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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Roger Cundell approached me regarding the writing of 
his biography late in 2009. Prior to this meeting I had seen him 
‘perform’ at several functions, not guessing at that time that he 
had a performing background and had been born into a successful 
theatrical lineage.

I was present to witness Roger’s unsolicited outburst in the 
Adelaide Town Hall in response to the bequeathing of a Victoria 
Cross to the City of Adelaide. He was memorable to say the 
least, leaving the assembly provoked and highly bemused by his 
outspokenness.

That was the public persona of the man I came to know 
quite intimately in the following twenty or so months, discovering 
a highly intelligent and educated personality whose penchant for 
the English language knew no bounds.

That penchant created hard yards for both of us. Roger 
would constantly edit, re-edit and re-edit yet again as each 
chapter took shape. Months after we had put a chapter ‘to bed’, he 
would announce, as I took my customary position to his left (to 
accommodate his profound deafness and remaining eye) that,“We 
should have a look at Chapter One again”.

Weeks later he would retract those corrections and inform 
me that he was quite happy with the way it had been. After I had 
corrected it! Thankfully, as a result of these inconsistencies, I kept 
several versions of the book alive and was able to reconstruct the 
chapters with little pain.

I am not sure how Roger would best like to be remembered. 
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Of English birth, he portrayed the very essence of the Englishman in 
most facets of his life. As a commissioned World War II veteran who 
served on several continents, he is respected for his contribution and 
he would have been proud to have seen himself accepted as part of 
the Adelaide establishment post-war. It was the ongoing relevance 
of WWII in every facet of Roger’s post-war life that encouraged 
the title of this work, as its impact was quite profound.

The 1950s was a decade of growth for our country and 
possibly one of the best periods to help forge new opportunities 
following the folly of two world wars. For the majority of the 
decade Australia enjoyed stable government, negligible inflation 
and relatively no unemployment. With mixed fortunes, Roger 
took advantage of every opportunity such conditions offered.

Like so many of his generation, there was a uniqueness about 
Roger. If some of that uniqueness comes through in these pages 
then he and I achieved our goal.

Stephen Lewis
Adelaide, April 2012

 

Roger, flanked by mates Bill Denny OAM (left) and Craig Mitchell
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FOREWORD

Stephen Lewis is to be commended and congratulated on his 
accurate and entertaining portrayal of the life of Roger Cundell.

Here is the loveable scallywag with the great sense of humour, 
that we knew and admired.

I met Roger through Legacy and our association grew to 
become a firm friendship with our common interest in beekeeping. 
Roger would act as mentor to myself as well as Bob Lewis and Trevor 
(The Consultant) Dinning. Many hours were spent following our 
beekeeping duties during which Roger would entertain us with 
tales of his life. He had few equals as a raconteur, and these sessions 
were constantly entertaining, with Roger delighting in his role as 
the elder statesman.

From that time we nicknamed him “Buka Passage” as his 
tales of wartime exploits in Bougainville always included this 
waterway.

Roger was possessed of indefatigable energy and was fiercely 
loyal to all generations of ex-servicemen and women, their families, 
his family and his friends.

His stoical character always saw him march with pride on 
Anzac Day and at other military parades, generally preceded and 
followed by restorative orthopaedic attention.

He will be sorely missed by all who knew him but will live 
on through this wonderful publication. Enjoy!

Craig Mitchell
SOUTH VIETNAMESE MEDAL FOR GALLANTRY WITH SILVER STAR

Adelaide, April 2012
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PROLOGUE

The name Cundell is thought to be derived from the 
Norman name of Cundel.

As with many ancestoral names and the fact that the 
English language in its infancy had no fixed system of spelling 
rules, variations occurred commonly in Anglo Norman surnames. 
Hence history records Cundall, Cundal, Cundell, Cundel, Cundil, 
Cundill, Condall, Condal, Condel, Condell and more.

The earliest evidence of the name (Cundall) appearing 
in English history was in the Yorkshire region and precedes the 
Norman Conquest of 1066.

In the Domesday Book 
survey taken in 1086, the 
village of Cundall was held 
by Alured from the Count of 
Mortain and conjecturally the 
Cundalls (and presumably the 
Cundells) are descended from 
this Norman noble. How the 

Yorkshire Cundall derived his name pre-Conquest remains equally 
speculative.

