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			CECIL DRISCOLL 

			in conversation with Judi Harris

			We ate a lot of rabbits! 

			“The war was a tough time, but I’d learned a few survival skills before then, growing up during the Depression years. My dad had been a shearing contractor. He would travel all over the Mallee with another shearer and his two-stand plant which he would shift with a Dodge utility if it was needed. Mum would cook for them, and we kids were taken along as well. We would play outside all day … We didn’t have bikes or even a football with which to play. When I was eleven, Dad died from an abscess on the brain, so Mum had to return to her parents, the Hogans in Merbein … with eight kids in tow! We used to laugh about Granddad, Jimmy Hogan. He was a real old Irishman and Grandma was English. Us boys were brought up Catholic and the girls, Protestant. Grandad was retired when we moved back with them. It must have been a shock to suddenly have eight children living in the house. The boys all slept in one room and the girls in the other, two or three to a bed. No wonder he was grumpy at times. 

			“We got into trouble one time. Grandpa came home after having a sixpenny dark with a fresh packet of nine cigarettes. Next morning there were only three left. I had taken two, for me and Vin Horsfall, my first cousin. Ab had taken four… two for him and two for Joe Horsfall. 

			“We were country boys and during the Depression we didn’t have much food. This helped me later in the war when we sometimes had no food at all. Mum couldn’t access much support through welfare, so we ate a lot of rabbits. I trapped most of the rabbits. I had a dozen traps, and I did this throughout Primary School. I did it with Frank Sylvia as we were mates, and we shared the rabbits. 

			“We went down below the Merbein Cemetery, which was rabbit country, all the way to Yelta. It was sandy in parts but also had limestone sections. We stuck to the limestone as it wasn’t too deep to get the ferrets out. The ferrets would get behind the rabbits and chase them out. When the rabbits popped out, we would net them. We used some of the money to go to the Merbein cinema for sixpence. We could always sell a pair of rabbits to older widows. They knew we handled them well. 

			“On my mother’s side there were lots of uncles and aunts and cousins, so we were a big extended family. But after Granddad died it wasn’t long before Grandma died also. My youngest sister, Lyla, died from diphtheria when she was just two years old. 

			“My goal was to get to 14 so I could leave school. My only ambition was to get to 14 and I left the day I turned 14. I went picking peas for the first day and got a pound. That was big money. Then I did block work around the district. I worked with Sandy Jamieson for a while. If he needed a ‘man’, he would sing out for me. But I really wanted to join the Army!” 

			* * * * * 

			As Cecil’s father had died young and Cecil was the eldest male child he wasn’t permitted to enlist. Despite his tender age he was considered to be the breadwinner for the family. But by then the Japanese were moving south through the Pacific Islands and there was an urgent need for more recruits. As a result, Cecil was permitted to join the Militia, the Second Australian Imperial Force, the name given to the volunteer personnel of the Australian Army in World War 2. But that was to change to quickly and in 1941, Cecil achieved his wish to fully enlist. 

			“I joined the Militia in 1941 at the 12th Street barracks. I volunteered and was sworn in on the spot. I became a two-bob soldier and was given a V number. Eighteen months later I joined the AIF. My cousin Jimmy Hogan from Red Cliffs got in before me, so I was keen to join him. A train took us to Bonegilla. When we got there, I was put in a mixed group. We did basic training for four weeks, then marching and bayonet training. Then they sent us overseas. 
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			A young Cecil Mott Driscoll 

			“We were supposed to be issued with British Army pith helmets, but we had blue shirts and blue striped pants. We had gone over on the Aquitania. I was surprised to run into brothers, Eddie and Eric Krake from Mildura. They said ‘Gee, Drickie, we want you on our team, come up on the guns with us’. They were both on the Ack Ack (Anti-Aircraft weapons), but I said, ‘No thanks’, I didn’t like the rolling waves and the sea. We stayed up on deck most of the day because it was too hot and steamy underneath. There were four or five decks below the waterline, and I preferred sleeping down there. 

