National Service (Part Two)

27th July 1949 to 12th August 1951
by Stan Briggs

Orinally our long train ride was over, what a reliefl Now our mode of transport was to change, the next leg of our
journey would take place at sea, aboard HMAS Westralia.

6he Westralia was launched in 1929 after being built at the Harland and Wolff shipyard in Belfast, it was built as a

passenger liner and was owned by Huddart Parker Ltd from Australia. The ship provided accommodation for 360
first class passengers and 90 third class passengers and it was indeed a very fine ship. But sometimes during wars,
sacrifices have to be made and HMS Westralia had succumbed to the needs of the war effort.

When the 1939-45 war broke out, the ship had been commandeered for duty, fitted out with 6 inch anti-aircraft guns
and saw service in the Far East. It had had it's share of being targeted by the Kami-Kazi pilots of the Japanese Navy
too, but fortunately for the ship and all on board, they had missed !

(You can read more about HMAS Westralia's at the end of this article)
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When | arrived on board | was amazed to see the original spiral mahogany staircase was still intact together with

other fittings. Our first meal was tea time and we all queued up from the top of the staircase, army boots and all. |
can still smell the wood polish that the crew was using. | didn’t have any duties to carry out onboard the ship during
our voyage from Trieste to Port Said, which made for a very long and laborious trip. Unbeknown to me at the time,
my return trip onboard HMT Lancashire later in1951 was to be very different.

‘] remember thinking it was just as well that | had been enrolled in the Army and

not in the Navy as | wasn’t an immediate ‘natural’ sailor. The wind was up and the
ship rolled a lot. | can vividly recall the first day at sea and being halfway down
the stairway in the tea time queue, when | had to make a mad dash back up
topside as seasickness took a rapid hold of me. | waited half an hour, took in deep
breaths of fresh air and then tried again, but | didn't make it the second or third
time either so | gave it up as a bad job. When | woke the next day | was very
thankful to see that the wind had died down and the rest of the journey turned
out to be quite a calm one. | may never have eaten at all on that trip if the
weather had stayed rough!

We sailed down the Adriatic and across the Mediterranean to Port Said. | remembered that someone had once said

to me “Lad, there is no better form of education than to travel”, well they were certainly right, | never thought |
would be making this journey but | was certainly learning a lot from the whole experience of my first taste of travel.

When we were berthing at Port Said

there were a few young Egyptian lads
swimming round the ship asking us to
throw pennies down, when we did they
would dive down and retrieve them. We
disembarked and were all ushered on to
what | can only describe as an excuse for a
train, but this was to be our mode of
transport to take us to our final destina-
tion of Fayid, which lies very close to the
Great Bitter Lake, half way between Port
Said and Suez. There were no windows as
such on the train, only slats as | recall, and
the more speed we got up, the more we
were showered with sand....

... OWELCOME to EGYPT!!

As our train trundled on its way to Fayid,

we could see The Suez Canal on our left
and to our right the farmers were all tend-
ing their fields. Their main form of trans-
port seemed to be by donkey and cart
and they were all very busy getting on
with their days chores. Except, that is, for ; :

when the troop trains passed them. At B e T R - o PP
this point they would all come to a stand- - T

still, face the train and lift their galabiya’s ~— —=f=e .
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(outer-clothes) baring their ‘manhood’. | | - :
guess they were very proud of their H__“"-ha-.,_,___‘__‘r___:_r.‘-' I
goods! Or were they were trying to tell us ol LR R

something, | wonder? Whatever it was, it BT T ST
was something they always did as | have FLr T e ok e
heard many other recollection of this act E
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We eventually reached Fayid at about 5 o’clock, with the sun setting low in the sky. | do remember that vision very
well, and thinking “if this is the magical east, God help us!” All | could see was sand everywhere and the ‘Gebel
Shabrawit Mountain’ Its nickname was "The Flea" and in a few months time | would find myself climbing to the top
of it in the all MELF Forces Cross Country Race as a member of the 71st HAA Team. Just as well | didn’t know that at
that particular moment | guess.

