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Call for 2017 Contributors 

Military History Group Members are invited 
to consider presentations you might like to 
give or hear next year. Please also let the 
Convenor, Rob Ellis or Advisory Members  
know of guest speakers who could be invit-
ed to share military experiences which 

would be of interest to our Members.  

U3A equipment can be organised and assis-
tance in the preparation of presentations 

can be given if required. 

Rebellion in the Trenches: The French Army Mutiny of 1917 

On April 16, 1917, French General Robert Nivelle, newly-appointed as Commander of the French Army, 
thought he was about to win the First World War. He was about to launch a massive assault at Chemin des 
Dames that, he confidently believed, was so well-planned and well-executed that it simply could not fail--

indeed, even when Nivelle found out 
that German spies had already learned 
of his plans, he did not alter them. As 
planned, the French artillery sent a 
massive barrage of shells to tear up 
the enemy's trenches just before the 
French troops would reach them; as 
planned, over a million French troops 
left their trenches and went "over the 
top" to charge across No Man's Land. 
But instead of the expected massive 
breakthrough and victory, Nivelle 
watched as the still-remaining German 
machine guns opened fire, and killed 
or wounded 30,000 Frenchmen within 
hours. The Germans, knowing that the 
bombardment was coming, had tem-
porarily retreated to their secondary 
trenches.  The Entente artillery bar-

rage blew apart empty trenches. 

But Nivelle did not give up. Confident 
that the plan would still work if he only 
threw in some more troops, he called 
up his reserves and ordered them to 
the front. According to legend, when a 
unit of reinforcements found them-
selves marching past General Nivelle 
and his aides on their way to the 
frontline trenches, they protested by 

loudly bleating like sheep--they were lambs being led to the slaughter. By the time Nivelle relented and 
ended the attacks, ten days later, some 120,000 French troops lay dead or mangled in No Man's Land. The 

"Second Battle of the Aisne" was a failure. 

For many in the French Army, it was the last straw. By this time, French troops had faced three years of 
mass human-wave attacks that charged across No Man's Land only to be cut down en masse by German 
machine guns and artillery. Names like "Ypres", "The Somme", "Verdun", "Vimy Ridge", and 

"Passchendaele" had already become synonyms for "futile mass slaughter". 

On May 3, 1917, the French Army's 21st Division was ordered to make ready for another attack. Instead, 
the troops of the 21st had a meeting, and informed their shocked commanders that they would not obey 
those orders. They would not abandon their positions or refuse to fight in defence, the troops declared, but 
they would not make any more suicidal charges across No Man's Land. The French Generals swiftly re-
sponded by arresting the troops' spokesmen, executing several and exiling the rest to Devil's Island. On 

May 5, the 21st Division went "over the top" and was cut to pieces. 

The spark of mutiny spread quickly. The 120th Regiment announced that it would not make any more 
frontal assaults. The 119th and 128th quickly followed. By June, regiments from at least 50 of the 113 infan-
try divisions in the entire French Army were part of the mutiny. On June 5, when the 5th Regiment was 
ordered to the front, they refused, and began marching to the rear instead.  Met by a group of French Army 
officers who blocked their way, they simply sat down on the road in protest. The troops of the 18th Regi-
ment, after receiving orders to attack, told their Colonel that they had nothing against him personally, but 
they would not follow those orders. Another French unit sent a written message to their commander: "You 
have nothing to fear, we are prepared to man the trenches, we will do our duty and the Boches will not get 
through. But we will not take part in attacks which result in nothing but useless casualties." The French 
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The French Army Mutiny of 1917 Continued: 

 As the rebellion spread, the list of grievances quickly grew--not only were men refusing to make any more suicidal attacks, but they wanted an opportunity for 
regular leave (although officers were given leave to visit Paris, most of the poilus in the trenches had not had any leave in three years), and they wanted better 
food and water. In some units, the demands became more overtly political and aimed at ending the war itself; some groups of soldiers were defiantly flying the 
red flag and singing "The Internationale" and "The Marseillaise". Troops from the 119th Regiment stole a truck, mounted machine guns on it, and were stopped 
on their way to destroy the ammo dump as a protest against the war. Another regiment took over the town of Missy-aux-Bois and tried to declare a new 
"Commune" government. Several divisions formed elected "Soldier's Councils" in direct imitation of the Bolshevik "Soviets". Far from being mere grousing and 
complaints by small disgruntled groups of troops, the mutiny was becoming organized, with regiments and divisions acting together as units and with clear aims 

and discipline. 

