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        Maori Battalion march to victory


        Maori Battalion staunch and true


        Maori Battalion march to glory


        Take the honour of the people with you


        We’ll march, march, march to the enemy


        We’ll fight right to the end


        For God, for King, for Country


        Aue! Ake ake kia kaha e.

      


      WORDS BY CORPORAL ANANIA AMOHAU


      28 (MAORI) BATTALION


      Tumatauenga — god of war.


      Te Hokowhitu-a-Tu —


      
        
          	
            The many fighting men of Tumatauenga.

          


          	
            The name given to the Pioneer Battalion of Maori volunteers during World War One, 1914–1918.
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      Dear Rimini and Benedict,


      Dear Rimini and Benedict,


      You didn’t deserve ill-humour and rebuff, and I had no right to send you off with empty hearts when all you were asking was to get to know your ‘father’.


      ‘Father’ is what you said.


      You probably think I’m still a bit loony. It’s probably true.


      After you’d gone I kept thinking about my war notebooks. Everything I could tell you, more than I could ever tell you about your ‘father’, is contained in them. It wasn’t war that interested you, you said, unless there were matters to do with soldiering that were relevant to you getting to know him. I’ve tossed and turned about whether I should pass the diaries on to you because I never meant them to be read by anyone else, not only because there are details in them that none of us ever speak about, but also because I didn’t want anyone to know the truth about what really happened to me.


      The latter reason is unimportant now, and never was important to anyone except me. A further reason for not wanting the books read is because I decided that I should keep Ma’s secret, even though I could never understand her reasons for secrecy.


      But you have a right. I give them to you because I know you have a right.


      When I first began the notes I intended them to be simple recordings of times and places, jottings to do with my journeys and experiences of a war, which for me took place in Southern Italy. Brief scribblings and a few musings is what I started out with, as you’ll see. But the notebooks came to mean much more to me than just somewhere where I could doodle a few dates and place names. As you read on, thanks to Brother Pita, thanks to both my brothers, you’ll come to passages more illuminating of information you seek. You have a right, and even though there are some things I wish you didn’t have to read or incidents you didn’t have to know about, I’m pleased now that I didn’t burn the books as I had resolved to do, or that I didn’t throw them into the Tory Channel on the way home from war, which is what I tell those stickybeak journalists I did, when they come sniffing.


      So, though I’ve thrown out almost everything else extraneous to my occupation of space on this planet, the notebooks are still with me.


      The afternoon that you came, when I heard Fritzy barking and looked out to see who was coming, I was surprised all over again, just as I had been surprised on seeing you at age fourteen when you came to visit me in the loony bin about six years ago. You are your fathers’ memorials, the likeness being so strong that I thought I was being visited by ghosts – which wouldn’t be the first time. Old Fritzy certainly doesn’t discriminate about who is one and who is not. I was caught off guard, having been away from the family for so long and expecting to be left alone. I know I wasn’t as welcoming as I should have been.


      But it is best that I live alone. I’m all right back here under our mountain. It’s best for everyone, though I’m pleased now that you came, and grateful to have something to hand on to you.


      Sometimes events coincide in such a way that you feel there is something more in the air than coincidence. Benedict, when they gave you your name I know it wasn’t because of the bombing of the Benedictine abbey. You hadn’t been born at the time of the bombing. Nor was it because of the later event which occurred in a town beneath a mountain, because you were already named by the time we entered the town. No, you were given your name because your father wrote home describing the astonishing sight we came upon as we rounded the base of Monte Trocchio on our approach to Cassino. No one knew then that you would be his remembrance.


      No doubt when Jess came to Ma’s door with you, Rimini, you would have come with given names. However, your arrival, your handing over to Ma, would have coincided with the receiving of a telegram. You would have been given your new name because of what the telegram contained and not because the truth was known by then. You’ll both come to understand what I mean about there seeming to be more circulating than pure coincidence at times.


      People have dreams. Some dreams are simple meanderings that help whittle away stagnant hours. Others dreams are reachable, touchable, pliable, so that you can take them and shape them into something that seems to be real. These shaped dreams are bound to be affected by other people, or by events large and small, and in reaching out towards them sometimes dreams are caused to topple, or fragment, or become somehow elusive.


