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The Day Before Anzac Day


He was my neighbour. A small weathered man with gnarled hands and fingers. He wore his bushman's hat at a rakish angle and walked his small dog Rambo energetically. We often spoke on the corner of his garden just across the road from our place. He was a good gardener. Much better than me. His flowerbeds proved that, producing colour where mine were bone dry and dusty.

Wal was my main source of neighbourhood gossip. He knew everyone on the street. He knew who was down with the 'flu, what the last house sold for, he even knew where most of the recent breakins had happened.

Our street was supposed to be where the well-to-do lived. In fact it was full if retirees on falling incomes. Lower interest rates and lack lustre markets meant hard times for most of us. This didn't stop the local burglars who saw rich pickings and easy access.

Over the years Wal and I had got to know each other in a superficial kind of way. He knew about my interest in sailing and lack of interest in plants. "The sea is my garden," I told him. He laughed. He knew I wrote things. I told him about my efforts to research my father's story and my father's work during the war when running security in Northern Command.

Wal told me about his early war work as a welder. He had been assigned to help build large storage tanks in the Hunter Valley. They were part of our first line of defence in case of an invasion. They called it the Brisbane Line.

I knew something about the Brisbane Line. It was an imaginary line that was drawn by the military planners between Brisbane and Adelaide. Anything north of the line would be surrendered to the invader, everything south of the line would be defended. As far as I knew no government ever officially endorsed the plan but for the military men it was a realistic solution to an impossible problem where there was too much land to defend and too small an Army.

" There was a Brisbane Line," said Wal. "The politicians denied it because they didn't want to scare the public. But that's what those tanks were all about. They planned to store fuel and food to support the front line troops."

The conversation moved on to other things. The poor showing of fish in the river and the developers' plans to introduce more high rises to our sea side town.

It was my assumption that Wal had not served overseas. He was certainly old enough but he was reluctant to talk about what he did. He seemed to be more interested in what I had to say about the bar, outside the entrance, that some times made sailing difficult in and out of our river.

Wal had an extraordinary intelligence network. He knew before any of us when the next phase in the canal development was going to start. Most of us had long since assumed that "phase four" was never going to happen. We had got accustomed to seeing the animals graze on the open pasture and watching the moorhens and ducks fly in and out of the grasslands.

"Work will start in 12 months."

"Are you sure Wal? There doesn't seem to be much activity."

"Mark my words. It's going to happen.'

He was right. He was also the first to tell me about the canal developer's construction timetable and the plans to re-seed sea grass in our canal.

"Some boaties won't like it. They reckon the sea grass gets caught in their props. It will bring in the fish."

" The way I see it Wal most people who own boats around here are more interested in decorating their jetties than getting out on the water."

"You're right," Wal chuckled. "It's all about possessions. Some of them have more toys than they know what to do with."

I was becoming disenchanted with canal living. There were the sandflies, the mosquitoes and the noisy neighbours. Sound travels great distances over water and the thin walls of our building offered little resistance.

" Is George still giving you trouble?"

" He keeps rowing with his wife."

" She's a long suffering woman."

We usually had our chat before or after I went to get my paper. Some times the day's news prompted us to explore a subject further. I was still involved in researching my father's story. There was a report about Japanese spying in Queensland before the war.

" My father knew something about that."

" How's that."

"He was responsible for interning all the enemy aliens in Queensland during the early war years. There was a Japanese professor working at the University of Queensland. He and his daughter were interned the day the Japanese invaded Malaya and raided Pearl Harbour. Because of the time difference the Malayan invasion came first."

" I didn't know that."

" It turns out this professor was a member of the Black Dragon secret society that helped Japan subvert Korea and Manchuria before the Japanese occupation. The professor and his daughter were interned at Tatura in Victoria but they didn't stay long. London asked for their release so they could be exchanged for some high ranking British prisoners being held by the Japanese."

" I guess your Dad wasn't happy about that."

" He had moved on to other duties but our security people strongly opposed the exchange. Our government finally caved in and the poms got their way. The professor and his daughter were sent to east Africa where they were picked up by a Japanese ship and taken to Japan."

" When was that?"

" October 1942."

" I was on a ship to Japan at that time."

" What do you mean Wal?"

" I was with the 8th division. After the fall of Singapore we were sent to Changi. In October some of us were shipped to Japan where we worked in the mines."

" I didn't know you were in the AIF."

" I was probably the only soldier who was put on a charge by his own officers for refusing to co-operate with the Japs."

" Do you think it could have been the same ship?"

" Where in east Africa did the ship pick up the Japs?"

" I think it was Lourenco Marques. It's got another name now."

