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Since I was a young child, I have always had a keen interest in the
2/48th Battalion. Len Kader, my grandfather, was a member of this
battalion and often spoke of the trials and tribulations of going to war.
After his 1977 passing due to war wounds he received at El Alamein, I
inherited photographs and memorabilia which inspired my passion for
this historical event.
Over the years, I have spoken to, and interviewed many of the
original battalion veterans and relatives. These encounters have shown
me a relaxed and funny side to some of the antics the Aussies got up to,
while growing a respect for the hardships they dealt with.
It has been an amazing journey for me. I have realised these were
ordinary men, under extraordinary circumstances, who not only had a
devotion to their country, but a devotion to each other. Their various ages
and backgrounds did not matter as they saw each other as brothers.
To me, it is very important that this amazing and accurate recollection
of the 2/48th Battalion be republished for the 70th anniversary of the El
Alamein battles. Some additional information and photographs I have
accumulated over the years have been included.
Many thanks to the veterans and relatives who so generously
contributed.
Lest we forget.
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A compelling insight into the 2/48th Battalion
as extracted from

The Khamseen Kronicle
June 1982
At 2.30pm on the 20th April 1982 at the Torrens Parade Ground,
relatives, friends and mates of the late “Diver” Derrick gathered to
hear Hurtle Morphett launch Murray Farquhar’s book, “Derrick V.C.”
For those who were unable to be present, a recording of Hurtle’s speech
is transcribed in part here, as it is thought worthwhile to quote it.
“Before I speak about the book I would like to speak perhaps a little
about the Battalion and the man. It’s getting on for 42 years since I first
met Diver Derrick and although it’s a long time, to me it seems just
yesterday. I was posted to command No. 8 Platoon and in the platoon
there was a Bren gunner –Thomas Currie Derrick. I can see him clearly,
that strong nuggety figure, those big soft brown eyes which could be so
misleading and the personality that shone out of that man – it stood out
a mile. It was quite clear in my mind that here was a man who would go
a long way. Now in those days, if you wanted to talk about a weird mob,
it was the 2/48th Battalion. The last battalion raised in South Australia:
we knew quite clearly we were not the cream off the top of the jug, we
knew that we knew nothing about war, but France had fallen and I think
what motivated most of us was that something had to be done; it wasn’t
wild excitement or glory – it was just a job that had to be done, and
because of this, I think our average age was a bit above most battalions
and the percentage of married men was a bit above what one normally
finds in an infantry battalion.
We were extremely fortunate because we came under the command
of Colonel Victor Windeyer and it didn’t take us long to realise the two
essentials for successful war; number one, discipline, and number two,
hard work. Now this was the climate in which Diver Derrick found
himself and this was the climate and the background that gave the
opportunity for full rein of the terrific qualities this man had. With the
grounding that Victor Windeyer gave us, gradually came confidence in
ourselves, confidence in our ability and pride in our Battalion – absolute
essentials for the enormous successes that this Battalion had. And I say
here an now, and I’m speaking right from the heart, that Diver Derrick
was an outstanding man, not because of his courage – he was in a bunch

of fellows that had courage unbelievable, he was amongst magnificent
men who did a terrific job, but Diver had a sharp brain, he had a burning
ambition, he had to be absolutely top of whatever he was doing. He
had the ability to sum up a situation and to act accordingly. He had
qualities which many a general could well have done with, but above
all, I think what really made him stand out from all of us, were his
qualities of leadership. He was a born leader – a natural leader, a leader
in whatever he was doing, whether it was war, playing poker, drinking
beer or hitting somebody on the left ear. He was a restless soul with his
brain always probing for more knowledge and pride in his job. You were
putting your life at risk if you let your shadow fall on his Bren gun when
he was Private Derrick. I say this because I think it is very essential that
we know the climate in which he was so successful and the sort of men
he was with.
He was one of the most remarkable characters that it has been my
honour to meet. He instilled, when he received promotion to corporal, to
sergeant and finally to lieutenant, a devotion, a confidence and a loyalty
and an affection which is given to few men to be able to command.
To speak of a man like this, we’re not speaking of a good player in a
weak team – we’re talking of a top class player in a top class team. He
found his niche in life, he made full use of it and I say here personally,
as far I was concerned, he was a lovable man and terrific bloke.
Along with Diver we all learned lessons of compassion, hard work,
give and take, discipline and unity of purpose. You know, if some of
that spirit could rub off on our own personal lives in civilian life today,
Australia would be a mighty place in which to live ... and Diver Derrick
and all those thousands of fine young men would not have died in
vain.”
This speech by Hurtle was all the more brilliant for having been delivered
without a single written note – little wonder it sounded straight from the
heart.

