge, WX2101), were 
standing in a queue, hungry, tired, otherwise buggered when the destroyer H.M.S. Defender slipped into 
the jetty and an officer called out, “We will take thirty Australians”, and when they were packed below he 
called for another thirty adding that he sailed at 0300 hours. With no air cover available, the 3.00am 
intended departure on 27th April 1941 from the stone jetty at Kalamata was to allow ships to be clear of the 
coast before dawn and prepared for Stuka dive bomber attacks. The actual departure was at 4.00am with 
8,400 troops on three transports (S.S. City of London 3,500, S.S. Costa Rica 2,500 and S.S. Dilwara 
2,400), and 250 personnel and the cased Yugoslavian crown jewels on the H.M.S. Defender with H.M.S. 
Hero, H.M.S. Hereward, H.M.S. Phoebe and H.M.S. Flamingo also acting as escort. When the ships sailed, 
more than 6,000 soldiers were left on the beach at Kalamata. 
 
Les said to Wally that they had better get aboard so Les turned around to board H.M.S. Defender, thinking 
Wally was on his tail. A sailor grabbed Les’s rifle and helped him over the side and Les waited for Wally. 
Les was then taken below where a bearded sailor gave him a mug of most welcome tea. 
 
Out at sea were three cargo ships and Les was transferred from H.M.S. Defender to the S.S. City of 
London and he tried to find Wally. Boarding cargo ships from the destroyers was by means of climbing up 
rope ladders. It was no mean task to climb a Jacob's ladder with full marching order plus a machine gun or 
tripod tucked under one arm. Two months later, the destroyer H.M.S. Defender was bombed and sunk 
seven miles north of Sidi Barrani in Egypt. 



   
Destroyer H.M.S. Defender Troopship S.S. City of London 

 
With Souda Bay in Crete already full of troopships evacuating soldiers from Greece, the decision was made 
to form Convoy (Greece to Alexandria) GA.14 including the commando ship H.M.S. Glengyle and the 
troopships S.S. Salween, S.S. Khedive Ismail, S.S. Dilwara, S.S. City of London and S.S. Costa Rica to be 
initially escorted by H.M.S. Coventry, H.M.S. Calcutta, H.M.S. Flamingo, H.M.A.S. Stuart, H.M.A.S. 
Vendetta, H.M.A.S. Waterhen and H.M.A.S. Vampire with an intended escort exchange to H.M.A.S. Perth, 
H.M.S. Phoebe, H.M.S. Decoy, H.M.S. Hasty, H.M.S. Nubian, H.M.S. Defender, H.M.S. Hero, H.M.S. 
Hereward and H.M.S. Wryneck on the following night. The British destroyer H.M.S. Wryneck didn’t join the 
escort because it, the British destroyer H.M.S. Diamond and the troopship S.S. Slamat had already been 
sunk earlier that morning in the “Slamat Disaster” at the Nauplia evacuation point in Greece. 
 
Les recalled that when daylight appeared, over came the bombers. A total of 22 dive bombers attacked at 
8.00am, an hour after the ships had reached the Aegean Sea. On the troopship S.S. City of London, they 
gave them all they had from revolvers to guns. One Digger used an anti-tank rifle and by firing at a high 
target the recoil flattened him each round. Les remembered three bombers being brought down. 
 
On board the troopship S.S. Costa Rica, ammunition for the Hodgkiss guns was running low so additional 
assistance was provided by other soldiers using the weapons they had been issued for Greece including 
Bren guns, Vickers machine guns, Boyes anti-tank rifles and other rifles to supplement the fire-power of the 
other naval defence. 
 
The roar of the machine guns and anti-tank rifles was deafening and, as each enemy plane began its bomb 
run, it was met with a huge wall of projectiles. The amount of ammunition being sent up to greet each plane 
caused the sky around the plane to visibly darken. The fire was controlled and so concentrated that the 
enemy aircraft appeared to hit an invisible wall which diverted them from their target. 
 
Some of the attacking aircraft were seen to hit the water and many would have been so badly damaged 
that they would not have been able to return to land. The total number shot down, as far as could be 
determined, was seven certainties and six or seven probables. 
 