William the Conqueror commissioned the Domesday Book 
which provided a detailed record of all lands held by the king and 
his tenants and of the resources that went with those lands.

Written in barely decipherable, abbreviated and stylised 
clerical Latin, it contains a wealth of information that illuminates 
one of the most crucial times in British history – the Conquest 
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and settlement of England by the Normans. Unfortunately the 
work was out of date before it was completed (1087) as land titles 
and livestock ownership had altered and people moved to new 
locations during its compilation. Nevertheless, the book remained 
the only census-style document commissioned in Britain prior to 
1801. 

In the Cundell lineage appears one Henry Condell who 
was an actor in William Shakespeare’s original theatre company 
on London’s Thames river. Condell is credited with collecting the 
discarded manuscripts from a dressing room floor which resulted in 
their subsequent publication. Would we have heard of Shakespeare 
today without this intervention?

The work within continues with this brief look at the life of 
Roger Geoffrey Cundell, 1918-2011.

The joy of youth ... from left, an unknown suitor, Geoffrey Cundell’s 
sister Constance (reading her ‘Magpie’ magazine), Roger’s father

Geoffrey Cundell and mother Naomi Bendall
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Roger’s mother Naomi Cundell displays her lace-making skills to the 
Queen Mother at South Australia’s Government House.
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CHAPTER ONE

CHILDHOOD ~ ENGLAND

“I was wise enough to never grow up while fooling most people
into believing that I had.”

Margaret Mead (1901-1978),
American Anthropologist

As the year 1918 dawned, men and women from many 
segments of the globe which the British Empire had claimed as 
her own, continued their dour struggle against the oppressive 
might of the German armed forces.

For almost four years the once productive fields of 
France and Belgium had been cultivated with shellfire and 
fertilised with human sacrifice. Freezing weather resulted 
in colds and influenza of near epidemic proportions, adding 
misery to the depressing and apparently endless solution that 
might terminate this war to end all wars.

During the early weeks of February 1918, women in 
Britain became entitled to vote. There may or may not have 
been a connection with the fact that during the war years 
many women found rewarding work in munitions and other 
war-related factory endeavours, thus contributing not only to 
the war effort, but household finances and their own general 
well being.

In those same weeks Russia’s war concluded following 
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the signing of a peace treaty with the central powers and 
during one particularly inclement day, the British destroyer 
HMS Boxer was sunk in the English Channel, following a 
collision with the SS St Patrick.

London was subjected to frequent and accurate bombing 
raids while politicians justified their status with audible, if not 
always laudable claims of progress with the Versailles Treaty, the 
document that ultimately led to the termination of hostilities 
when it was signed in late June of that year. That signing led 
to the formation of the League of Nations, now known as the 
United Nations.

It also signalled a near end to the senseless violence 
of the years that had preceded it – violence which had cost 
Great Britain the cream of its breeding stock when almost 2.4 
million soldiers were either killed or wounded – no less than 
44 percent of those who participated.

Regrettably, the conditions laid out in the Treaty were 
ultimately found not to be to the liking of many of the 

The picturesque English village of Milford-on-Sea, Roger’s birthplace.
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countries involved and continued European unrest largely 
became the starting point for a second world war just 21 years 
later.

Just as Geoffrey Bertram Cundell was embroiled in the 
folly of the First World War, so too would be his second child, 
Roger Geoffrey Cundell in the subsequent conflict.

The thought of such an event however would have 
crossed the mind of no-one on February 14, 1918 when 
mother Naomi (née Bendall) gave birth to Roger, an impish 
younger brother for two-year-old sister Anne. Two years later 
another son was born and Christopher Robert’s addition 
completed the Cundell generational tree.

Roger was born at Milford-on-Sea, a village in the 
County of Hampshire on the English south coast from where, 
on most days, one can clearly make out the famous ‘Needles’, 
a row of three distinctive stacks of chalk that rise out of the 
sea off the western extremity of the Isle of Wight.

The Cundells spent little time there however following 
Roger’s birth, when they moved east to Lee-on-Solent, about 
eight kilometres west of Portsmouth, then and now a major 
base for Britain’s Royal Navy and home to Admiral Lord 
Nelson’s warship HMS Victory.