A Note on Australian Military
Organisational Structure
Courtesy of Anthony L. Wege
The Australian government at the request of the British government at
the outbreak of World War II (September 1939), called for volunteers
from both the small established Australian army and its reserve (called
the ‘Militia’) and from general civilian life, to join a force that would
serve anywhere overseas. It was envisaged that these men would once
again fight on the Western Front in France against the Germans just
as their fathers had done 25 years previously in the Australian army,
then called in 1915 the ‘Australian Imperial Force’. Thus this second
overseas army was called the Second Australian Imperial Force (2/
AIF) and was comprised of four Divisions (6th, 7th, 8th and 9th). The
remaining small regular army and its militia reserve, it was envisaged,
was for home defence only. That decision was soon to have serious
consequences. The cleavage of the Australian army’s forces was later
in the war to have very deleterious effects on how the nation defended
itself.
The Australian overseas force did not fight in Europe as the Germans
had won rapid victories in France in June 1940 and forced the British
to evacuate from the port of Dunkirk under German fire long before the
vast majority of the 2/AIF would have arrived there. (The SA-raised
2/10th Battalion, part of the 6th Division at the time, was training on
Salisbury Plain during the Battle of Britain in mid-1940. They never
engaged the Germans due to the fact that a feared German land invasion
never occurred).
Part of the 2/AIF was sent from Australia to the Middle East in late
1940 as the Italians, allies of the Germans, began to threaten the vital
Suez Canal. Another part of the 2/AIF was sent to Singapore and to
many of the islands to the north of Australia to potentially fight against
the Japanese if they invaded – which they did during December 1941.
An Australian Division had about 15,000 to 20,000 men in it, made
up of both combat and supporting soldiers and their equipment such as
artillery, armour and logistical needs, particularly supply and medical.
A Division was usually led by a Major-General.
A Division was broken up into three Brigades, each comprising three
fighting battalions and other supporting units. A Brigade comprised
about 4,000 men. A brigade was led by a Brigadier-General.
A Brigade was composed of three fighting Battalions and other

supporting units. A battalion had about 850 men in it. Most battalions
were state-based in their initial recruitment at the time and often followed
their World War I predecessors. Thus, as the 48th served in WWI, 2/48th
served in WWII, both being SA-raised battalions. Sometimes the less
populous states combined their manpower resources when raising a
battalion. The 2/48th later came to have a significant Western Australian
component to it when reinforcements began to be needed as a result
of battle casualties. Other such supporting units as anti tank, specialist
machine gun and artillery were attached to a battalion on a needs basis.
A battalion was led by a Lieutenant-Colonel.
Each battalion was broken up into a number of Companies –
usually four fighting companies (usually named A, B, C and D) each
of about 110 men at full strength, and a larger Headquarters Company
which had platoons (or groups) such as a Bren gun carrier platoon and
a mortar platoon. The larger HQ Company had supporting roles of
many forms such as command, administration, communications, field
medical support and supply of food. Companies were normally led by a
Captain although a Major often led HQ Companies. Battalion company
was led by the commanding officer and contained his operational staff,
intelligence people and administrators. As well as these companies,
there was a quartermaster and his staff who were responsible for all
supply to the battalion.
Each rifle or fighting company was split up in into Platoons, each of
about 30 men. Platoons were the essence of an infantry fighting unit as
each soldier was armed with a rifle or light machine gun and all of them
fought the enemy directly. Each platoon was led by a Lieutenant.
Each platoon was further split up into Sections, each of about eight
to ten men, normally Privates. These small sections could be easily
deployed around a battlefield either as a section or combined with other
sections as their commanders required.
To describe a soldier’s position could thus be described as:
Corporal H. Gass, 8 Section, 9 Platoon, A Company, 2/48th Battalion,
26th Brigade, 9th Division 2/AIF.