      Never mind. You find them or mend them, and when you re-examine them, you may see that their shapes have altered, or that they have changed you in some way. Perhaps they have become smaller, maybe more refined. Perhaps you have. They can be ungainly or misshapen or small, but it doesn’t matter. At least they exist and they belong to you. You have a dream. However, sometimes you can use up your dream and there is some condition, maybe just your own pigheadedness, that prevents you from pursuing another. Where are you then?


      Stop.


      Verbiage isn’t what you want from me after all these years of silence.


      Here’s a final note before you read on. Perhaps you’re thinking I made an error with that apostrophe several paragraphs back. You’ll understand as you go through the notebooks that it was no mistake.


      I hope I’m doing the right thing. I hope you won’t be hurt by certain revelations, but I’m certain it’s truth you’re after.


      With love,


      Tu

    

  


  
    
      Left Papakura by train …
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      away


      31 June 1943


      Left Papakura by train at eight o’clock last night and arrived in Wellington at eleven this morning to find my family waiting on the wharf to see me off. To my surprise Ma was there. She made sure to tell me she hadn’t come because she forgave me, but only because I was her son who she may never see again. Felt a bit guilty at first.


      Others had come besides Ma and my sisters. Ani Rose and friends from the Club were there – as well as some of the backhome relatives including Uncle Ju – bringing all kinds of packages which they piled on Choc, Tipu and me. Though it was good to see them I couldn’t wait to get on board.


      Eventually we were brought on to the wharf where we began embarkation, but finding it impossible to carry all the parcels friends and family had heaped on me I had to give some away. Once on board I found a handy position at the rail on the upper deck and could see family and friends down there among the crowd looking up. We were so packed together that they couldn’t see me at first. I took my lemon squeezer off, sweeping it from side to side to catch their attention, and at last they managed to pick me out and began waving. It wasn’t long before there was water between us and land. What a relief.


      Passed through the heads at dusk and stayed on deck until the lights of Wellington were out of vision. Had a good look round before deciding to turn in to bunk and jot down these few notes.


      No regrets.


      July 1st


      The New Zealand coastline remained in sight for most of the day. Presumably it was the south of the South Island we could see. This p.m. the ship began to roll a little and Choc said his gut was sloshing around. We’re now heading west, having lost sight of New Zealand at about 7 ac emma. Some of the boys weren’t too happy about seeing the last of our country for a while, but I was excited that we were on our way at last.


      Not so long ago I was a schoolboy taking part in athletic champs, running a barefoot first in the fifty-yard sprint. After bracing the finishing tape I kept on running. Off I ran, out of the iron gates and away to war.


      2nd


      Slept well and now settling down to life at sea. The weather holds fine although the swell increased during the day and some of the boys were seasick. Attended Mass. Very uncomfortable trying to keep balanced in such a confined space with the ship rolling so much – especially when kneeling – but at least I did my duty. Still heading north-west.


      3rd


      Fine weather continues and we’re keeping the same direction. Ship beginning to stink of sick as many of the boys have been affected badly by the motion. They don’t want to mess up their cabins so they’re all lying out on the decks swishing about in vomit. Tipu and I stood Choc up by the rails and threw two buckets of water over him. He felt better after that. We went off and found Ruby and did the same.


      When I first arrived at camp I found that Choc and Tipu were already there. I hadn’t seen these backhome cousins since they moved away from our mountain a few years before. Ruby is their mate from Taihape.


      Settling down to a daily routine. No drill or exercises so far but we have lectures instead. Quite dull really. However this afternoon we were supplied with two hundred cigarettes from canteen funds. Decided to take up smoking.


      4th


      Feeling queasy today, not from seasickness but from too much smoking. Anyway I decided to persevere as I am quite keen on this smoking, so I lay down on a clean piece of deck to counteract the dizziness and kept on puffing. I think I’m getting the hang of it.


      Sighted land and another ship this afternoon, which created some interest. Passed through Bass Strait (I think) and left land behind again.


      Couldn’t eat eggs.


      5th


      Presume crossing Gt Aust. Bight and sighted land in the distance. A huge school of porpoises put on a great show to starboard this morning, leaping and diving in unison. Every so often they moved off and we’d see the water churning with them further out. After a while they would return, shooting along below the surface to begin their antics again.


      The water is calmer now and the weather quite warm. Very hot in quarters so some of us have been sleeping out on deck.


