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			Jack Braidie

			in conversation with Judi Driscoll

			Last surviving member of the 3rd Division Signals Unit … 100 years young!

			John Leslie Braidie was born on January 6, 1923, the first-born child of James Albert (Bert) and Florence Annie Braidie. He was named after two of his father’s brothers, John and Leslie. Jack says, “Uncle John was always known as ‘Jack’ so I was Jack too - from the day I was born”.

			Bert was a saddler and came from Ballarat in 1917 to work with local Mildura saddler Frank Gallagher, before opening his own saddlery shop in Commercial Street, Merbein in 1919. Jack was born at home, which was a residence at the rear of the shop, delivered by Dr. Spargo. Bert and Flo had six more children, with Victor, Vena, Mary, Josephine, Irene and Robert being born in hospital. Their residence comprised two bedrooms, lounge, kitchen and a long, enclosed veranda at the rear where most of the kids slept.

			Mum, Flo, was born on Polio Station (pron: Poley) which is between Pooncarie and Menindee. She was the last of twelve! Her parents didn’t know what to call her, but the Darling was running high at the time and there was a trading vessel called the ‘Florence Annie’ which had managed to navigate the river, so they said, “That’ll do” and that’s how she was named. 

			Jack has fond memories of childhood in Merbein. The family had a horse named Trixie and a Jinker, then later a 1926 Chevrolet. Weekends were spent somewhere on the river, either at Benson’s Bend, below the racecourse, or Cowanna Bend. Cowanna was the favourite as they had a leaky tin canoe and could explore the creek or “the cut”, a section of river which was working to short-circuit a large river bend.
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			James Albert and Florence Braidie

			The family of nine would often take a trip to the river in the Chev - with Bert driving, Flo in the front nursing Bob and with Irene in the middle; Mary, Josie and Vena in the back seat and Jack and Vic on the front mudguard – the equivalent of a modern day ‘people mover’ perhaps? At home there was a wireless that played mostly static, but also a piano that his Mum played well, in fact Flo provided the background music for the black and white silent movies at the Royal Theatre for some time. Jack also recalls the ‘Royal’ burning down in the early ‘30s, and again in the early ‘50s.
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			John Leslie ‘Jack’ Braidie as a baby

			In 1927 a red brick building was built in Merbein, which was to serve as a church on Sundays and school during the week. Our Lady of the Sacred Heart School (OLSH) opened on January 31, 1928, staffed by three Sisters of Mercy who travelled daily from Mildura. Jack was one of the first students, commencing in Grade Prep at the start of the 1928 school year. He never wanted to be early to school, preferring to get there “right on time” but on one occasion he cut it a bit too fine, arriving to find Sister standing at the front door with arms crossed, all students already inside. Her expression told him she was not happy, and he had to resist the urge to turn and run! As he reached her, she glared down at him and said, “Jacky Braidie, you will surely get to heaven just as St. Peter slams the gate!”
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			Bert Braide holding Jack on a Merbein Fire Engine, 1925.

			Jack had some stories to tell of times spent on Pump Hill (before they took the top off and removed some of the excitement!) 

			“One day when I was 11 or 12, I decided to ride to Pump Hill. My bike was punctured so I took my brother’s bike. On the way I stopped at Finteln’s shop in Reilly Street to buy a penny ice block. It was brown, cola flavour, in a square container. I got to the hill and headed down, steering one-handed, still eating the ice block. About halfway down I saw a car heading towards me. The bitumen then was only wide enough for one vehicle, so I steered off to the left-hand side. When I hit the loose surface, the front wheel turned sideways, and I shot over the handlebars and rolled head over heels down the hill. My eyes were closed, and I thought I was going to finish up under the car. Luckily, I stayed on a straight line and picked myself up about twenty yards further on. I walked back up to the bike and searched for my ice block – with no success! It probably landed in the wood stack that supplied the pumping station. I picked up the bike to find the front wheel was the shape of a pretzel so had to carry it home. Then my brother wanted to beat me up for smashing his bike.

			“About this time, Vic made a billy cart. They were very popular at the time and Pump Hill was a popular venue. He used a sweat box for the body, two motor bike wheels at the back with a plank of wood on the front with two bike wheels attached – and “boy could that thing move”! A billy cart race was organised one Sunday. Jamie Crosby positioned himself at the  bottom to take a photo finish. He only got one cart!

