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BOB LARWOOD'S STORY 
MY LIFE 
During an 'Exercise' in Newcastle State Forest in '64, we were advised that 

Soekarno was 'playing up', and volunteers were called for. Several us in 1 Field 

Sqn were willing to comply. (In my case, because I had been 'given the elbow' 

by a girl for the second time, so I was in the right frame of mind. Go and shoot 

some mongrel or get shot!!!) We were transferred to 7 Field Sqn, who were in 

NSW to be on the Exercise with us and were billeted just down the road from 

SME. We returned to SME, finished up and were transferred to 7 Field Group, 

and the beginning of many more months of tent-life, than previously, though 

that was no problem. 

After being fitted out, the television and politicians had their involvements, and 

then eventually onto HMAS Sydney one morning where we sailed of quietly, and 

spent several interesting days, in company with a couple of RAN escort ships, 

who demonstrated some interesting and skilful manoeuvres en route. 

We had on board with us, some artillery men and their guns, who were going 

onto Vietnam, after we disembarked at Jesselton, and were all treated to a 

'crossing the Equator ceremony' by the ship's crew. 

The Sydney had been in ‘mothballs’, and had been rather quickly 

‘recommissioned’, in order to be available to transport all of us, and some of the 

ship's systems were still to be made ready to operate, but all of the necessary 

operations were, as far as I was aware, in operation in order for the vessel to 

safely proceed. Even so, some items, or lack of, provided some areas of 

criticism. 

We were quickly introduced to the naval way of life on board a ship underway, 

and the daily slinging of hammocks, and removal, was certainly different, as was 

our daily showering routine, (particularly with doc craven and his mate amongst 

us). 

The meals were adequate, and our (VB) ration was always popular, up on the 

Flight Deck. The rifle shooting of balloons in our wake left a lot of balloons for 

the fish to play with, and watching the flying fish was always interesting. 

To this day, I still do not know the route we travelled from Queensland up to 

Jesselton. (I have since been put in the picture by a gentleman, a sergeant, who 

was one of the Artillery contingent.) 

When we arrived at Jesselton, I was fortunate in not being required to assist in 

the unloading, and simply disembarked. Then were transported to what I think 

were school buildings, requisitioned for our billeting, for a couple of days. 

We were able to visit the township during three or four days, where I had some 

difficulty coming to terms with seeing youths walking around hand in hand and 

decided that mingling with the locals was best kept at arm’s length. 

After a few days, some of us were advised that we were to go to the local airfield 

to be flown to another destination. How much information we were given, I 

cannot recall, but it must have quite scant as I have no recollection at all. 
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We went out to find a British double-decker transport aircraft, which I was 

advised was designed to carry a bulldozer or tank on the lower deck, with 

equipment, and troops on the upper deck. Made sense to me. It was an RAF 

Beverley. 

We flew to somewhere, landed and found a British soldier who advised us that 

we were in Brunei. (Upon asking this of a couple of British ex-servicemen, in 

England, who had been in Borneo at that time, I was strongly informed that no 

army personnel were in Brunei then, so either they were misinformed or advised 

to deny, I do not know which). 

We saw a 4-wheeled Saracen or Saladin (I know one has six wheels but do not 

remember which) armoured vehicle trundling around that area, and it may well 

have been Sarawak we were in, but as no information was made available to us, 

and we had no reason to question, I still am without the answer, and recourse to 

the ‘Commanders Diaries’, revealed nothing. 

We landed at Sandakan airfield, and I recall we simply hung around for some 

time, and we were using our helmet inners to dip water out of a small water 

hole, I can only presume to wash our hands, though for some crazy reason, 

shaving seems to come into it. There were several individual toilets off to one 

side, and we were using these and noticing that local native females seemed to 

be used for all the menial tasks, and toilet can emptying, which was difficult to 

watch, BUT, when I used one of the toilets, while I was on the job, the toilet can 

was whisked out and replaced, which can have an unnerving effect upon a young 

lad, particularly when he feels that this was done by a female, and this was 

confirmed when I returned to the group. 