      6th


      Making about four hundred miles a day since leaving NZ. Nothing to see but water. Anyway we amused ourselves by preparing for a concert (us Maori boys) which we put on earlier tonight. We did some of our club items including haka ‘Utaina’, and there were two or three solos. A group of boys, all brothers and cousins from Tauranga, sang a bracket of Ink Spot numbers: ‘It’s a Sin to Tell a Lie’, ‘My Prayer’, ‘Prisoner of Love’ and ‘When the Swallows Come Back to Capistrano’. They sang without accompaniment and sounded every bit as good as the real Ink Spots. It was just a short concert but we had some fun and received a good hearing.


      7th


      Not much to report except that a cruiser escort picked us up. At least that was something to look at, though we’d been hoping to sight land. We watched the cruiser for an hour or so then brought out the ukeleles. One of our relations from Opunake – we call him Bootleg – stood on his head and played his uke while singing a song without words. His big upside-down mouth and his rubbery lips were opening and shutting as he mimed the words to ‘In the Shade of the Old Apple Tree’. Hard case. Plinkity plink. Plenty music, plenty singsong. Plenty laugh. Should reach Fremantle at some time tomorrow.


      8th


      Headed into the Port of Fremantle this morning half expecting leave, but were disappointed in that respect. Later this afternoon we all went ashore and marched through town. The town is very old and the shops have been boarded up, giving the place a neglected look, but the people gave us a great welcome. We were ashore for a very short time before coming back on board. Hoping to have leave tomorrow.


      9th


      Went by train to Perth. Trains are old-fashioned and slow, and pulled along by engines half the size of the ones at home. In Perth we spent some time at the zoo viewing these strange Australian animals with their pouches and hoppity legs and swivelling ears. I couldn’t get over the birds with all their bright and beautiful feathers. They are of colours I’ve never seen in my life and didn’t know existed in nature, or anywhere. Our birds at home are deeper toned. So are our trees by comparison to the trees in this country. We cooled off with cold beer after that as the weather is very hot. They say it hasn’t rained for seven months. Later went to the pictures and saw Manhattan Moon. Returned by train with fresh fruit and grapes.


      10th


      Still in Fremantle. We were taken for a picnic to one of the beaches today. Marched there accompanied by a brass band. The weather was beautiful and sunny though the water was surprisingly cool. Had lunch and returned about 3 p.m. feeling refreshed.


      11th


      Spent another day in Perth where, first of all, we had a darned good feed of steak, eggs, chips, tomatoes, tea and piles of bread. We were having a good time in the pubs round town and talking about going to one of the dances later. But part way through the day we heard that some of our Battalion boys had been involved in a brawl with Yanks back in Fremantle. We were told that a couple of them had been knifed by the Americans and that one had died. It was very upsetting. News soon spreads, and some of the boys took their revenge on the Yanks there in Perth and so created another brawl. No one was seriously hurt in Perth.


      12th


      We learned today that another of the boys died as a result of the stabbing. Naturally we’ve been feeling very sorry and sad about this. Two of our mates gone and we haven’t even reached the war zone yet. That would be the worst thing that could happen – to go to war but to die on the way, for nothing. I couldn’t help thinking of the families at home.


      We attended the funeral this afternoon where our Battalion sang the hymns ‘Aue Ihu’, ‘Piko Nei te Matenga’, as well as our Maori version of ‘Abide with Me’.


      16th


      We thought we’d be on our way today, and after all that has happened most of us would be pleased to leave here. However we remained in port and further leave was granted. The whole shipload took off for the pubs in Perth and by afternoon the entire town was rowdy and rolling. Not being used to drinking, when I came out of the pub the fresh air hit me and my legs buckled. Choc and Bootleg took me to the town gardens and shoved me in among the roses where I slept for a couple of hours. When I came to, the boys, who’d been round the souvenir shops, were out on the grass throwing boomerangs. The pubs were shut by then. My mates were still drunk though and I still wasn’t feeling too good myself.


      We all went off through town, which was still rocking. Officers on picket duty were going round in trucks with Aussie provosts, keeping an eye on everything. While waiting for the train we filled in time skylarking round the railway station with the boomerangs, most of which ended up in pieces by the time our train pulled in. Off we went singing.


      17th


      This morning we were given a send-off by the military brass band, which played ‘Auld Lang Syne’ as the boat pulled out. The Aussies have shown us great hospitality.