			“Another bit of excitement happened in the 1960s. We had been playing golf at Mildura and three of us came home in Bob Hunt’s ute, which had a bench seat. Bob was driving, me in the middle (being the smallest) and Alec Cody on the passenger side. This took place before the  took the top off the hill and cut down the large belah tree that had grown there for ‘God knows how long’? When you reached the top in the late afternoon the sun was right in the middle of the windscreen, and you had a sharp right hand turn over the open channel.

			“This day, Bob attempted to turn the steering wheel, but it wouldn’t move, and we were heading straight for that belah tree! At the last moment the wheel turned so that we missed the tree and stopped just short of the channel. Bob had turned white, and Alec was laughing his head off – what he had done was take his belt off, pass it through the steering wheel and hold on tightly, letting go at the last moment.

			Jack earned his Merit certificate at the end of 1936, just prior to his 14th birthday, and began his working life in the PMG as a postman and messenger at the Merbein Post Office. The Postmaster, Perce Murn, asked Jack if he would also like to do night shift at the Telephone Exchange so, at the age of just 14, he was working a total of 114 hours a week. Night shift was from 10pm to 8am with a stretcher provided so he could sleep between interruptions. He would then walk home for breakfast and be back to start his Post Office job by 8:30am and work until 6:15pm. He earned 19/6 per week for the messenger job and 19/6 per week for the exchange job! After approximately 12 months Jack was transferred to the Mildura Post Office as a telegram messenger, then to the Telephone Exchange on night shift, before going back to Merbein. In 1940 Jack was sent to Melbourne to work at the GPO on the corner of Bourke and Spencer Streets, during which time he boarded with one of his Mum’s sisters in Prahran, and later with another of her sisters. Both lovely aunts treated him as a son and took away much of the loneliness a 17-year-old feels when he leaves home.

			Jack decided when he turned 18 that he wanted to join the Navy. He went to the enlistment office and filled out all the forms and sent them home to his parents as their consent was required to enlist as he was aged under twenty-one. Jack’s parents wouldn’t give their consent, but later that year he was called up by the Army.

			 Jack reported to Royal Park, was “fitted” out with illfitting clothing, and sent by train, with others, to Bonegilla for infantry training. From Bonegilla he moved for short periods to Seymour where, given his previous experience in the Post Office, he was assigned to 3rd Division Signals. Jack says, “I was pretty niggly about this at the time as I had made good friends, I trained with in the 29/46 Battalion, but I changed my mind when we reached New Guinea”.
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			From Seymour Jack was moved back to Bonegilla for a month or so before moving to Queensland where training continued in a “moving camp”. They were firstly accommodated in the Marist Brothers College in Ashgrove, a Brisbane suburb, where Jack said the conditions were “the best of the lot”. From there they were moved down to Logan Village, near Beaudesert, then up to Landsborough and Malenywhere they experienced a mini tornado which wreaked havoc on their camp and left two of their mates injured. Another move to Mapleton, up to Maryborough, Townsville and then to Kairi on the Atherton Tablelands where the serious training began.

			In August 1942 the enlistment age for the A.I.F. was lowered to 18 and almost all the unit, including Jack, joined the A.I.F. On February 23, 1943 they embarked from Brisbane on the M.V. Duntroon, bound for New Guinea, arriving in Port Moresby on March 1. They were only there three or four weeks but during that time experienced several air raids by up to 100 planes. Fortunately, the unit suffered no casualties. They were then flown north to Wau and as Jack said, “started the real business of fighting Japs”. The Wau airstrip was so short and steep that planes had to land uphill or risk falling over the edge. “This made for a bit of a hairy experience, but we made it!”
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			Jack (third from left) in North qld, prior to deployment.

			The Japs had attempted to take Wau but were beaten back just before Jack’s unit arrived and their job was to provide communication for the 15th and 17th Brigades who were pushing them back towards Salamaua. Apart from lots of air raids Jack said things weren’t too bad, the work mainly entailed cable laying although it was “pretty tough in the conditions”. One party had cable dropped into a marshy area and it disappeared into the ground. They sent a message back to the Colonel advising him of this and asking what they should do. His reply was brief and to the point – “recover it!”