I can honestly say that this was the first time | felt homesick and what a feeling it was. Up to this point it had all
been about travelling and the excitement of that alone had kept us all going. But at this actual point in time |
suddenly realized that | had another 14 months to complete as we had recently been informed by the army that we
had been called up for 18 months National Service! Another thought ran through my mind “Wow, that's a long time
in the desert, | had better make the best of this”, and in the end, | did!

... Read about my time in the desert, in Part Three ...

HMAS WESTRALIA
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Type:

Armed Merchant Cruiser/
Landing Ship Infantry
Displacement:

8,108 tons gross,
4,717 tons net
Length:

45 feet

Beam:

60 feet

Draught:

22 feet 6 V2 inches
Builder:

Harland and Wolff Ltd,
Glasgow, Scotland
Completed:

1929

Machinery:

2 Harland and Wolff oil engines
Horsepower:

1,750

Speed:

14 knots
Complement:

541
Accommodation:
1,004 troops (as LSI)
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HMAS Westralia History

The twin screw motor vessel WESTRALIA was built for Huddart Parker Ltd.

Following the declaration of war she was requisitioned for war service as an Armed Merchant Cruiser on 2 November
1939 and commissioned as HMAS WESTRALIA at Sydney on 17 January 1940 under the command of Commander
Alvord S. Rosenthal RAN.

WESTRALIA began operational service on 30 March 1940 when she departed Sydney for Darwin and thence to
Macassar. April was spent in East Indian waters on patrol. One ship, the Norwegian FERNLANE was intercepted and
sent in prize to Singapore.

On 3 May 1940 WESTRALIA returned to Darwin and remained exercising in the area for most of the month before
proceeding to Fremantle, where she arrived on 29 May. On 1 June she proceeded to rendezvous with LARGS BAY in
the Indian Ocean, both ships reaching Fremantle on 4 June. Further escort duty from Fremantle occupied the cruiser
until 11 June when she entered harbour and remained berthed for fifteen days. Stores and provisions for four
months were embarked and necessary refitting undertaken.

On 25 June WESTRALIA departed Fremantle for Colombo to begin a period of patrol and escort duties on the East
Indies Station, which was to last until January 1941. It was uneventful routine service over a large area of sea similar
to that performed by HMAS KANIMBLA and covered the whole of the northern and western areas of the Indian
Ocean from Sumatra to Bombay and South to Mauritius.

On 23 December 1940 WESTRALIA made her final departure from Colombo, detached from the East Indies Station
and proceeded for Fremantle. On 11 January 1941 she returned to Sydney after an absence of ten months.

Following a fortnight in harbour she sailed for Darwin escorting ZEALANDIA, arriving on 5 February. The remainder
of the month was spent assisting in carrying out an aerial survey of the Admiralty Gulf area. At the close of the
month she returned to Sydney.

The first days of March 1941 found WESTRALIA at sea escorting a convoy for New Zealand. Returning to Sydney on 6
March, she commenced a month’s refit at Garden Island. April and most of May 1941 were spent on shipping
protection at Nauru and Ocean Island and after a brief stay in Sydney she escorted a convoy for New Zealand,
returning to Sydney on 29 June.

In July the cruiser was back at Nauru and Ocean Island evacuating civilians and arranging a demolition programme.
She returned to the two islands again in August, landing relief garrisons and fixing demolition charges.

The first three weeks of September 1941 were spent at Garden Island making good defects, before proceeding for
Darwin on the 29th escorting a floating dock. The remainder of the year was spent transporting troops to Timor and
New Guinea and patrolling in the Darwin area.

On 10 January 1942 WESTRALIA arrived in Sydney from Port Moresby to commence refit. The work was completed
on 18 February following a break of seven days for convoy escort duty. The remainder of February was occupied
covering conveys on the Queensland coast.

