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History and character of the memoir 
When, as children, we asked our elders what 

Grandfather had said about the war, the usual reply 

was ‘Uncle Jack (or Dad) didn’t talk about the war, 

unless you mean stories about when he was at the 

war.’ 

It is true that Major General John Joseph 

Murray told his family neither about the horrors of 

war nor about military strategy and technology. 

Nor, as he says, did he talk about war in this way 

when he met with old comrades. Yet he knew a 

great deal about both these things. He experienced 

the horrors of trench warfare on the Western Front 

in the First World War. In the Second World War, 

his 20th Brigade was in the front line at Tobruk 

when, and with knowledge gained in the previous 

war, Allied forces repelled an attack by a Panzer 

division for the first time. 

He did, however, tell stories about himself and 

his fellow soldiers and about the situations in which 

they found themselves. He spoke of how they 

coped and of how they related to one another. The 

stories of this memoir, be they in the context of 

Ingleburn, Tobruk or the First World War, are told 

with the humour and human insight typical of Irish-

Australian conversation at the time in which he 

lived. To the casual reader they might appear just as 

isolated stories, but put together in this memoir, 

they deserve more serious consideration. 

The memoir begins with a dedication to his 

wife, Madeline, and with his Daily Prayer. He 

prayed for ‘the gift to understand the men with 

whom I have to deal, their frailties, their doubts, 

their fears, that together we might find strength to 

be true to our ideals.’ This is the character of the 

memoir. His ideals were high, but he constantly 

strove to understand his men and those he served. 

He measured their reactions in extreme circum-

stances and tried to ease the difficulties of daily life 

in order to ensure the health of a strong fighting 

unit. Closer scrutiny of the memoir reveals his care 

in selecting what he will tell and what he will not 

and whom he will name and whom he will not. 

The manuscript containing this memoir was, 

by the author’s own admission, written four years 

after the epic Easter battle of 13 – 14 April 1941 at 

Tobruk, when Rommel’s first attack was repulsed. 

By this time, Brigadier Murray had been retired 

from his command in the Middle East due to his 

age and sent back to Australia to train new recruits. 

The entry of Japan into the war, however, saw him 

eventually promoted major general and appointed 

General Officer Commanding the Northern 

Territory Force. It was in this capacity that he wrote 

the memoir ‘sitting in a comfortable chair … with 

the gentle waves of the Timor Sea lapping against 

the shore.’ Fighting continued in Bougainville, but 

the threat had receded from northern Australia. 

Germany would surrender in the next month and 

Japan would surrender in August. 

The family always understood that he intended 

to publish the memoir but, as my father would say, 

‘stories about the war were not very popular at the 

time.’ Time was not a gift given to John Murray. 

He died just six years after the end of the war on 8 

September 1951 at the age of 59, after serving as 

Trade Commissioner first to New Zealand and then 

to Ceylon. 

The manuscript, of which there is only a single 

copy, was typed in upper case on an Army 

typewriter and corrected by hand. It sat amongst his 

papers held by his widow, Madeline, but eventually 

came into the hands of his eldest son, Peter. Two 

attempts were made to copy and distribute it at least 

among family members. In the early 70s, I typed it 

with three sheets of carbon paper on a manual 

typewriter with all the mistakes of a beginning 

typist. It was typed again by a secretary in the early 

90s, but the computer file was lost, though printed 

copies had been made. The original manuscript, 

however, remained intact, sitting in a file in my 

father’s office. 

Alongside the manuscript was a file which we 

call ‘the Mistral Avenue File’ because his home 

address ‘3 Mistral Avenue’ was written on it. It 

contains his own mementos of the war, including 

his map of Tobruk; two battle reports; poetry 

written by his driver, Hughie Paterson, and by 

others; some of his speeches; significant Orders of 

the Day; leaflets to do with cricket matches, horse 

races or concerts; dinner menus with signatures of 

participants; letters and photographs. The Mistral 

Avenue File is now in the Australian War 

Memorial Collection with Accession Numbers 

PR04685-PR04686 and PUB00880-PUB00895. 

What they show is that, while he did take pride in 

heroism and particular military achievements, his 

major interest was in ensuring that the life of the 

soldiers was as good as it could be, whatever the 

conditions. Material from the file has been used to 

supplement this memoir. 