			After a few weeks the unit moved on to Bulolo where things were a bit quieter; they even got to have a game of football there, at the Bulolo airstrip. It had poured with rain (which was not unusual) and the ground was a quagmire. “This suited me”, Jack joked, “as I didn’t sink quite as deep as most of the others! This helped me get a mention in the best players and get a write-up in the Sporting Globe”, he said.
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			Muddy track between Wau and Salamaua, New Guinea

			By August the Japs had been pushed back almost to the coast and plans were in hand for the 7th and 9th Divisions, back from the Middle East, to take Lae. Consequently, Jack’s unit was to ease the push on Salamaua to pursue the Jap forces, then reinforce Lae. This plan was not completely successful as the Japs vacated Salamaua and Lae fell on September 16. The unit was then ordered to move to Tambu Bay, just two ridges from Salamaua. They were trucked to Wau and then had a 35 mile walk to the coast taking 3 days! “It was no bitumen road” Jack says, “in places the track was less than two feet wide”.

			Some notable and well documented places along the way were the Summit (the highest point in the Owen Stanleys in that area) then through Kaisinik, Mubo, Skindewai, Guadagasal, over Mt Tambu and down into Tambu Bay. By this stage they were all totally exhausted. “Indeed, one Sergeant, a big man, could not carry his gear any further and discarded his pack down the mountainside. Unfortunately, it contained classified documents and that caused one hell of a stir”, Jack recalls.

			At Tambu Bay the signals office was in a tent, and they were camped close to an artillery unit continually shelling Salamaua. “The Japs of course were shelling back! The noise caused many problems”. Jack says of all his time in New Guinea this camp was the worst of all. The blowflies were in plague proportions and made it almost impossible to eat food, regardless of hunger. “Just one landing on my plate was enough for me to chuck the lot”, Jack said. They were shelled whilst at Tambu Bay but being close to a ridge the shots fortunately passed overhead.

			When Salamaua fell, Jack’s unit went there the following day by barge. Jack recalls it was an interesting place … from the shore a long narrow and flat isthmus goes out to sea for about a mile then expands into hills. “Huge bomb craters had almost cut the neck in half”, Jack recalls “There were no live Japs left, but a number waiting for burial”. They slept just one night here, on the beach, before moving on to a place called Bukuap about halfway between Salamaua and Lae, waiting for Lae to fall. The next two weeks were spent there, enjoying a wonderful rest on a lovely tropical beach. Several native lakatois (canoes made of hollowed out tree trunks) were on the shore and about two hundred yards out was a coral reef where they spent hours exploring. It was here that Jack had one experience that he still dreams about!

			“Keith Judd came to me one afternoon when we were off duty and suggested we go and get some fish. I said “aww yeah, we’ll jump in and catch them by the tail. No, said Keith, we’ll get some grenades!” So, Keith came back with half a dozen 7-second grenades, and we headed out in a lakatoi, Keith in front with the bombs, and me rowing. We caught up to the school of fish, Keith pulled the pin on one of the grenades and threw the thing flat across the water – the fish swam off before it exploded. This was repeated three more times without success, so I suggested I have a go as I had a plan in mind! Keith handed me a grenade, I pulled the pin and then released the lever – the fuse started to hiss, and I counted 1-2-3, leaned back and threw. However, I leaned back too far, lost my balance and it went straight up in the air – I know it’s hard to believe, but metal can actually float in the air and that lump of iron came down like a feather! I lay prostate in the canoe with one eye staring up at the thing, and with the other I saw Keith disappear over the side and into the water. After an interminable length of time the damned thing eventually dropped into the sea close by. I swear it didn’t sink more than 6 inches and then WHUMP – a great spray of water and an enormous amount of relief. Keith climbed back in, picked up the paddle and headed for shore. We beached the lakatoi, Keith picked up the remaining two grenades and said “I’ll return these, we had better not say anything about this”. We didn’t even look to see if I got a fish as a result of my grand plan - a plan that nearly killed me, and my mate!”