			“After arriving in New Guinea on January 2, 1942, I was with the 39th. We were equipped with British gear … Bombay bloomers. They were certainly not suitable for the tropics as the two straps that were belts fell apart. We stood around on the boat all day waiting to disembark. Eventually they let us off to walk to Seven Mile Drome where we would be staying. It was nearly dark as we walked there. Halfway along, a local man was playing a drum, a beat-up old oil drum. Several other locals were dancing. It was a welcome of sorts. 

			“When we got to the drome there were no tents as they were still on the boat. We were not given any equipment, not even shovels to dig holes to go to the toilet. We could only dig with the toes of our boots. There was no food when we arrived, and we had to sleep on the rocky ground. We should have had small tins of bully beef. They eventually gave us big 12-pound tins of bully beef and we sat anywhere we could to eat. We had to dig into it with our hands and eat out of our hands. There were no utensils, nothing to use. By the second or third days these tins were covered with small black flies and all of us were crook with diarrhoea. 

			“A few days later they had bigger tents put up in a grassier spot over the stones for a field hospital. Then we got condemned to shit hill. They only gave us warm water, with lime juice. That was the treatment. We were given no food. Some trucks arrived after a week then ‘C’ company turned up. There were a lot of Mildura people in there, some from World War 1. One was a Captain Robinson. The Japanese were in Rabaul by this time. We were six months in Port Moresby, loading and unloading ships, and doing general duties. There was very little military training and nothing to prepare us for the Kokoda track. 

			“The Japanese first bombed Port Moresby in early February. They would come in nearly every day. But air currents got them, and they often dropped bombs all over the place. The arrival of our Kittyhawks was welcomed, but when they got there, we shot the first four of them thinking they were Japanese planes. For six months, no one had gone to see what the track was like over the Owen Stanleys. When we went over it was terrible. 

			“We were treated as a joke. We had clapped out WW1 guns, .303 rifles, and Lewis machine guns. We didn’t get our Bren guns until days before we went out on the track. We got little training on the tommy guns. 

			“Bert Keinzel, a local plantation owner, came with us across the Owen Stanley Ranges and he handled all the local labour for us. He was brilliant at getting carriers. He also had his farm near the track, and he would get us fruit when we were short on food. We took haversacks down and came back loaded with paw paws. We would drain the fat off the bully beef and cook chips with the paw paws. 

			“Captain Sam Templeton led us over the mountains as part of ‘B’ company. ‘B’ Company had been to the Fly River earlier to put up phone lines. After six months, all the 39th went through medical check-ups. We were needed to make up the numbers as many of the men in ‘B’ Company returned very ill. We had just a week to get gear ready in the foothills. Early on, the packs were carried by porters. Because we were the first over, we didn’t know if we could make it. The track was only a couple of feet wide. It was very narrow when you were carrying a rifle. Later the packs were very heavy, but we needed them. 

			“A week into our time on the ‘track’ we had done patrols every day. I hadn’t done a boot march and never been to the range. I had not seen half of the weapons. The tommy guns they dropped at the Kokoda airfield were full of grease. ‘How do we get this out?’ we asked. ‘Take it down to the cookhouse and put hot water through them’. We got so we wouldn’t use the 2-inch mortars. They are one-man mortars. Every time you dropped one, the mortars blew up as they were pre-armed. Ammo was dropped with the guns. We left them and the Japanese could do what they liked with them. They were dropping the cartridges in a special container, and it was free arming and blowing up. The authorities cured that and dropped the ammo separately so we could pre-arm it by hand later. We had to go down and meet the Japanese. They were coming in from Buna. Our platoon was sent to meet them. 