Convoy GA.14 experienced and survived nine raids that day while it was forming and under way and there 
were four raids on the S.S. Costa Rica. At 2.45pm on 27th April 1941 as Convoy GA.14 was nearing the 
northern coast of Crete, a lone Stuka dive bomber appeared “out of the sun”. A 500 kilogram bomb 
exploded in the water under the stern and to the port side of the S.S. Costa Rica. Although the bomb 
missed the ship, the hull split, plates of the ship were blown off, the engines stopped, the engine room 
flooded and the ship started to sink. 
 
H.M.S. Defender positioned itself at the side of the S.S. Costa Rica to transfer the men who jumped to the 
decks or swung on ropes to safety. Those who had jumped into the sea were picked up by H.M.S. Hero 
which then came to the side of the S.S. Costa Rica to collect those on the upper decks who had been 
manning the guns. H.M.S. Hereward, replacing H.M.S. Defender, collected the remainder of the men. 
 



   
Bren gunners on S.S. Costa Rica S.S. Costa Rica sinking H.M.S. Defender rescuing soldiers 

 
It took only ninety minutes for the S.S. Costa Rica to sink but only one man died during the rescue when he 
slipped and was squashed between the ships during transfer. The survivors from the S.S. Costa Rica were 
taken to Souda Bay in Crete for their next battle. They didn’t have long to wait. 
 
Arriving in Souda Bay in Crete at 5.45pm, the soldiers from the S.S. Costa were attacked by German 
bombers while preparing to disembark. German paratroops landed in Crete on 20th May 1941 and fierce 
battles and German successes on Crete forced surrenders and the complete evacuation from Crete to 
Egypt by the end of May 1941. 
 
The remainder of Convoy GA.14, including the troopship S.S. City of London carrying Les, continued 
sailing direct to Alexandria under escort and heavy fighter aircraft protection from the Maleme Aerodrome. 
Les disembarked from the S.S. City of London at Alexandria on 29th April 1941 and found out a long time 
after that Wally had been captured. Among the Allied troops captured in Greece was Sergeant Walter 
David Cocksedge, WX2101, of the 6th Division Signals, Prisoner Of War number 400, who was held at 
Germany’s Stalag XVIIIA and Stalag 383 and returned to Australia after W.W.II and passed away in 1960 
at Chatswood, New South Wales. 
 
The German forces reached Athens, the Greek capital, on 27th April 1941 and the south coast of mainland 
Greece three days later, capturing some 7,000 men of the British and Commonwealth forces. 
 
Resistance had finally collapsed in Greece but the skill and resolution of the Navy ensured that almost 
every fighting unit was evacuated by 28th April 1941 to Egypt or Crete. Almost forty percent of the 
Australian troops who were in Greece on 6th April 1941 were either killed, wounded or became prisoners of 
war. 
 

   
 Souda Bay under attack Alexandra docks on 28th April 1941 

 
While in Egypt in early May 1941, the Commanding Officer sent Les to Non-Commissioned Officer (N.C.O.) 
school at Borg El Arab, an Egyptian city 45 kilometres south-west of Alexandria and seven kilometres from 
the Mediterranean coast. An N.C.O. is a military officer who has not earned a commission – Lance 
Corporals, Corporals, Sergeants and Staff Sergeants. Les was doing well until one morning he had a bad 
headache, which were frequent since his close encounter with the bomb, and Sergeant Instructor Warrant 
Officer Class I Harry Moses, QX6734 picked Les to lecture the class. Les was too crook and refused, which 
gave him a black mark and no chance of promotion. 
 



Incidentally, Harry Moses after discharge had a block of land around Glasshouse and became president of 
the local Returned and Services League (R.S.L.). Les thought Harry remembered him but they never 
engaged in conversation. 
 
From Egypt, Les and the 19th Brigade were concentrated around Khassa in Palestine to rebuild the brigade 
and for training. Les attended 1st Australian Corps School of Signals on 13th May 1941 for refresher signals 
training, rejoining his unit on 4th June 1941. 
 