      So we’re on our way again and have begun practising for another concert which will be held on Wednesday. It’s been raining but not enough to get wet or even to cool us down. The heat is terrific. Heading north-west. Sweating all day.


      18th


      Still heading NW as far as I can tell and the heat is unbearable.

    

  


  
    
      2


      iron


      It’s not so much the heat that is unbearable. It is the last diary entry that is unbearable. After writing it the pen came to a standstill and the ink congealed. It’s a disappointing sentence. ‘Still heading NW’ is a dull use of ink, and having the day’s date above seems to weigh the whole thing down even more. Just because the days are quite monotonous shouldn’t mean that writing has to drag as well.


      What if someone wants to read this one day – Ma and the family, or maybe a kid in fifty years’ time? What will they make of ‘terrific’ or ‘unbearable’ to describe the heat? Will it give them any idea of how this old one-eye sun boils round day after day in a close-up, white-hot sky? What will the words mean to someone in latitude forty?


      I enjoy writing in the notebook – like the smell of ink and paper, and always want to do my best to keep a neat hand despite the motion of the boat. But I’ve come to see that writing a daily journal can be stultifying. I have to get out from under dates now. It doesn’t matter which days are hot. I don’t need to repeat hot, hot, hot, every day. I don’t need to guess which direction we are heading in just to have something to write down.


      So now, coming back to my journal after being stymied by a sentence a week ago, I’ve decided I’ll write only when there are enough words in my head to create a flow on to paper through a warmed-up pen. In this way sentences will be freed, I hope. They’ll shake themselves out and find room to grow, maybe. And it won’t matter if what I write turns out to be a mixture of thoughts, ideas, observations and memories, because it will still be a kind of record of what is going on.


      There was a sentence that I wrote on our second day at sea, which came not so much from a warmed-up pen but from excitement and a warmed-up heart. As it arrived out on to the paper I was pleased with it, and I’ve thought of it and been happy with it ever since.


      ‘Off I ran, out of the iron gates and away to war,’ I wrote. Even though not perfectly true it’s close enough to the truth and it sounds like a good beginning to something. There’s a promise there I think. A kid might read it in fifty years’ time and hope that there will be more, that the sentence will crack open and leak its information, or expand in some way, on heartfelt desire.


      Rangi, in one of his letters home, didn’t go on and on about the conditions as their ship neared the equator, but he did tell us about two men from the engine room committing suicide. The way he told it, without many words at all, showed how he felt, showed his acceptance, but also explained something about intensity and heat in the way that ‘terrific’ or ‘unbearable’ never could. Fortunately there haven’t been any stokers throwing themselves over the side on this trip, so the best I can do is to say that even without clothes or covers the heat won’t let us sleep at night, not even out on deck; that drinking water is available all the time now and we are allowed two salt water showers a day. Each afternoon we have siesta for a couple of hours, and we had one good day of hard rain when we put on our togs and walked out, hissing and sizzling and steaming like hot irons.


      I had it already planned, my escape from boredom and boyhood. I’d gone over the escape many times in my head and the carrying out of the plan was only waiting for the right moment. As I crossed the finishing line, on my way for yet another athletics trophy, I knew the time had come.


      Enough is enough.


      If there’d been someone just a step ahead of me, someone to challenge me over the last few yards, or even if there’d been someone breathing on my shoulder, perhaps then, right then, would not have been the time.


      I’d worked hard to get all my exams behind me so that I could leave school, but Brother Pita, supported by The Uncle, thought another year would stand me in good stead until I could take my place as a law cadet in an office that my uncle would arrange for me.


      I knew the reason they’d sent me back to school was so that I’d give up the idea of enlisting and also because they didn’t want me manpowered into essential war industry in the city. School was to be my prison until the war ended, even though I’d already matriculated, even though there were no more challenges left for me on the sporting fields.


      So here I was at seventeen years of age, a school kid running in schoolboy races, when all I wanted to do was become a soldier.


      On deck early this morning we saw flying fish for the first time, hundreds of them, and I remembered another of Rangi’s letters where he mentioned the flying fish but didn’t describe them. How old was I then? Fourteen I think. I imagined, when I read his letter, that these fish would be many coloured, with wings that could take them anywhere. I thought that they would be able to fly skyward, swoop like hawks, dive like terns, or flick and jink about like fantails. What I saw were shoals of little fish, the largest no more than a hand-span in length. They were black on top and white underneath and came flying out of the wash, skimming the top of the water at a terrific rate. They used their wings as gliders, cruising along, catching the wind currents before entering the water again with a whack and a splash. They travel quite a distance above water before disappearing. I’d say about twenty-five to thirty chains.


