Ralph's Story continues.

The Duty Officer signed us in and after freshening up met with the Commandant of Tasmania Brigadier Bill Wearne. He was a little terse as we had been expected two days earlier and should have according to the Movement order, flown by RAAF courier aircraft from Melbourne. In his briefing the Brigadier advised we should be aware the people here were so much Australians as Tasmanians. We would stand out as two among few men between the ages of 18 and 50 years left in Hobart, and therefore should be circumspect in our social activities. In some areas there was a level of family intermarriage and one needed to be careful when being introduced at social functions not to express surprise at the number of people of the same name!

To our surprise our transport to Fort Direction at the mouth of the Derwent River was to be by boat. Fortunately the MV "George Bass" would not sail for 48 hours and this gave us the chance to see the city. I recall being most impressed with my introduction to Cascade Ale and curried scallops and the availability of succulent crayfish. The opportunity to seek out a reasonable hotel in the event we could manage leave for a day or two was taken as well.

Our trip to South Arm via Opossum Bay and several other small settlements was an experience. The "George Bass" was a wooden vessel about 200 tons and provided cargo and passenger services twice each week. The trip took about two hours and apart from the scenery observing other passengers made time fly. No doubt as much interest was shown in us as two obvious strangers.

The arrival of the boat at South Arm was, as we learned later, quite an event with many locals collecting packages, meeting family and friends and waiting for their mail to be sorted at the local store cum Post Office. South Arm was a small settlement comprising a store/post office, Country Women's Association Hall, garage, a few houses and surrounding apple orchards. The Fortress was located on a headland about a mile and a half away. Transport soon had us away over what was then a very rough and steep road to our final destination.

We were greeted by Major Eric Coulter RAA, a most agreeable man and in turn introduced to three other happy officers whose company we were to enjoy in the months ahead. They were Cdr Athol Townley RAN, also renowned in his civilian days as Hobart's Original Radio, chemist Lieut. 'Bricky' Banfield from Burnie and Lieut Tim Rumney from Hobart. Major Coulter hailed from Launceston.

We formed a happy group over the next few months. The winter season made for cosy evenings after dinner sitting before a large open log fire sometimes chatting and others playing mahjong or cards. Our days were taken up with routine duties and these included manning the fortress for 24-hour shifts. This was necessary as the fortress was installed to protect the carbide plant at Snug, a township on the opposite side of the Derwent River. Carbide was an element in the production of acetylene gas used in oxywelding, a necessity in manufacturing war material. Enemy action was thought possible because Snug was the site of the only carbide available in the Southern Hemisphere at a critical phase of the war in the Pacific. Surface shelling by submarine had to be considered.

At the height of the period of possibility the manpower located was considerable and at that time the officer strength probably numbered 10 or more so that a fair sized standard order for spirits wine and beer was appropriate. A previous Commanding Officer had the presence of mind to foresee the probability of delays to or diminished supplies from the Canteen services Unit and had the brilliant idea of awarding defaulters a penalty for minor offences of digging a cellar under the floor of the officers mess ante room. This was not a great hardship for the area comprised was sandy loam, the spoil being used concreting and other building requirements. The cellar was well designed with a concrete floor and timber retaining walls and shelving with adequate lighting. Surplus supplies were from time to time stored there.

This well planned concept became a space problem when inevitably our mess members decreased. There was only one possible solution. It became policy to ensure good relationships with our civilian neighbours and goodwill established by inviting guests to our mess and extending largesse every second weekend. Food was no problem for the area abounded on crayfish, sand oysters and all manner of fish, and our smorgasbords had to be seen to be believed. On alternate weekends those off duty partook of the hospitality of our neighbours, the surrounding farmers and their families. I recall my introduction to rough Cider and the father of all hangovers resulting from overindulgence in what I had thought was an innocuous drink.

One of the most likeable people in the township was the local storekeeper Bill Pitt who as well as providing Post Office facilities was the local Sheriff. Bill was also well versed in flounder spearing which was a whole new experience to me. Always a keen fisherman myself we hit it off right from the start and many a great evening was spent in his kitchen cooking magnificent large flounder on the top of his wood fired cast iron fuel stove and enjoying an accompanying Cascade ale.

The shallow waters in nearby small bays and inlets provided a home for the flounder, which in season were plentiful. The technique required some specialised equipment comprising a 6 volt motor cycle battery carried in a backpack, a length of brass tube through which leads from the battery ran to a sealed bulb in a reflector. A pair of waist high waders to provide protection from the water and cold was essential as was a sharpened piece of 8 gauge fencing wire attached to a short length of broom handle. The final requirement was a small canoe shaped from sheet metal which towed behind provided a receptacle for the fish. The exercise was carried out at night on a suitable tide. Walking in about 3 feet of water making sure the bulb was immersed before being switched on an arc of light some 20 feet or so brilliantly illuminated the seabed. Flounder being half hidden in the sand were easily found when their eyes, located on the top of the body shone brightly in the bright light. They were reluctant to move and by standing directly above, easily speared and deposited in the small container attached by rope to ones belt. I can only describe the resulting feast as magnificent. I doubt that it would be possible to enjoy a repeat performance today because of the inroads made by overfishing by commercial interests.