We were billeted at a high school I think and were able to visit the township for 

two to three days, and were ‘taken under the wing’ of one young lady of one of 

the ‘cafes’ or ‘teahouses’, whatever they may be termed, and made the short 

time there more pleasant, as she was able to give some understanding of local 

customs and things that we had found confusing. 

On to a barge one morning, loaded with a D6 bulldozer, kerosene refrigerator 

and store items, including cartons of Tiger Lager (for the refreshment of quiet, 

thoughtful young gentlemen) for transport upriver to where we were to go, 

towed by a Philippine fishing boat. We armed ourselves with two bandoliers of 

7.62mm ammo, hoisted our rifles and were prepared to face the River Pirates 

that we were informed often harass the river travellers. After one day, we 

stopped carrying the bandoliers. They may look good in films, but a 7.62 bullet 

is not small, and a bandolier full is weighty, and after several hours it becomes 

even heavier, and even the big blokes said ‘enough’. 

I think that it was about the second day on the river, that we were intercepted, 

or met, by an SAS unit, who were in one or two assault boats, and I am unable 

to recall whether they were travelling up, or down the river. I will expect that 

they were travelling upriver though, and simply caught us up. They had some 

information for our group, and one of the items was a telegram form Perth for 

me. (When I had left Perth at the end of my leave, I had left my Morris Minor 

with Dad and my Half Brother, Fred Strong, to trade in upon a car for himself. 

They were unable to as they did not have my written permission, hence the 
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telegram some four odd months later. They must have been given the run-

around by the Army for ages, but it eventually reached me). 

I asked one of the SAS officers what I should say, and he said, “Just put, I give 

my permission to sell”, and sent that with them, and apparently, that was 

enough, thankfully. 

The journey upriver took several days, and was relatively uneventful thankfully, 

as we were constantly on edge, not prepared to relax vigilance, but found the 

few people we saw as curious of us, as we of them, mostly canoes, some with 

outboards. 

We stopped after about two-three days at a village to unload some drums of 

petrol, for our assault boat to refuel from when it travelled to and from 

Sandakan, I found out later. The only distasteful thing I really found, was that a 

couple of blokes were shooting at the monkeys in the jungle, but as we had a 

Sergeant and a couple of Corporals on board (all QLD 7 field blokes, so I did not 

know them) my opinion did not matter. 

Arrived at Kuamut Camp, 180 miles up the Kinebatangan River after several 

days, where the forward landing party had established a well-built wooden 

building for use as HQ, cookhouse, meals and recreation, and had set up the 

tents and ablution facilities. At one end of the building was the Officer and 

Sergeants mess area, next was the area designated for the kerosene refrigerator 

(for the beer) and was our canteen, alongside the kitchen area (with two more 

kero fridges), then the other half length of the hut was the meals and common 

area, which boasted a Table Tennis table, and was also used for the showing of 

films some evenings, when available. The first was ‘From Russia with Love’ 

which we heard about on the Sydney, and it was watched repetitively, as we had 

it with us for about three weeks, so we had quite a ‘fill’ of that film, good as it 

was. 

On one side of the building, was the water purification unit area, and Cookie's 

bread baking kiln. (I assisted our Cook, (Cpl Brownson) Brownie to build that. He 

was one of two people that I have great regard for from there. The other was 

our Medical Orderly, (Cpl Fitzgibbons) Fitzy. They both rendered service within 

the capability of their facilities, and beyond). 

Our tent lines were on the other side of the building, and beyond that, the 

washing and ablutions areas. We had a built-up road, through the gullies, about 

a kilometre long, leading to the workshops and fuelling areas, and the beginning 

of the airstrip. 

We had a Caterpillar D6 with blade, winch operated of course, and an 

International TD 18 bulldozer and blade, also wire winch operated (and a 

separate rear wire rope winch), with a ‘donkey’ starter motor (petrol/kero I 

think) to start the diesel engine. 