When nearing Sydney on 31 May 1942 a Japanese submarine was sighted. The USS CHICAGO, which was in
company, opened fire but the submarine dived and was not seen again. This was just before the midget submarine
attack on Sydney Harbour.

The rest of WESTRALIA’s active career as an Armed Merchant Cruiser was spent almost continuously on convoy
protection duty, ending in August 1942 when she formed part of the escort for Convoy ZK12 from Fremantle to
Sydney. In the intervening period of March to August 1942, in addition to coastal convoy protection she escorted
shipping to South Pacific waters.

In September 1942 she proceeded to Port Stephens and after assisting with the placing of anti-torpedo nets at that
port, became a temporary Accommodation Ship for HMAS ASSAULT, the Naval Training School for Combined
Operations training at Port Stephens.
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In December she berthed at Sydney, bringing her career as an Armed Merchant Cruiser to a close. Between 9
February and 25 June 1943 WESTRALIA was undergoing conversion to a Landing Ship Infantry at Sydney. A period of
training exercises at Port Stephens followed before she began operations transporting United States Marines to
Goodenough Island in September. The remainder of the year was spent in landing exercises and transport of troops
to Goodenough Island and the operations at Arawe, New Britain.

In January 1944 WESTRALIA landed United States troops at Cape Cretin (New Guinea). En route from the area on 28
January she was attacked by Japanese aircraft and suffered casualties and damage which was, fortunately,
insufficient to put her out of commission.

On 5 February she was back at Cape Cretin with reinforcements. March and April were spent operating in New
Guinea waters including the landings at Hollandia. WESTRALIA returned to Sydney on 31 May 1944 for refitting.

In July she again began transporting troops to the forward areas operating from New Guinea bases. August was
spent mainly in the Solomons on training exercises, followed by similar duties in the Aitape (New Guinea) area in
September. In October 1944 WESTRALIA took part in the landings at Leyte Gulf in the Philippines.

WESTRALIA spent December in the Solomons and at Manus before returning to the Philippines for the Lingayen
landings in January 1945. There she experienced an attempted Kamikaze attack by a Japanese aircraft. Only minor
damage was sustained.

WESTRALIA returned to Australia in March 1945. In Brisbane a fire in her holds delayed her for ten days. On the last
day of the month she sailed for Manus preparatory to taking part in operations in Borneo. The landings at
Balikpapan in July 1945 ended WESTRALIA’s part in transporting troops to areas in enemy hands and from then until
the end of hostilities she was engaged in carrying troops and stores to the Solomons and New Guinea areas.

In the post war period WESTRALIA was engaged in the repatriation of troops from the island areas north of Australia
to the mainland. She paid off at Sydney on 19 September 1946 after steaming 120,978 miles in naval service. After
work on restoring the ship to her peacetime condition had been in progress for some months a requirement arose
for WESTRALIA to maintain a service between Sydney and Kure, Japan, for the British Commonwealth Occupation
Forces. This occupied her from December 1947 until April 1949. She did not recommission as an HMA Ship and was
manned by a Merchant Navy crew.

Reconditioning was recommenced but was again interrupted when the ship was chartered to the British Ministry of
Transport for use as a Troop Carrier. WESTRALIA left Sydney in August 1949 and after service in the Mediterranean
returned to Sydney in March 1950. Reconversion for peacetime service was again begun and on 27 March 1951
WESTRALIA was returned to her owners.

WESTRALIA served as an Australian interstate passenger vessel until February 1959 when she made her last trip
between ports from her home port of Melbourne. After lying at Sydney for some months, she was sold to the Asian
and Pacific Shipping Co Ltd, Suva, Fiji. The company renamed her DELFINO in 1959 and converted her to a livestock
carrier for trade with the United States. Later the ship was renamed WOOLAMBI. On 19 December 1961 she left
Sydney under tow by the Japanese tug NISSHO MARU to be broken up in Japan.
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