The memoir has finally come to light now for 

three reasons. First, with the death of my father 
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and, before that, of his eldest sister Mary, it became 

apparent that, unless papers and photographs were 

placed in an appropriate archive for safe keeping, 

they would be dispersed among the next 

generations (grandchildren and great-

grandchildren) and effectively lost to the national 

record. His medals and papers have already been 

donated to the Australian War Memorial. Secondly, 

seventy years after the Siege of Tobruk, Australians 

are more interested in the history of both the 

Second World War and the Great War. Thirdly, the 

good services of the Army History Unit have made 

it possible to publish the memoir. 

Origins 
John Joseph Murray was born in Sydney on 26 

April 1892, the son of John Murray and Margaret 

Ferrow. His father, also John, had arrived from 

Tuam in Galway, Ireland, at the age of twenty-four, 

aboard the Lochee on 24 February 1878. In Sydney 

he joined his brother, Martin, who had arrived in 

1866 aboard theAfricana at the age of fifteen. It is 

believed that there were other relatives in Sydney. 

Margaret Ferrow was born in Kiama, NSW, in 

1861, the daughter of Henry Ferrow and Anne 

Cleary. She and John senior were married on 24 

May 1883. John worked as a labourer in Sydney 

and eventually became publican of the Australian 

Hotel on Cumberland Street in The Rocks. The 

family later moved to Manly. 

John Joseph was the fourth of seven children 

who, after the custom of the time, were given 

names that had cycled through generations of the 

family but which were often shortened: Patrick 

Francis (Frank), Margaret Anne (Madge), Henrietta 

Agnes (Ettie), John Joseph (Jack), Thomas 

Frederick (Fred), Henry James (Harry) and Edna. 

He attended school at Saint Patrick’s Marist 

Brothers School, Church Hill, where he was a keen 

rugby player. After leaving school in 1910, he took 

a job as a salesman at Anthony Hordern & Sons. At 

about the same time, he joined Irish Rifles, a 

Sydney regiment commanded by Sir Hubert 

Murray. After three years and at the age of twenty-

one, he topped his class at the Officers’ Training 

School at Victoria Barracks and, on 16 February 

1913, was commissioned as a second lieutenant in 

the 33rd Infantry Regiment, Citizen Military Force 

(CMF).
1
 

First World War service 
Following the outbreak of the First World War, 

John enlisted in the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) 

and was appointed to the 5th Reinforcements of the 

                                                           
1 1 Here I am reliant on family papers kept by Peter 

Murray and the recollections of John Michael Murray, 

Amanda Hickey and others, as well as biographical notes 

in the Mistral Avenue File. See also A. J. Hill, ‘Murray, 

John Joseph (1892 – 1951)’, Australian Dictionary of 

Biography, vol. 15, Melbourne University Press, 2000, p. 

453. 

1st Battalion on 6 March 1915. He was promoted 

lieutenant on 1 July 1915 and sailed aboard the 

Ceramic for the Middle East. In February 1916, the 

53rd Battalion was formed from Gallipoli veterans 

of the 1st Battalion and fresh reinforcements. John 

was promoted captain on 12 March 1916. The 

battalion became part of the 14th Brigade along 

with the 54th, 55th and 56th Battalions and 

proceeded to France in June. 

The 53rd Battalion first saw action in the battle 

of Fromelles, when it lost its Commanding Officer 

and suffered some 625 casualties, including many 

officers. John served as a company commander and 

was awarded the Military Cross for his actions. The 

recommendation from the field read: 

At Petillon on 19th/20th July 1916, Captain 

Murray led his men in the first two waves of 

the charge into the German trenches. He 

showed considerable skill and great energy 

and gallantry in consolidating the enemy’s 

position when captured, and in directing his 

own company and other troops which came 

up to his support. Captain Murray held on to 

his position, although (owing to the 

withdrawal of the troops on his flank 

without warning) he was outflanked and 

almost surrounded and driven in by the 

enemy’s bombers, when our bombers had 

run short of bombs. The success of this 

battalion was largely due to the courage and 

tenacity of this officer. All the other officers 

in his company were either killed or 

wounded.
2
 

The battalion rotated in and out of the front 

lines for the rest the war, much of it in the Somme 

Valley, and saw action at Bullecourt, Polygon 

Wood, Anvil Wood, Peronne and St Quentin Canal. 

