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Peacekeeper and Rehabilitator

Chris Townson1

Torres Strait Islander soldier Chris Townson was one of approximately 
1,200 Australians who served in Somalia as part of a United Nations-led 
peacekeeping force in 1992–93. The mission was to protect humanitarian 
food aid, but the work entailed confronting local militias amidst a state 
that was essentially lawless. Servicemen and women from Somalia, 
like many other peacekeeping missions, suffered post-traumatic stress 
disorder. Notwithstanding the new understandings about PTSD since the 
Vietnam era, finding ways to cope has been a challenge for veterans. Chris 
Townson’s story tells about not only the difficulties of peacekeeping in 
Somalia, but also how traditional healing in the Torres Strait played a key 
role getting his life on track on civvy street.

I was born in Townsville on 24 September 1963. Within my family unit I have 
three brothers and three sisters. They were born all around the country because 
when we were young we travelled all around Australia, throughout Queensland, 
over to Western Australia and then back to Townsville. I’m the second oldest. 
Mum and Dad are Torres Strait Islanders. Mum was from Stephen Island, which is 

1  This interview was recorded in Townsville on 26 September 2012.
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central, and my father is from Saibai. Saibai is west, it’s closest to PNG. Mum said 
we were like gypsies when we were younger. We were going from here to there 
and here and there. Mum and Dad spoke broken English, so I can understand 
broken English. We also spoke English with our mates and at school. My father 
speaks more his language when he’s with his countrymen. Mum doesn’t speak 
it as much but she can understand it. A couple of my brothers can understand 
what Dad says. I only can pick up a few words, but I want to learn Dad’s lingo.

Mum and Dad moved to Townsville, I think in the early ’60s, to start a new 
life down south like everyone was doing. Dad was looking for work; I think he 
worked in the railways and council. He stayed in the Townsville City Council for 
about 19 years as a truck driver. He drove the water truck, just doing whatever 
water trucks do: water the road, water the plants. Dad was also involved in the 
railway, but I’m not sure what area. During that period there were a majority of 
TI [Thursday Island] men who held a record for working along some part of the 
track. I’m not familiar which area.2

Mum was a housewife; she just stayed home because we had a lot of kids, so she 
just looked after us. She did a good job. My mother comes from a large family. 
She’s got seven or eight members in her family. I’ve got uncles here and aunties 
here. In our childhood we’d always mix with our cousins through our aunty 
and uncles or we’d go fishing with our uncles. Discipline-wise Mum looked 
after all of us and Dad brought the money in. They ended up buying a house in 
Townsville in the early ’80s and we’re still living in the family house as of today. 
My brothers and sisters come and visit us when they come on holidays. Or if 
we’ve got room they can stay there. They also have their families now and a lot 
of kids running around.

Most of the family that I mixed with was in Townsville: my aunties, uncles, 
brothers, cousins. The first time I went to the Torres Strait was probably in ’95, 
’96. I’d been overseas before I went to Torres Strait. Some people don’t venture 
out of their state or suburb. I’ve been back ever since; I always go to Cape York, 
Seisia. My father’s family live there, made up from people from Saibai. Seisia 
is an acronym. I remember a story that one of the islands, there was a huge 
cyclone and a major flood and they had to evacuate most of the community and 
transplanted them to Cape York. You got Bamaga; six kilometres north-west, 
right on the beach, that’s Seisia. All of the NPA [northern peninsula area], that’s 

2  Many Torres Strait Islanders were involved in constructing railroads in both Queensland and Western 
Australia. See Leah Lui-Chivizhe, ‘Making history: Torres Strait Islander railway workers and the 1968 
Mt Newman track-laying record’, Aboriginal History 35 (2011): 37–55.
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Aboriginal land. Seisia, that little community, was given to the Torres Strait 
Islanders by TOs [traditional owners] of that land. But the whole NPA is now 
Torres Strait and Aboriginal because everyone’s mixed together.3

I remember going to primary school. I was at West End State School in Townsville. 
I didn’t mind that. I was a prefect when I was in grade 7. That shocked the hell 
out of me. I played a lot of sports; I was a jock strap. From there I went to 
secondary school, Pimlico State High. That was all right, grade 8 was all right, 
but I’d sort of had a gutful of it by then; 8, 9, 10, I did a little bit of 11, and I’d 
just had enough. They were all mixed races at school – Aboriginal, Torres Strait 
Islander, South Sea Islander, male, female. We all got on well. All my school 
mates, we were good buddies, but I don’t see any of them around nowadays. 
They probably moved on somewhere else. 

There was some racism, especially I remember when I was at high school. 
They had that African movie about Kunta Kinte – Roots, that’s the one. And 
they used to call some of the fellas who couldn’t stand up for themselves Chicken 
George. But back in those days I did boxing and if anyone tried any stupid silly 
business, I’d just stand up for myself and knuckle them. By me doing that they 
just left me alone. Back in those days you had your little gangs, your little 
circles. They still do nowadays. So the fellas I hanged around with, they were 
all boxers too. So no one would do anything stupid.

During those periods I was playing sports; I enjoyed my sports. It was [rugby] 
league on Saturday, Aussie Rules on Sunday and then, when Aussie Rules would 
go, I’d play cricket on Sundays. So I needed my sports; I enjoyed it. I did end up 
playing [rugby] union when I joined the Army. That’s why I probably went in 
the military. I read a pamphlet and it said, ‘Enjoy your sports? Why not come 
and see us? Even bring your golf clubs and you can play golf’. We saw the golf 
club, the golf course all right. Every time I’d run past it. I never played golf at 
Kapooka. It was a good ad, I liked it.

In Townsville, I completed my secondary schooling. I think I’d done grade 10 or 
grade 11. From there I signed up when I was 17 to join the Army. I brought all 
of the paperwork home to Mum, but she said, ‘No way, you’re not joining the 
Army’. So I went to TAFE for about 12 months, did an engineering construction 
course. I didn’t like it; I’d had a gutful of school. I’m an outdoor fellow and 
I just had to be out and about, moving. That wasn’t my line of work. I tried to 
get involved in it but I just couldn’t understand the technical side of things, like 
reading plans. I was more hands-on and the military was right up my alley. I just 
wanted to get away and try something different. In our culture, in our family 

3  For more information about the history and culture of Torres Strait Islanders, see Nonie Sharp, Stars 
of Tagai: The Torres Strait Islanders (Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press, 1993).
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line, they go to the railways. There were a couple of us that joined the military; 
I just wanted to do that. I would look at pictures and see them running out bush 
– holding weapons, fit, running through clouds of smoke and travelling. That’s 
what I wanted to do.

Dad recalls that when he was only a young fella those people were being 
recruited for World War II. But my family had moved away from that. Within 
their community or village, I think some of them did try and help, but I never 
spoke to him much about it. But he recalls planes. My grandfather through 
my dad’s side, I call him Athe, his name is Waraka Adidi, was a World War II 
veteran. He passed away a couple of years ago. I remember seeing him wear his 
entitlements, his medals on Anzac Day. I only spoke to him a couple of times, 
but I’m sure he was a sergeant in the Torres Strait Light Infantry Battalion. 
He  actually flew down to Canberra, so they knew him because they got a 
Herc and flew him down there for some business. He ended up passing away 
with cancer. But he was a smart man; he was a well-respected man within the 
community. He held all those sort of high profile positions because he was a 
switched on person. 

One of my uncles, Kelly Wacando, served in Korea. He was a big fella; because 
I was only small back in those days, I remember he was a big man. He always 
looked after us. I think from over there too it affected him. He couldn’t really 
hold a job and he was going from here and there; he ended up passing away 
when he was about 45 – pretty young. They cut his leg off because he had some 
form of cancer. He used to drink a lot of alcohol, I remember that. He used to 
drink a lot. My Aunty Helen that was with him, and they were married. As far 
as I know she receives a widow’s pension for my Uncle Kelly Wacando.