In the early stages it was always bogging itself down to the footplates, 

necessitating a regular busy bee of digging to help get it out, usually with the 

help of the ever useful D6. For a while, we tried to tie the winch rope to trees 

behind it to pull it out, but it was so far down and so heavy, that all we 

succeeded in doing was to pull out the tree completely, because the ground was 
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just so wet and boggy. For a time, the TD 18 was relegated to 'light duties’ until 

we were able to get some dry and stable areas. 

One bloke said to me that the “ground had not seen sunlight since the day of 

creation”, and I saw no reason to disbelieve that. It was all gullies and bog with 

trees 50-100 feet tall with buttress roots, fins coming out from the bases like 

fans, going up five-ten feet, so that a two-three-foot-thick base of a tree 

required cutting through a few feet of the supporting buttress roots too. 

We also had two Oliver tractors, about the size of a D2, one with a blade, and 

the other with a front-end loader and back hoe. I was fortunate enough to be 

using this later, as it was so necessary to dig out the wet areas to let the 

sunlight in to dry out. 

We also had a Unimog ‘truck’, for towing of the multi-wheeled pneumatic tired 

roller, which was loaded with dirt for weight to compact, and for the officer and 

snr NCOs to run about in. Initially not very far, so was useful in ferrying parts, 

etc, from the river, whenever the barge came up. 

The river was a deciding factor, and if the river was too low, the barges had to 

wait until there had been rain upriver somewhere, so enough water was 

available to allow the boat and barge to get over the rocky areas of the river but 

usually there were no real problems. Even with the weekly mail run down and 

upriver with our assault boat, the loss of a couple of propellers was expected, 

and we drew only about 18 inches of draught. We started off with two blokes, 

with requisite gear for two-three days, an outboard motor and two full 44 gallon 

drums of fuel, refilled quarter way down, and 'A way back up', plus any urgent 

items for Sandakan, and there was precious little of that to go down. 

We had a basically equipped workshop, with oxy welding gear, and possibly an 

arc welder, but I don’t recall that. 

I do remember a fishing boat bringing up a barge and supplies, and he had a 

problem with his propeller shaft, and he took it out, in the river, brought up to 

the workshop, where we all crowded around for a show by the workshop WO 

who then brazed up the almighty great gouge that had been worn in it, probably 

by the seal being constantly tightened up, to stop it leaking, causing it to soon 

leak again, and on it must have gone, until it was about to fall off. That 

workshop WO did a good job and kept it straight and from warping, as far as we 

were able to tell. It went back into the boat, and we never heard of any 

problems, though he would have been advised to renew it, but probably wouldn’t 

have bothered to change it until it was leaking too much again. 

Hi Ho, off to work we go. 

After breakfast, inspection, taking of a Paludrine tablet, and daily advice/reports, 

we started off with chainsaws quite confidently, but quite soon, the starter cord 

recoil, did not. So, being engineers we (the corporals, I was only a sapper) 

dismantled them in the jungle, with the result that as we were clinically 

dissecting the machines innards, there would be a ‘sproiiinng’ sound, and what 

was probably the spring for the recoil mechanism, taking off for parts unknown, 

as we never found one again, and as no spare parts were available, one more 

saw out of action. 
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Using the trusty axes and the time proven ‘Armstrong Patent’, we soldiered on. 

Nearly 90 per cent of my cutting was done this way, so it is no surprise that my 

left shoulder is now having problems. 

During all of this, we had to be on our guard in case we were to be attacked. 

How do you do this while using a noisy chainsaw, and sometimes near to a 

bulldozer you ask? By one of each two men having to be observing, while 

keeping an eye out to make sure that no trees fall upon both of you, from your 

own or others cutting and chopping, so you had to have confidence in your 

workmate, and others, because you were all depending upon each other, and in 

those circumstances, it was vital. 

On one occasion, about mid-morning, one fine and sunny day, two of us were 

cutting and undergrowth clearing ahead of and some distance from the others, 

and I suddenly looked around and could see no one. I called out “Where are 

you?” He said “Here!” and I still could not see him. He said “Stick your arm out”, 

which I did and I touched him, but I still could not see him. I said “If I cannot 

see you, a white bloke in broad daylight in this jungle, how the hell can I see a 

dark skinned bloke creeping up on us?” This concern was magnified when we 

had some night emergencies (thankfully all proved to be false alarms), and I 

found that I could touch the bloke alongside me in the pit, but was unable to see 

him, and that question returned with a vengeance, as I was unable to see at all 

anything that had no illumination reflection. My night vision was simply very 

poor. This was a matter of concern for me for the rest of my time at Kuamut.  