Following temporary commands due to the 

lack of officers, he was promoted major on 3 June 

1917. He was second-in-command of the battalion 

but, prior to the Battle of Peronne, he took 

command of a company. In this capacity he was 

awarded the Distinguished Service Order. The 

recommendation read: 

While leading his Company to the Assembly 

Positions for the attack on Perrone on 1st 

September 1918, it was ascertained that the 

enemy had occupied the trenches in force. 

This Officer with great skill and initiative 

led his Company to the attack and cleared 

the Assembly Position after severe hand to 

hand fighting thus allowing the remainder of 

the Battalion to take up its position in time 

for the attack. 

Later while advancing under very severe 

artillery and machine gun fire, his Company 

was hung up by two very strong unbroken 

belts of wire; this gallant Officer, at once 

                                                           
2 Service Record, John Joseph Murray (NX365). 
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placing his men under cover, reconnoitred 

the wire until he found a gap. He then led his 

Company through, and continued the 

advance. 

During the later stage of the advance, the 

Battalion was held up by heavy enfilade fire 

from Mont St. Quentin and Peronne. This 

Officer at great personal risk supervised the 

consolidation of the ground won, and by his 

energy and cheerfulness, undoubtedly 

inspired his men to great efforts at a time 

when the casualties were heaviest. 

During the whole of the operation this 

Officer kept Battalion Headquarters 

continually informed of the situation.
3
 

During this war he was also twice mentioned 

in dispatches. 

On 5 May 1919, John returned to Australia in 

command of 1,000 battle-worn troops aboard the 

Deranha. During the voyage he established the 

principle that the men’s time was their own as long 

as the tasks of the necessary working parties and 

fatigues were fulfilled. This was no doubt 

appreciated by the men, but was also something 

that he was proud of and a mark of his command. 

His AIF appointment was terminated on 25 August 

1919. Apart from two photographs kept by his 

mother and preserved in his sister’s family, the 

family neither holds nor remembers any 

memorabilia of his First World War experiences.
4
 

Family engaged in the First World War 
John was not alone among the family at war. 

Two brothers, Thomas Frederick (Service Number 

2097) and Henry James (Service Number 7767), 

and a first cousin, Edmund (Edward) Martin 

(Service Number 1207), also fought. Another 

cousin, Norbert Anthony, the brother of Edmund, 

was a marine engineer in the Merchant Navy 

working for the Adelaide Steamship Company. 

Edmund was the first to go to war. Born on 8 

November 1893, he enlisted on 28 October 1914 

and joined the 13th Battalion. Initially, he was in D 

Company, but he was moved to C Company and, 

apart from temporary transfers, remained with the 

company for the remainder of the war. The 13th 

Battalion had been formed shortly after the 

beginning of the war and became part of the 4th 

Brigade under Colonel (later General) John 

Monash. After six weeks’ training, the company 

boarded the Ulysses for the Middle East and arrived 

in camp in Egypt for further training in early 

                                                           
3 Ibid. 
4 An authoritative summary of John Joseph Murray’s 

military career appears on the Australian War Memorial 

website (www.awm.gov.au). Search the collection with 

the reference GR19135. He also receives mentions in 

Charles Bean, Official History of Australia in the War of 

1914 – 1918, vol. III, pp. 388 – 435 and vol. VI, pp. 836 

– 837; and 853 – 854. 

February 1915. On 13 April, the battalion boarded 

the Ascot in Alexandria and spent twelve days 

travelling to Gallipoli. At 9.30 p.m. on the night of 

25 April, B and C Companies boarded a destroyer 

to be taken to shore. C Company went on to hold a 

position known as Quinn’s Post. Edmund was 

wounded in the foot on 1 May and was transferred 

to hospital in Alexandria. He returned to Gallipoli 

on 12 June. He was to have two more stints in 

hospital, the first for jaundice and the second for 

dysentery. 