Les and the 19th Brigade then entrained to Julis Camp near Ashqelon in Palestine (now Israel) in June 
1941. While at Julis Camp, Les was again regraded from a Group I Signals Operator to a Group II Signals 
Operator on 28th August 1941. 
 
Les went on leave during this time, taking the opportunity to visit Jerusalem, Tel Aviv, Nazareth, 
Bethlehem, the Dead Sea, back to El Qantara, a north-eastern Egyptian city on both sides of the Suez 
Canal which is 160 kilometres north-east of Cairo and to Cairo itself. It was during this period of leave that 
Les crossed the Allenby Bridge and collected a customs stamp in his paybook at the checkpoint above the 
Jordan River between Israel and Jordan. 
 

 
Les and Sergeant Ronald William (Tubby) Warnett on leave in Jerusalem 



  
Allenby Bridge between Israel and Jordan Julis Camp near Ashqelon in Palestine 

 
Les and the 19th Brigade stayed at Julis Camp until early October 1941 when they were allocated to join the 
force garrisoning in Syria following the conclusion of the “Syria-Lebanon Campaign”. They were stationed 
at the Ras Baalbek Camp at an ancient Phoenician city located in what is now modern day Lebanon. 
 
Route marches included the Baalbek-Tripoli Road which is 8,500 feet above sea level, one of the highest 
roads in the world, which is impassable during winter. 
 
During the three months in Syria, Les had leave to Haifa where he and Alex Morrison strolled to the top of 
Mt Carmel. Signalman Alexander John Morrison, QX5523, would go on to receive a citation on 31st July 
1943 for “Gallant and distinguished services” in the South West Pacific Area. Les also went to Beirut a 
couple of times. 
 

 
Les (back, left) on leave in Haifa, Palestine 

 
At one point while in Syria, the 19th Brigade were always fully armed even when going to the latrine 
because of an expected invasion by German paratroops. The 19th Brigade continued their garrison duties in 
Syria until January 1942. 
 



In December 1941, the 6th Division received news that the Japanese had attacked Pearl Harbor and 
invaded Malaya. The 6th Division remained in Syria over Christmas 1941, during which time they endured a 
bitterly cold winter that saw heavy snow falls. 
 
In January 1942, the decision was finally made to withdraw the 6th Division back to Australia to meet the 
threat posed by Japanese advances in the Pacific. Les and the 19th Brigade were withdrawn from Syria and 
returned to Palestine and then to the Suez. 
 
Les was chosen as one of the advance party of the 6th Division – and their destination was Java. The 6th 
Division was already camped at Suez waiting for transport and while there Les went to an artillery Medical 
Officer (M.O.) about his “crook head”. The Medical Officer said Les was a hospital case but, as they were 
about to embark for Australia, Les would be left behind from the advance party to return to Australia. Les 
would become part of the Darwin garrison force but Les was instructed to report to a hospital on arrival in 
Australia. 
 
Les was called in front of the Commanding Officer on 25th January 1942 for a “Summary Hearing” for the 
offence of “Conduct to the prejudice of good order and military discipline” for which Les was fined £2 and 
Confined to Barracks for fourteen days starting from 26th January 1942. 
 
By 27th January 1942, the advance party of the 6th Division was almost ready to embark on their return 
voyage to Australia and they departed from the Suez on 30th January 1942 to begin the journey back to 
Australia as part of “Operation Stepsister”. 
 
On 19th February 1942, Japanese aircraft attacked Darwin at 9.58am. The attacks, which were led by Naval 
Commander Mitsuo Fuchida who had also led the raid on Pearl Harbour ten weeks earlier, involved aircraft 
from ten aircraft carriers in the Timor Sea and 54 land-based bombers. There were 47 vessels at anchor in 
Darwin Harbour or alongside Darwin’s Stokes Hill Wharf. 
 
In the first attack on Darwin, 188 planes attacked shipping in the harbour before bombing and strafing the 
town, the R.A.A.F. Station Darwin, the civil aerodrome and the hospital at Berrimah. During March and April 
1942, attacks on Darwin continued remorselessly with at least a dozen raids. 
 
Air attacks on Darwin and bases throughout the Top End continued for 21 months from 19th February 1942 
until 12th November 1943 by which time the Japanese had bombed Darwin and the Top End 64 times. 
 