The first ‘stand-to’ occurred one evening when one bloke with good hearing (Bill 

Pawszinzky actually) said "I heard a shot”, so a bit of a scurry was on. We all 

knew our respective points of defence positions, which were rapidly reached, as 

we always carried our loaded rifle with us, and soon a search party was sent out, 

as no contact seemed to be occurring. 

They set off to the workshop area, and some sharp eyed person was able to 

determine that one of the tyres on the multi-wheeled roller had blown, so that 

was relief, but it did tend to make us a little less complacent, than we had been, 

and the next couple of emergency happenings were undertaken with a degree of 

competent alacrity. We never were attacked, but there were some odd 

occurrences at different times. Enough to make us constantly aware. 

(I have since been advised by Ted Samson, one of the two Radio operators, that 

there were Malaysian soldiers, and some Gurkhas, in the village nearby. I 

checked with Jimmy Flett on this, and he says that he never knew of this, and 

no one ever mentioned this within my hearing. Not only that, but Ted advises 

that English and American helicopters had called at the camp. This had to have 

been done while we were all in the jungle working, because Jim also knew 

nothing of this either. There would have been a level of informed people in the 

camp area, but as far as I ever was aware, none of this information was ever 

shared with the working troops, for whatever reason. Until I found out about 

this, I had been relatively satisfied, but now I have to question, just how much 

information was then, and probably still is, not being passed to the men who 

have a fair degree of right to being informed and kept informed. Politicians and 

Defence Force Chiefs never change. Mongrels. 
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We had plenty of scorpions around, but soon had them steering clear of the 

camp area, but they could be somewhat of a worry away from camp, among 

other things, bities and stingers that is. We caught a rat at camp once, and it 

was the size of a small dog, not just a pup. It would have given a Blue Heeler 

some trouble, given the size and belligerence. The first thing in the morning 

before pulling the boots on was to check for 'anything' inside the boots, or 

clothing. 

We also had thongs and could easily check those, and during the evening would 

use a torch, to check the raised bamboo flooring under our cots inside the four-

man tents, and to go to and from ablutions, as there were the occasional 

snakes, mostly Banded Kraits, which we were advised were deadly, and we did 

not wish to find out. 

A Banded Krait was caught in camp one day and its back was broken at least 

three times and it was put into a one-foot high cardboard box, which one of the 

corporals had taken into the mess hut and (boozer) oops, wet 

canteen/recreation area. During that evening it had managed to somehow climb 

out twice and was promptly collared, fearlessly (recklessly) and returned to the 

box. 

That day a barge, towed by a fishing boat (they were used because they were 

the only vessels with a sufficiently shallow draught to proceed up to Kuamut), 

had arrived and the crew came up to the hut, whereupon this corporal 

proceeded to stick his hand into the box and pick up the snake, in order to have 

a bit of fun with the crew and pretend to frighten them. He succeeded. They 

were dark skinned, but they turned a lighter shade of grey, one actually fled 

back to the boat and would not come off again. 

They had a good understanding of the snakes, and the boat's captain patiently 

explained the severity of the venom, after which the snake was fully disposed of, 

and no more skylarks happened, (publicly). 

We had huge centipedes, which were quite nasty if encountered from the wrong 

end, and also equally large millipedes, which we named Gazonkapedes, which 

were harmless, but looked fearsome enough, and would sometimes be used as 

‘mounts’ for racing upon the table tennis table on a recreation day, which 

worked well, until Bill Pawszynski, sprung a Centipede upon our ‘race’ meeting 

one day. 

The mounts were usually corralled in cigarette packets and matchboxes until 

race time and then released, in the often-vain attempt, to have them run down 

the length of table. This day I and several others were at the ‘finish’ end of the 

table when they were released. 