			The jungles of New Guinea are hot and steamy. Only at night, high in the Owen Stanley Ranges does it get cold enough to cause a chill if you’re sleeping rough. On a late afternoon, in July 1942, Cecil Driscoll dug into a mountainside overlooking the Kumusi river and waited for an attack. With thirty other soldiers in the advance party from B Company of the 39th Battalion, they were the first Australian soldiers to face the rapidly advancing Japanese who had only days before landed at Buna-Gona on the North coast of New Guinea. The first encounter was at Awala, and after retreating they were preparing an ambush. “We felt we were prepared. We wanted to slow the Japanese soldiers down. We withdrew across the river on a high wire rope bridge at the village of Wairopi, (Pigeon English for ‘wire rope’). It had five strands of wire and boards strapped to it. There was a board missing in the middle and you had to step across a great gap. When we had all crossed, we cut the bridge. The track went through a narrow impregnable pass up our side of the mountain, so we set up an ambush. We waited. The broken bridge didn’t slow them. They went down their side of the mountain and forded the river. We didn’t shoot as they came across the river. We waited until they got close and shot about thirty of them. There seemed to be hundreds coming across the river towards us. Instead of coming up the path, they went around it and started going behind us. We were encircled and trapped. It was a hard night. We only survived because a local native came and showed us a way around the Japanese. Without his help we would never have made it out. 

			“It had been a hard slog, crossing the mountains to get to Wairopi, but we retreated quickly, fighting many battles as we were pushed back. At Oivi we dug in and waited for the reinforcements that didn’t come. Our Captain, Sam Templeton went back up the track to meet the new troops and didn’t return. Five blokes died when Sam was killed. I was called on by Captain Stevenson to go and look for Sam. When we went down the track we came under heavy fire. We went to ground, wriggled out and went back to the company. Our fighting retreat continued. It was hard to give up the ground we had trekked across slowly on foot through the dense jungle. After our ambush at Wairopi and the fighting at Oivi, we pulled back to Kokoda. We set up artillery but couldn’t light fires as artillery would come in to where the smoke was. The battle here was tough, and the Japanese came from all sides. We couldn’t hold them. The withdrawal continued. We stopped next at Deniki. We lost Lieutenant Colonel Owen there. We saw him get shot. The Japanese would have had supply problems. We ran away with empty bellies, and they must have felt the same as they got further away from the sea. 

			“Retreating to Isurava was done with the loss of many lives. We were constantly counter attacking and being attacked. It rained mostly at night. We slept on the ground anywhere we could put our packs down. We had ground sheets and bugs would get on our water-logged legs. We called some of them shit beetles … they were like a millipede. They would spit, and it smelt. They could spit into your eyes, and you’d have to wash it out. The days were hot, and the nights were cold. We would cut grass to make a bed, but we were sleeping on ticks and that would lead to typhus. 

			“Many of us got this scrub typhus. We eventually had field hospitals. Many got sick and then recovered but we usually fought in weakened conditions. Ted Murray was in ‘A’ Company of the 39th and he showed me the letters he wrote when he had scrub typhus. They looked like a kid wrote them. They were never sent by the authorities. We had to wear Bombay bloomers which were totally unsuitable. They were so wide at the bottom it was like a funnel for bugs. We wore sock tops, socks, and leather leggings but we had no gators, so the water would run down, and your legs would be soaked. The socks had been handknitted with holes in them and the skin would come out through the holes. When they wore out, we had to get them off. When you eventually got the socks pulled off by your mate after the fighting, the skin would come off as well. The pain was terrible. 

			“You would get dermatitis and tinea all over, everywhere. I once had a bad rash and the Regimental Aid Post said they had to paint it with ‘Dopey’s Itch’, a green liquid. When they put it on, you would jump up and down with the pain. Some of my mates would watch and laugh at the person getting their ‘itch painted’. When I got to New Guinea, I weighed 10 stone (63.5kilos) and when I came out 13 weeks later, I was only 6st.8lb (43 kilos). I said the reading was wrong, but they said, ‘No it’s not.’ I had been poisoned once on bully beef and my stomach wouldn’t let me put it in my mouth. It took a while to be able to eat it again. 

			“With water we always had to use small catchments. Those small bird nest plants were good for poking into wet patches on hills and siphoning water into our water bottle. Or we would dig the ground to get water. We had to use tablets in the water because you couldn’t drink it safely. There was constant diarrhoea, and we had to scratch holes where we could. We often went a week without going to the toilet. We had a piece of biscuit for breakfast the same as when we went to bed. We had tinned stew that was heated for a meal. Sometimes we were lucky enough to have goldfish, which were herrings. We always had an empty haversack in case we found a paw paw tree. We used the ripe ones for making porridge. We would use the green ones also. 