The French and British governments were absolutely terrified--the Russian Tsar had just been deposed less than three months before by a Revolution which 
had also begun with mutinous Army troops. Civilian politicians feared that a full-scale revolution would break out in France; military generals feared that if the 
Germans found out about the mutinies they would launch a full-scale attack and the entire war could be lost. The British were afraid that the entire French Army 
was now unreliable, and that they might be left to face the Germans alone. So both governments made tremendous efforts to suppress the mutiny and, above 

all, to keep the whole thing quiet. (After the war, German General 
Ludendorff confirmed that the Kaiser's High Command had never 
had any inkling of the French Army rebellions--and if they had, it 

might have changed the course of the war.) 

To end the mutiny, the French Government used both the carrot and 
the stick. As the carrot, the government fired Nivelle and replaced 
him as Commander with the more popular General Petain. Petain 
implemented a system of regular leave for the troops, increased the 
rate at which frontline troops were rotated out of the trenches, made 
efforts to improve the food and water they got, and promised that 
there would be no more mass frontal assaults until large numbers of 
troops from America (who had just joined the war) began to arrive to 

help. 

As the stick, the military carried out a series of mass arrests target-
ing the mutineers. Of the tens of thousands who were arrested, 
about 23,000 were convicted in a court-martial. Some 500 of these 
were formally sentenced to death, but Petain wanted to try to 
smooth things over with the troops, so only 50 or so of the death 
sentences were actually carried out--the rest were imprisoned. But 

the mutiny did not really end until the Germans launched their Great Offensive in early 1918, in an attempt to win the war before large numbers of American 

troops began arriving. 

The entire history of the mutiny was quietly erased. It was classified as a military secret, references to it in official documents were either excised entirely or 
euphemized as "isolated incidents" of "indiscipline". Today, few people know of the existence of the French Mutiny--and fewer still realize how sweeping it actu-

ally was in its scope and extent. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   France pardon executed WW1 Poilus with a new memorial to those who died 

French Soldier being Executed 
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Our Centenary - World War 1 Timeline  - November 1916 to March  1917 

 
April 1917 - British combat pilots on the Western Front suffer a 50 percent casualty rate during Bloody April as the Germans shoot down 150 fighter planes. 

The average life expectancy of an Allied fighter pilot is now three weeks, resulting from aerial dogfights and accidents. 

America Enters 

April 2, 1917 - President Woodrow Wilson appears before the U.S. Congress and gives a speech saying "the world must be made safe for democracy" then 

asks the Congress for a declaration of war against Germany. 

April 6, 1917 - The United States of America declares war on Germany. 

 

 

 

April 9, 1917 - The British Army has one of its most productive days of the war as 3rd Army, supported by Canadian and Australian troops, makes rapid ad-
vances north of the Hindenburg Line at Arras and Vimy on the Western Front. The expansive first-day achievement in snowy weather includes a 3.5 mile terri-
torial gain and the capture of Vimy Ridge by Canadians. However, similar to past offensives, the inability to capitalize on initial successes and maintain momen-
tum gives the Germans an opportunity to regroup and further gains are thwarted. The British suffer 150,000 casualties during the offensive, while the Germans 

suffer 100,000. 