Another one of my uncles, who is younger than Uncle Kelly, is old Kulamo 
Wacando. He was a national serviceman. He’s a bloody character. Uncle Karl was 
Australian welterweight title holder. He could hammer. Uncle Karl didn’t go to 
Vietnam; he missed out. He did his time at Canungra and I think he was a drum 
major there. He participated in the tattoo; he said his band came second. He’s a 
proud fella. He’s a neat man – always dresses sharp and he looks after himself. 
He’s proud of the military, as he is always talking about it.

As for me, after 12 months, come January 24, I turned 18 and I went back to 
the recruiting centre in Townsville. They checked all my details out and they 
said you’re right to go. So I signed on the dotted line. It was all just a joke type 
thing, until I had my farewell party and I was in a Herc and I was flying out 
of Townsville. I was looking back out of the port window and I’m thinking, 
‘This is real’, and I’m now heading to Sydney. My family didn’t want me to go, 
so all sorts of excuses came out of the hat. Even whilst I was away doing my 
training they were writing letters and saying, ‘You can leave the Army now, 
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I think you’ve had enough’. I thought, no, I’m staying. I enjoyed it. You’re away, 
you’re out of home, you’re not being told what to do. I’ve got work, I’m getting 
paid. I got a bed, I got my three meals. It was good. You meet different people, 
you’re in a different environment. It was all new. That’s what I liked and I could 
acknowledge and take it in.

On arrival at Sydney there was myself and a couple of other Queenslanders. 
I was the only Indigenous boy amongst that team of men. That was in August ’81. 
I was in Sydney for maybe two days, where we met all the other men that came 
from other states. We boarded the bus there at Central Station, Sydney. Then we 
headed off to Wagga to do our recruit training. Training was at Kapooka, Wagga 
Wagga. It was hard for me. I thought I had the fitness, but it’s a different sort 
of fitness. Running around the footy oval, you can stop and have a break and 
let some blokes do most of the tackling and most of the running and you just 
walk. But there, when you go for your platoon runs, you do it as one team. They 
started off small, 1.2 kilometre runs. They built you up and built you up and 
eventually you were running 15 clickers with all your patrol order. The physical 
side was hard at first, but eventually I got the knack of it. But I wasn’t the only 
bloke in that sort of situation; everyone was. Fifteen kilometres, that’s a long 
way when you start running with a lot of gear on your back.

The other side of it was the discipline side. I think I had a little bit of that because 
of my sports. That kept me in line. You’ve got to iron your greens. When you 
fold your socks up, you’ve got to put the little smile on and pile them up. Every 
row of socks has got to have a smile – neat row, over your blade. Razor blades set 
down in a certain way, everything. Ties laid out, clothes hung with the hooks 
facing a certain way. I got the best locker set up. My section commander said, 
‘Now, I want everyone to do it like recruit Townson’. I was happy with that and 
I said, ‘This is unreal’. It was good and I was rapt. I was one of the youngest 
fellas in our 24 platoon, Charlie Company. I think I was the only Indigenous fella 
there. I enjoyed the training; I love that sort of stuff. Towards the end I was sick 
of running wherever I was.

My section commander was from Townsville and in a Townsville-based battalion. 
He was all right, but he was abusing his position of authority. He was just 
coming across the wrong way when I think about it now. Part of that also was 
the discrimination side of things. There were a couple of little instances. Back 
in those days we had SLRs, self-loading rifles, that were the normal weapon all 
recruits had to use. I’d clean my weapon the way we were shown and we had it 
all laid out, and they’d come in and inspect it. They couldn’t get over why one 
part in particular was so clean. My section commander questioned me and he 
drilled me and he wanted to know if I’d used steel wool on a gas plug, to buff it 
up and shine it up and remove any carbon. I said, ‘No, Corporal’. He asked me 
and I just told him straight and said, ‘No, I didn’t do it, because I didn’t do it’. 
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He just said all right, but he hit me from different angles. I knew the truth 
because I didn’t do anything wrong. He wanted to charge me for something, 
or maybe he was doing it to everyone. Back in those days, maybe like a copper, 
they got to book someone once a week. Maybe he was looking for a charge, 
but that was one incident that sort of stuck in my mind.

Another time we were having a march out parade. He started calling me a stick 
name, Spook. I think it’s got to do with black people: Spook, it was a nickname 
for that. I couldn’t work out why, but I just couldn’t say anything. I didn’t know 
what to do; I just did my job. He said to me, ‘Do you know why I call you that?’ 
I said, ‘No, Corporal’. He said, ‘Because I’ve got a dog and his name is Spook, 
and that’s why I’m calling you that name. A little black dog’. I said, ‘All right’. 
That’s always been in my mind. These are the sort of things I went through; 
you’ve got to be strong and move forward. What goes around comes around 
and he’s probably going to get it back twice as worse, not from me but someone 
else. I did run into him later when I was in the battalion, because I used to do 
umpiring and I’d become a big fella. He saw me at the bar one day and I looked 
at him and he was just small. I thought I could do a lot of things to this bloke, 
but I didn’t say anything. I just looked at him hard and he knew something was 
going to happen. I just walked off; I didn’t hurt him. I said no, not worth it.

Back in those days, that was the culture there. I don’t know what it’s like there 
now. You always get some sort of name thrown at you. I’ve never thrown it at 
anyone. You had to be strong and that’s what I found. You stand up. He was 
getting on top of me. But then again, I boxed. I went around the boxing thing 
there, and I smashed a bloke who was giving me trouble. He was older than 
me, but I knew how to throw my fists, left, right and left, right and he was 
down. After that everyone left me alone. So you got to prove yourself in that 
type of culture environment, that’s what I’ve found. I learnt from that and, as 
I progressed through the Army, if anyone tried anything stupid then I’d just 
stand up for myself. In general, the fellas at Kapooka, we all got on good. I was 
only a younger bloke and they helped us fellas. We all spoke and I never had 
any dramas, except with maybe a couple of blokes, that one bloke in particular. 
In the ring it was all sorted out. They respected me after that. It was good.

At Kapooka, racism started but I sorted it out, and any other time I’ve dealt with 
it the way I know best. I recall one time when I did come back from Somalia later 
in my career. When we came back I was training the tug of war team and we 
had won the company tug of war. They took a photo of the team: coach, captain 
and the team. But when they put it in the company magazine, it had someone 
else’s photo with the company tug of war team. I don’t know what that is, what 
you’d call that, but that’s the only sort of thing I experienced towards the end 
of my career. If I saw anything, I’d just stamp it out straight away. But I know 
other soldiers, racial discrimination happened to them bad mate. That’s wrong. 
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After Kapooka I went to Singleton for corps training, and that was easy. I had 
no dramas whatsoever. I liked Singleton because it wasn’t as regimental. It was 
easy as, and I had no problems. That was Infantry. We got taught all the extra 
weapons that we had to know. I just picked it up like that. I don’t like weapons 
now because I’ve seen what they can do, but I liked it back then. My mind 
could relate to that sort of thing, whereas in the classroom doing engineering 
and construction stuff, no. This stuff, that’s my bread and butter.

From Singo I went to 6 RAR in Brisbane, which was in about 1981. I was only 
there for about 12 months because I met a lady in Townsville while I was on 
leave. Women will send you haywire! I went AWOL a couple of times and 
I put in a compassionate post. I was with that lady for about 10 years. We were 
de factos and had one son. He stays with me now. Later I met another lady and 
I had another son. I’m not with her any more.