Les was on the way back to Australia on 12th March 1941, sailing on the U.S.S. West Point. 
 
The United States Lines S.S. America was converted into the U.S. Navy's largest troop carrier U.S.S. West 
Point AP-23. “The Grey Ghost”, nicknamed because of her speed and colour scheme, sailed without escort 
from Bombay on 16th February 1942 to the Suez to embark 5,353 Australian soldiers for Adelaide via 
Fremantle. The luxury liner was designed for 1,049 passengers but, stripped of anything remotely comfort 
related, could sail with over 8,000 soldiers. 
 
“The Grey Ghost” streamed a barrage balloon as a defence against the Luftwaffe while sailing through the 
Suez to pick up Les and the 19th Brigade who were being withdrawn from North Africa. 
 
“The Grey Ghost” relied upon speed as her defence to sail completely without escort to Australia, departing 
from the Suez on 12th March 1941. Instead of the normal Pacific long-run speed of eighteen knots, “The 
Grey Ghost” maintained her full-powered speed of 22 to 24 knots, zigzagging constantly for security against 
the constant threat of the torpedoes. 
 



 
U.S.S. West Point, “The Grey Ghost”, in the Suez with a barrage balloon as air defence 

 
“The Grey Ghost” arrived at the 4th Military District in Adelaide, South Australia on 30th March 1942, just 
nineteen days after leaving the Suez. Les was among the last soldiers to disembark the following day on 
31st March 1942. Les and the other troops caught trams for transport to Camp Adelaide after disembarking 
at the outer harbour on their return from the Middle East. 
 
Because there was little to do in Adelaide after morning parade, Lieutenant Bernard Ralph Finney, 
QX42658, would order Sergeant Frank Denvil to take Les and “D” Section Signals on a route march. As 
trams were free to returned men, Frank would march them to the nearest tram stop, get off at a pub and 
have a session, catch a tram back to the stop and march the short distance to the parade ground. Sergeant 
Frank Henry Gaskell Denvil, VX1576, by then demoted to Corporal with the Northern Territory Force 
Signals, Australian Military Forces, was Court Martialled shortly after this on 21st July 1942. 
 

 
A.I.F. troops boarding Adelaide trams with their full kit 



While in Adelaide, Les was billeted at a small place up in the hills and did not report sick – there was too 
much home cooking and parties. Les was granted leave from 28th April 1942 until he marched back in to 
camp in suburban Adelaide on 18th May 1942. Once all the men had reported back from leave, the 19th 
Brigade was split up and the 19th Brigade now included a Citizen Militia Force unit, the 23rd/21st Battalion. 
 
Les recalled that they then became part of the Northern Territory Force Signals and Les was very disgusted 
with the attitude of the “choco-soldiers”. A “Choco” was a “chocolate soldier”, describing Citizen Militia 
Force units joining the Australian Infantry Force units in the war in New Guinea – insinuating they would 
“melt like chocolate in the heat of battle”. 
 
In late May 1942, Les and his unit entrained to Alice Springs on the “Ghan” which was used as a troop 
carrier from Adelaide to Alice Springs and played a major part in the transfer of up to 200,000 troops 
through the town during the war. Around 7,000 troops were stationed at Alice Springs to support operations 
further north. 
 
Les stayed only briefly in Alice Springs before being entrained to the huge Army base at Adelaide River at 
the end of May 1942 as part of the new Northern Territory Force which covered the whole of north-west 
Australia from the Kimberley to Mount Isa. Adelaide River was a key supply, communications and medical 
centre for the armed forces in the Northern Territory and where the Military Telephone Exchange was 
established. 
 
On 16th June 1942, Les was officially Taken on Strength from the 6th Division to the Northern Territory 
Force Signals. 
 
While many soldiers reflected that they had begun a boring and frustrating year, a relief for Les was doing 
the 113 kilometre mail run north from Adelaide River to Darwin in a ute. Up one day, stop overnight at 
Larrakeyah Barracks, the base for the Australian Defence Force in Darwin which was close to the bombed 
out hospital at Berrimah, and back the next day leaving a day for maintenance. The state of Darwin was no 
surprise for Les who had seen “plenty worse” in his travels. 
 