Neighbourly relationships with the local community developed in a short time to good friendships and whenever we were able to take a day or two leave we were made welcome by the citizens of South Arm. It came as a great shock when we were advised of the sudden death of our fishing mentor Bill Pitt. An impressive funeral service took place in Hobart attended by a large gathering of relatives and friends and a traditional wake of memorable proportions followed at the "Man at the Wheel Hotel" This was the first wake and the last I experienced. We paid homage to Bill in a grand manner and were privileged to have been invited to farewell him. It was a day 

to remember.

From time to time we were able to take a couple of days leave in Hobart and my favourite lodging place was Hadley's Hotel. The opportunity was taken to freshen up with a hot plunge bath, haircut, and the ability to enjoy a wide menu for a change. Local trips to new Norfolk trout farms etc. Mount Wellington, Snug, Cygnet, Blackmans Bay and other historic places made for interesting days. On occasion I visited a nightclub run by a gentleman by the name of Fuche where the music was provided by a blind organist who played a Hammond organ brilliantly. The club was located in a basement under the daily mercury Newspaper office and was a popular venue providing top entertainment.

Our officer's mess Committee decided to have a small rowboat built locally to enable us to catch a crayfish in the kelp beds adjacent to the camp. It was from King Billy Pine and light enough to be launched from the beach by two men. We had great success in our fishing venture and enjoyed many a good crayfish meal. It also provided the opportunity for an hour or two off duty relaxation without the need to travel the considerable distance to Hobart.

The Commanding Officer Eric Coulter suggested that it was time for us to examine some detonating fish producing devices thought to be time expired with a view to disposing them if thought necessary. The original concept was to provide flashes simulating anti-aircraft artillery firing at night. Observed from the air by enemy aircraft as a heavily defended area a diversion may be created. It was a good thought but its practicality was never proved necessary at South Arm! The Dummy Flash containers as they were officially termed, were time expired and it was determined to destroy them. The associated equipment comprised some assorted heavy galvanised tubes ranging up to five or so feet in length and about three and a half inches in diameter. These we concluded were the mortar like barrels from which the flash emerged. The flash canisters were of that diameter about six inches in length waterproofed and on one end was a raised knob of matchead material. This was surmised to be struck before the canister was dropped into the tube as it were a mortar. As no base was provided for the tube an experimental firing showed that the tube was forced into the sand by back pressure and held quite firmly. Rather than explode the canisters collectively it would be entertaining to provide a surprise fireworks for all to see. Being inquisitive by virtue of our engineering training and qualified to handle explosives, we filled an empty food tin with wet sand, struck the matchead, dropped it into the tube closely followed by the food can. There was a short delay then a loud whoosh and the sight of our food can soaring into the heavens to a great height, then gently curving and falling into the sea some hundreds of yards from the shore.

Unfortunately Tim Rumny and Bricky Banfield were enjoying a well-earned break at sea in the mess vessel. Their peace was interrupted by a spout of water not a great distance from the boat. They could not understand this phenomena and we were not about to tell them. Ultimately disposal by other means was effected and the mystery of the large splash near their fishing spot was never solved by our messmates.

Time moved on, as did the war in the north. Ultimately Ken and I were transferred to different units. Ken to Water Transport, me to Artillery this time to South Head Examination Battery, Sydney. My duties included liaison between the Commander Sydney Fixed Defences and the Royal Navy. This entailed meeting RN ships on entering Sydney Harbour and formally advising Commanders that the Port was defended and fuelling may proceed. This was a requirement following the raids in Sydney Harbour by miniature Japanese submarines a few months earlier. This was a pleasant task and resulted in making a number of friendships with ship's officers, which lasted beyond the war years.

Following the Japanese surrender the Royal navy utilised among other ships two aircraft carriers "Speaker" and "Striker" to repatriate Australian prisoners of war to Sydney and there were emotional times when I met at dockside members of my original unit in Timor who had the misfortune to be taken by the Japanese in 1942. They had suffered for three years in POW camps in Java, Singapore and Japan. Several had been working in coalmines in Nagasaki when the second atomic bomb had been delivered there.

I was discharged in November 1945 after 5 years 10 months service. The learning curve had been further extended with a marriage and first son to prove it. The next challenge was to be civilian life. What to do and where to do it? Ralph Conley.
                                                         00000