Nivelle Offensive  April 16, 1917 - The French 5th and 6th Armies attack along a 25-mile front south of the Hindenburg Line. The new offensive comes 

amid promises of a major breakthrough within 24-hours by the new French Commander-in-Chief, Robert Nivelle, who planned the operation. Nivelle once again 
utilizes his creeping barrage tactic in which his armies advance in stages closely behind successive waves of artillery fire. However, this time it is poorly coordi-
nated and the troops fall far behind. The Germans also benefit from good intelligence and aerial reconnaissance and are mostly aware of the French plan. 
Nivelle's offensive collapses within days with over 100,000 casualties. French President Poincaré personally intervenes and Nivelle is relieved of his command. 

He is replaced as Commander-in-Chief by General Henri Petain, who must deal with a French Army that is now showing signs of mutiny. 

April 16, 1917 - Political agitator Vladimir Lenin arrives back in Russia, following 12 years of exile in Switzerland. Special train transportation for his return was 
provided by the Germans in the hope that anti-war Lenin and his radical Bolshevik Party will disrupt Russia's new Provisional Government. Lenin joins other 

Bolsheviks in Petrograd who have already returned from exile including Joseph Stalin. 

May 18, 1917 - The Selective Service Act is passed by the U.S. Congress, authorizing a draft. The small U.S. Army, presently consisting of 145,000 men, will 

be enlarged to 4,000,000 via the draft. 

May 19, 1917 - The Provisional Government of Russia announces it will stay in the war. A large offensive for the Eastern Front is then planned by Alexander 
Kerensky, the new Minister of War. However, Russian soldiers and peasants are now flocking to Lenin's Bolshevik Party which opposes the war and the Provi-

sional Government. 

French Mutiny (The main article Page 1 & 2 “The French Army Mutiny of 1917” covers the Mutiny in detail) 

May 27-June 1, 1917 - The mutinous atmosphere in the French Army erupts into open insubordination as soldiers refuse orders to advance. More than half of 
the French divisions on the Western Front experience some degree of disruption by disgruntled soldiers, angry over the unending battles of attrition and appal-
ling living conditions in the muddy, rat and lice-infested trenches. The new Commander-in-Chief, Henri Petain, cracks down on the mutiny by ordering mass 
arrests, followed by several firing squad executions that serve as a warning. Petain then suspends all French offensives and visits the troops to personally 

promise an improvement of the whole situation. With the French Army in disarray the main burden on the Western Front falls squarely upon the British. 

 

US War Posters and Newspaper Headlines on America’s entry to WW1 
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HMAS Darwin has completed her mission in earthquake ravaged Kaikoura, 
New Zealand. In the space of 36 hours, Darwin evacuated more than 60 civil-
ians by sea boat to local ship, HMNZS Canterbury, and delivered approxi-
mately 13,500 kilograms of food, water and emergency supplies by helicopter. 
 
Commanding Officer Darwin, Commander Phillip Henry said working in 
a humanitarian and disaster relief effort as part of an international naval task 
group was breath-taking. “Our teams have made a real difference on the 
ground restoring essential services and encouraging the community,” he said. 
“As our Navy moves into an era of greater task group operations, Darwin has 
demonstrated professionalism, adaptability and interoperability in a most 
impressive way.” 
 
Darwin's embarked S-70B-2 Seahawk helicopter performed the bulk of the 
load lifting. In more than 30 vertical replenishments per day, she deliv-
ered supplies including a one tonne load from Culverden in the south to Kai-
koura, a distance of more than 40 nautical miles. 
 
Leading Seaman Aircrewman Dan Colbert said the experience would remain 
one of the most rewarding in his career. “We really were in the right place at 
the right time,” he said.” And knowing that we could put the helicopter and all 
our knowledge and expertise to use and help people in desperate need was 
very satisfying.” 
 
Darwin, together with Destroyer USS Sampson and Canadian frigate 
HMCS Vancouver, was diverted from her planned participation in the Royal 
New Zealand Navy’s 75th Anniversary International Naval Review in Auck-
land, following a 7.8 magnitude earthquake that struck the Kaikoura region on 
14 November. 
 