			When Lae fell, the unit was moved again by barge. Lae was still smoking when they arrived, but the fighting had moved on towards Finschhafen. “We camped on the beach among more bodies and next day bulldozers dug large holes in the sand and the poor devils were pushed in”, recalls Jack. A camp area was then allotted, a signals office built, and for the next six months the unit provided communications for the Lae area and the 7th and 9th Divisions who had moved on. For the first three or four weeks they endured air raids, designed to play on their nerves. Jack said, “with me they succeeded – it was definitely unnerving!” Things settled down eventually and Jack said it then became routine signal work. The Yanks were camped nearby, and the Aussie troops were welcome at their picture shows. Jack recalls one of these occasions …

			“One night at their cinema we were watching a show called ‘Gaslight’ starring Charles Boyer who played a horrid, nasty man - he was trying to drive a woman mad so she’d be certified, and he could steal all her jewellery. We hadn’t seen a woman for about a year at this stage and we were all boiling mad at how he was treating her. Suddenly, a shot rang out and given the rumours that there were a few Japs still left behind we all immediately hit the ground!”

			“Nothing more happened though, and the show went on, but it turned out that a mad Yank up the back had got so upset he shot the nasty bloke on-screen.”

			About six months were spent at Lae. Christmas Day 1943 was a highlight as fresh food was especially brought in for Christmas dinner – real food!

			“Then January 6, 1944, was another special day – my 21st birthday”, said Jack. “I was feeling pretty homesick by this stage having been away from home for over a year, so I suffered it in silence and told no one. I had a cake at the time that I had received from home in my first parcel for eight months. Another chap had his 21st birthday a week after mine and an officer, who knew I had the cake, asked me if they could have it for a party so I meekly handed it over!” Such is Jack’s generous, unselfish nature!

			It was shortly after this that Jack took very ill with Dengue Fever and was admitted to the 106 Casualty Clearing Station. Jack tells me “That was the worst sickness I have ever experienced. Malaria makes you feel crook, but Dengue is ten times worse, the head pain particularly was unbelievable!”

			Fortunately, Jack recovered just in time to board the Katoomba for a return to Australia on leave in February 1944.
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			Jack (on left) with mates in Lae at the end of 1943 after his bout of Dengue Fever. Hut is built of sisal and timber.

			The trip was not without drama – the barge taking them to the ship was stuck on the sand with their weight so “everyone off!” Once it moved sufficiently, they had to wade out to get back on – most up to their hips, Jack up to his chest! Then, after a collision with a Liberty Ship they finally limped to the Katoomba and had to board via a rope ladder slung over the side “Not too easy when you are less than half fit, have a heavy pack and rifle and a swell is running”, recalls Jack. It was that night that they were all treated to their first egg in over a year – this went down very well but practically everyone on board had diarrhoea afterwards and spent all night queuing to have their moment at the toilet. The rest of the voyage was uneventful, and they docked in Bowen in late February. Jack of course then had a long train trip back to Victoria, then home to Merbein for two to three weeks long awaited leave! On returning to Melbourne Jack was admitted to Heidelberg Repatriation Hospital for fifteen days with Malaria.
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			Jack in uniform with family

			His unit had already returned to Queensland by the time he was discharged so he travelled alone to rejoin them at Kairi on the Tablelands where were to build up their strength again before returning to New Guinea. The unit regrouped here with reinforcements to replace the chaps who were too ill to return to the islands.

			In September 1944 they sailed from Townsville on a “tub” called the ‘Van Swol’. “None of us could believe the damn thing could even float as it was nothing more than a rust bucket”, Jack said. “The crew were Malaysian, or some such race, and kept live animals on board as well as dried fish and other strange foods. The smell was deplorable! Six long days later we disembarked in Lai, helping out at the new signals office that had been built in our absence”.

			After around a month there the unit embarked on the US Liberty Ship Aconcagua bound for Bougainville for their next stint, disembarking in Tora Kina. “What a change this ship was to the Van Swol”, laughs Jack “The Yanks don’t believe in discomfort – iced water and fresh food. Marvellous, but only for the four-day trip, then back to bully beef and beans”, he adds! 

			“Bougainville was a vastly different campaign to New Guinea”, Jack said. “In New Guinea we were against a foe that was trying to push us out of the country and eventually get to Australia. It was worth fighting for but in Bougainville we were there to mop up. That also meant ‘kill all those who resisted’, and it was still a tough enemy – there turned out to be 30,000 Japs still there, but they only had rifles and machine guns (no planes and little artillery)”. The unit’s job here was “pretty easy” - for the first couple of months according to Jack.