			“When we got to Isurava, it was a relief to see reinforcements. The 2/14th and the 2/16th battalions of the AIF were experienced soldiers. We now had over 2,000 men to meet a similar number of Japanese. This was the worst battle on the ‘track’ as we fought for days. The Japanese attacked from everywhere. Everyone offered fierce resistance without withdrawing. In the afternoons it rained heavily. The weapons’ pits filled with water. There was a lot of close fighting. I fell asleep late one night totally exhausted and didn’t realise the soldiers withdrew in the middle of the night. I was still there the next morning on my own. I could see Japanese all around me. I started crawling back down the hill. 

			“I heard a ‘Hoy!’ and it was a bloke from the 2/14 who was injured, lost, and looking for his mates. I got him to follow me, and we retreated slowly down the ‘track’. I could hardly walk. We had nothing to eat other than food provided by another soldier. He gave us some water and a small tin of beef for the three of us. We eventually got to our lines. The soldier on duty at the lines said later, ‘You’re lucky you’re with that bloke in green as I thought you were Japs’ … We had to keep moving and evacuate to Eora creek. By the end of the first week in September we were strung out for miles along the ‘track’. 

			“After being reinforced, the 39th were taken off the ‘track’. The conditions had been terrible. We got scrub typhus, malaria, hook worms. They wouldn’t evacuate me unless I had a hookworm test. They gave me a test and came back with a glass of cordial and after drinking it, twenty minutes later they came back with another glass of epsom salts. I didn’t have them, but it must have been the only thing I didn’t have! 

			“Many of us were ill so we came back to Sydney by hospital ship. I was isolated. I spent a long while in the Concord hospital and met my future wife, Heather, nursing there. It was a good feeling to finally get back to Australia. One of our blokes, Jamieson, was in our platoon. We went to hospital to see him after the ‘track’. He was in hospital with his helmet. It had a bullet hole in the middle of his forehead. The bullet went around the inside of his helmet and down his back. He was injured by the bullet between his shoulder blades. 
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			Cecil, his sister Verna and his ‘brother in arms’ Ab

			“We went to Sydney and then Queensland. I had collapsed on the train, and they sent me back to hospital. I was eventually put in a convalescent camp down near Wagga Wagga. After recovery we went to retrain and get well back on the tablelands. We were there quite a while training and transferred over to the 2/2 and we trained with them. After a certain time, any experienced NCOs were charged with training the armoured corps into commandos. They wouldn’t listen to the normal instructors because they lacked experience. We did three weeks training in Seymour to be an instructor and then went to Bathurst for six months. You couldn’t get leave or draw money from your paybook. Then later we were told we had to take all our leave. I had 44 days of accumulated leave so Heather and I came down to Mildura to visit my family for the first time. 

			The wedding of Cecil and Heather Driscoll 

			“Towards the end of the war, the 2/2 went back to Gona. We got word we had to relieve the 2/8th battalion. We didn’t have a sergeant at the time. We marched out and took up an inland position. We had pushed the Japanese inland as they were still hiding out in the jungle. We were escorting food supplies and going out on patrols. You didn’t know who you were fighting. You would find Indians under bushes. There were lots of Indian POWs and the Japanese were using them to carry supplies. We caught about twenty of them and didn’t know who they were, enemy or not. They were in British uniforms and had been kept since the fall of Singapore and Asia. There were 28 of them who were on a plane to Rabaul that crashed. At one time, the Japanese raided our tucker train. Two men would carry the dixies down on poles and collect a hot meal. We shot four of them and got the food back. We were all so hungry. 

			“When the war ended, we were back at Wewak and heading inland to the last pocket of Japanese. We were the forward troops, and we were given the word to stop. We didn’t know what was going on. Our patrol was cancelled. The Japanese didn’t know the war had finished; how could they have found out? We stayed for a few months after the war finished living in a special camp on the beach. It was a better life eating fish and swimming. It was good way to unwind while waiting for transport home. There was heavy demand for troop carriers. We eventually came back to Australia on the Implacable. They took the planes off and had hangers (hammocks) strung up all over the place for us to sleep even in the bomb bays. There were thousands of us. 