After the withdrawal from Gallipoli, the 13th 

Battalion retrained in Egypt and then sailed to 

France to take up positions on the Western Front. 

Edmund rejoined the Battalion on 4 October 1916 

on the Voormezeele Line in Flanders near Ypres. 

The Battalion was to spend the next two years until 

the end of war on 18 November 1918 engaging in 

trench warfare along the front and in battles such as 

Pozières and Bullecourt and in action along the 

Somme Valley. Edmund’s service record indicates 

that he was hospitalised several times during these 

two years. On 3 October 1918, Edmund was 

granted Anzac Leave, special leave for original 

Gallipoli troops to return to Australia. He claimed 

that, at the time, he was one of only seven men 

remaining on active duty of the 959 men of the 

battalion who had landed at Gallipoli on 25 April 

1914. On 29 April 1919, he was discharged from 

the army as medically unfit.
5
 

Thomas Frederick, always known and now 

remembered as Fred, enlisted on 15 June 1915 and 

gave his age as twenty-one years and nine months 

and his occupation as shop assistant. He had spent 

six months in the Senior Cadets and three years 

with the Garrison Artillery in the Militia. By 26 

June, he was aboard Troopship A40, Ceramic, on 

the way to Egypt for training. His extant letters 

show a young man full of the excitement of travel 

and of experiencing new places.
6

 After seeing the 

bright lights of Cairo, he embarked for Gallipoli 

and joined his Battalion there on 7 August 1915. He 

was killed in action on 10 or 11 August 1915 at 

Lone Pine. The story did not, however, end there. 

Fred’s mother, Margaret, received a telegram 

from the Department of Defence dated 5 September 

1915 stating, ‘Regret son Private T. F. Murray 

wounded between 6th and 9th August. Not reported 

seriously. No other particulars available. Will 

immediately advise anything further received.’ On 

20 September, Margaret wrote to the Attorney-

General, The Honourable W. M. Hughes M. P., 

reminding him that she had worked on his election 

                                                           
5 I am indebted to notes prepared by Paul Murray (Father 

Campion OFM), Moya Rubenach and Dolores Davis. 
6 The letters are reproduced by Nan Bosler in ANZAC: 

Something to be Proud of, Narrabeen Community 

Learning Centre, Local History Resource Unit, 1986, pp. 

20 – 23. 
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committee and asking him to find out what had 

happened to Fred, since she had heard nothing 

beyond his being wounded. Hughes referred the 

question to the Minister for Defence. A Court of 

Enquiry at Tel-el-Kebir on 20 January 1916 

concluded that men missing at Lone Pine were 

unlikely to be alive but that it was too soon for a 

definite opinion to be recorded. A further Court of 

Enquiry held in the field in France on 5 June 1916 

concluded that he had been killed. Among the 

evidence is a statement made in Cairo on 23 March 

1916 by Lieutenant John Joseph Murray which 

read: 

I received a letter from England to the effect 

that No 2097 Pte T. F. Murray (who is my 

brother) was killed at Lone Pine between the 

10th and 11th of August 1915. This letter 

was written by a soldier in the same unit 

who saw him killed. It happened 

immediately. His comrade reports having 

seen his body after the occurrence. I have 

sent the letter to his mother.
7
 

The youngest brother, Henry, but always 

called Harry, was, like Fred, a Militia Gunner at the 

Garrison Artillery at North Head, close to where 

they lived at Manly. He, too, wanted to enlist in the 

AIF, but his parents refused consent. Once he 

turned twenty-one, however, he decided to join and 

did so on 17 September 1917 at age twenty-one 

years and four months. There was consternation in 

the family, and his mother asked John to look after 

him. Somehow this was managed, and Harry, who 

was first enlisted as a reinforcement for the 35th 

Battalion and travelled to Europe via the Panama 

Canal on the Nestor, was transferred to the 53rd 

Battalion. He joined the 53rd on 27 July 1918 after 

a trek across France in which he travelled with one 

unit after another as he moved towards his 

destination. 