			“The Americans had left us a nice signals office and miles of laid cable, so it was a simple matter of manning the office on a roster system. No bombs or shells so a pretty relaxed existence”, he said. “That was until Christmas Day when there was an electrical storm, so ferocious that you’d have to experience it to believe it! Several trees in the vicinity were splintered, a switchboard was melted, and several wireless sets were pulverised. It lasted about two hours. Four chaps who ventured out were knocked unconscious and were hospitalised. Fortunately, they did recover”.

			After fifteen months in Bougainville, during which time the war ended, Jack spent three months guarding POWs in Rabaul before returning to Sydney. He was discharged in May 1946 having served four and a half years – two years and eight months of that time overseas.

			Because Jack had been working in Melbourne when he was conscripted, he recommenced his job there at the GPO on return from the war but after twelve months he couldn’t hack the hustle and bustle of city life any longer and he returned to Merbein. “You can take the boy out of the Mallee, but you can’t take the Mallee out of the boy!”

			Jack spent the next few years working for the Shire Council, Merbein Brickworks, labouring on a fruit block and at the Merbein Hotel from five to six pm for the “6 o’clock swill”. He was then permanently employed at the hotel for ten years. Jack played football for Merbein, and he has been a member of Merbein Bowls Club for the last forty years. On his return to Merbein, Jack had become friends with Eileen Pedler, a widow who had two children and lived locally. She and Jack were married in 1947 and they had another two children, Robert and Cheryl. The marriage failed however, and Eileen left with another man, taking her older daughter but leaving the other three children with Jack. The daughter who had left with her mother was to become unhappy and she returned to Jack shortly after. This made life quite difficult given Jack was working long hours so Jack’s mother, despite having raised seven children of her own, suggested that he and the four children move in with her so she could provide some assistance. This arrangement understandably took its toll on Jack’s mum though and Eileen’s son was subsequently enrolled at Monivae College in Hamilton and one daughter did return later to her mother.

			In 1956 a meeting of Merbein citizens was held to discuss the establishment of a Licenced Club and despite there being a couple of opponents to the idea, the motion was put to a vote and subsequently carried. The intention was initially for it to be an R.S.L Club but after long discussions it was decided that the Merbein Citizen’s Club would be a more appropriate name. A committee was formed, the unused CBC Sydney bank building was purchased, and renovations began. Members were canvassed and charged 10/- per head per year membership. They were asked to attend the Club as often as possible to sign the attendance book to prove to the Licencing Court that a Club was warranted. Judge Fraser, the Chief of the Licencing Court was a hard man and good friend of one of the co-owners of the Commercial Hotel.

			“Tea, coffee and soft drinks were available, and sport provided by a dart board, hooky board and quoits. A billiard table was later provided by Frank Tellefson. I was head barman at the hotel during this period and was asked if I would take the job as Club Manager – if, and when a Liquor Licence was obtained. I mentioned this to the hotel manager Roy Bunnett and then forgot about it but after six years, on the afternoon of Wednesday, September 27, 1961, Roy came to me in the bar and said, ‘The Club has got its licence, you had better get over there’. I walked over and found Gordon Jenkins struggling to satisfy a crowded room with a pluto and two 18s borrowed from the Red Cliffs Club. The bar was barely ten feet long. Luckily there were two pluto’s and between us we managed to fill the thirsty crowd”.

			“The Club prospered from the start and had to be quickly upgraded and extended, firstly demolishing the bank manager’s office, and extending the bar around the corner – more than doubling its length. Second project was to demolish the west wall and extend to the boundary of the Fisher’s store. Sport and social events played a big part in the activities of the Club. Another full-sized billiard table was purchased and later a third, and tables were seldom vacant after five pm. Darts, carpet bowls and table tennis were also popular”.

			“Friday night dances were regularly well attended with Ron Sylvia on the piano. Concerts were also held – including Les Girls and Simone and Monique. I had to step in at one of these shows when a member caused a stir wanting to prove for himself that those breasts were real! To enable these events to be held the largest renovation entailed an extension to the dance floor, new kitchen, and another toilet. The dining room was later added to the east side. I retired in August 1982 after 21 years and was made a Life Member of the Club”, Jack said.