They posted me to Townsville in ’82, I got to Brisbane ’81, 12 months there and 
’82 to Townsville. I was posted to Headquarter Company, Defence Battalion, 
3 Brigade. I was in Townsville for a couple of years. I was just a private back 
in those days. The role of the defence battalion was just playing enemy for 
different units within ADF brigade. Bloody cleaning, putting up tents – 
we were a lackeys type posting, a dog’s body. That’s what they call it; it’s just 
a nickname, but  I didn’t mind it. I got my bearings sorted out and what I’d 
like to do and which way I wanted to go. When you’re a young fella and have 
women involved, mate, it affects your train of thought. That was in ’82, ’83, 
but I had no dramas with fellas or discrimination. Even in Brisbane, everyone 
was good there. Because I played sports, I got on well with the fellas. If you’re 
jock strap, you move forward and apparently you get your rank, your stripes, 
quicker. Because you’ve got the leadership skills and, you’re working in a team 
environment, it relates if you go to war. Brisbane was good and then I went to 
Townsville.

In ’83 we had Kangaroo 83: Katy3. That was in Western Australia. That was a good 
exercise. We deployed over WA. That was hot as, but a lot of flies in Roebourne. 
We were there for two to six weeks. For the BMA, Brigade Maintenance Area, 
we would act as security party for VIPs for convoy escort. We’d look after main 
installations and in Karratha, like the radio station or the power station. It was 
a good exercise; I enjoyed that one.

In 1984 I did a couple of trips to Tully. That’s the full force battle school. They 
used to call it back then jungle warfare. That’s when I started learning about 
tactics, working in the jungle. I loved it. I was working with a guy called Brian 
Paine, who was a warrant officer class one. He taught me and he was a Vietnam 
vet. He was a big, big, big fella with forearms like Popeye. We spoke about 
when he was in Vietnam. He used to show me all the demolition side of things. 
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I’d watch him and he’d explain how we set things up and booby traps. I love 
that sort of stuff. I worked with him in setting up booby traps for the battle 
inoculation range. That’s when soldiers go through and they have slabs of 
explosives going off left and right – primers going off making bangs, just trying 
to disorientate them, throwing whizz-bangs. But I loved the jungle since 1984.

I was posted to Papua New Guinea for one month in ’85. I was still with 
headquarters company, but I was seconded to 2/4 RAR which is still in Lavarack 
Barracks. I went over as a PTI, a Physical Training Instructor, to 1 PIR [Pacific 
Islands Regiment]. I think it was Goroka, in Port Moresby. That was a good 
trip. I would basically plan and get these guys to do physical training each day. 
There were two of us that went over. I would either take a company or half 
a company for a platoon. That could be swimming in the pool, going for runs, 
doing circuits, or just playing football or something like that. If we weren’t 
doing that, we’d have to throw our greens on and go out in the field with the 
rest of the men and we’d do all our IMT, Infantry Minor Tactics stuff, out in the 
field. The exercises were good, but the terrain was dangerous. There are no little 
tracks; this is just pure, raw jungle. People hadn’t been through there. It was 
an eye opener, with a lot of dangerous reptiles in there, like snakes. You had to 
be aware of all these things that can probably take your life. I didn’t realise how 
dangerous it was until I spoke to someone after we came back. They said the 
most dangerous snakes live in that area you’ve been. There we were just laying 
on the ground, just knackered from trying to walk up Ayama. If they get you 
in the wrong place like your eyelid, they rip it in half or rip it off. Once again, 
I loved the jungle.

The local Papua New Guinean soldiers couldn’t work out how a coloured man 
(me) was in charge. I was telling them what to do and I’m this one. They couldn’t 
believe what was happening. Once they saw that, they would come at odd hours 
of the night and drag me out of bed to drink beer. The first time they did it to 
me I said, ‘All right, I’ll do that’. I had a couple of beers and I said, ‘I’m going 
home’. Then they blocked the door, and they said, ‘No, you can’t go’. I said, 
‘Rightyo’. I  had one more and I said I got to go to the toilet. I went in the 
toilet and I jumped out the window. I went back to my room, laid on my bed. 
I thought no, this isn’t safe. I went under my bed and I pulled the sheets down, 
off my bed. I was lying there and next thing I heard pitter-patter. I looked from 
underneath the sheets on the floor, and I could see a couple of sets of feet come 
in. They were looking for me to drag me back and I just stayed quiet, and they 
went back. But they just wanted to drink all night. I didn’t want that.
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Figure 9. Chris Townson in camouflage
Source: Courtesy Chris Townson

Another time we went out to the RSL. I don’t know what it was, but they 
couldn’t work out why I was hanging around with non-Indigenous people, and 
a couple of the PNG countrymen wanted to fight me over that. I don’t know 
if they were civilians, if they were army or if they were police. They could 
be anyone. It was because I was hanging around non-Indigenous fellas. Their 
country is a different culture and has a different way of thinking. If it didn’t 
look right, they’d hit you for nothing. We had to get out of that club because 
there were a lot of dramas. Back in those days, 1985, curfew was from 6.30 till 
early hours of the morning. They had the rascals back in them days. The young 
fellas were corrupt, and you didn’t know what was going on. So I never really 
went out at night; I just stayed in the lines doing my work, doing my job.

That was my first trip overseas. It was an eye opener, because back in ’85 it was 
like a third world country sort of in some parts when you saw the villages. 
Women didn’t wear dresses; they just walked with their boobs hanging out and 
wearing a sort of grass skirt. It was different, but beautiful place. But it was 
dangerous at the same time; you just had to be careful, especially when going 
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out in the evenings. We couldn’t because come those hours, it’s trouble. We’d go 
out to the markets during the day. Even then we went in our little groups. 
You’ve got to move around with a couple of fellas; don’t go walking by yourself.

From there I got posted when I came back to 2/4 RAR. That was the actual 
battalion I went to PNG with. I got posted back to that company on promotion 
to lance corporal. One stripe, that was in ’85. I saw it through till Christmas, 
went on leave, and in ’86 (I think) I got my second stripe, so I was a full trap. 
I was getting into football back then, but that was union. I didn’t mind that. 
That  kept me away from the bush and then in to the sporting sort of jock 
strapping life. I like my footy, so I did that for ’86.

In regards to local race side of things, I never had any dramas. I was just full-on 
into my sports and I used to pump a lot of iron. There were me and a couple of 
other section commanders who did weights. We’d do our training and I think 
because of our size everyone was scared of us. We never hurt anyone; we just 
enjoyed what we did and that was all good.

In ’87, just before Christmas, we went to Malaysia and Butterworth. Whilst we’re 
over there I was training for the Special Air Service Carter course. We did a lot 
of running because you had to do it to get in, and a lot of pack work. That was 
all we done for about two months, just train, train, train: swimming, running, 
pack work, chin ups. We did our sightseeing by day and in the evening we’d 
just have our full rest. We couldn’t drink because we were just training all the 
time. That’s all I remember. We came back very, very fit fellas. There were four 
of us, and we were all section commanders.

We came back early in the following year with the battalion and we went over 
and did the Carter course in Perth, WA, and that was from April for three weeks. 
With that course there were a lot of people who started – probably over 100 or 
something. Twenty-five of us completed. I was in the guys that completed, but 
I wasn’t in the 21 that got selected for service with the regiment. They said, 
‘Oh mate, you’re an asset to the battalion and we want you to stay’. I was crying; 
I said, ‘Why didn’t you just tell me when I was half way through or towards 
the end? To go through all this?’ But I know what I can do now after doing 
all that. They break you. You gotta just dig inside and find somehow to keep 
going. I always think back to that and all the hard yards I’ve been through. 
What happens when you get it really hard? Do you just walk away or sit down 
and have a cup of tea or coffee? Think about what’s happened, what’s going on 
and then come back to it. I wasn’t accepted and I wanted to get discharged then 
after that. I’d had enough. When I came back I put my discharge in. The RSM 
[regimental sergeant major] said, ‘No, don’t do that. Mate, you’ve got a good 
career ahead of you. It would just ruin it. Stay in for another year, I’ll post you 
wherever you want to go. I’ll get you out of the battalion. But you’re an asset to 
the regiment. Stay with us’.