If only a film was taken of the looks that appeared on our faces as it appeared 

and ran straight and true towards the end where we were, and on over the 

edge, where we were all trying to get out of the way, rather hurriedly. Acting 

wouldn’t have got a look-in. First there would have been a quizzical look, at this 

slightly different looking ‘Gazonkapede’ mount, then slowly (milliseconds, but at 

that point seemingly longer) the realization of the enormity of the racing 

transgression (a ring in and a very illegal one at that), then the further 

realization that this venomous, distinctly stingy and fast moving missile was 
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proceeding rapidly towards the position of our occupancy, with a possible, even 

probable intention, of disputing the aforementioned area. 

As that thought began to occur to ourselves, he was by now more than halfway 

down the table, urgent messages were being flashed to our legs to begin an 

orderly retreat, which, by the time they were queried, confirmed and repeated 

by HQ (the eyes and brain), the situation was rapidly being updated to "Abandon 

Ship”, but our feet were actually slipping upon the wooden floorboards (no, 

there was no brown stuff to slip upon, but it may have been a close call) 

hindering the ‘orderly’ advice, and panic was almost an option. 

He reached the end and went straight over, as we nearly did backwards by now, 

and as we recovered, he went between the floorboards, where he took up 

residence for a couple of weeks. 

Eventually, after putting up with him poking his head up to scare us all again, we 

felt that the boiling water solution was the safest for all, as he would not play 

fair and come right up to be otherwise disposed of. 

The ‘trainer’ who entered this mount was disqualified and barred from any 

further entries, and it really was a memorable and hilarious highlight of that 

time. 

One Cpl (Darky) Fadden, had the misfortune to be clobbered by a falling tree 

one day, and Fitzy, after consultation by radio with doctors, had a helicopter 

brought in for a medevac, as it was feared he may have a broken back. He is a 

tough outback Queenslander, and while we thought him out of it, a little over a 

week later, he arrives back on one of the replenishment barges. People like him 

are what makes some of this country's armed forces personnel, of the calibre 

that they can become. 

One bulldozer operator had a wild boar attack him, fortunately while he was on 

the dozer, but it was persistent, and he had to shoot it. He brought it back to 

camp, and fortunately, (this was shortly after Darky's accident), we actually had 

a doctor with us. He had been sent up to us for a couple of weeks to check us 

out, and to do a bit of PR work with the local native population, such as it was. (I 

think they came from all over for this little free show, out of pure curiosity, and 

poor old Fitzy was delegated to accompany this bloke, to be his dogsbody. Fitzy 

was already taking care of those locals, as they came to his attention, and the 

camp, so it was just an extra load of work for him. 

As I had recently been delegated to operate one of the two Olivers, the one with 

both a backhoe and a front loader with bucket, I set off with the doctor and 

another bloke, into the scrub with the carcass in the bucket, to find a suitable 

area to gut and skin the pig. However, when the doctor gutted the suspended 

pig, he discovered that it was full of worms, so we just buried the lot. 

We had an air drop, by parachute, supposedly weekly, though that was not 

always the case, and it was not always successful. 

The drop was fresh frozen meat, and vegetables (because they weren’t brought 

upriver), butter, cheese, fruit, sometimes bread, and it was looked forward to. 

It was not unusual for the parachutes to drift into the trees, or to simply not 

open, so it could be a little hit and miss, and the pilots probably thought it 
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hilarious, but we were disappointed that they were seemingly so slipshod. They 

always seemed far too high to be able to properly able to ‘judge’ the winds and 

aiming point. 

We had lots of corned beef and of baked beans, and a cook who could seem to 

present them in so many ways. Fortunately for me, I enjoy corned beef, and 

baked beans, and still do, to this day. 

Big Jonah was a very big man, and a thorough gentleman. He was literally an 

axe handle across the shoulders, and quite tall with it. 