Harry’s war service was short-lived as he was 

shot in the shoulder on 1 September 1918. His 

shoulder was badly damaged, and his family recalls 

that he was taken to theatre in the field hospital on 

three consecutive days before the surgeon was 

sufficiently confident to reconstruct his shoulder 

rather than amputate his arm. A week later, he was 

invalided to hospital in the United Kingdom. The 

surgery had been successful and, after 

convalescence in England, he returned to Australia 

on a hospital ship via the Suez Canal. He married 

Rena McFarlane, his pre-war sweetheart on 19 June 

1920.
8
 

Between the wars 
Civilian life saw John return to work at 

Anthony Hordern & Sons in Sydney in charge of 

organising their delivery services. Sensing an 

                                                           
7 Service Records, Thomas Frederick Murray (2097). 
8 I am indebted to papers held by Barbara Murray and to 

conversations with her, Jean Murray and Claudia James. 

opportunity, he formed his own company, 

Associated Transportation Services Ltd, which 

coordinated the services of independent truck 

drivers in the delivery of materials for different 

businesses around the city. It flourished, and he 

became President of the Modern Transportation 

Federation and was appointed Chairman of the 

Transport Advisory Council by the NSW State 

Government. He was also a member of the Institute 

of Transport in London and Sydney. It is not 

surprising that he listed motoring as one of his 

hobbies. His other hobby, apart from family life, 

was military art. 

John married (Mary) Madeline Cannon at 

Saint Mary’s Cathedral in Sydney on 4 January 

1923. Madeline was the daughter of Peter Andrew 

Cannon, a grazier at Bulgandramine near 

Narromine in NSW, and Madeline MacDonald. The 

family home at 3 Mistral Avenue, Mosman, was a 

wedding gift from Madeline’s father. They had five 

children, Mary Margaret, Peter John, Helen 

Elizabeth, Paul Frederick and John Michael, who, 

being born later, was more a sibling of his nieces 

and nephews. He is mentioned in the memoir as 

having been born during the Siege of Tobruk. The 

family remember John Joseph as a genial man of 

significant presence and broad social relationships. 

Between the wars, John continued his 

involvement with the CMF in the 53rd Infantry 

Battalion. Subsequent promotion saw him 

commanding the 56th Battalion from 1925, the 

53rd Battalion from 1930 and then the Australian 

Army Service Corps, 1st Australian Division, from 

1934. In 1938 he was promoted Temporary 

Brigadier and given command of the 9
th

 Infantry 

Brigade. With the outbreak of the Second World 

War in September 1939, he was appointed Fortress 

Commander, Sydney, and, early in 1940, he took 

command of the Eastern Command Recruit 

Training Depot. 

Second World War service 
John’s service in the first part of the Second 

World War in Australia and in the Middle East is 

the topic of this memoir and David Coombes 

provides the context in his Foreword. John enlisted 

in the 2nd AIF on 4 April 1940 with Service 

Number NX365, and was appointed brigadier, with 

the task of forming the 20th Brigade. The brigade 

comprised the 2/13th and 2/17th Infantry 

Battalions, formed in Ingleburn, NSW, and the 

2/15th Infantry Battalion, formed in Brisbane and 

added to the brigade later. The story of John’s 

service in the Second World War falls naturally 

into three sections. 

The decision to march two battalions of the 

20th Brigade from Ingleburn to Bathurst was a 

typical ‘bright idea’ from a man of John’s wit and 

imagination. A delay in embarkation of troops for 

the Middle East and Europe meant that the brigade 

had to move to a new camp at Bathurst where it 
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could train in the conduct of large-scale 

manoeuvres. Why not march? The exercise, in 

August 1940, was not hard on the men as the four 

separate columns covered the 128 miles in stages of 

nine to seventeen miles per day with a rest day near 

Katoomba. For the most part, the men slept in 

billets, but camped two nights on the western side 

of the Blue Mountains. As attested by newspapers 

of the day, the march turned into a major publicity 

event, but its key purposes were to test the 

Brigade’s logistical capability and to prepare the 

units for wartime movement. Transport units had to 

move equipment daily, cooks had to have food 

ready when the men arrived at the various stages, 

and the new wireless radio trucks received their 

first test. Medical staff and ambulances had to be 

on hand as they were needed. Inadequacies showed 

up, to be fixed by further training, but by and large 

the march was very successful.
9
 

In 1941, during the siege of Tobruk, John was 

the senior brigadier and commanded the fortress 

three times during absences of the Commander, 

Major General Morshead. It is clear that he 

understood the weight of command, not only as it 

applied to himself, but also as it applied to others, 

and so we see references in the memoir to his 

efforts to listen to and to support Morshead. 