157

8 . PeACekeePeR AND ReHABILITAToR

Figure 10. Chris Townson in training
Source: Courtesy Chris Townson

I didn’t know what I was doing or what was going to happen. I thought I might 
as well just give it a bash. I said, ‘Just get me out of here’, because I’d had 
a gutful. As soon as I’d come back at Christmas ’88 they sent me straight on 
leave. I went on leave for a long time, came back and they said, you’re going to 
Canungra. Canungra is hinterland Gold Coast, Surfer’s Paradise. I said, ‘What 
am I going to do there?’ He said, ‘You’re going to go 10 IRC [Ten Independent 
Rifle Company]’. It was pretty similar to the brigade posting I had initially. 
You’re playing enemy in the jungle for all the different battalions or units that 
come in. It goes back to your basic IMT again skills. I knew that inside out, but 
I said okay.

I was out in the jungle nine months out of the 12 and I loved it. It sort of just 
relaxed me and I mellowed out. While I was there I did my subject courses 
for sergeant. I started in ’89 in Canungra, where I did my promotion courses 
for sergeant. I remember sitting out bush and I had to take all my pens that I 
needed to study for the course. I’d be out bush and I’d carry my Esh bag and 
all my books were in there. I’d have candles at night and I’d be reading these 
books. The courses were easy, so I had no problems with them. Fitness, I just 
breezed through it – I was fit as. That was in ’91 when I did both of my courses 
back-to-back.
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Figure 11. Chris Townson in uniform
Source: Courtesy Chris Townson
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In that year, ’91, I got seconded to Larrakeyah Barracks, Darwin. I was there 
for I think four or five weeks, doing recruitment training for Norforce. I did 
that for a couple of weeks and I was acting platoon sergeant for some of it. With 
Norforce I remember going in to the canteen to get a can of Coke. I walked into 
the canteen and there were two Aboriginal boys sitting at a table. They were 
drinking VB; I remember green cans. I went and got my soft drink. I came back 
and I said, ‘Can I join you fellas?’ And they said, ‘Yes, Corporal, don’t care’. 
I put it down. I just sat there talking about things. The windows were open and 
I looked out and you could see the clouds, they were dark, and the wind was 
blowing and coming through the window. I smelled it and I said it’s going to 
rain soon. They looked at each other and said oh, and I put my soft drink down. 
I went and got chips, and whilst I was there it started coming down. When I 
came back the two beers were there, but the two fellas were gone. I’m thinking 
these fellas must think I’ve got magic or something. But anyway, that’s the good 
thing about the military: my senses. And just your other sense, you can sense 
things, your gut feeling – intuition or whatever you call it. I’ve found I can use 
that more now, especially coming back from Africa. Those are the senses I relied 
on back then and they got me through a lot of strife.

For this intake of Norforce that we were training as Army Reserve they were 
non-Indigenous. They must have been doing it just for that group of people. 
We taught them drill, taught them discipline, how to operate out in the field, 
taught them navigation, all the basic stuff about the ration pack, how to walk 
in the heat (and a lot of people had issues with that), conserving your water.

When that course completed I got back to Canungra and they flew me with 
a couple of other guys to Vanuatu to train the army and police. It was a team 
of us and we had to train the army and the police in their subject courses for 
promotion. So some of it was drill, or the other part was the IMT, Infantry 
Minor Tactics: the navigation and contacts out in the field. We were there for 
one month. We arrived at Port Vila, jumped in a smaller plane and that took us 
to Espiritu Santo. That was the island; it wasn’t as large as Port Vila but there 
weren’t many people there because it was just a lot of jungle. That’s where we 
went in and we set up our little camps. We set up ranges, so they could do their 
shooting. For navigation we had our field kitchen set. The people who trained, 
they were experienced in the jungle because that’s where they lived. That’s 
where they were born, that’s where they walked all their life. For example, 
in the navigation phase, these people are very pedantic. We’d work out a nav 
data sheet and that individual had to go from A to B. A would be the corner of 
a fence line in a paddock. The example would be that individual would park 
his butt in the corner of that fence line with the bearing set on his compass. 
He would start from there. That’s the type of people.
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They were good people. They were easy to get on with, always joking. But within 
their culture too is that spiritual side of things. For example, the snake is classed 
in most Indigenous cultures in the Pacific Islands, and within Australia, as a 
demon. With that demon, we were patrolling through the jungle again, single 
file. I had two scouts and myself, the section commander. There was a navigation 
phase. They walked along a goat track and they stopped. They turned around 
and looked at me and I said, ‘Keep going; move on’. They said, ‘No’. I said, 
‘Why?’ They said, ‘There’s a big snake there’. I said, ‘Rightyo. Get out the way’.

I moved forward, had a look, and said, ‘I can’t see no snake’. These fellas have got 
very good eyes. They look through the jungle and see what’s where. I couldn’t 
see it, so they told me to move forward and put my left hand out. I did that, and 
I was wearing weight gloves to protect my hand. I opened my left hand out and 
I could slowly see the snake’s head move. It was probably about the same size as 
my fist, a diamond-shaped python. It had come out from the vegetation. At the 
same time I pulled my machete out. The snake came out, it was getting closer 
to my left hand, and I struck the snake just behind the head. The snake’s head 
came off, still hanging by a bit of skin. With my left hand I grabbed the snake, 
just below the cut and I pulled it. And all the men behind me, the Ni-Vanuatu 
(Ni means native, from Vanuatu), they all stepped back a couple of paces. I said, 
‘It’s all right men. The snake is dead now’. But they saw that as a bad omen. 
It’s bad to kill something like that. I pulled the snake, and I didn’t realise how 
big it was. The snake came out and it started wrapping around my arm. It just 
kept going and going and I thought, ‘Uh oh, I’d better get some help’. And I 
turned around and these guys had just dropped their packs and they ran in the 
opposite direction.

At this stage the snake started going around my neck. I was calling out for help. 
I dropped my machete and I was trying to reef this snake off. It was pretty big, 
pretty long. One of the Ni-Vanuatu soldiers came back and we unfolded the 
snake. At this stage I had a bit of blood on me from this thing, as it was pissing 
out everywhere. I threw the snake and said, ‘Where’s all the soldiers?’ And he 
said, ‘They’re gone, Corporal. They were scared, so they ran’. I said, ‘Get ’em 
back here now’. So eventually he did gather all the men. We moved on, not far, 
setting up our hoochies [basic sleeping shelter]. And I spoke to ’em and they 
said, ‘No, that’s a bad sign by you killing that snake’. I said to them, ‘I apologise. 
I didn’t know. I’m sorry’. Then they said we should go back tonight. I said it’s 
too late now; it’s dark. You can’t move through that jungle at night because the 
vegetation is too dangerous. I said at first light when we wake up, we head back. 
And they were all worried and I said, ‘Okay put your hoochies up’. I had about 
10 men, so two men per hoochie, five hoochies. We’ll  stay tonight, go  back 
tomorrow.
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That night it was windy as and I was lying in my beautiful, comfortable 
hammock because it kept me off the ground. The canopy was thick, so it got 
dark in the afternoon because the sunlight couldn’t come through. The guys had 
a feed and everyone was down resting. I don’t know, it was just windy as and 
because of the canopy blowing, it was sort of shaking my hammock. I was sort 
of dozing off, but there was just something that wasn’t right. Throughout the 
night I could hear scuffling like pigs or something running around my hoochie. 
I just tossed and turned all night and I said something’s wrong here. I had my 
bayonet with me and that was in my sleeping bag, just in case.