He was operating the TD 18 bulldozer one day, working on his own, and he felt 

something fall from tree branches onto the back of his neck. He went brush it 

off, and it stung him on the back of his neck. He found it was a Scorpion, and 

though he was in severe pain, he had the presence of mind to shut down the 

dozer, rather than try to drive back, in case he passed out, which would have 

caused the dozer to go through anything in its path, and on into the river, about 

two miles back. He got off the dozer and walked back to camp and was in a 

state of collapse when he arrived. 

Somehow, he met up with no one until he reached the camp and Fitzy. 

The wonderful medical backup in all of S/E Asia, faced with a situation where a 

tourniquet could not be used, declined to send any assistance to Fitz, and he had 

to monitor him for three days until he recovered, giving him whatever 

medication he had to hand to minimise the Scorpion poison. 

The fact that he had such a large young body mass, and all muscle, must have 

been a large saving factor. He was only early 20s in age, and a married man. I 

have never forgotten or forgiven the army for not offering more than mere 

advice for this man, and the attending medic. He was fortunate not to have had 

a more serious outcome, given the site of the Scorpion sting. 

Jimmy Flett was a damn good mate of mine, though we did not spend much 

time together, we found as time went by that we had known the same women in 

Sydney and Liverpool, without realising, until we met up again and started 

comparing previous events, after we had left the Army. He was a definite 

character. Not always so, though he certainly made the most of it one night at 

Kuamut, when he overindulged, lay down on the wooden floor and cursed the 

poor old WO for all he was worth, and probably some others as well, and got 

away with it, because he was just so intoxicated. I have not seen him that way, 

before or since, and I think that it was just his way of letting the stress of the 

place out of his system, in order to cope. 

I can understand Jim, as he and I were relatively similar, from S/W WA and not 

that dissimilar in temperament, though Jim was definitely the colourful one. We 

met up several times and while still young, innocent and single, we were able to 

indulge ourselves in young manly pursuits. (Beer and women? I hear you say. As 

Jim is no longer around to hear such scurrilous slander, I shall have to defend 

this fine young warrior.) 

Jim and I lost track of each other after I joined the RAAF, but he tracked me 

down (seven years later) at Exmouth, after I had married and been sent back to 

RAAF Base Learmonth (another story), and he suddenly turned up with his wife. 
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This was quite out of the normal for Jim, though I think he thought the same of 

me. He passed on from that to another marriage, and this resulted in him having 

a son, but Jim never really settled and eventually moved on, losing an eye in a 

car accident, spending the compensation on a Pacific cruise, meeting yet another 

woman, who in later years (or another for all that I know) fatally stabbed 

another of Jim's ladies, but I don’t know which state this was in. 

I eventually tracked him down to a caravan park in Cairns, in 2002, where he 

had a big sticker on his van. (If it’s got tits it’s trouble.) I assisted him with 

getting a service pension, as he had not bothered to investigate it. Jim was still 

enjoying his booze, but what I had not realised was that he had diabetes. I 

visited Jim a couple more times, on my roving trips across to the east, but in the 

middle of 2008, I spied his name in the Deaths column, of The West Australian. 

One of his brothers had put it in, as I found when I rang Cairns, who gave me 

his brother's name and phone number, and that’s how I found out about the 

diabetes. His ashes are scattered upon his father's grave, at Guildford, near 

Midland, over here. I miss Jim quite a bit, as he and I could converse on the 

past, as I cannot with others. “Rest Easy Old Mate”. 

I managed to put an axe in my foot one day. The comer of it went in, so it was 

not as wide so much as deep, but at least it didn’t go much more than about an 

inch, but it did startle me. 

There were about a half dozen blokes and an officer with us, hacking away at 

some bush and smaller trees, when a damn vine deflected my axe on a 

downward stroke, causing the axe to impact upon my boot. I looked down and 

thought, ‘Damn. I’ve cut my bootlace’. Another look, ‘Damn. I’ve probably cut 

the boot tongue’. Another look, ‘Damn. I’ve probably cut my sock’. What’s that 

red colour doing there? ‘Damn’! I’ve cut my foot! 

As it was nearly lunchtime, the officer decided that we could go back then, so 

Jimmy Flett carried me out on his back, and as we had the officer that day, we 

had the Unimog, so we had transport back for the couple of miles. 