Militarily, his strategy was marked by constant 

night patrols which, in the barren desert, kept the 

enemy forces away from the perimeter. Yet, his real 

interest seems to have been in the men, for he 

realised that the Army would function well only if 

the men themselves were functioning well. Hence, 

we see his interest in social events such as cricket 

matches and concerts and the care with which he 

wrote speeches or orders of the day that were 

intended to keep men intellectually aware of what 

they were doing and conscious of being a part of 

the brigade. For his service in Tobruk, he was 

awarded a bar to his DSO and was mentioned in 

dispatches.
10

 

The 20th Brigade left Tobruk for a well-earned 

rest in Palestine on 14 November 1941. General 

Blamey decided to send John back to Australia to 

engage in a recruitment drive, and he arrived in 

Sydney on 15 January 1942. However, Japan had 

entered the war in December and preparations had 

to be made for the war in the Pacific and for the 

defence of Australia. He was promoted Temporary 

Major General and appointed to command the 

Newcastle Covering Force, which later became the 

10th Division. In August he went to Western 

Australia to command the 4th Division and his rank 

                                                           
9 A full photographic record of the march is held in an 

album titled ‘March: Ingleburn – Bathurst, August 1940’ 

at the Bathurst RSL Sub-branch Museum. It includes 

newspaper cuttings of the day. 
10 See numerous mentions in Barton Maughan, Australia 

in the War of 1939 – 1945, Series 1, vol. 3, Australian 

War Memorial, Canberra, 1966. 

became permanent. The 4th Division moved to 

Queensland and, in 1944, he became General 

Officer Commanding Rear Echelon, First Army, at 

Mareeba. From March 1945 until January 1946 he 

was General Officer Commanding the Northern 

Territory Force and stationed in Darwin, but with 

responsibilities in Torres Strait and West Papua. 

Following his demobilisation on 17 January 1946, 

Blamey wrote to him: 

You had to carry your share of the heat and 

burden of the day, particularly in North 

Africa, and although the luck of the game 

did not give you an opportunity of a field 

command in the Southwest Pacific fighting, 

the duties which fell to your lot were very 

important. 

The training of the units who passed through 

your hands, when they subsequently took 

part in action, showed how favourably their 

training had been carried out. 

When you took charge in North Queensland 

there was an immediate improvement in the 

discipline of the organisation under your 

control. You have always developed to an 

excellent degree the goodwill within your 

command. This is no mean element in 

obtaining the highest discipline.
11

 

Family engaged in the Second World War 
When one looks into the involvement of 

family members in the Second World War, the 

numbers bring home how vast this mobilisation 

was. Five of John’s nephews enlisted: Thomas 

Frederick Murray (NX10533) and Norman Patrick 

Murray (NX98908), sons of Frank; Thomas 

Frederick Hellmrich (NX33559), son of Madge; 

Patrick James Murray (NX102100) and Denis John 

Murray (164209 — Air Force), sons of Henry. John 

had some contact with them during the war. 

Thomas Hellmrich was his staff officer in Northern 

Australia, a close military relationship which would 

have seen Thomas assisting John with planning, 

organisation and communication on a daily basis. 

Patrick Murray was with the Light Horse on 

Thursday Island and came under his command. We 

know that they met. Thomas Murray was with the 

2/4th Pioneer Battalion which completed jungle 

training on the Atherton Tablelands and was, for 

some time, in Northern Australia.
12

 

After the war 
Although John had put arrangements in place, 

five years of war had seen his business taken up by 

others. He sought public office and was appointed 

to a three-year term as Trade Commissioner to New 

                                                           
11 Letter, General Sir Thomas Blamey, 24 January 1946, 

Mistral Avenue File. 
12 I am indebted to Barbara Murray, Amanda Hickey and 

Michael Hickey as well as to the web resources of the 

Australian War Memorial and the Department of Veteran 

Affairs. 