I woke up in the early hours of the morning. It was still dark. I put my boots 
on and made my coffee. I said, ‘I’ll go check the men’. I put my torch on and 
I went to the first hoochie. There should be two fellas. No one’s there. I went to 
the second. No one. Third, no one. Fourth – where the hell are they? He said, 
‘They’ve taken off’. I went to a fifth and all the 10 men were in the one hoochie. 
I sort of screamed too because when I put the torch on all these eyeballs were 
looking up at me. I said, ‘What is going on here?’ He said, ‘No, Corporal, they 
come last night. They came here last night’. I said, ‘Who, what? What’s going 
on?’ They have little people there. They came because of that killing of the 
snake; they came to see what was happening and who was here and why did 
this happen. They were running around; they said they were checking me out, 
running around my hoochie, trying to work out who I was. They said, ‘They just 
wanted to know who you were and why did this happen’. And I said, ‘All right, 
did you explain to them?’ He said, ‘Yeah we explained to them, but they’re 
not happy’. I said, ‘Rightyo, have breakfast, have a shave, cam up, clean your 
boots, clean your weapons. We’re leaving’. So we did all that and we moved 
out. Whether that’s true I don’t know, but I couldn’t sleep that night because 
something wasn’t right. I just couldn’t; I sensed something. I didn’t know what it 
was. Maybe that’s real; I don’t know. They are spirits, but they are small people. 
I’ve heard of that saying, the small people, in some parts of communities, say up 
north. In Bamaga they have small people running around – spirits. So that’s my 
understanding and that was in Vanuatu.

Towards the end of ’91 I got posted to 1 RAR in Lavarack Barracks in Townsville 
– 1st Battalion, Australian Regiment. The next thing I know, we were told 
to come back to Lavarack, get all our gear ready. We were sailing in HMAS 
Jervis Bay to Mogadishu. I don’t know how many days we’d been sailing, but 
we departed here 24 December 1992.4 On arrival at Mogadishu, it was an eye 
opener. You see it in the movies, big buildings, good-sized buildings with big 
holes in ’em from anti-armour weapons or missiles. It was just unreal. You look 

4  In the original interview Townson said 24 January, but this was in error as the Jervis Bay left Australia 
in December 1992.
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at things and think, ‘Am I really here?’ That first shot rung as we were coming 
off Jervis Bay. Everyone just hit the deck – we’re here and this is real. From there 
we went to the Mogadishu airport. We didn’t go anywhere else – directly to the 
airport and we flew to Baidoa. Our battalion was based just outside of Baidoa. 
It was a secure position. It was 1st Battalion, Royal Australian Regiment in there 
and other non-infantry units. You had the medical, you had the dental, you had 
the postal, all those type of different units. It was a secure place.5

We had relieved Americans and the French in Baidoa, but as far as I know 
I think it was just the Australians that were there looking after that community. 
We  saw the Americans not much; I saw the French Foreign Legion over there 
but no interaction. It was mainly Aussie diggers in our battalion group, working 
together. We’d get deployed out and provide security for other communities or 
villages so that they’d get their food. With providing security you’d be surprised 
how many people the villages hold. You’ve only got a platoon, which is about 30 
men, and you have about a couple of hundred people. When they storm and rush 
to get – when they see the food, that’s what we’d deliver. We’d go with the NGOs, 
so whether it be Goal or Care Australia. We provided security, getting them in an 
orderly sort of fashion to come through and give them an amount of food.

Baidoa was another city within Somalia. Alpha Company was the first one there. 
We commenced our regular patrols at irregular hours. We’d patrol by day or 
by night and we’d just rotate within the company team. We were there all the 
time; they got to see the Aussie Diggers and they knew we weren’t messing 
around. Americans were always in their humvees, cruising around. Aussies, 
we were on foot every day. All the soldiers did well because the heat there was 
hot as. We had access to as much water as we needed because you needed that 
to keep operating. When we did conduct the patrols, we had access to GPS. 
Back in those days these were big metal boxes hanging off your chest. That was 
just extra weight, including all your live ammo, your six grenades, if you had 
to carry ’em, your 66 [gun]. I didn’t carry all that, but I had all the grenades 
and the ammunition. With your flak jacket on – that’s got a steel plate and that 
– your Kevlar helmet, it’s a fair bit of weight, then you’ve got that big thing 
hanging off your chest – the GPS. That was handy because you knew where you 
were when you were working off your map also. By night we would walk that 
trace. Then by day I would go over the same area again to see where we’d gone.

That first night we were patrolling. It was just undulating, rough, smelly 
ground. These people did number one and number two anywhere. I’m thinking, 
just be careful where you sit. We were just walking up and down and we’d sat 

5  For a history of the Somalia campaign, see Bob Breen, A Little Bit of Hope: Australian Force – Somalia 
(Crows Nest, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 1998); Peter Londey, Other People’s Wars: A History of Australian 
Peacekeeping (Crows Nest, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 2004), 179–193.
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down and had a break: sitting down, just listening, looking, taking intel in. 
We understood a little bit of their lingo. I don’t know the other stuff, I should 
have brought our little lingo books for Somalia. One guy in particular was 
very good at speaking it. He was like my linguist if we needed to speak to 
someone. We would just listen and look and see if we could see anything out 
of the ordinary: any weapons, people walking around with weapons. We were 
sitting there and I’m thinking this place stinks. So we had a little break and we 
moved on. When we got back it was as hot as and we’ve got to do our debriefs 
with intel and tell them what’s happened and where we’ve been and what we 
saw happening. I could still smell that smell. I said, ‘Man, something was bad, 
rotten, dead’. When you’re hot and sweaty all you do is unpack your sleeping 
bag. It gets pretty cool there at night and you just dry off and the next day we 
went on the same route. But coming back over the little things, we realised 
they were shallow graves. What had happened was that this ground, they just 
shoved a body and they just threw rocks over the body, and they didn’t cover 
everything. You might have an arm coming out or a leg; the locals just weep. 
They’re just rotten, they’re dead. We were sitting on these things. We’d probably 
been soiled with dead people. That’s the smell. I’ll never forget that smell; it was 
bad. When we found out about that we got rid of our clothes.

We came across people blown up. It may have been famine or it may have been 
we want your food, give it to us now. They wanted their cut. That was the 
sort of thing that was happening. The bodies were in makeshift graves, but 
they sorted all that out. The longer we were there, we showed them the right 
way to do things. Then they came around. With the constant patrols things 
were improving as time went on. If you look at their policing, they didn’t 
have any form of policing set up. They used to but it just got overridden by 
the bad people, by the bandits. They called them Skinnies: Somali Skinnies. 
Because of that there was no policing. When we were there they set up a prison 
correctional service centre. They started bringing in and catching all these bad 
guys. We were helping them bring them in and they would just process them 
through their system. It was the policing side of things.

Their community, in regards to shops for food, for clothing, even to get water, 
was overrun by bandits. They’d moved out because we came in and that was 
starting to get back to normal. Things were building up. They even had bakeries 
that started to run, people starting to make bread. They had markets come back 
in. You’d walk, patrol through the township and big markets, and you’d have big 
camel heads in there. That was their food. It was unreal to see something like 
that, but that was their feed. They’d have camel, or the fresh bread, and when 
you smelled that over there, it was beautiful. I’ve eaten some and I hope I haven’t 
caught anything off it, but it’s nice bread. All that stuff was up and running 
and they were moving forward within that community because the bad people 
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moved on. They fled because of our constant presence of Australian military – 
Army. By them taking it back you got the bad guys waiting there. When we left 
they came back and started their business again. We were all the same across the 
board with locals. We waved to them, smiled to them. If we had spare rations, 
we gave them chocolates. So they knew the Aussie soldier-mate, who were the 
good people, helping them move forward, and they liked us. Everyone was 
always waving and you could see the change in the community and because of 
us being there all the time. People were getting married, they had weddings and 
they’d drive down the road doing their cultural thing in regards to weddings. 
Everyone was happy. 