" That's her. There were Japanese passengers on our ship. We were on deck surrounded by barbed wire and machine guns. The Japanese passengers used to gather on the aft upper deck and stand for hours looking at us. There was no escort for the ship. If an American sub had found us we would have been goners. At first I think the Japanese wanted to use us for propaganda purposes. We were well fed and well turned out. But when the war started to go against them we were sent to work in the coalmines. The heat was killing. We were working with Korean men and women. The heat was so bad we all stripped to the waist. The women too. When the Yanks started bombing Japan the Japs took it out on us."

The story about Professor Seita and his daughter Sumiko stayed with me for a long time. I didn't know that they had gone back to Japan in a prison ship. I could just imagine them standing on the upper deck looking at the prisoners below, the caged white enemy of their emperor. The Seitas had had a pleasant stay in Brisbane. Some of the professor's female students had succumbed to his good looks. They wrote love poems that are still held in security's dusty records. One of them wrote.

" I wish we could remember

  All we said when first we met

  The tiny unimportant things

  That both os us forget

 I wonder what we talked about

 Books, music or the weather

 Each unaware that every word

 Was drawing us together.

 Oh! dear inconsequential things

 That flamed the first warm ember

 That we could hold in treasury

 If we could but remember.  

The authorities believed that the love poem contained some kind of code. If it did they never cracked it.

My research had revealed more "state secrets." After the professor and his daughter had left the internment camp the Queensland tax office wrote to the camp commandant asking that arrangements be made for the professor to pay tax owing from his university salary.  The camp commandant wrote back that Professor Seita was no longer at Tatura and there was no money left behind to pay the outstanding tax bill. There were some personal possessions being held by the authorities that might go some way to balancing the account but that was not up to the camp commandant.

Professor Seita died shortly after World War Two. His daughter continued to press the Commonwealth Government for the return of the family possessions and finally in 1952 the goods, including Japanese paintings, were crated and sent back to Japan.

Sixty years later the Seita story was still recalling images from a faded past. A past which many of us had forgotten. Wal in his modest way had played a part in the drama. As a young soldier he was pleased to breathe the fresh air on the deck.

"We were lucky the bastards didn't put us in the holds. We were even given cigarettes. Not for long. In the coalmines we had to scrounge all the tobacco we could get. Some times we traded with the guards."

It was on the day before Anzac day when I next saw Wal. The sky was clear and there was a light wind blowing. Good conditions for the march. The brazen blue sky seemed to be challenging us to turn on our taps in defiance of the council's water restrictions.

"The bloody council restrictions are a real pain. Every time I go out in the evening to hose I get eaten alive."

" Your skin needs toughening. They don't bother me.'

" Why's that Wal?"

" Too much alcohol in my blood I guess."

" Those flower beds are a real credit to you mate."

" I won't be enjoying them for much longer."

" How's that?"

" The Doc has given me three months."

" What do you mean?"

" My lungs are shot with cancer. I didn't give up smoking until five years ago. They reckon it's inoperable."

Wal's laconic summing up of his death sentence was part of his character. He was not looking for sympathy. He was not necessarily looking for support. He was simply stating a fact that did not frighten or intimidate him. He had seen too much in his past that was really frightening. He had learnt the knack of making the best of his lot.

"My war pension gold card will take care of the wife until it's her time. I've had a good innings."

What do you say?

" Doctors don't always have the last word Wal."

" Maybe not."

" Do you think you will march tomorrow?"

" I've never marched on Anzac Day. It's too regimental for me. I don't think now is the time to start. I need oxygen to help me breath."

I never found out what Wal meant by regimental. Shortly after our chat I lost touch with him. Whenever I went to get my paper he was no longer there attending his garden or walking the dog.

Wal's house seemed to close in on itself.

Allan, another neighbour, who often talked to Wal, said:

" He's putting a brave face on it."

" Yes," I said somewhat bemused.

Life goes on in the neighbourhood. People exchange information about the business of the day. But something is missing. Wal is no longer walking Rambo along the footpath or passing on the bits of information he’s gathered during his daily rounds.

More than anything else I miss the way he wore his hat. It might have been an Akubra. Full of confidence, set at a jaunty angle, it spoke of an earlier Wal, maybe a bit of larrikin, a young man who could take on the world and defy his officer's orders when those about him conspired to make him nothing more than a number.

Wal always had a chuckle and a friendly word that cleared away society's debris and put everything back in place. There was no pretence or false pride. He knew what he had to do and he did it well.

Whether it was welding in the heat of the Hunter Valley summer or standing by his mates in a POW camp, Wal was ready and not found wanting.

I got the impression that Wal had little time for Army rules and regulations. I think he was more inclined to believe in the importance of the individual and family loyalties. Maybe that was why he didn't march on Anzac Day.
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