      Although this description is as accurate as I can make it, I now wonder if Rangi’s few words were not better after all. Without a description the flying fish can be as exotic as imagination can make them. A kid in fifty years’ time could think of a ship ploughing through oceans accompanied by flocks of fish of all colours, crowding and wing-beating about in the way that seagulls (of parrot colours) storm the home-going fishing boats.


      Ever since war began I knew that I’d be a soldier, though no one else would hear of it. It’s not that I’m against what my family has planned for me. It’s not that I’m against the idea of studying law and nor am I ungrateful for what my family has done for me. Also I am fully aware of the responsibilities that they have placed on me, but there’s time enough for all that. At seventeen I just didn’t want to be a boy any longer and felt a need to break out of the family protection that has always coated me. Out there, outside the school gates, away from my family and my mountain, there was a whole world to see, a Battalion to belong to, a war to fight in. Since I knew I’d never be given family permission, and since I believed there were already enough school photos, enough sports cups, enough certificates to satisfy Ma, Pita, The Uncle, the family, I took permission for myself.


      The day after Sports Day was the last day of the first term and instead of packing just what I needed for the holidays I packed all my belongings. It was quite usual for me to go back home and stay for a week with Uncle Willy in the school holidays, and then to continue on to Wellington to spend the second week with Ma.


      But I wrote to Ma and told her that I wanted to spend all of the holidays back under our mountain with my uncle, as there were no other young men around to help the older people with their work now. It was true. Most of my cousins were already away at war. Others had left for the cities to find jobs and it was a hard time for the backhome people. Ma didn’t need me in Wellington.


      However, before I set out for Uncle Willy’s, I went down to the bus depot, changed out of my uniform and went along to the army recruiting office to join up.


      On arrival at Uncle Willy’s I told him that I’d left school and wanted to stay with him until a position was found for me in Wellington, otherwise I’d be manpowered into war work. Near to the end of the holidays I wrote a letter to the school to explain that I wouldn’t be returning. I forged my mother’s signature on it. After that I waited for my call-up papers, and when they arrived told Uncle Willy I was returning to Wellington. Quite easy really. Ma believed I was back in school by then.


      Of course everyone had to know what I’d done eventually, but it was several weeks before they found out. I wrote to Ma from camp but she never wrote back, so when on leave I always went to Uncle Willy’s just to keep out of her way. I was thankful that big brother Pita was off to war by the time it was all known. Brother Rangi had returned to war zones also.


      Pita and Rangi, being so much older than me, will never be able to think of me as anything other than a kid. One day soon I’ll be joining them – but of course won’t get a very good reception, especially from Pita. Their hopes for the future of our family have all been pinned on me.


      Well, the future is the future. Now is now. I’m happy with the choice I made.


      After many days with only ourselves and the American cruiser beating along in the centre of this vast, shifting circle bound by the horizon, we were joined by four destroyers. But before we crossed the equator the Americans and part of the destroyer escort left us, going off in another direction. We were supposed to be in dangerous waters.


      We were all given a tot of rum on the day we crossed the equator, which we did at 3 p.m. on 24 July 1943 – as I have written on my souvenir card handed out to us by King Neptune. Some of the boys were hanging over the side watching out for this famous line!


      Though some of our time on board is spent in drills and lectures there are other organised activities which help keep us interested as we make our way across mainly calm and empty seas.


      Just about every night there has been a concert or entertainment of some description. These are put on by different troop sections or the Women’s Auxiliary, and sometimes by the ship’s personnel. We’ve put on several shows ourselves and sometimes a soloist or one of our quartets has taken part in a concert organised by other units. One of our boys is a pianist and he’s always in demand.


      A favourite sport on board is boxing for which I’ve taken out the lightweight title. A kid in fifty years’ time might like to know that. I received one big shiner for my efforts.


      The first time I attended a race meeting I won five shillings but came out losing every time after that. The racetrack is a long piece of canvas that has been marked out in sections. Once all the bets have been placed, each horse is forwarded along its track according to numbers rolled on a dice, continuing on amid all the shouting and barracking until winners and placings are decided. The little horses have been cast in metal and painted black, white or grey, or different shades of brown.