When we got back, Fitzy gave me a needle to deaden the foot, and everyone 

went off to lunch. I couldn’t, and never got any. 

Nearly an hour and a half later, when the needle had worn off, they came back, 

and with the couple of lunchtime beers to fortify themselves with, they 

proceeded to hold me down while Fitzy put three stitches in, and I felt every one 

of them. They all thought it hilarious, but I did not laugh too much. 

We had our rain for about a half hour or so each day, and we usually kept 

working through it, as it was a cooling relief, and within the hour you were bone 

dry, except for the constant sweating. 

On more than one occasion, when the strip was extended, and we were 

returning to camp from way to billyo down the other end, we would come across 

fish, still flapping, on the ground, over a mile from the river from the last shower 

of rain. 

I am still trying to work out how a sufficiently strong updraught could occur, to 

scoop the fish from the river up into a shower of rain to deposit them that far 

from the river. They were still quite alive, were of enough size to eat, four to six 
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inches in length, and were too numerous and widespread to be a practical joke, 

with no one around to do it anyway. No such scooping of fish or water was 

observed when in camp, or when on the river, so something must occur, during 

a rainstorm, that I have yet to hear about. I must follow this up with some 

climatologist. 

The trees were all linked through the tops with vines, so that you could cut 

through a tree, and it did not fall. You cut through another, as others are doing 

around you, and so on. Eventually, the vines tear away from the treetops, and 

they all go together, requiring the assistance of your offsider to make sure that 

you are aware that this is now occurring, and consideration ought to be given to 

an orderly withdrawal. At times you may have moved some distance into the 

group of trees, requiring somewhat further than others to retreat, which leads 

me to the next small item, that was a constant point of remark from those who 

had the misfortune to be acquainted with it. 

Close to the ground is a vine we naturally called the ‘Wait a While’ vine, as it had 

hooked spikes its full length, and did not release, when you ventured near to it. 

This was a constant bother, as we were wearing shorts and boots with socks, so 

our legs were vulnerable. Most of the time you simply took the time to stop, 

unhook the length wrapped around and into you, and proceed with caution 

again.  

However, ... 

When the trees began to topple, the vine became the lesser of the choices, and 

skin and blood were sacrificed, rather than limbs and organs. 

Fortunately, most of the time, the tears in the skin were not of sufficient injury 

to be debilitating, just a constant ongoing painful bother. 

Whenever you brushed up against many bushes, there was a massive colony of 

green ants, who were quick to anger, and they had a quite nasty sting/bite. 

When we had a fair amount of the length of the airstrip cleared and a degree of 

dry surface area, we began using the bulldozers more seriously than merely 

pushing trees and bush out of the way. 

I was pleased to be advised of some Balsa Wood trees and was fascinated to 

view them. As a kid in Busselton, it was the 'in' thing to have a Balsa Wood 

Glider, and I was seeing the type of tree that it came from. They weren't as light 

as I had envisioned, though not all that heavy either. 

I would have tried to saw some of the wood off, but there was not the time, nor 

was there the spare energy either. I probably would not have gotten it in 

through Customs anyway. 

The cleared area needed to be shaped, with a crown, sloping out to drain off rain 

and moisture, so the dozers were employed in doing this, and we moved into a 

24-hour operation. 

The airstrip was located within a massive loop of the Kinabatangan River, and at 

one end, on the other side of the river, directly in line with the landing, or 

approach, was one particular tall tree, that remained, after other trees had been 

cleared around it to allow it to be fallen. 
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That tree was stubborn. 

They cut right through, and it just stood. 

It was just simply so perfectly balanced that only the wind could move it. 

It had explosives detonated at the cut, so there werequite literally only splinters 

supporting the whole tree. Branches, leaves, trunk, and still it stood. We could 

not only see through, we could put branches through, and those risking it, could 

put a whole arm through it. Still it stood, and there was no wind for at least 

three days. Almost unheard of. 

One morning it was down, and the field clearing could at last be said to have 

been complete. 

