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Vale Frank (Curly) O'Neill. NX50133.

Frank O'Neill. Born August 24th 1922, St. Margaret's Hospital, Sydney. Died Narrabeen, Sydney, July 27th 2002.

Frank's primary school education was at Narrabeen Primary School. His secondary education Christian Brothers St. Mary's Cathedral School, Sydney.

He grew up in pre-war Narrabeen, the ocean, the lakes, and the tree covered hills his playground, a carefree, not densely populated area in the 1920s and 30s. An excellent surfer, he was a junior lifesaver. He was also, despite his long lean under nourished appearance, a pretty good boxer. Frank's build gave no physical indication of his endurance, stamina and toughness. He was a knowledgeable follower of all sports.

Apart from being a soldier in World War II, the only vocation Curly followed was journalism. He served his cadetship on the Sydney "Truth" and "Mirror" under some very hard taskmasters, editors and sub-editors of the old school, accuracy and verity, had to be grammatically written and all punctuation strictly adhered to.

Curly was sent overseas on many assignments. He was based in London and over a period of years took him as far afield as Leningrad, and many European capitals as well as Indonesia, New Guinea and Indo China and in the era of French rule in what is now Vietnam, and Cambodia. Curly certainly knew his way around the newspaper world.

He served on the Sydney "Truth" and sportsman's evening paper "The Mirror". He served Packer's print empire on the "Sydney Daily" and "Sunday Telegraph" and finally under Murdoch in England and Australia.

In October 1861, John McDouall Stuart departed from Adelaide to cross Australia from south to north. He succeeded, reaching the sea 65km east of the Adelaide River at Chambers Bay on 27th July 1862 and then making the return trip to Adelaide arriving there in December 1862.

Curly O'Neill re-enacted the return trip 100 years later in 1962 while working for News Ltd. leaving Chambers Bay in April 1962 on his horse "Big Wink" Curly followed Stuart's return route. He was feted and cheered as he passed through every outback hamlet and settlement. At Dunmarra, with a population of 2, he was given "The Freedom of the City" which no doubt Curly would have loved. He reached Adelaide on 11th August 1962 after covering 3300 km on horseback. Not a bad effort for a city slicker! A crowd estimated at 200,000 gave him a great welcome and children from all over the country wrote in acclaiming him "A Great Australian hero". It would have been like water on a duck's back to Curly.   

In 1963 we attended a farewell to Curly and his wife Betty before their departure for London and Fleet Street.

Curly O'Neill was a first class journalist. However, it has always been my belief that Curly, had he so desired, achieved much more in his profession. There was an extremely high level of idealism in Curly's make-up, which made him disdain in the cynical pursuit of fame. I saw much of him over the years particularly after his wife Betty died in 1984. He had a sardonic approach to fame and wealth. Often he would remark "Paddy, they are chasing shadows, no matter how famous and powerful, death is the great equaliser, and puts us on the same footing as the destitute and unknown". That was Curly!

He joined the AIF in 1941 and was recruited from Tamworth camp for the Independent Companies. He would have been an original for No. 4 Company, but with fifty other O.R.s was sent as a reinforcement to No. 2 Company, then in Portuguese Timor. He sailed on the W.A. Stateship, the M.V. Koolama from Darwin on January 16th 1942 arriving in Dili on 20th January 1942. He, as all that party, became part of Company HQ at Railaco. When the Japanese landed in February he was moved here and there, finishing up with Lieut. Garnett at Remexio very early April 1942. He and his childhood mate Merv Clarke (then known as Johnson) took over the Qantas transmitting set from some Deportados on the outskirts of Dili and took it to Same.

He and "Squirt" Johnson were also part of Lieut. Garnett's diversion party in the Dili raid in May 1942. Two days after that raid was the last I saw of him in Timor. He was with Lieut. Johnny Rose when he was ordered to go to Mape, August 12th 1942 and salvage or destroy any equipment abandoned by Force HQ when it vacated Mape about the 10th August leaving everything behind.

Curly was up around the Same Saddle in September, Mindelo and Turuscai in November when George Thomas and Andy Smeaton were killed in November 1942. After Timor he went on to serve with "A" Platoon in New Guinea and New Britain. He was discharged from the AIF in 1946.

Curly had many friends from many walks of life. He was an avid reader, well-versed in politics and the industrial field. He loved classical music and would spend hours listening to it. I argued with him and enjoyed every minute of it. To Varena, his partner, to his sisters, nephews and nieces we extend our sympathies on your sad loss. Curly, as you wrote on the passing of our good friend, Alfredo da Santos, "Vaya Con Dios".

Paddy Kenneally.

NB A nice tribute was paid to Curly by the "Sydney Morning Herald"  Wed. 14/8/02 under the heading "Who's Mad Enough?" O'Neill, along with a photo of Curly and his horse. It made good reading. Ed.
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