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He was on No. 2 I.T.S. course at Ballarat Wireless School and
at Evans Head. He left Australie on 7.1.41. on the Memnon, e seven
thousand ton cargo vessel, in company with two other wireless air
gunners, Aus. 407104 Sgt. V. Lewis of Waikerie and Aus. 407101 Sgt.
C. Fort, and three straight air gumners Aus. 40703 Sgt. J.L. Rollins
and kus. 407029 Sgt. E.T. Hensel, and another.

The Memnon travelled round the Cape and up the coast of West
Africa. Three days out from Freetown, on 11 Merch at a latitude of
20 degrees North, 21 degrees West she was hit by a torpedo fired from
@ German submarine and senk almost immediately.

*We had no warning at ell" F/O. Jonee said "I was asleep in the
cabin and the rest of our:party were playing poker in the smoke room.
I wes thrown off my bunk by the explosion and landed with & crash.”
The Australiens who were well practised in boat drill rushed to their
stations but the seamen were unable to release most of the boats and
were diving overboard. *In two minutes from the explosion the gun
decks aft were awash® Jones said. "Of the boats they d manage to
get free one sank immediately on hitting the water. Out of eight boats
on the ship only- two got away.”

Three Australiens were taken into the first mates boat which was
successfully lowered. The captain called Jones, Rollins and Hensel up
onto the bridge and they were lowered in his boat. The rest of the
crew, apart frm one British and three Chinese deck hands, were ell
picked up out of the water.

"There was a heavy sea running® Jones said. *We were lucky it
happened in daylight. The submarine hed surfaced by the time we were
on to the water and while we picked up the remaining seamen it cruised
Tound getting on the windward side so as to make it easier for us to

get them out. The crew appeared to be teking films of the sinking ship.

In an hour all the seamen were on board, forty in the first mates
boat and twenty two in the captains boat. It was decided to remain
in the seme ares as the wireless operztor had sent out an S.0.S. before
abandoning ship.

"We drifted eround for two days hoping for en answer® Jones said
"Then the captaip who knew we were wyuite a distance from the coast
decided to set course due South then due East hoping to hit Bathurst.

"The rations on board the boats were eimply shocking. We hed
twenty-two gallons of water in all, having teken en extra weter breaker
from the boat which sank; we had 8 tins of bully beef, and two dozen
tins of condensed milk. In the next thirteen days our staple diet was
an egg cup of water morning and night and sea biscuits spread with
condensed milk. You have no idea how delicious that can taste.”

There were eight Chinamen in the captains boat end the rest were
British seamen. They were all cled in shorts and shirts end hed practicelly
no shelter. The boat was leaking badly and had to be constantly baled.

The Chinese deckhands cracked up after two daye baling end had to be driven
to work. Jomes gives high praise to the third mate who, he says, never
lost his head and made sound decisions throughout. The men were scorched
in the tropical sun which beet down relentlessly, end grew greduelly
weaker as the days wore on. They had separated from the first mates
boat, which was faster, after two days sailing.
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Owing to & miscalculation in the strength of the current they
eventually sighted land 100 miles North of Dekar instead of South, and
drew in close to the coast off St. Louis. Here a large ship passed them
out to sea but the captain refused to sail out to it as he feared it was
French. He set course due south and they sailed for three more days.
Many sircraft passed over them at this time but appeared not to observe
them. On the third day they encountered a native fishing fleet and ome
of the natives came on board and piloted them into Dakar.

When we got ashore several of us could still totter, *Jones said,
"But four men in the boat were to weak and sick to move. Our faces were
a horrible sight from the burns.

On arrival at Dakar the men were taken to a lerge military hospital
where they were extremely well treated. "Our first meal was steak, chip
potatoes, fresh crusty bread and gallons of red wine® Jones said. *We had
& marvellous feed.

*We had wonderful treatment all the time we were in the hospital.

We discovered a spot where we could get through the railinge and we used

to slip out and go into the town and sit and drink at the cafes and do our
shopping. It was on one of these welks that we discovered there was e roed
leading South and decided to try to reach Bathurst by it.

*Rollins, and an Australian seaman and I made a run for it on the
Saturdey after Easter when we had been in the hoepital about six weeks. We
left at eight o'clock one might when it was just getting derk end we got
through Daker with no trouble at all. We walked along the main road and
no one took a scrap of notice of us till a couple of days later when we were
30 miles off the British boarder.

"We were having trouble with our feet by then and we were pretty

tired after six weeks in hospital we were a bit week. We were coming into
Jungle country and es we didn't know where we were we called in at a native
fishing villege to organize them into teking us the rest of the way. They
took us beck to a hut and fed us on a lot of greasy cakes and goats milk and
told us to sleep.”