      No more sleeping out on deck for fear of malaria, but despite everything I can truly say I’m having a good time on my way to join my Battalion and heading off to war.


      Our first sight of land came when we spotted a group of three islands. We watched a flying boat land close to the main one, and it was a day later that we sighted coastland, presumably of Eastern Africa. I was surprised to see a mountain with snow on it, a reminder of my own mountain.


      Thoughts of home?


      But this doesn’t mean I’m homesick. Far from it.


      Eventually we arrived in the Gulf of Aden and called into the port to refuel and take on water. Looking out beyond the buildings of the port we could see houses of grey stone perched against steep hill faces.


      No sooner had the boat stopped when natives were out in canoes trading fruit for money and cigarettes and other things. I saw at least two pairs of boots go overboard, as well as blankets, shirts and one ukelele. Chaps are going to return to their swags and wonder where their gear has gone.


      We went on up the Red Sea passing by many islands. There were ships everywhere – dozens of cargo and coastal boats, as well as aircraft carriers and hospital ships. I’ve learned that since leaving Fremantle we’ve travelled nearly five thousand miles and expect to reach our destination, Suez, at some time tomorrow.
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      maadi


      We sighted Tewfik, Port of Cairo, early on the morning of 5 August and anchored at mid-morning among ships of every description, going ashore on to a crowded waterfront where we just couldn’t get used to people pushing themselves on to us to buy cigarettes and lollies, and fruit that didn’t look too good. There were plenty of beggars too and they put you on the spot. Anyway we managed to have a good feed before boarding the train, beginning a slow journey with stops all along the way.


      The first few miles of country were barren and dry – sandy, and dotted with clusters of mud houses that looked broken down and poor. But further on we were surprised to see how fertile the land was. Wheat seemed to be the main crop. Water was carried by canals throughout the whole district, and natives used either donkeys or oxen for work and transport. We soon became used to the vendors at the stations and had fun bargaining with them all along the way. The wogs are a lot of thieves, but in many instances the Maori beat them at their own game. We found it much cooler on shore than out at sea, especially as night came on when we passed through Cairo.


      We arrived here in Maadi well after midnight and rose late in the morning. To my surprise and horror I walked right into Brother Pita. He pressed his nose to mine, but only because I am his brother, then without a word, turned his back and walked off. Brother Rangi, when I came across him not long afterwards, just laughed and called me a silly bugger.


      I was unprepared to find myself encamped with my brothers, because although I thought I would meet up with them eventually, I imagined that at present they’d be away in the thick of battle somewhere. Rangi and I talked for a while about the people at home before we began duties. So I suppose it could have been much worse.


      Most of the first day was spent making our tents comfortable and becoming familiar with our area. We looked around different huts and canteens and kept coming across boys we knew. There was plenty of cheek from the old hands who kept asking us if we’d bought ourselves a one-way ticket because they reckoned a two-way ticket was a waste of money.


      I never would have imagined such a place, with the first impression being of a completely flat, bare landscape for miles and miles. As you become more accustomed to the view you notice the low rolling hummocks and the long plateaux. But it’s all sand. I never could have imagined such a vastness of sand.


      Nor could I have imagined the size of Maadi Camp. The hundreds of tents and huts, the row upon row of vehicles, the depots, the canteens and quarters make up a whole town covering many acres.


      The Lowry Hut, in among all of this, has been provided by the New Zealand YMCA. It’s a long brick building where you can buy food or relax with a drink. There’s a swimming pool nearby, a good place to cool down in.


      Our very own Maori Battalion mobile canteen is here too. It’s a covered truck, called Te Rau Aroha, given as a special gift to the Maori Battalion by all the little kids of our backhome native schools. I remember kids and parents at home raising money for it in all sorts of ways – by holding concerts, running raffles and card nights, growing vegetables and making handcrafts for sale. Outside the stores they organised copper trails where people lined up their pennies and ha’pennies all along the edge of the footpath, from one verandah pole to the next, to the next.