It was also non-stop action for us. It was good and it was just go, go, go, go. 
I wanted to be there longer because I liked it. You do peacetime army, mate, for 
so long and then when you get the taste of it, it’s why you keep going. All of 
that training kicks in, and with that training, one incident: I can’t give a date 
or time or name of village, I know it was daytime. We were coming in; I was 
lead vehicle, mounted APC, Armoured Personnel Carrier. We were coming in, 
probably a couple of kms short of the village they put an anti-armour round 
on one of the wheel ruts. I don’t know, but it may have gone off if we hit it. 
The driver didn’t realise until the last minute and had to shimmy the track so 
we could come off. By that stage, when I realised what happened, I thought, 
‘I can’t warn the boys because they’re already sitting down. I’m standing here 
so I’ll probably just get blown out one way and land somewhere over there. 
I don’t know what’s going to happen with these fellas’. Somehow we missed it. 
We stopped and told all the other vehicles to stop, mark it and move around 
and keep going. They probably had it as an early warning to let them know 
we were coming. But you can hear us in this type of vehicle. It was something 
similar to an IED [improvised explosive device] but not to the standard over 
in Afghanistan. But the thing was, I don’t know, it may have gone off, it may 
not have, we don’t know. It’s a rusty old thing, but I didn’t want to touch it. 
We went around it and kept going.

As we approached the village one of the bad guys took off from left to right. 
He was heading towards a copse of camel thorn – that’s vegetation and it’s 
dangerous. It’s not good and it’s similar to lantana here in Australia in the 
jungle. It grows high, you’ve got a shaft with a trunk, and it just interweaves 
and mangles and grows up and out and thorns are like that. They’ll go through 
you, no dramas. He was heading towards that, so we said, ‘Boss, we’re going to 
go right’. We went right; the other two vehicles went in and cleared the village 
for possible bandits. Only one bloke appeared to run from left to right, so I was 
standing, looking the other guys down, ready to come out, deploy. He’d gone 
in and we hit the vegetation. I was watching him, and he was going left every 
time we’d surface. He’d come up in a different area, but he was making a pattern, 
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zig-zagging. I said to the driver, ‘Keep going; keep going’. I said, ‘Now, go left; 
he’s going to come up there’. We cut him down and then I slowed down, I got the 
guys ready to deploy, because you have got to get the ramp down. We slowed 
down and we were looking.

And then he popped up, point blank in front of the APC with an AK-47 – 
a brand new one. He was dressed in nice clothes. Because I was watching him, 
these are things I remember: nice shirt, nice lap lap, like a calico, with bright 
colours. He was facing the opposite direction from the way we were travelling 
with his weapon. I was the only bloke up. I said, ‘Mate, put the ramp down’. 
I didn’t know what had happened. I’m thinking, the reason he didn’t drop it is 
because we were point blank range, and it would have just been mass confusion 
if these guys would have deployed. The ramp couldn’t drop down because of 
vegetation. I just said, ‘Mate, this bloke’s reversed it; he’s surprised us. He’s now 
got the initiative’. So I jumped out and got up, stood on top, to the right of this 
bloke, and it’s like we had Steyrs with the scopes on. I said to him, ‘Put the 
weapon down. Stop, weapon down. Stop, weapon down’. I just had to regain 
the initiative because this bloke caught us. I was lining him up, the sun was 
behind us. He rotated around till he was facing me with his weapon. I had him 
lined up. I pressed the weapon to auto. I was going to spray him straight up the 
centre. It was just me and this guy and I was talking to him and I said, ‘Drop the 
weapon! Drop the weapon!’ I was just leaning in to it and I was saying, taking 
the trigger pressure: squeezing it, squeezing it, squeezing it. He turned and 
he looked at me and he smiled. When he smiled there was gold in his teeth. 
And the sun went bang and he came straight back to me. I was looking at the 
gold, and in the meantime I was squeezing because I was waiting. I said ‘drop 
the weapon’ because I knew I was going to spray him straight up and down.

Then he looked at me and the weapon came forward and I said, ‘Fuck! Why 
isn’t my weapon going off?’ Everything started going in slow motion. I said, 
‘This can’t be right’. Then he just let it go. I think I was well within my rights to 
kill him. But I knew within myself, because of my training, I could have taken 
him out. But I couldn’t shoot him in the back. Other people could have, maybe. 
But not me. I allowed him by giving him too much – standing there with a 
weapon, diagonally across, and then coming across slightly. I should have taken 
him out, but I thought no, I can take him any time, I’m just waiting, waiting. 
He did drop it and the weapon was falling but it was like taking forever. It just 
came down. I just thought what the hell is going on here? The weapon went 
down, then I’ve sort of got a blank from then. I think I went forward and I took 
him down. I remember my 2IC coming out and securing him with cuffs, basically, 
and we cleared the area. I took this bloke out, but I didn’t kill him. I could have, 
but … I gave him the benefit of the doubt. Anyway, so we secured him. I didn’t 
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realise I’d done this until only a couple of years ago. I didn’t realise what I had 
done because everything was just too much, too quick. I could have got killed 
because of that. I think the training just kicked in, like I said, initiative.

We missed the enemy a couple of times. We came across fresh dead bodies, just 
been killed and we were in pursuit. We did a lot of reconnaissance on a village, 
and we were sort of dangerously close to those potential bad people. If anything 
went wrong, I thought we’ve got to then kill. I said to my gunner, ‘If anyone 
sleeps, anyone snores, because we are so close, I want you to gag him’. So what 
happened? I snored. He’s a big fella. His hand just came over and gagged me. 
I didn’t realise what happened and I went to strike him and he pinned me. 
He said, ‘Towno, you said if anyone snores, gag you’. I said, ‘All right mate; let 
me go. I won’t do anything’. Those bad people were there but by day you didn’t 
know. They could be walking past you, waving to you. By night, they could be 
there out causing bloody damage or doing wrong things.

We did do an ambush once while we were waiting for someone. Bad guys used 
this track. They didn’t end up coming, but we were waiting there. You’re just 
waiting for someone to come through and they’re bad and you’re going to kill 
them. I can’t remember, just that main one is that bloke. It sort of sticks out in 
my mind because it was full-on. Every day, all day, it was different, whether you 
were bloody doing escorts, or you’re going out on a patrol, or doing some other 
duty or task.

Then we had the R&R period. We went to Kenya for that one. That was good and 
we needed that because everyone was just burnt out and knackered. Everyone 
just drank themselves every day, blind as. That’s when we had an incident 
when a couple of fellas went AWOL. They did end up handing themselves in 
later down the track. I went and represented one bloke in the AWOL case he 
had. On arriving back at Baidoa, our platoon sergeant at the time said, ‘Chris, 
mate, if you want, you can represent soldier A in his court martial at Mogadishu 
in relation to the AWOL’. I said, ‘Rightyo’. I thought about it, and I said, ‘Mate, 
this is the bloke who has been on patrols with me. He’s laid in ambushes with 
me. He’s done everything that’s asked of him leading up to this stupid thing that 
he’s done’. I thought about it hard and I thought about it good and I thought 
about it long. And I said, ‘No, I’m going to go and I’ll just want to represent him 
and say what I can. I know he’s done the wrong thing. Mate, I don’t know why 
he done it. But for me, I want to go forward’. When I think back and look at it, 
I was that bloke that was sort of in his position all the time, with all these things 
that have happened to me. No one’s ever come forward and helped me in regards 
to the racism or picking on me. I understand what he was thinking, but I knew 
he’d done the wrong thing. I felt within myself that I wanted to go forward and 
bloody say something to try and help him out. I just gave my character witness 
statement and they whisked me out. As far as I know in regards to entitlements 
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that we had over there for the medal side of things, they didn’t receive it I think. 
I just wanted to give my side on how he operated with me whilst out in the field. 
I don’t know why he did it, the silly bugger.