While the airmen slept heavily some of the natives walked to a
militery outpost in the district and informed the Gendarmes. The airmen
ewoke to find the French already arrived for them. They were taken to the
outpost where they were given a megnificent repast of chicken, eggs, fruit
and wine. The Gendarme in charge was pro-British and told them he was very
diseppointed that they hed failed to effect their escape. Fe said that the
misteke they had mede was in sticking to the coast, if they had moved in land
they would have got away with it. Fe could not then free them as too many
natives knew of their existence. He assured them that if he himeelf had found
them they would have been freed immediately. He then rang the hospital at
Deker and carried on a ldng and heated discussion on the telephone.

We discovered later that he was very concerned as to who should pay
for the dinner® Jones said, he was ringing Daker to find out. That was the
firet intimetion they hed that we were gone. We sat back and laughed at the
sight of him shouting end gesticulating on the telephone. Fe was at it for
ebout an hour and his son listened in on the extension. Finally we had 50
france deducted from the money he hed teken from us with our personal
belongings .*

The eirmen spent the night at the outpost then were driven inmto

Deker to the police station where they spent the night sleeping on the floor.
The next day they were teken back to the hospital. Walks for the inmates
were stopped from then on.
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After one day in the Fospital the three escapees were taken out to
Fort Gemelin, ten miles out of Dakar where they were held for a fortnight
&s punishment. Fort Gamelin was a modern concrete fort sunk into tkhe
ground with what Jones describes as *a nice assortment of dungeons® on
ground level. The airmen were locked in @ twelve by eight foot cell into
which the only air came through a tiny window set right up under the
ceiling. They could only see the light through the top quarter. They
slept on camp beds and were fed as French N.C.0's. which entailed more
food than they could eat and an enormous quantity of wine. They were taken
out for onechour every day and allowed to walk, but never at the seme time.
The guards were quite friendly end very talkative and told them that they
were all very disappointed when the Allied attempt on Daker failed. They
said in their opinion it need not have failed but could have been carried
through with practically no resistance at all.

*It wasn't a very severe punishment® Jones said. We just sat end
smoked and drank and appreciated the good food and read a bit from the few
books they sent down to us. Ve quite enjoyed ourselves.®

They were teken from the fort at 5 o'clock one evening and back to
the hospital where they found all the other survivors ready to catch the
trein to teke them into the desert. They were sent to e permenent French
ermy cemp, situated between Bemeka and Timbucktoo on the Niger. The train
journey out took three days. The men's rations for the journey were 2
boiled eggs, one loaf of bread, a small packet of biscuite, and what fruit
they could buy enroute. They took all the water bottles they could collect.
Jones contrasts this with the return trip when they were to be exchanged
end were fed on chicken, eggs, fruit, iced beer and everything they could
wish.

The British were put into the newly built part of the camp housed
in mud huts divéded into rooms with three men in each room. In the
torrential downpours which occurred in the following six weeks the walls
of the huts would wash away in the rain and come slopping down suddenly on
the men. The huts were ridden with lice and dirty beyond description. They
were set in a barbed wire compound guarded by native guards armed with machine
guns and instructed to shoot if the men tried to break out.

*Not that we could have got enywhere in that awful country® Jones
said. It was hopeless. We just had to stick there for six weeks, all
getting malaria end dysentry in turns, and eating and sleeping and drinking
and getting on each others nerves.® They slept on Bamboo stretchers and
managed to improve the comfort of their hute by making other pieces of
furniture from the Bamboo.

The food was very poor, consisting of camel flesh, rice, bread, and
crude vinegarish red wine which the men were given in large quantities and
encouraged to drink in order:to stop them taking the malaria tainted Niger water.
Jonee says he doesn't know which was worse, the wine or the melaria. The
camp bad no medical supplies at all so were unable to combat disease. The
Chinese end lascars in particular went down with dysentry.

At firet the men did their own cooking, taking it in turn to do the
work, but they became tired of this amrangement and menaged to hire a native
from a nearby village as cook. They emused themselves by playing cards and
chess and swimming each afternoon in the Niger. They started a debating club
which proved to be a great success.

In the camp were twelve Fleet Air Arm Yen, imprisoned after the attack
on Dekar who remained behind when the others were released.

*We didn't know we hed been exchanged when the order came for us to
move "Jones said "At the end of May we were put on the train without any
explanation. We hed @ chep with us who had been a district commissioner
and he told us if we didn't chenge trains at a place called Colac it meant
we were going back to Daker. We decided to scatter end meke a run for it
if it looked es if we were. However, at three in the morning we got into
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Colac and they took us 6ff the trein and drove ue to the boerder by truck.
Here the exchange was effected - seven Frenchmen for one of us and two
gallons of petrol per head.

The men were driven to Bat hurst and flew from there to Freetown in
nderland. They travelled by boat from Freetown, arriving in the United
Kingdom 4 July 1941. The three Australian airmen from the other lifeboat
rejoined them at Freetown and returned with them.

At Bournemouth Sgt. Rollins and Sgt. Hensel were grounded and
Fort, Lewis and Jones went to "20 OTU Lossiemouth.