Geoffrey’s father, George, was the owner of a private 
hotel in Lee-on-Solent which may 
have influenced the family’s move. 
George was also a purveyor of 
gourmet groceries and on a return 
trip to England later in life, Roger’s 
sister Anne collected a selection of 
printed materials from the family 
store in Dartmouth which was still 
operating.
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During their time at Milford-on-Sea, the Cundells 
befriended another local family, the father of which was 
the accomplished author of the ‘Winnie the Pooh’ books, 
Alan Alexander Milne. Christopher Robert Cundell and 
Christopher Robin Milne were frequently seen together in 
their respective prams with their respective nannies enjoying 
the sunshine.

Geoffrey Cundell had been a lieutenant in the 
Engineering Corps during the war, carrying a minor disability 
which found him posted to a searchlight unit that afforded a 
miserable existence on some of the concrete and steel fortresses 
built in the sea that guarded the entrances to Portsmouth 
and Southampton. It was on one of these forts that Geoffrey 
Cundell had spent much of his war. Spithead still boasts some 
of these magnificent forts which were established during the 
1860s in order to protect the ports from bombardment from 
the sea.

The children of course knew none of this and during the 
concluding months of the war and in the years that followed 

Spithead Fort in the English Channel, guarding the entrances to 
Portsmouth and Southhampton.
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grew healthily and happily in a warm family environment that 
appears to have been, at the very least, comfortable middle 
class. A live-in governess and maid add some credibility to 

that assumption.
The family purchased 

‘Fairways’, a large home on 
about one acre of land situated 
roughly one mile from the 
centre of the village of Lee. 

The view from the 
property of Cowes on the Isle 
of Wight, as well as Spithead and 
the Solent was outstanding and 
forms many early memories – 
of yacht racing during Cowes 
week, watching some of Sir 
Thomas Lipton’s famous racing 

yachts (all named Shamrock) which subsequently challenged, 
albeit unsuccessfully, for the America’s Cup.

‘Fairways’, the Cundell family home in Lee-on-Solent.

The world’s most recognisable
tea trader, Sir Thomas Lipton.
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On the concluding evening of Cowes week, the children 
were allowed to stay up later than normal as they gathered 
in their pyjamas on the balcony of Fairways to witness the 
spectacular fireworks that signalled the event’s conclusion.

Fairways offered an excellent insight into the comings 
and goings of all things naval – both merchant and military. 
Transatlantic shipping began and ended in the nearby port 
of Southhampton and the children came to recognise the 
outlines of the sea giants as they plied their trade between 
Southampton and New York on a regular basis.

And although they knew not what they were witnessing, 
submarine trials were frequently held in the waters within 
view of their home while ships of the British Navy were 
paraded and subjected to a royal review by members of the 
royal family aboard HMY Victoria and Albert III.

Just as they oversaw the ceaseless activities in the waters to 

One of Sir Thomas Lipton’s magnificent yachts.
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the south, Roger recalls 
the giant Portsdown 
Hills to the north which 
in turn overlooked the 
Cundells and other 
inhabitants of Lee-
on-Solent. Portsdown 
is an enormous chalk 
range whose northern 
side housed United 
States’ General Dwight 
Eisenhower during the 
D Day invasions of 
World War II.

No memory was surpassed however by Roger’s 
recollections of the naval slipway in the village. Children 
gathered there during non school hours, fascinated as workers 

trundled out seaplanes of the Royal Air Force, controlled by 
steel cables attached to a winch. From their hangars they crossed 
the narrow road that ran along the front, ending up afloat and 

The Royal Yacht, HMY Victoria and 
Albert III. Queen Victoria had sought a 

replacement yacht for much of her reign, but 
sadly died only months before this vessel 

was launched.

Early seaplanes of the Royal Air Force on the Lee-on-Solent slipway.
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awaiting their pilots 
who scrambled aboard 
before firing up the 
throaty radial engines 
of their aircraft.

As a five-year-old 
(and later as an 11-year-
old) Roger would have 
the enormous pleasure 

of witnessing the staging of two Schneider Cup races at 
Cowes and Calshot Spit.

The Schneider Cup (also known as trophy or prize) was 
a lucrative competition for seaplanes. It was held eleven times 
between 1913 and 1931, its major aim being to encourage 
technical advances in civil aviation. Unfortunately, though 
perhaps not entirely unexpectedly, it became a contest of 
speed and the imagination of a post-war public was fired to 
the point where crowds of over 200,000 spectators were quite 
common. (The 1931 race was reputedly watched by over 
500,000 spectators).