Over two days, Darwin sent teams of 30 sailors ashore to conduct engineering 
repair work, clean up duties and welfare visits to residents in outlying areas. 
This included building inspections, basic wall reinforcement and engineering 
repair work at the town’s waste water facility. 
Smaller groups worked to clear rocks and debris from road ways, repair doors 
and windows and even find and relocate motor vehicles. 
Sailors delivered care packages and cooked and cleaned in the local marae 
(Maori meeting grounds). 

Able Seaman Boatswains Mate Lisanne Hyland said she witnessed a range 
of emotions. 
“We were able to visit some elderly people who hadn’t seen or heard 
from anyone in five days,” she said. 
“There were some obvious signs of relief and a lot of people broke 
down in tears.I think for many of them, they were just happy to know 

that we cared.”  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Assistant Weapons Electrical Engineering Officer Sub Lieutenant 

David Hayes and Leading Seaman Electronics Technician Nicholas 
Challinor Stevenson speak with Tayla Cadigan from the New Zea-

land Red Cross.  

HMAS Darwin Completes Earthquake Relief 

Maintenance personnel with Air Task Group 630 are able to escape the heat 
and distraction on the flightline at Australia’s main air operations base in the 
Middle East. A 4K Hangar – so named because it covers an area of 4000 
square feet – has been constructed to allow maintenance on F/A-18 Hornets 
deployed for Operation Okra. The hangar was constructed by Joint Task 
Force 633’s Combat Support Unit, and Airfield Engineers from No. 65 Squad-
ron. 
 
The Air Task Group (ATG) of Operation OKRA, is operating at the request of 
the Iraqi Government within a US-led international coalition assembled to 
disrupt and degrade Daesh operations in the Middle East Region (MER). The 
ATG comprises six RAAF F/A-18A Hornet fighter aircraft, an E-7A Wedgetail 
airborne command and control aircraft, and a KC-30A Multi-Role Tanker 
Transport air-to-air refuelling aircraft. Additionally, the ATG has personnel 
working in the Combined Air and Space Operations Centre, and embedded 
with the ‘Kingpin’ US tactical Command and Control Unit. 
 
The ATG is directly supported by elements of Operation ACCORDION includ-
ing the Theatre Communications Group, Air Mobility Task Group, and the 
Combat Support Unit, whose mission is to provide airbase and aviation opera-
tional support to sustain air operations in the MER. There are up to 350 per-
sonnel deployed, at any one time, as part of, or in direct support of the ATG.  

 

Maintenance Personnel from the Air Task Group 630 Strike Element 
begin maintenance on an F/A-18A Hornet in the 4K Hangar at Aus-

tralia's main air operating base in the Middle East Region.  

 

Operation OKRA  
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Shown above an excerpt  from the War Diary of HMAS Napier  an N class destroyer. This page  dated 10th to 18th May  1945  reports a “Kamikaze”  

attack on the British Pacific Fleet. All the Australian Naval War Diaries, by ship, are now on line at https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/AWM78/ 

 

 

Australian Navy WW11 War Diaries Available from the  Australian War Memorial 

 

 

 

HMAS Napier   
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The King's shilling, sometimes called the Queen's shilling when the Sovereign is female, is a historical slang term referring to the earnest payment of 
one shilling given to recruits to the Armed forces of the United Kingdom in the 18th and 19th centuries, although the practice dates back to the end of the English 
Civil War. To "take the King's shilling" was to agree to serve as a sailor or soldier in the Royal Navy or the British Army. It is closely related to the act 

of impressment. The practice officially stopped in 1879, although the term is still used informally. 

BRITISH ARMY 

A recruit was still entitled to return the shilling until becoming subject to martial law upon formal attestation before a Justice of the Peace.  At this point, a more 
substantial bounty was paid to the new recruit, which fluctuated from two guineas to a high of £23/17/6d in 1812.  However, this payment generally was quickly lost 
to various duties and dues, such as uniform. The monetary amount of this bounty, which might be equivalent to half a year's wages for the average unskilled work-
er,  was enough to persuade most potential recruits to join.  Those who hesitated were often won over by making them intoxicated with strong drink.  The bounty 

was lucrative enough for some to repeatedly desert, then reenlist: one man was hanged in 1787 for doing so 47 times. 