      When I saw the truck my thoughts kept returning to those little backhome snot-noses with their pennies, running off to school, some of whose names we can now see written on the inside walls and doors of the canteen. Their message to us has been painted up on the truck’s canopy in two languages:


      
        PRESENTED TO THE MAORI BATTALION


        AS A TOKEN OF LOVE FROM THE CHILDREN


        OF THE NATIVE SCHOOLS OF NEW ZEALAND

      


      
        He tohu aroha na nga tamariki o nga kura maori


        O niu tireni ki te ope whawhai o te iwi maori e tau


        mai na i te pae o te pakanga i te mura o te ahi

      


      My own backhome school, where I began my schooling when I was five, collected £20-1s-9d, and once when my family sent me backhome for the school holidays The Uncle gave me 2/- to give to them as our contribution. Altogether the schools raised £1000.


      It was a thrill to see this result of their efforts and now to hear of some of the adventures the canteen has been involved in. Our mates of desert campaigns told us about Te Rau Aroha’s wheels being immobilised in soft sand in the Sinai Desert and how, with enemy closing in, they all had to dig like blazes to get it out. They said it was captured in Minqar Qaim and managed a lucky escape, but only after all its goods had been ransacked. It survived a Luftwaffe attack too, bombs bursting all around it and completely wrecking most of the other vehicles in the convoy. Te Rau Aroha ended up bashed and battered with all of its tyres flat, but still mobile and with its wireless still going.


      One of its most talked-about escapades was when it took part in a bayonet charge somewhere round Tripoli. There it was, the boys said, belting down a ridge in among all these mad Maori soldiers with their bayonets fixed, charging like stampeding bulls towards an enemy section. The van was shot up by a machine gunner, but with no harm done to its drivers and with the enemy eventually retreating.


      It’s been under fire on several occasions they say, as our man, Charlie YM, stops at nothing to serve men in battle, venturing to forward positions in order to deliver all sorts of goods from trench to trench. So the old truck has its fair share of dents, scars and bullet wounds and has been awarded its own wound stripes and battle stars too – something we’re all proud of. It’s part of home to us, part of our backhome families, and part of our own Battalion family now as well.


      Charlie keeps the canteen well stocked with all kinds of sweets, chocolate, biscuits and drinks. The tinned goods include seafoods such as toheroa, mussels and oysters, and one of the favourite purchases in this weather is tinned peaches with New Zealand tinned cream that we always have at Christmas time at home. There’s a supply of cigarettes and New Zealand tobacco as well as everything in the way of soaps, razors and toothbrushes – also books and stationery. The canteen is where we gather to yarn and sing and listen to the radio.


      Reveille is at five-thirty every morning with breakfast at six and route marches and lectures right up to lunch. In the afternoons we have siesta time.


      All the battalions have got teams together and we’re practising for sports competitions. But though these competitions are taken very seriously, of more interest to me since my arrival have been discussions about the takeover of Sicily by the Allies, and what that might mean. All the German occupiers were sent packing out of Sicily, and not long afterwards, Mussolini was ousted from power. He got the boot! This all happened while we were making our way across the oceans. It all means something as far as our future is concerned. In the meantime our practices keep us occupied.


      Sporting competitions are seen as a good way of bringing all of us new boys together as our Battalion is being built up. We’re not the only reinforcement. Others have been marching in over three months, replacing those who went home on furlough or who didn’t make it through the desert.


      At the divisional swimming champs I won all my swims – heats and finals – just as I always did at school. I wouldn’t mind if someone walloped me now and again, but never mind, the whole Battalion was there cheering and I was happy to do it for Twenty-eighth. Pita was watching, which pleased me more than I can say. Rangi has been the all-round champ several times himself, so I’m told, but he didn’t enter this time. He left it all to me, he said afterwards. Anyway most of the swimming was won by the Twenty-eighth – eight out of nine competitions. Good, because Maori Battalion teams didn’t fare too well in the sports contests earlier in the month, winning only the tug-o’-war. Some of the boys had to be restrained from getting in and helping the tug-o’-war team otherwise it would’ve been disqualified.


      This is practically a new Battalion they say, though there are still some of the originals around, like my brother Rangi, who, apart from a two-month spell at home because of blindness, has been with Twenty-eighth since its beginning. There are such stories about him. I’m proud to be his brother. His blindness proved to be temporary and on the journey home his sight was already returning.


      I’d been here almost a fortnight before Pita decided to break his silence. I had been avoiding him as much as possible, thinking that though he could choose not to speak to me there was nothing much else he could do. Here I was at last, on the other side of the world, not the first and not the last runaway off to fight in a war.