Another Indigenous guy was in Africa with us, and we were the only two Torres 
Strait Islander boys in there. His name is Ken. He’s still in the Army now as a 
company sergeant-major. I remember one day we were on a patrol at a VCP, 
vehicle checkpoint. We’d just come to that checkpoint and we were going to 
occupy it with his APC, armoured personnel carrier. He saw me and I saw him 
and he said, ‘Hey, how are ya? Good, good. So you come through everything’. 
He said, ‘Come in, bulla’. That means brother. He opened up his APC, and he 
had a nice hot can of Pepsi for me, or Coke. It feels cold over there, regardless 
of how hot it is! He had a packet of peanuts. I said, ‘Mate, this is luxury’. It was 
good sitting there. We just connected for that little bit of time together and he 
departed and went on his way. The next day I had to go my way. Through the 
’80s I remember five of us Torres Strait Islanders in the Army. There were also 
a couple of PNG boys there and a couple of Fijian boys.

We went to Somalia in ’92, 24 December. We were over there for ’93 and we 
came back in March ’93 after three or four months. We just went there, did 
what we did for that specific time and came back. But when I did get back to 
Australia, that’s when I hit the piss. The PTSD – I couldn’t adjust when I got 
back. It was too slow; I was just used to go, go, go, go, go. I started seeing it in 
other soldiers. One of them was an Indigenous soldier who was in my company. 
I couldn’t work out why he was going like that. He was getting in trouble and he 
was drinking too much. Then it happened to me and I started going through the 
same business. I was due to be made up, to get my third stripe. The RSM should 
have known this would have happened. They should have taken the appropriate 
steps to refer them to other areas to sort it out, but they didn’t. They were just 
military morons and they dealt with it like this, this, this. This is what’s going to 
happen, you’re going to get busted. You’re going to go here. You’re going to get 
busted, you move here. Busted means remove your rank. That’s what happened 
to me. Because of alcohol, you’re not thinking straight. You want to bash people. 
You’re violent because of the PTSD, which I didn’t realise I had at the time. 
I’m lucky I didn’t kill anyone because it was in me. Your drive is you just keep 
going. You can’t sleep; you just want to keep going like you’re on something, but 
you’re not. It activates extra stuff to mix in your adrenaline. You just want to go 
and take on anyone, everyone.

I was at 1 RAR, Lavarack Barracks when in ’93 it started building and I started 
drinking slowly. It just got worse and worse. In October ’94 I left; I’d just had 
enough. Things weren’t going right. I was just messing up bad; I didn’t know 
why or what was wrong with me. People in places, positions, should have known 
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from past experience. They were just big he-men and didn’t want to go down 
that line and help people. I just said, ‘No, I’m discharged; I’ve had enough’. 
I was TPI [totally and permanently incapacitated] then because of my PTSD.

After I left the Army I joined corrections on the 10 October 1994, in the Townsville 
prison service. I did my training at Wakehall, Brisbane, and from there I stayed 
with the corrections till 2003. I started off as just an officer on the ground looking 
after a unit, or a block, which accommodates 20 men. Their offences range, but they 
were Indigenous, non-Indigenous, all sorts of cultures are there. We looked after 
them, doing all the administration stuff and making sure everything’s running 
good. We made sure they attended programs to rehabilitate, like counselling and 
all that sort of stuff. I did that for a couple of years. Then I went over to the 
security/surveillance side, operating security cameras and doing high security 
escorts. From there I went away and did my firearm instructor course, chemical 
agent instructor course and armour instructor course. I did my hostage negotiator 
course. I was sort of travelling everywhere then, doing all sorts of crazy. I needed 
that because I was still hungry, after coming back from Africa. For nine years I 
was full-on busy. I burnt myself out. Then I went TPI in 2003. I just left because 
I couldn’t do any more. I was burnt out.

Whilst I was with corrections I was an above average officer. I did everything 
and everyone was happy. I attended a couple of Coroner’s Inquests for deaths in 
custody. I enjoyed that sort of stuff. In the end it just knackered me and I was 
drinking heaps. Whilst I was working in corrections, I was booked for DUI 
twice. There are a lot of ex-military people working in corrections and one of 
the guys said to me, ‘You’d better go see this fella here’. He put me on to another 
bloke, a doctor. I didn’t know what was wrong with me. I didn’t know I had 
PTSD all this time since Africa until I joined these fellas in going AWOL. I was 
still doing my job but I was just drinking too much. One thing led to another 
then I spoke to the right psychiatrist. They did all the paperwork up and sent 
it away and they said, ‘This is what you are now. This card here is what you’re 
going to get’. That’s a gold card for medication. They put me on all sorts of stuff, 
but I didn’t like it because I couldn’t do my job. I thought no, I’ll just keep 
going. I did keep going. I did as much as I could until I went to Brisbane once 
and attended a chemical agent advanced course. I just thought, mate, I blew it. 
I didn’t end up coming back. I stayed in Brisbane and just drank. I lost the plot. 
I didn’t go to work anymore. It was all over. I didn’t even worry about going 
back to work. I didn’t worry about anything. I went to the doctor. I said, ‘I can’t 
work anymore. I’m going to kill someone. I don’t trust myself because I have 
access to everything for my job’. I said, ‘It’s going to get out of control here’. 
He said, ‘No, we’ll have to put you off’.

I went straight up the Torres Strait to sort myself out. I had to go back to my 
culture and learn and start again. I had to just see things, smell things, look at 
things, listen, walk on the sand in bare feet, go in saltwater. We’re saltwater 
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people and that makes me strong, makes me understand. I was just being 
around my father’s people and my mum’s people, and that was it. I grew my 
afro, grew a beard. I was a different man. I think it was 2004 when I went there, 
or ’05. I went to Seisia. I thought, ‘I got to try and cure myself. I don’t want 
to take medicine’. I tried a little bit and I just couldn’t do much. I didn’t like 
that business. I still want to be able to think and see and understand what I’m 
doing. My brain thought, I want to go up land and do it. I’ve got to go there 
and reconnect. I don’t like taking medication. I’d rather do it naturally. If I’m 
sick now, I’ll eat noni fruit. I tried all that traditional medicine. It grows up 
there on the land; my father showed me this stuff. I take it in and listen. I know 
saltwater’s good for me and that’s my culture. I would go down the rock pool 
and dip my body in there a couple of times, relax, come out. I told my boys that: 
‘That’s a medicine, mate. Because my blood’s in you, you’re gonna go in there’.

Once I felt better, I could think clearer, and I did come back to the mainland. 
When I say mainland, to Townsville and back up north. I knew in myself I felt 
good. My two boys look after me. I’ve got to have someone to look after me. 
I don’t know, maybe from being overseas too I just look at things differently to 
the way I used to look at things. You see all the bad things and you come back 
here and people complain over the smallest things. I say, ‘Mate, you don’t know 
until you’ve been there and seen things’. Once that was right and I was mixing 
with the people up there, and I could see they had issues there, I wanted to try 
and help. I was coming back on track again but I was thinking, ‘I need to help 
these people. What can I do?’ The issue with them was transport. I wanted to 
start up a little bus service to help people commute from up at Seisia to Cairns. 
I  tried that, but that didn’t work out. I was thinking, ‘Everything’s bloody 
failing around here’. That’s when this project came up: Pipeline to Prosperity 
they call it. They needed someone to look after it. I just needed work somewhere 
and there’s work there but not much and it didn’t pay well. A bloke that came 
up with this idea wanted someone to look after it and the people they were 
bringing in had been in gaol. They’d been incarcerated. He wanted someone 
with a correction background and discipline background to make sure these 
people would run straight. I thought, ‘All right, I can oversee it for you. It’s only 
12 months work’. This was in 2009.

I came to oversee this project. We didn’t think we’d get this far. I was basically 
showing the Townsville City Council that black people can do this sort of stuff. 
I had to recruit people, I had to train people, I had to place people and oversee 
and maintain the pipeline and the vegetation. The ex-prisoners did that, but 
council was watching us. They were worried at first, but we did the right thing. 
They said, ‘Rightyo, that’s good. In 2009, that’s good. We’ll let you do it again 
2010 but you picked certain people out. You only can have a small team. 
You’re going to do it again’. So we did it again in 2010.