The pay for a private in the English Army was originally one shilling a day. A soldier was expected to pay for food and clothing out of their wages after using the 
initial sign-up bounty to purchase their initial equipment. It was not until 1847 that a limit was placed on deductions, ensuring that each soldier was paid at least one 

penny (a twelfth of a shilling) a day, after deductions.  

Novel incentives were sometimes used to persuade soldiers to enlist in the army. Jane Gordon, Duchess of Gordon was known to tour Scotland with a shilling in 

her lips for anyone wishing to join up to take. 

ROYAL NAVY 

Press gangs had the power to compel British seamen into the Royal Navy. A man forced unwillingly into the Navy in this way was given the King's shilling, but was 
often offered a chance to volunteer: a volunteer would be eligible for an advance of two months' wages and would be treated more favourably than their pressed 
counterparts. Clothes and equipment, such as a hammock, had to be bought from the ship's purser out of the advance. Volunteers were also protected from credi-

tors, up to the value of £20. 

There are recurring tales of sailors being pressed after a shilling was slipped into their drink, leading to glass-bottomed tankards. However, this is likely to be a 

myth, for the Navy could press by force, rendering deception unnecessary. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Royal Navy and British Army Recruiting Parties 

A shilling of George III, king at the turn of the 19th century.  

The King's Shilling 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Earnest_payment
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shilling
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Armed_forces_of_the_United_Kingdom
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/English_Civil_War
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/English_Civil_War
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_Navy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_Army
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Impressment
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Affirmation_in_law
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Justice_of_the_Peace
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guineas
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/%C2%A3sd
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Private_(rank)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jane_Gordon,_Duchess_of_Gordon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scotland
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Impressment
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Purser
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tankard
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_III_of_the_United_Kingdom
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Shrine Of Remembrance Events  -  February through to Early May 2017  

Floor Talk: Dear Laura - Wednesday 1 February, 12:30pm   

During the First Wold War, soldiers sent silkembroidered postcards to their loved ones at home with tales of exotic locations, heartache and life on the front lines. 
The Stafford family recently discovered a collection of these postcards sent to Laura Brooks in Coburg from her brothers, uncle and future husband. Join David 

Stafford as he shares the personal stories behind the Dear Laura exhibition currently on display in the Shrine Visitor Centre.   

Ryokuin (Green Shadows) - Saturday 11 February, 12:00pm  

The Papua New Guinean Contribution in the Kokoda Campaign. Throughout the fighting on the Kokoda Track, Papua New Guineans were at the forefront of the 
campaign. Not only did they carry over the much needed supplies for Australian soldiers but they also carried the wounded to safety, earning the name Fuzzy 
Wuzzy Angels. In addition many Papuan New Guineans served as soldiers, policeman and Coastwatchers. Join Kokoda historian David Howell in conversation 
with special guests: Kokoda veteran Bill Stuart of the 39th Battalion & Havala Laula who is visiting from the village of Kagi and one of the last remaining Fuzzy 

Wuzzy Angels as their stories are brought to life.  

In A Green Uniform  - Tuesday 7 March, 6:00pm  

Established in the 1980s, the Regional Force Surveillance Units (RFSUs) differ in many ways from the rest of the Army Reserve. First, their area of operation is 
vast: NORFORCE, the most famous regiment, covers all of the Northern Territory and the Kimberley. Second, their activities include military surveillance, border 
protection and detection of environmental threats. Third, they have a high level of Indigenous membership with Indigenous servicemen accounting for over 30 per 
cent of NORFORCE. Richard will discuss the value placed by Indigenous soldiers on their participation in the RFSUs, what this means for Australian defence poli-

cies and its influence on the reconciliation process in Australia.  