Andrew Murray, J. J. Murray: A Family Perspective (Epilogue). 6 

Zealand (1946 – 1949), where he worked with the 

High Commissioner, Sir Roden Cutler VC, with 

whom he had sailed on the Queen Mary to the 

Middle East in 1941. These were good years and 

the family, apart from Peter and Helen who 

remained in Sydney, stayed with him. At the 

conclusion of his term, John was appointed in the 

same capacity to Ceylon in 1949. 

John returned to Sydney before the conclusion 

of this appointment due to ill health and died on 8 

September 1951 in Concord Repatriation Hospital. 

His funeral with full military honours at Saint 

Mary’s Cathedral was celebrated by Bishop Eris 

O’Brien and Cardinal Norman Gilroy presided. 

General Sir Leslie Morshead was one of the pall 

bearers. He was buried at French’s Forest 

Cemetery. 

The cost of service 
There were significant family costs to military 

service. I was with my Grandmother on her fiftieth 

wedding anniversary and she pointed out to me that 

she had been a widow for twenty-three years and 

that her husband had been away at war for five of 

the years that he was alive. This was tragic, because 

John Joseph’s death deprived her of the company of 

the man she loved and of the richer life that his 

generous and gregarious character would have 

brought her. 

All of his children missed him in their growing 

years and his grandchildren never knew him. His 

youngest son, John Michael, who was aged ten 

when his father died, penned this poem some 

eighteen years later: 

My Father, 

an enigma, a man unknown to me, 

he died when I was ten. 

That night he died, I lay in bed and cried; 

I would not be consoled, 

I must express in bitter tears 

my hurt and loss, confusion. 

And I have cried again since, 

not so much for him, 

but for what I lost 

not to share my life with him. 

And Yet I know him well, 

he is the archetype hero of my dreams, 

the Great Man – 

high in achievement, rank and dignity, 

respected and loved (and sometimes a little 

feared) 

by his fellow man, 

but along with achievement, 

a deep and warm humanity, 

an understanding of life 

and a sense of humour, 

a mischievous twinkle in the eye, 

as mother scolds us both for being too long 

about my bath – 

boys must play, 

father in mid-fifties, son but five, 

bounced up and down in my pyjama pants. 

And how we used to race 

to break the glass surface of the pool 

for our pre-breakfast Colombo swim. 

My sister speaks of him with pride and love, 

perhaps too much; 

my brother treasures time with him as 

precious; 

years and a body tattered by wars. 

My mother, dipping into wisdom, tells me I 

am like him – 

I have his faults, I have his strengths. 

I wonder at myself, where did I come from? 

From him? – How else explain my seeming 

sanity? 

Is he so distant from me? 

Is he within me? 

Am I – in some little way – him again? 

I pray so, 

to be an honest, loving, human man like 

him. 

The family bore other costs. The death of Fred 

at Gallipoli clearly touched the family deeply and 

two of his nephews born shortly after his death 

carried his name. Harry was never able to lift his 

injured arm above shoulder height, although he 

lived a long life farming as a soldier-settler and 

father of nine near Griffith. Edmund also lived a 

long life and raised a family of four, who recall him 

on occasion yelling out during nightmares, ‘They’re 

coming over!’ They also recall that he neither 

talked about the war nor marched on Anzac Day. 

He had had enough of those memories. After the 

Second World War, Thomas and Norman Murray 

returned to find their widowed mother dying of 

cancer. They stayed with her till she died, but the 

impact of war and her death had them go their 

separate ways, unknown to each other for the rest 

of their lives and, apart from a late brief moment of 

contact, unknown to the rest of the family. 

John carried the weight of war with 

remarkable stoicism. Although he enjoyed 

soldiering and spent many years in the CMF, war 

itself was clearly a necessity that he would rather 

do without, even if he did not complain. Among his 

papers, pride of place was given to various Special 

Orders of the Day recognising the end of a 

campaign or of war itself in one theatre or another. 

His real interest was in the men who served under 

him. In his dealings with them he was intensely 

aware of their strengths and weaknesses, of what 

they knew or did not know, of their feelings in 

situations that might be unfamiliar, confusing and 

dangerous. His memoir gives testimony to this. 