			“After the war, I worked for Captain Yates. He built an extension for us to live in with solid cement walls. Dr Tom Barker delivered our first baby in Red Cliffs, but this baby we had was a ‘blue baby’ and he only lived 36 hours. I then went to work for Lyn Mathewson, and we moved into her house. We had rooms there. She was a widow. We stayed a while to finish up the harvest and dry the fruit. 

			“I applied for a Soldier Settlement in Robinvale and was in the 2nd allocation and given block 44B. Ron Gray said, ‘Cec, you put Corporal on your discharge papers. You were a CSM that’s worth another 80 points and you could have been eligible for a first allocation’. We had a State Rivers’ camp to stay in, in 1948, near the pumping station. There were four-man huts. Some of the first allocation were still there. We had to clear the land and prepare the blocks together for the whole allocation. We had to clear Belar Avenue. We worked in gangs. One on the posts, one on marking it all out. A few individuals were employed by the State Rivers as well as using the blockies. The work conditions were hard, all shovels and axes. It was hard physically. The State Rivers dug the channels, Jack Shimmins and Jack Cahill worked for them for a while. We lived on six pounds a week from the Government until the crop came in. Many blockies went back to the Mildura area every weekend, but I used to go home every few weeks with Bill Farnsworth in his truck. On Sunday nights we would stop at Carters on the way back for a drink. At this time, I built a shack on the property on the weekends so I could bring Heather and our new baby down and we could live there. I built this shack in the box trees. 
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			Cecil and Heather Driscoll raking over their dried fruit

			“It was a hessian shack with a tin roof that was whitewashed and waterproof. It was one big room with a bed in the corner. I bought vinyl for under the bed. We had a second-hand stove, a ‘planet’ stove with a white top. Then we got an IXL from Herb Cuttle. I had a chimney delivered before I started. The hut was 20 by 15 feet. We had a bed and chairs and table. We eventually put the tin chimney in. Darryl used to bang on it, laughing at the noise. We had river water out in the tank. It was very muddy, so we put alum in it. There was no access to rainwater. We kept things in kerosene tins in wooden crates. We didn’t get vermin, only the odd snake. 

			“I came home one day and saw my wife crawling on the ground. She was crawling to try and get the pram out from under a tree. There was a net over it but there was a swarm of bees in the corner of the pram. Flies were the worst thing and were hard to live with. We lived in this hut for six months. When our picker’s hut was built on the property we moved in there, as did all the blockies, while we waited for our houses to be built. We had our own tank and had to fill it up. It was about 18 months before the house was built. The frame was up for a while, so it got very bent. It finished up all right. I was in the first nine to get a purchase lease. The crops we could plant depended on soil types. I didn’t have soil suitable for citrus. I had 12 acres of sultanas and 3 acres of gordos. The ground wasn’t suitable for more gordos, so I planted 4 acres of walthams. 

			“Cameron’s store was in town; this was later taken over by Johnny Woods. To get supplies there, Heather would walk as far as Dulcie Waugh’s, and leave the baby and pram there and walk into town. She would walk over Joe Harbinson’s hill to town, a distance of around five kilometres on rough tracks and dirt roads. I didn’t get a car until I had my first crop. Mick Ryan started up a taxi service. Dr McLennan was the first doctor. He was my doctor in the army. 

			“My first crop we picked ourselves, 11 tons. We got called up by the Board after this crop and I was told, ‘you’re on your own’. They said it was enough to live on. They would take what they thought was a fair thing and we got the rest. I only had dried fruit, but I eventually had 31 acres as I planted up more. I planted Ohanez for export. It was a good scheme. Old Dick Williams was a good manager. He was an ex-surveyor. He could see who was working hard and doing well. He was followed up by Ron Gray. Dick would change things to suit. We had many working bees to help some blockies out. Rupe Litchfield had TB at one stage and went away for months. The RSL organised working bees and we kept his block going until he came back. There were a lot of blokes with war neurosis, but no-one knew what it was back then. 