Schneider Cup programme.

A classic Schneider Cup entrant.



CHILDHOOD ~ ENGLAND

9

In spite of the misinterpretation of the event’s objectives, 
many grand achievements resulted. A derivation of the Italian 
Macchi engine designed for this race went on to achieve two 
world speed records, but perhaps more importantly Reginald 
Mitchell, the British designer of no less than four of the 
winning aircraft, went on to perfect one of the designs that was 
to become the British World War II fighter, the Supermarine 
Spitfire.

Ferries left from nearby Gosport, Portsmouth and 
Southsea to the nearby offshore destinations of Fishbourne, 
Ryde and Cowes on the Isle of Wight. Roger remembers 
tourists walking the gangways to the ferries throwing small 
change to children clambering at low tide in the mud below 
in frantic attempts to supplement what meagre pocket money 
they may have been receiving.

Life in the Cundell family however was largely unaffected 
by such events. Father Geoffrey was an accomplished cellist 
and mother Naomi a violinist and one-time member of the 
London Philharmonic Orchestra as well as a pianist. Musical 

The Cundell children at Oxford – Roger, Anne and Christopher.
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soirées at Fairways were common and the door was always 
open to many like-minded guests who performed with 
Geoffrey and Naomi on these occasions.

Geoffrey found well paid and reliable work following 
the war whilst in the employ of Sandbergs London, an 
engineering firm of high repute. His area of expertise and 
the subsequent reason for his many travels abroad was in 
the on-site refurbishment of tram lines in-situ. Sandbergs 
had adopted a method of welding hard surfaces to worn 
tracks during periods of disuse (normally overnight) and 
Geoffrey’s job was to oversee this work in many distant cities 
– including Copenhagen, Southend, Barcelona and Toronto, 
then ultimately Adelaide and Melbourne. Sandbergs’ legacy 
was the birth of electric arc welding.

There were occasions when Naomi was able to travel 
to Geoffrey during which periods Roger and brother 
Christopher were boarded at their local preparatory school, 
Edinburgh House.

Almost one century later, Roger’s recollections of this 
aspect of schooling are quite clear, and faintly amusing (if not 
a little disturbing).

They include being taken to the school at the beginning 
of a term during which they were to be boarded. Naomi 
packed them both a tuck box – a timber device about one 
metre long and perhaps half a metre wide and deep. The box 
had a hinged lid and a catch to secure it. Into this box was 
packed both perishable and non perishable ‘goodies’ to sustain 
the boys during the term – presumably some ten to twelve 
weeks.

The tuck boxes were stored in a locked room which was 
opened on Sundays when the boarders were allowed access 
to them.
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How long an apple or an orange might survive in these 
circumstances must be a fair question.

It was however the practice of the day, as was the Friday 
bath ritual when the boarders were herded into a room 
containing four oversized baths in which sat several boys 
receiving their weekly hygiene fix!

In that same room, rather nefariously one might be 
excused for thinking, boys were also taken for punishment 
which was meted out by the teachers.

‘Bengey’ one, two or three were the names given to 
the rubber hoses with which the teacher would apply the 
punishment – whacks across the exposed buttocks of the 
offending pupil who was bent over the bath. One, two and 
three described the varying width of the hose and the steel 
spring enclosed by the rubber outer. The severity of the 
offence would determine which would be used.

During schooling at Edinburgh House, Roger learnt to 
swim and box, as well as becoming part of the school soccer 
team. His position as outside right in that team demanded that 

Edinburgh House First XI, Roger seated front left.
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he always pass the ball to the centre, a right to left manoeuvre 
that in subsequent years made his Australian Rules football 
drop kick endeavours less than successful.

The school colours were red, white and blue concentric 
stripes on a traditional English schoolboy’s cap. Due to the 
coarseness of the shingled beaches, swimming outfits also 
included a pair of sandshoes.

Bullying during initiation, perceived as an integral part 
of English schooling of the period, is remembered as minimal. 
Given a choice of singing or eating soap was a no contest – 
anyone could sing!