 
Larrakeyah Barracks in 1942 

 
Les was evacuated to the 17 Australian Field Ambulance in Katherine in the Northern Territory on 13th July 
1942, suffering from persistent headaches. Two days later on 15th July 1942, Les was transferred from the 
17 Australian Field Ambulance to the 119 Australian General Hospital at Adelaide River and transferred to 
the “X-list”. A further week later, Les was transferred from the 119 Australian General Hospital to the 121 
Australian General Hospital in Katherine on 22nd July 1942. Les was discharged from the 121 Australian 
General Hospital on 26th July 1942 and was struck off the “X-list”. 
 
Katherine was used as a major military hospital base and, despite being 300 kilometres inland, it was the 
southern-most point of Japanese bombing raids on the Northern Territory in W.W.II, bombed once in the 
early afternoon of 22nd March 1942. 



 
121 Australian General Hospital in Katherine Interior of 121 AGH, Ward No. 1 in 1942 

 
Les was again admitted to the 119 Australian General Hospital on 22nd October 1942, just ten days after a 
miniature tornado ripped through the 119 Australian General Hospital and flattened the majority of the 
marquees, swept away galvanised-iron sheds and tore roofs of other iron structures. 
 
Les was suffering from “Haemophysis” and he was transferred to the “X-list”. Haemophysis is a 
haemorrhage in the lung commonly caused by Tuberculosis or other chronic pulmonary disease and results 
in coughing up blood from the lungs or bronchial tubes. 
 

  
119 Australian General Hospital on 19th October 1942 Tents of 119 AGH, Ward No. 9 on 12th October 1942 
 

Just three days after being admitted to the 119 Australian General Hospital, Les was discharged on 25th 
October 1942 and he marched in to the Northern Territory Force Advanced Reinforcement Depot on 26th 
October 1942 and was struck off the “X-list”. Les rejoined the Northern Territory Force Signals from the 
Northern Territory Force Advanced Reinforcement Depot on 5th November 1942. 
 
After pleading and with the aid of Army Medical Officer Lieutenant Colonel John Howell Halliday, NX70333, 
Les managed a transfer from the Northern Territory Force back to the 6th Division Signals on 15th 
December 1942. From there began the long trek for Les to be reunited with the 19th Brigade Signals. 
 
Les left from Adelaide River with a “choco” companion on an American truck convoy to Mount Isa. From 
there, they caught the train at midday en route to Townsville, just before lunch. During the afternoon they 
went to the buffet car for a cup of tea and were promptly ordered out, no servicemen allowed. They arrived 
at Cloncurry and, as the pubs allowed soldiers in, they had a couple of beers instead of a meal.  
 
Back on the train, they were informed that they could have breakfast after the other passengers had 
finished. By the time the train arrived at Hughenden, half way through their journey, the passengers had 
finally had their breakfast but the buffet car was shunted off. 
 



The next stop was Charters Towers and, as the worms were starting to bite, they went to the dining room 
and were ordered out even though they were passengers. They found an army camp close by and got a 
small ration of bully beef stew.  
 
From Townsville, Les entrained to Brisbane, arriving on 4th January 1943 where he marched in to the Leave 
and Transit Depot “Camp Ascot” at Eagle Farm. After “hanging around” Eagle Farm for a month, Les was 
then sent back to Townsville at the beginning of February 1943 to rejoin the 6th Division Signals. 
 

 
Leave and Transit Depot “Camp Ascot” at Eagle Farm 

 
In late November 1942, General Blamey had ordered a survey of the Atherton Tableland with the intention 
of developing facilities for a rehabilitation and training area for Australian troops recently returned from the 
Middle East. Known as the “Atherton Project”, the scheme had three key purposes – recuperate troops in a 
cooler climate while engaged in jungle warfare training, provide suitable hospitalisation for malaria and 
tropical disease cases and to locate personnel and maintenance installations close to the New Guinea 
frontline with access to railway and port facilities. 
 