IN DeFeNCe oF CouNTRy

170

They were observing us and they liked what they saw. They said there’s a 
potential opportunity for BARK – Brothers Act of Random Kindness. Townsville 
City Council came into partnership so we could maintain the pipeline. Come 
the end of 2010, I had a big meeting. The media was there, the guy who came 
up with this idea was there. I was there with the men I’d selected to maintain 
it. They signed an MOU, Memorandum of Understanding, for BARK to have a 
three-year contract to maintain the pipeline. In doing that they also gave us 
other positions within council to fill. I selected the men, got them in placements 
and the main thing with this is the mentoring which I do basically every couple 
of days. It’s good but I can feel myself starting to burn out again. People keep 
asking me, ‘How do you do it, Chris?’ I just refer back to all the training I’ve 
done in the past. BARK helps long-term unemployed Indigenous men gain 
employment. Those men may have been incarcerated, come out, be on parole. 
These are guys who are lost and they need that assistance, sense of direction. 
That’s what we’re all about. I bring them in, I mentor them. Once again, it’s that 
training, placement and the ongoing mentoring support, direction and guidance. 
We just talk straight up and down. There’s no either this way or that way. This is 
what you must do in order to get permanent work, and good outcomes are that 
we have got people work permanently. We present these outcomes to council for 
them to say, ‘Your investment is working. If you continue, we’ll continue getting 
more people off the streets and into permanent work’.

With council, we have positions in Townsville Water, which is the pipeline 
crew. We have positions in construction and maintenance. That could be a 
concreting crew, asphalt crew and a line marking crew. We also have in council 
parks and services and we just recently put someone in Townsville waste, 
so that’s another position. We also have a contract with North Queensland Small 
Business Centre. We have Indigenous men maintain that complex. We have an 
Indigenous female cleaner, she maintains the toilets there. We’re just waiting for 
other things that are in the pipeline. Hopefully we can place people. Another 
major one is Jazeem Barracks through refurbishment, on the Strand. Hopefully 
we can place some people there. I told them I’m not a CEO and I don’t worry 
about that business. I just want to be a bloke on the ground who helps people. 
With the mentoring there are some good people that help me, like the CEO of 
North Queensland Small Business Centre and Social Ventures Australia, they’re 
based in Brisbane. They’re the main sort of mentors for me. I still do other jobs 
within this organisation. When I don’t have people to do the jobs I go clean the 
toilet. I cut the palm leaves. I collect all the rubbish. It’s all character building. 
I don’t care; I’ve done it all before and I’ll do it again. I don’t worry about rank. 
I do it because of my passion to help people that have got these problems. If not 
I wouldn’t be here now and building this organisation.
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Every March we take on whatever vacancies we have for the positions. If there 
are 11 operators, we take on 11 new participants and they’re for 12 months. In 
saying that, I tell them at the induction, ‘In order for you to stay here you must 
attend mandatory mentoring’. The main problem for the council is sickies: too 
many sickies and you can’t stay. Everyone abides by those rules. They sign the 
contract; they attend the mandatory mentoring. It really works out well. They 
want work and they get it. This is the second year, 2012 and 2013 is the last 
year. Hopefully the directors of the board for BARK will look at presenting to 
council some form of presentation so we can get an extension on the contract.6 
It’s a good thing that’s happening and they need it. We’re slowly making our 
name, our imprint on Townsville for the Indigenous people. At this point in 
time I’m the only one there, doing all the dancing and singing and yelling. 
I’m going to get someone else to help. Since 2009, it’s good to see when you see 
the boys walking around town. They’re dressed respectably, in good clothes.

I do attend Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander community meetings when they 
have issues within the community. In regards to Indigenous problems, I just 
go in and listen in and sit down and see what’s happening. You just keep your 
finger on the pulse. But the only organisation is BARK. And I give 110 per cent 
of my time to that. I was involved with NAIDOC and that was a couple of years 
ago when I was working with corrections. I can’t recall the year, but it was with 
an organisation called Magani in Townsville. They were overseeing NAIDOC 
Week. I was in the committee, just helping to set up. I hadn’t done anything like 
that before and there is a lot involved. When I was working with corrections 
I was involved with recruitment and retention of Indigenous staff. I ended 
up designing a poster, which was state-wide for recruitment and retention of 
people. It was just some high glossy PR shots on the poster and they went out 
for recruitment purposes.

When I initially left the Army I didn’t go to any Anzac Days for a number of 
years. I didn’t want to do anything and I just stuck to myself. I don’t know 
how long ago now, but I’ve been attending every Anzac Day. I just go with my 
Uncle Karl Wocando. Sometimes we may not go to the Ingham one and we’ll go 
to Innisfail or come to Townsville, or we’ll go to Mount Isa. Uncle Karl likes to 
go to different places and just chat to people, to share their stories. I remember 
one time at Mount Isa, by the end of that night we were booked on a plane to 
go to Mornington Island the next day to recruit some people to join the Army 
Reserve. In the end I said to the office, just think about it realistically. We won’t 
wake up in time to catch any plane, if we can book a plane. It was a good 
little story and Uncle Karl was all motivated and he was teed up, ready to go. 
He said, ‘We got to go home and pack our suitcases. We’re going to Mornington 

6  See BARK’s website on brothersactofrandomkindness.wordpress.com. 
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Island tomorrow’. We like those sort of occasions, and Remembrance Day. Just 
recently we attended a lot of nasho [national servicemen] functions. I attend 
with Uncle Karl. We’re all spruced up: black suits, ties, and high-gloss boots or 
shoes. I think everyone loves them when they see us. We look like the men in 
black. He likes that sort of stuff and so do I because I support him.

I’m a member of this Townsville RSL. I was a member of the Ingham RSL but 
that’s expired. I’m a member of most clubs now. I like going out and just sitting 
down and relaxing. The hours I work are long and when I get time off, I just 
sit down and relax. I’ll just sit in the backyard and water the palms. I have 
flashbacks of Malaysia. I think there is a Peacekeeping Association because I’ve 
heard of it.7 I know there’s a Somalia group organisation;8 I’ve heard of them 
because my ex-diggers have contacted me, but I’m just too busy. I’ve got all 
the details, but I like going and seeing all my ex-soldiers. I’ve tried to contact 
some but they’re either too busy and I understand it’s school holidays so they 
might be away. When I get a chance I just like to go and see them face to face. 
Every  time we see each other we’re getting older. I’m even older than them. 
I just try and keep active and on my toes.

There have to be more Indigenous, whether it be male or female servicemen, 
that need acknowledgement and recognition. That has to come forward, come 
out by them acknowledging that. I’m sure we’d be on par and non-Indigenous 
people would recognise that and pay their respects. It is just a matter of going 
out and seeking and finding out and people coming forward, like with me. 
If the history of our service were to come out, I’m pretty sure, the way things 
are going now, they would respect you and acknowledge it. I think they’re 
doing it now, acknowledging it in the Anzac Day ceremonies and Remembrance 
Day ceremonies. I’ve been to Bamaga on a couple of Anzac Days, where they do 
especially acknowledge the past Indigenous soldiers and the present ones that 
are currently serving. I’m sure they’d be doing that in other communities. It’s the 
way things are going now in society, acknowledging regardless of whether it’s 
black or white. It’s a big activity, Anzac Day and Remembrance Day. Everyone’s 
celebrating – uncle, father, brother, sister, mum – all of those people who have 
been in. Some of the soldiers that I’ve seen around, they are very respectful of 
you attending Anzac Day.

I enjoy what I do. It all comes back to what I’ve done in the past and that’s 
helped me. It’s been an up and down journey, but that’s life. Everyone has it – 
as long as you learn from it and you move on.

7  See Australian Peacekeeper & Peacemaker Veterans Association, www.peacekeepers.asn.au. 
8  The Australian and New Zealand Somali Veterans Association formed in 2013, after this interview. 
See www.anzsva.org. 
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