At home, Roger began his life-long love of fishing from 
the town pier, using rag worms and lug worms for bait. These 
worms were to be found on the beach where the drains that 
fed from the street gutters emptied onto the foreshore. Astute 
observation taught him where to find sufficient for a fishing 
expedition. He also trawled on foot in shallow water for 
shrimps and small prawns, sometimes successfully, other times 
not, and when successful, always offering his catch for the pot 
at home.

Given its relative largeness as a property, Fairways 
sometimes became involved in the local hunt, with a fleeing 
fox scrambling across their grounds while beagles and hunters 
on foot collectively followed in their bloodthirsty chase which 
Oscar Wilde brilliantly described as “the unspeakable in full 
pursuit of the uneatable”.

It would appear that young Roger and his siblings 
enjoyed a halcyon youth. The brothers became competitive, 
skimming stones, fishing, checking hedges in search of birds’ 
eggs, mixed with the occasional extravagance of a donkey 
ride on Bournemouth beach – all very normal and healthy 
boyhood activities.
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Roger believes his father must have been friendly 
with a senior officer on either HMS Argus or HMS Furious, 
Royal Navy aircraft carriers, one of which was alongside in 
Portsmouth. Whilst in harbour, perhaps in either 1927 or 1928, 
he remembers the family being invited to visit the ship. His 
recollections are of an immense flight deck and the massive lift 
which brought aircraft up to it from the deck below. They had 
the freedom of the bridge and played a number of whistles, 
sirens and fog horns on the controls located there.

A short distance from the wharf 
to which the Furious was moored they 
could see Nelson’s Victory which they 
also visited on another occasion.

“We were shown the cats-of-nine-
tails in all their dreadful varieties 
and the narrow passageways through 
which the powder monkeys had to 
bring powder up to the guns; the horrific conditions to 
which they were subjected were beyond imagining.”

The family holidayed in both Oxford and London, 
where they had relatives aplenty. They rented a house for a 
holiday in Oxford and spent time with Naomi’s brother Guy 
and ‘Uncle’ Percy who lived with Guy in their three-storey 
London accommodation. The nature of Percy and Guy’s 
relationship would have been of little concern to a young 
Roger who was more intrigued by a dumb waiter in the 
building which remained a source of fascination as it raised 
meals from the kitchen some floors below.

Uncle Guy is equally well remembered for his AC motor 
vehicle which boasted a dickie seat in the rear. 

Nelson’s HMS Victory.
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In London Roger can recall an 
organ grinder with a monkey seated 
astride the instrument in the street below 
to whom he very generously donated a 
half crown. His generosity surprised the 
family as a half crown was a considerable 
amount during the postwar 1920s.

They visited the London Exhibition 
of 1924-1925 and saw a carved Australian 
butter exhibit, little realising that it was a 
taste of what life was to hold in store.

A great treat was to be taken to 
two London theatres – and to the Royal 
boxes in both – Daly’s, managed by 
Percy, and the Gaiety Theatre, managed 

by Guy, himself a former music hall song and dance man, 
(and one-time secretary to WS Gilbert, of the Gilbert and 
Sullivan Victorian-era theatrical 
partnership), where they were 
treated to a contemporary musical, 
‘Katja the Dancer’.

(Following their respective 
retirements, Percy and Guy moved 
to the south of France where 
they lived peacefully until Percy’s 
death.)

And in spite of being told by 
a London barber that his hair was ‘as rough as a door mat’, 
Roger Cundell cruised through his childhood with nary a 
care in the world.



CHILDHOOD ~ ENGLAND

15

Geoffrey Cundell’s travels mean-
while continued, and when Roger 
was 12-years-old, from distant Toronto 
arrived a cable with words to the 
effect of, ‘Sell the house and bring the 
children’.

The following day another cable 
arrived which stated, ‘Ignore previous 
transmission’.

And on a later day yet another 
cable, this time from Melbourne – ‘Sell 
the house and bring the children’.

Roger’s father had very astutely 
forecast what was to become the severest financial devastation 
the world had experienced – the 
Great Depression – and was very 
wisely vacating Fairways, probably 
forseeing that life in Australia 
would be immeasurably preferable 
to life in England during a global 
recession. 

To imagine any contemporary 
mother of three receiving such 
instructions in modern times is 
unthinkable. In 1929 not to have followed the instruction 
would have been equally as unthinkable.

The Cundell clan was Australia bound.

London’s
Gaiety Theatre.

Daly’s Theatre, London.