From December 1942, the headquarters of the Australian Army in north Queensland transferred from 
Townsville to the Atherton Tableland with the main administrative base established around the town of 
Atherton and the nearby settlement of Tolga. A huge schedule of construction work commenced in January 
1943 involving the building of tent encampments, hutments, stores, bakeries, mess kitchens, entertainment 
halls, hospitals, sewage plants, army farms and a war cemetery. Units of the 6th Division arrived on the 
Atherton Tableland in January 1943 and began establishing tent encampments around the settlements of 
Wongabel, Wondecla and Ravenshoe. 
 
Les entrained from Townsville to Ravenshoe in Queensland and finally Les was back with the 6th Division 
Signals. It had taken almost two months, train journeys and lots of “hanging around” but, on 6th February 
1943, Les was finally officially Taken on Strength from the Northern Territory Force Signals to the 6th 
Division Signals at Ravenshoe. From then on, it was jungle warfare training, wireless training and 
amphibious assault training. 
 

   
Jungle warfare training at Atherton Amphibious assault training at Trinity Beach 



On 1st September 1943, Les was regraded as a Group I Signals Operator in advance of his transfer from 
the 6th Division Signals to the 19th Brigade Signals which was completed when Les was Taken on Strength 
on 3rd September 1943. Les was finally back as part of his old unit. 
 
On 7th November 1943, Les attended the Wireless and Telegraphy School for two weeks of further training 
with the 6th Australian Division Signals until rejoining the 19th Brigade Signals again on 21st November 
1943. 
 
Before leaving the Tablelands, the 6th Division Colonel arranged a test between the 19th Brigade and 
Headquarters Sections. Les was picked to represent “D” Section. It was a solid test in all aspects of signals 
including drawing circuits of transceivers, etc. They had weekly exams over about six weeks and “D” and 
“K” Sections were neck and neck. At the final exam, Les topped the course.  
 
Shortly after, Colonel Tribolet called Les up and promoted him to “Set Instructor” at a southern training 
camp but Les was aghast and implored the Colonel to leave him carry on with normal duties where he 
could be much happier. Colonel Tribolet then said, “OK Hazy (Les’s nickname) you can stay”. 
 
Incidentally, it was this same Colonel Leo Neil Tribolet who had saved Les at Corinth Canal during the 
“Battle of Greece” early on the morning of 26th April 1941 and ensured Les could evacuate from Greece 
after Les had destroyed his own vehicle. 
 
On 28th January 1944, Les was evacuated to the 2/6th Australian General Hospital at Rocky Creek suffering 
from “Infectious hepatitis” and he was transferred to the “X-list”. The 2/6th Australian General Hospital 
contained a tent hospital of 1,200 beds and, although general hospital services were provided at Rocky 
Creek, special emphasis was placed on treatment for malaria and other tropical diseases. 
 

   
2/6th Australian General Hospital at Rocky Creek on the Atherton Tableland 

 
Les remained at the 2/6th Australian General Hospital for seven weeks until he was discharged on 15th 
March 1944 and was sent for convalescence with the 19th Brigade Signals the following day. It was not until 
a further two months of convalescence that Les was again Taken on Strength by the 19th Brigade Signals 
on 16th May 1944. 
 
On 23rd June 1944, Les relinquished his Group I Signals Operator grade and was instead graded as a 
Group I Electrician. 
 
While at Ravenshoe, Les was brought before the Commanding Officer on 16th September 1944, charged 
with the offence of being “Absent Without Leave” from 1630 hours on 15th September 1944 to 1935 hours 
on 15th September 1944. For his three-and-a-half hour period missing, the awarded penalty was “Fined £1 
by Commanding Officer” and he was held by the Australian Military Police Detail in detention on 16th 
September 1944. 
 
In September 1944, the 19th Brigade was committed to the Aitape–Wewak campaign in New Guinea. In 
preparation for the move to New Guinea, Les was issued with a new greatcoat, a jacket (Service Dress) 
and a pair of trousers (Service Dress) on 21st September 1944. 