Gardens of Remembrance Tour  - Saturday 18 March, 11:00am  

For over 80 years the sprawling gardens surrounding the Shrine of Remembrance have provided a respite from the growing bustle of Melbourne. While the memo-
rial trees on the Shrine Reserve have become wellknown pilgrimage sites, the casual observer may not be aware of the creative vision and symbology behind our 
carefully landscaped gardens. Join this unique tour of the Shrine Reserve, led by a specially trained guide (and gardening enthusiast!). This tour will venture into 

some of our smaller gardens which commemorate the Battle of Fromelles, Post 1945 conflicts, and families affected by war.  

44 Days  - Thursday 23 March, 12:00pm  

For 44 days in March and April 1942, RAAF 75 Squadron stood alone in Port Moresby between the invading Japanese forces and Australia. By the time relief ar-
rived, the squadron was almost wiped out. Join author and broadcaster Michael Veitch as he explores the littleknown story of these young recruits and their Kit-

tyhawks. 

The Future Monument  - Tuesday 28 March, 6:00pm  

Does better understanding the mistakes of our past encourage us to build a peaceful future? 05/01/2017 Shrine of Remembrance | Melbourne  Talks & Events 
http://www.shrine.org.au/VisittheShrine/TalksandEvents?page=2 2/4 The Shrine was created to ensure that the sacrifices of Victorians during the First World 
War would never be lost on future generations. It has also served as a place of public and private remembrance for all conflicts since. The Shrine is not simply a 
monument to loss or a place to reflect on our history as a nation—it also provides a space to analyse the events, motivations and consequences of conflict. It en-
courages us to look forward. The United Nations, NGOs and visionary individuals are all working towards eliminating world conflict and providing aid to people 
touched by war. The Shrine has taken some exciting steps in recent years to highlight these efforts, including the development of a dedicated Peace Gallery. But 
can war memorials play a larger role in fostering reconciliation? Are we doing all that we can to encourage the community to think critically about the choices before 

us? Join a panel comprising a young veteran, an academic, a peace theorist and a curator to explore these questions.  

Flagship Thursday 6 April, 6:00pm  

During the Second World War, heavy cruiser HMAS Australia II protected Australia’s borders, trawled the Atlantic for German battleships and served alongside US 
forces in the Pacific where she survived both the Battle of the Coral Sea and the Battle of Leyte Gulf. She withstood mutiny, the first murder on an Australian war 

ship and multiple kamikaze attacks. Join journalist and author Mike Carlton as he delves into the intriguing history of the last ship to bear Australia’s name.  

Curator Tour: The Blood Tub Tuesday 11 April, 1:00pm   

The Battles at Bullecourt in April and May 1917 were an unmitigated disaster. Marred by poor planning and disastrous mechanical failures, the battles resulted in 
more than 10,000 casualties and over 1,000 Australians taken prisoner. Neil Sharkey, Shrine Curator, will take guests on a tour of this exhibition and explore the 

factors which made the eventual victory hollow at best.  

Maryborough Talk: The Issue That Divided a Nation Thursday 20 April, 12:08am   

The Australian debates about conscription for overseas service in World War I were unique. Conscription was adopted by almost all other countries fighting the 
war, including Britain, Canada and New Zealand. Australia was the only country to put the issue to popular vote, and to reject conscription, if only by narrow fail 

where other governments has succeeded? And what was the impact of the defeat of conscription on Australia’s war effort and its later political culture?  

One Woman's War and Peace Wednesday 3 May, 12:00pm  

Sharon Bown's remarkable 16year career with the Royal Australian Air Force saw her deployed to East Timor, Bali and Afghanistan. From barely surviving a heli-
copter crash to commanding a combat surgical team, Sharon's journey is a confronting, but ultimately inspirational account of what our men and women in the 

military experience, and the price they pay for their service. Join Sharon as she explores her life and career in the RAAF through times of war and peace.  