We still had to finish shaping and drying, then finally, seeding, before packing up 

and departing. 

After leaving Kuamut, we travelled downriver on the fishing boat towing the 

barge with some of our equipment, tents and stores, and arrived in Sandakan a 

few days later. We spent a few days there, then boarded a Comet jet, to fly to 

Jesselton, where we spent a few more days, before loading our plant machinery, 

(which had been transported to Jesselton by Army Assault craft, around the top 

of Borneo by sea), onto rail trucks, to be taken to the rest of the squadron, 

which was building a road from Keningau to Sook, in the interior south of Sabah. 

We went on the train to a town where we transferred to trucks, then on to and 

through Keningau, over the river, and on to the first camp, where we stayed 

overnight, in tents still. Next morning, instead of going on, with the rest, I was 

sent back to the river crossing, to relieve a bloke, who was due for replacement, 

and stayed there, operating the river crossing ferry with three other blokes. I 

was there until the squadron was relieved by troops from Australia, early 

December, then went back to Jesselton. (I was asked if I would volunteer to stay 

on, but I felt my volunteering, and bush and jungle days were over, so said no). 

In Jesselton a few days, then onto a Comet jet, again, and flew to Singapore, 

where we had another few days, staying at the British barrack, and taxiing into 

Singapore, and back to the camp. We then flew to Perth via Cocos Island, 

landing for refuelling, and lunch, then to Perth, just in time for Christmas. 

POSTSCRIPT 
I originally wrote this in response to a request to provide something on Borneo 

’64, to go into the Fremantle Army Museum. Unknown to me, it was put onto the 

internet, where it was picked up by the two officers, who were with us at 

Kuamut. I received an email one day that said, “Good stuff. We’re going to write 

a story on this now", and so it came to be. I am now using it to balance the 

officers' point of view, from mine. Having seen the book, I wish to offer a few 

explanatory pointers. 

On page 18, where I had mentioned that I 'was in the right frame of mind’, they 

have missed my qualifying comment, which was, ‘Go and shoot some mongrel, 

or get shot!!’ I have little recollection of seeing many of the locals, in the early 

weeks, other than seeing the blokes doing the washing. The officers' 

recollections are quite different to ‘someone at the coalface’, or in the jungle. I 

am disappointed at the apparent lack of jungle height of the trees, as they were 
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of considerable height, and some had good girth, but the undergrowth was 

something to reckon with. Without a machete, and a good arm, you did not get 

far. 

The Bell Boy boat was only seen by me a couple of times, early on, and then I 

was told that it was useless, and it was to be sent back to Sandakan, and I 

never saw, or heard of it again. The photo of the Verandah with Views is 

unknown to me. Probably over the river, at the native camp, which I never knew 

of, or saw, and the same with the chook run. Something else I knew not of. The 

photos of the Unimog, on pages 83 and 96, are more likely from the Keningau to 

Sook road, on the other side of Borneo. We had no need to transport any soil, 

when we had two bulldozers, and the Oliver with a front-end loader, and a rear 

scoop digger, and the only Unimog that I recall, never had a canopy. 

I do not recall too many of the food drops occurring, and enough were virtual 

write-offs. I remember one 44-gallon diesel drum, that had completely flattened 

itself, sideways, and cleared all the undergrowth for about four yards either end, 

as it spat the diesel out. I know nothing of the photo on page 113. I knew 

nothing of this, until about two years ago. Many things I was never told about. 

Page 127/128, I have to say is not the TD18. I was the one who loaded that, 

and I drove it on forwards, also Caterpillars are yellow, with Internationals red. 

The 'sports days' I am also basically unaware of. I would not have taken part in 

them anyway. I never got up onto the Keningau to Sook road, with the rest of 

the blokes. After we left Sandakan and travelled across to Jesselton, and then by 

train and truck up to Keningau, I was left at the river crossing, about five miles 

out of Keningau, operating the river crossing ferry with three other blokes that I 

had never seen before, and after another five to six weeks, never did again, as 

we went to Jesselton, Singapore and flew home. 

ooooooOoooooo 