 
Embarkation of troops heading for New Guinea from Cairns 

 
Signalman Les Haslewood, who had been assigned to the 6th Division 19th Brigade “L” Section Signals, 
embarked on 28th October 1944 for service in New Guinea from Cairns in Queensland on the troopship 
S.S. Mexico Victory V-7, the seventh of the Victory troopships built during W.W.II. Les disembarked from 
the ship four days later on 1st November 1944 at Aitape which is 170 kilometres west of Wewak in northern 
New Guinea. 
 

 
Troopship S.S. Mexico Victory V-7 



Aitape was held by three divisions and one regiment of American troops. Les recalled that the Americans 
appeared to be advancing backward so the landing for Les at Aitape was a normal training experience. All 
American troops had been relieved by 26th November 1944. It was during preparations for this landing at 
Aitape, coming up against around 35,000 Japanese troops of the XVIII Army, that Les was relieved of his 
paybook and travel history. 
 
Conditions were harsh at Aitape in November with the north-west monsoon beginning – it would continue 
until April – and the anchorage offered practically no protection from the strong winds with a heavy swell 
offshore and surf that was sometimes six feet high. The lack of jetties to offload supplies led to shortages in 
rations at Aitape. The swampy coastal plain was either loose sand or muddy quagmire and the many rivers 
flooded swiftly and violently in the heavy rain. 
 

 
“L” Section Signals at Aitape moving a radio set, power supply, two batteries, charger and petrol 

 
The 6th Division 19th Brigade immediately commenced patrols and a two pronged advance eastwards along 
the coast from Aitape and through the Torricelli Ranges towards Wewak. For Les, the scenery was all the 
same – just war torn jungle until closing in on Wewak. From December 1944, the 19th Brigade pushed 
across the Danmap River.  
 
The 19th Brigade had reached Cape Wom by 4th May 1945. At Cape Wom, Les’s section came under heavy 
fire from the Japanese on 7th May 1945 and Les was hit and wounded in the left arm. After the action, Les 
went to the Regimental Aid Post at 2.30pm for attention but was directed to an advance hospital, the 2/7th 
Field Ambulance.  
 
Les had sustained both a lacerated bomb wound and also a small bullet wound to his left forearm. The 
doctor operated using Pentothal General Anaesthetic at 12.30am on 8th May 1945 to remove the bullet and 
suture the wound and kept Les in care for the rest of the night.  
 
Later on the morning of 8th May 1945, which was V-E Day or Victory in Europe Day and news was starting 
to arrive of the unconditional surrender of Germany, the Signals Commanding Officer (C.O.) came to pick 
Les up because of a shortage of Morse operators. The C.O. said if Les could use his right arm that was all 
the C.O. needed. Les was cleared by the doctor to return to his unit. 



Les particularly recalled and mentioned the disgusting message he transmitted to Headquarters. Les’s first 
message to Headquarters was a report of the previous day’s action which read in part, “Eleven men killed, 
twenty two wounded but no one of importance among the casualties”. Les thought that if relatives of the 
dead could have seen that, they would be shocked at the callous wording of the report. 
 
On 7th May 1945, a squadron of nine American Lockheed P-38 Lightning aircraft, sent out to strafe Wewak, 
attacked in error the Australian artillery positions, tanks and the 19th Brigade Headquarters at Cape Wom, 
the next headland to the west. The aircraft killed eleven and wounded 21 Australians, more than half of the 
losses falling on the artillery. The report Les was ordered to make was to urgently recount this highly 
controversial ‘friendly fire’ incident. The 22nd wounded Australian soldier Les reported about was himself! 
 
The 19th Brigade had reached the outskirts of Wewak by 11th May 1945. On 15th May 1945, the 19th Brigade 
made an amphibious assault on Sandy Beach, thirteen kilometres from the centre of Wewak in New 
Guinea.  
 

 
19th Brigade amphibious assault from Landing Craft 1346 on Sandy Beach on 15th May 1945 

 
Wewak was finally captured on 25th May 1945 and the offensive then continued south from Wewak against 
the Japanese forces, which had withdrawn into the Prince Alexander Ranges, until fighting ended in August 
1945. 
 
It was during this time that Les wrote his “My Job Was Stockman – How they muster on Queensland cattle 
stations” article that was published in the SALT Army Education Journal Volume 10 No. 8 which issued on 
18th June 1945. Les was awarded a 15/- (fifteen shillings) “Canteen Order” for his contributed article. 
 