			“Once, Dick came around and said, ‘how have you got double the number of vines? Where did you get the gear to do it?’ I said, ‘I pulled it out from the first lot’. We had double wire given to us, so I pulled one strand of the wire out once the first vines were up and used it again for a second lot. Later, the blockies only got one wire issued! There was a lot of inexperience in the government, but Dick let people start trellising as soon as they could, rather than wait for the official time in November. Once, Dick said, ‘how are you going?’ I said, ‘How am I going to get water up to there? It’s down a hollow and up the hill.’ He said, ‘We will pipe it up. You dig the trench and I’ll get the pipes’. I was working the block on my own, like the others, but I dug 10 chains of 3-foot-deep trench. I laid all my own 12-inch pipes. I had to go up the hill at the end and it was almost impossible going into the hill. Dick then found a way to pipe across the uneven landscape with little loss of vines. This ingenuity was what helped solve problems. 

			“We had an IXL stove. Once I got money, I bought a bigger one. I put in my own septic tank. A plumbing team came and did most of them. A Swan Hill man came and said, ‘who is doing this?’ I said,’ I am doing it myself.’ I dug the hole myself. I also drained my own block after buying a small machine to help me. Some blockies couldn’t cope and had to move off their blocks. Some ended up driving trucks or working in the town. The soldier settlement was a good scheme overall. A lot of work went into raising money for the local town. We were always busy, raising our four children, Daryl, Dennis, Karen, and Maree and being part of community life. 

			“Heather used to do fresh fruit under her own name. I dealt with Sam Pisasale, and he would pay me once a month. When we planted the Ohanez, Nick Domaille, Wally Scott and Jack Forbes had done this before and they looked good. We sent them to the Brisbane market on trains. They were also sent to Harcourt where they had cool stores. We got caught in the Suez Canal troubles one time as we were doing a special consignment to Britain. They tried to return it to us, but we lost the lot. We still had grapes in cold storage, so we put them on the Australian market instead. 

			“We used to pack in wooden boxes with paper lining with crumbled cork around the grapes. This separated the berries, so they didn’t rub together. I made my own vibrator that shook the boxes. I used bell springs out of a Holden, and a cam offset so it would vibrate one end. The cork was shaken down around the berries. You could pack 150 boxes in a day … that was a good day. This was in the 60’s. It slowed down by the 70’s so I gave the Ohanez to my boys for extra income when they were older and starting out. I was on my block until 1979. I share- farmed with my son Dennis and then he took over the block. 

			“We retired to Burleigh Heads for Heather’s health, when I was sixty. She had rheumatoid arthritis. We played cards and joined in activities with friends. I helped the older neighbouring residents with jobs and repairs. 

			“Heather died at the age of 87. Four years later, in 2011, when I was 91, I moved into a house in Riverside Avenue Mildura, near my two boys and their families. I looked after myself and did the gardening. I used to lay down and do the lawn edges. People walking by said, ‘are you OK?’ I was good up until 98 and then ended up in hospital for 20 weeks with a lacerated bowel. I had three drainage bags but went home with support from Hospital in the Home. After this long operation I developed a hernia. Following this, I was out mowing the lawn when my son came over to do it. I had already done the back. I told my son, ‘I am ready to go to a nursing home’. He said, ‘Thank goodness. We’ve been waiting for this’. My independence had kept me going but I was happy to move into Chaffey Aged Care where I have wonderful care from all the staff. My 100th birthday in 2020 was a great celebration. 

			Cec has longevity in his family. His older sister Eunice Krake passed away only days before her 98th birthday. His sister Verna Farnsworth is now 98. Brother Ab died in 2020 aged 96. Sisters, Norma Maynard is 93 and Alice Williams is 91. His other brother, Lester, died just before his 88th birthday, and the youngest child of the family sadly died at the age of two and a half years. 

			Cecil Driscoll passed away two days after his 101st birthday on the 15th of October 2021. He leaves his children, Daryl and Judi, Dennis and Carolyn, Karen, and Maree. 
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			Cecil was a Grandad to 9, great-grandad of 19, and a great-great-grandad of 2. 

			Vale Cecil Mott Driscoll
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