      Back at the recruitment office all those months ago, I expected some sort of interrogation regarding my age, but there wasn’t one. I believe they’re taking anyone of any age now, because they’re so desperate to fill the gaps. Maori Battalion casualties have been extremely high and replacements are needed. Unless you’re medically unfit, and as long as you tell them, when asked for proof of age, that there is no record of your birth, you’re certain to be allowed to join up. That’s what I think. Anyway I’m happy with what I did, proud to be a member of the Maori Battalion and off on the biggest adventure of my life.


      I expected a real ear-bashing from Pita, but all he wanted to tell me was that he’d heard the war was scaling down and that the Maori Battalion wouldn’t be going any further.


      We’ve all heard these rumours. The Maori politicians at home want us recalled, saying that our Battalion of volunteers has done enough already and that there have been too many losses from such a small population. Pita just seems relieved that I won’t be involved in the fighting now that we’ll all soon be on our way home. That’s what he believes, but I really don’t think there’s any truth in it.


      The locals, dressed in their long robes and close-fitting hats, come every day with their carts to the weighing stations, bringing fruit and vegetables heaped in big woven baskets. Or they bring eggs and other more delicate supplies in wooden crates which they carry on their shoulders. There are women wearing head-cloths and big dresses who sit round large wash basins washing and rinsing army clothes from daylight until dark. What a world there is to know about. The washerwomen remind me of the mothers backhome who take their washing down to the creek in summer time, soaping and rubbing and rinsing and yarning and spreading their clothes across the bushes to dry.


      We’ve been getting into hard training in all this heat and dust. The sun boils down on to the parade ground and reflects off the sand right into your face, which doubles its intensity. The dust is so bad sometimes that you can barely see from one side of the parade ground to the other. This training is the most difficult of all physical things I’ve ever done so far and that includes all the stuff that I did out on the hills with Uncle Ju.


      I’m quite happy about it all, pleased to be able to really test myself for the first time in my life, among the very best. It’s so good to be here and to be part of such a great Battalion.


      And I do believe my names give me the right to be here anyway, my full first name being Te Hokowhitu-a-Tu – The Many Fighting Men of Tumatauenga. Tumatauenga is the patron of war. The name was given to me by the grandmothers to honour my father and his war – my father being a member of the Pioneer Battalion of Maori soldiers of 1914–1918 which was known by the name. My saint’s name, Bernard, was given by my mother and was the name I was known by while I was at boarding school. Saint Bernard is the patron of travellers and mountain climbers. So if it is correct that we are heading for the mountains of Italy I can feel well patronised by both my names. I can truly believe I made the right decision.


      What it means (i.e. Germany being booted out of Sicily and Benito out of Italy) is that Italy has now signed an armistice and that the Eighth Army has crossed over into Italy. Since our New Zealand Division is part of the Eighth Army, the logic is that we’ll be on the way to help out very soon. We haven’t heard this officially, but that’s where we’re going I’d say – to Italy, Land of Pope and Glory.


      Training is getting tougher every day, which to my mates and me is further evidence that we’re heading off into action. Exercises take place out in the fields as well as among bush and around houses, and we’ve stepped up weapon training. Route marches include plenty of hill country. Good. Can’t wait to catch up to the war.


      Here’s something odd and strange and unwanted as far as I’m concerned. Brother Pita came and sat with me last night while there was a bit of local brew going round, and at first began talking again about me returning home. Nothing has happened regarding the return of our Battalion, thank goodness for that, but it seems that some compromises have been suggested. I think there’s been talk that younger brothers could be sent home in cases where there are more than two from the same family at war. There are three from our family but there are some families that have four sons away, and one I know of where there were five but three have died already. Pita was talking as though this was all about to happen, but I don’t think so. He wants so much for this war to be over that I feel sorry for him. If anyone should go home it should be him, after all he’s the one with a wife and expected family.


      After he’d given his opinion about these matters he sat quietly for a while. I thought I was in for a lecture, but much to my surprise and embarrassment, Pita, Big Brother, twelve years my senior, who has been more of a father than a brother to me, and who has never spoken to me in all my life except to correct or command me, began talking about personal matters, informing me about his life as though there were some things that needed explaining.


      He talked about Jess too. It’s none of my business. I’m not his confessor.
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