After the capture of Wewak, all soldiers with five years’ service could apply for a discharge. Alex Morrison 
took up this opportunity and was officially discharged on 1st August 1945 but Les decided to carry on – and 
then came the “big bang” at Hiroshima. The first atomic bomb, “Little Boy”, was dropped on Japan on 6th 
August 1945 and led to the surrender of Imperial Japan which was announced by Emperor Hirohito on 15th 
August 1945 and formally signed on 2nd September 1945. 



On 5th September 1945, Les was transferred to the holding strength of Queensland Line of Command area 
Recruit Reception & General Details Depot in New Guinea in preparation for his return to Australia. 
On 6th September 1945, Les embarked on the troopship S.S. Taroona to return from Wewak to Brisbane 
via Bougainville. Les remembered having to hand in his Owen gun in exchange for a rifle before boarding 
and Les had obtained a red pen on the ship, ruled out “Rifle” from his AB83 equipment list and dropped the 
rifle into the Coral Sea. Les was disembarked in Brisbane ten days later on 16th September 1945. 
 

    
Troopship S.S. Taroona S.S. Taroona in the distance being boarded at Wewak 

 
During the discharge process, Max Quinn and Les stayed with Bas Stone at New Farm. The trio stayed 
with Bas’s sister Phyllis who lived at 49 Moray Street in New Farm, Brisbane. They had to report at 
Redbank Military Forces Discharge Depot each day. 
 
Signalman Basil Osborne Stone, QX5060, of the 19th Brigade Signals, a former Queensland stockman, had 
enlisted just two days after Les and the pair had been together for most of W.W.II starting from their time at 
Enoggera in 1940 right through to their discharge. While in Egypt, Bas had also been selected for the 
advance party of the 6th Division in 1942 but, unlike Les, Bas went to Colombo in Ceylon and this separated 
them for a year. 
 
While the actions leading to Les being called in front of the Commanding Officer on 25th January 1942 for a 
“Summary Hearing” for the offence of “Conduct to the prejudice of good order and military discipline” have 
not been disclosed, Bas Stone shared the same “Summary Hearing” with Les and was likewise fined £2 
and Confined to Barracks for fourteen days starting from 26th January 1942 for the offence. Bas Stone died 
in 1979 aged 66 years. 
 
Sergeant Malachi Cyril (Max/Bluey) Quinn, QX5548, a former timber worker, had enlisted on 1st April 1940 
in Toowoomba with Les and as a fellow signalman they had regularly been together throughout W.W.II. 
Max/Bluey Quinn did not share in any disciplinary hearings with either Les or Bas. Max Quinn died in 1987 
aged 68 years. 
 
Signalman Alexander John (Alex) Morrison, QX5523, a former labourer, had enlisted on 1st April 1940 in 
Toowoomba with Les and as a fellow signalman they had regularly been together throughout W.W.II. Alex 
Morrison had his own share of disciplinary hearings. Alex Morrison died in 2015 aged 83 years. 
 
After receiving medical attention following his return to Australia, Les marched in from the 2/7th Field 
Ambulance on 23rd September 1945 to continue his discharge process at the Australian Military Forces 
Discharge Depot. On 3rd October 1945, Les was given a “Medical Classification B.2 (Anxiety State)” from 
the Discharge Depot Medical Service. 
 
Les was finally discharged from the 2nd A.I.F. on 8th October 1945 under Australian Military Regulations and 
Orders 253A(1)(n) on account of demobilisation at the end of the war. 
 
Les went back to Cecil Plains intending to start a sawmill with others, even though their Number One 
benchman and another chap had been killed in New Guinea, but a large timber company in Dalby had 
bought all the timber leases in the area. Les was in no condition to take up horse work again so he opted 
for the Postmaster Generals Office and to use his knowledge of telegraphy. 



 

    
Leslie Donald Haslewood Basil Osborne Stone Malachi Cyril Quinn Alexander John Morrison 
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Postcards sent to Signalman Les Haslewood from the Bournemouth War Service Organisation in 1944 and 1945 

 



 