			During his time at the Club, Jack met Nola, the love of his life! Her husband had left her, and she had two children - Rodney and Robyn. Nola was twelve years younger than Jack, but they married in 1964 and enjoyed a very happy marriage at their home in Box Street, Merbein. Jack is justifiably proud to have raised not only his two biological children but also four stepchildren, who always looked to him as their dad and remain very close to him to this day.

			Jack had a triple bypass in 1988, and in 1993 he was required to be fitted with a pacemaker having suffered a collapse on the bowling green. He was told at the time that the pacemaker should last ten years, but Jack says (looking up to the heavens) “and here it is thirty years later and I’m on my fifth pacemaker! I’m starting to think they don’t want me up there!”

			Jack and Nola moved into Mildura in 1996, continuing to do seasonal picking and pruning, doing a bit of travelling, and generally enjoying their life together. Nola sadly passed away in January 2019 having spent her final days in Regis Care suffering from dementia. She never adapted to her life in care and would beg Jack to take her home when he visited her. It was heartbreaking for him!
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			Nola and Jack Braidie

			Jack celebrated his 100th birthday in January 2023 at the Merbein Bowls Club with family and friends! Many of the congratulatory tributes from the celebration are displayed in Jack’s living room and they are testament to the love and respect his family have for him and the regard in which he is held by others. On ANZAC Day 2023 he was a special guest at the MCG for the annual Collingwood v Essendon match and was chauffeured around the oval in grand style. Family members displayed banners from the sidelines in honour of his 100th birthday and the fact he is the last surviving member of 3rd Division Signals Unit. This was such a great honour for Jack.

			I asked Jack to what he attributed his longevity, and his smiling response was, “My embalming fluid – dry sherry!” Another example of his quick wit was when looking through old photos, he made the comment in relation to his short stature, “They always stand me in a hole!” and to another, “I’m always in the front row or you wouldn’t see me”. It seems Jack’s sense of humour may have come from his dad! After killing a snake at the river one day they took it home and Bert inserted some fine wire into it, put it under a hessian sack just inside the door of his shop and would ask his customers to pass him the sack – a quick yank on the wire gave quite a few people the fright of their lives!

			Until well into his 101st year, Jack lived alone, still drove his car, did his own shopping and housework and cooked his meals! Unfortunately, in August 2023 he had a fall while playing bowls and fractured his pelvis in two places. Jack wasn’t going to let that keep him down though and after spending a couple of weeks in Mildura Base Hospital he has returned to his home, determined to maintain his independence, and is carrying on in his normal cheerful fashion, with minimal assistance from friends, family, and the available health services. He doubts he will be able to manage to play bowls as much as he’d like but has already been on the green “putting a few bowls down!” Gotta love your fortitude Jack!

			Despite the personal hardships and adversities, he experienced in earlier years, Jack has certainly retained his sense of humour and is friendly, caring and an absolute gentleman! Small of stature but big in personality and character, Jack is a true Mallee legend, and it was an absolute pleasure chatting with him to record this summary of his life story.
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			The Braidie family gathered on December 1, 1990

			So, in closing, a message from this amazing centenarian: -

			“I would like to thank the Mallee’s Living Histories for thinking my story interesting enough to be included in this book, and Judi for patiently sitting with me and invoking these memories. I have very few regrets and would not wish to change anything. “The friends I have made in both the Army and in civilian life, more than make up for the few bad times. Living in a tent for four and a half years with a group of blokes teaches you to accept and respect people for what they are, for we are all different – in race, colour, religion and whatever, but inside we are all the same. In short – “tolerance is a virtue”, as difficult as it may seem. I didn’t agree with all my mates, but I knew if I was in trouble, they would be there to assist me. In short, they were family”.
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			“I am truly blessed to have been born into a loving family – wonderful parents, two brothers and four sisters, aunties, uncles, nieces, nephews and cousins too numerous to mention, eighteen grandchildren, sixteen great-grandchildren and one great-great grandson! I have six kids, four of them adopted, and I’m proud to say they all call me Dad! With my bowling mates and social friends, I am a lucky man – who could ask for more?”
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			Poster displayed by family - MCG Anzac Day 2023
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