Editor’s Note  

Articles in all editions of the Military History Group Newsletter have been sourced from the Australian Government, Army, Navy and Airforce newspa-
pers, the Australian War Memorial Canberra via their web site, the Shrine of Remembrance web site and other various public information sites. Most 

articles have been précised to enable them to fit our publication.   
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U3A NUNAWADING M ILITARY H ISTORY GROUP NEWSLETTER 

Military History Library Report sent by Michael Lewino - 24th October 2016 
Another week of generous offering for the military history library.  Thanks to all donors. Attached are updated catalogues for the books and magazines.   

The main book additions are aviation related, with a couple addressing the rise of Nazism and special forces operations. Thanks to Trevor Thomas for most of 

these. 
The History of World War I series of magazines is now virtually complete, with only a very few omissions in this 128 part series.  Again thanks to Kevin O'Neill. 

Happy browsing. 

Michael Lewino 

 

Rawdon Middleton was born on 22 July 1916 at Waverly in Sydney, a great-nephew of the explorer, Hamilton Hume. His family moved to the western districts of 
New South Wales when he was young and he attended school in Dubbo, becoming a keen sportsman and later finding work as a jackeroo.  
 

He enlisted in the RAAF on 14 October 1940 under the Empire Air Training Scheme. Having learnt to fly at Narromine, New South Wales, 
Middleton was sent to Canada to continue his instruction. He reached Britain in September 1941 and was promoted to Flight Sergeant in 
December that year. In February 1942 Middleton was posted to 149 Squadron, Royal Air Force, and began his operational career. His first 
operational flights, to the Ruhr, were as second pilot in Stirling bombers but by July he had become first pilot. His first operation as captain of 
an aircraft was to Düsseldorf.  
 
On 28 November 1942 he took off on his 29th operation, to the Fiat works in Turin, Italy. Middleton's aircraft was struck by flak over the 
target, one shell exploded in the cockpit wounding Middleton in the face and destroying his right eye. The same shell also wounded the 
second pilot and wireless operator. Middleton lost consciousness and the aircraft dived to just 800 feet before the second pilot brought it 
under control. They were hit by more flak as they tried to escape the target.  
 
When Middleton regained consciousness he began the long and gruelling flight back over the Alps towards England, knowing that his dam-

aged aircraft had insufficient fuel to complete the journey. The crew discussed the possibility of abandoning the aircraft or trying to land in northern France but 
Middleton decided to head for England where his crew would have the chance to bail out. As they approached the French coast the Stirling was again hit by flak 
but flew on. Now over the English coast with only five minutes of fuel left Middleton ordered the crew to abandon the aircraft. Five men left the stricken plane, and 
two remained on board to help Middleton before attempting to parachute to safety, although unfortunately both were drowned. The Stirling then crashed into the 
sea, killing Middleton. He was only one operation away from completing his first tour on bombers.  
 
Middleton's bravery was recorded in the English press and earned him the admiration of the British public and a posthumous Victoria Cross. His body washed 

ashore at Dover on 1 February 1943 and he was buried in the churchyard of St. John's, Beck's Row, Suffolk, with full military honours 

Pilot Officer Rawdon Hume Middleton VC -  RAAF - No. 149 Squadron (RAF)  
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"Have you news of my boy Jack?" 
Not this tide. 
"When d’you think that he’ll come back?" 
Not with this wind blowing, and this tide. 

"Has any one else had word of him?" 
Not this tide. 
For what is sunk will hardly swim, 
Not with this wind blowing, and this tide. 

"Oh, dear, what comfort can I find?" 
None this tide, 
Nor any tide, 
Except he did not shame his kind — 
Not even with that wind blowing, and that tide. 

Then hold your head up all the more, 
This tide, 
And every tide; 
Because he was the son you bore, 
And gave to that wind blowing and that tide! 

MY BOY JACK, BY RUDYARD KIPLING 

John Kipling was the only son of the British author Rudyard Kipling. He was killed in September 1915 at 
the Battle of Loos while serving with the Irish Guards during the First World War, nearly six weeks after 

his eighteenth birthday  


