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Approximately 3000 Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders participated in the Second 
World War as formally enlisted servicemen or women.1 Yet despite the scale of their war 
effort, and the fact that some like Tim Hughes and Clive Upright displayed outstanding 
courage in battle, few Australians, especially white Australians, know much of their 
contribution to national defence. Tim Hughes, a soldier in the 2/10th Battalion, won the 
Military Medal for outstanding bravery in the tough fighting around Buna airstrip in New 
Guinea in 1943.2 Clive Upright also won the Military Medal when, in the fighting around 
Sauri village on Bougainville on 11 May 1945, he coolly stood up and in full view of the 
enemy, directed the fire of an Australian machinegun onto nearby Japanese positions.3 But 
during the Second World War, news of the scale and quality of the participation of 
Aborigines and Islanders was overwhelmed by other war news judged to be of more 
immediate importance to white Australians. Since the war this silence has been maintained. 
As a result, Aboriginal military heroes have so far emerged from among those who 
participated in the frontier wars; men like Pemulwuy and Pigeon (Jandamarra) who 
demonstrated their military prowess in the struggle against Whites. With the possible 
exception of Reg Saunders who was the only Aborigine to be promoted to commissioned 
rank in the Australian forces during the Second World War, those who gave outstanding 
service in defence of their country in Australia's numerous wars this century, have been 
overlooked. Nevertheless, many of the Aboriginal and Islander participants in Australia's 
defence effort did demonstrate a particular kind of heroism; that despite the disadvantages 
forced upon them by the dominant white society, once given the opportunity that often 
comes with war, they showed high levels of determination, achievement, skill and 
leadership. One such man to emerge from the Second World War was Leonard Waters.

Len Waters was bom at Boomi, northern New South Wales, in 1924. When he was 
just two or three years of age he moved with his parents Donald and Grace Waters and his 
two older brothers and an older sister to Toomelah, where he began his education in a one- 
room shed with 150 students and a single teacher. A Kamilaroi, Len remembered the 
corroborees and get-togethers that enlivened the Toomelah settlement.

In the early 1930s, he moved with his family to Nindigully, Queensland. There he 
continued his education until, at the height of the Great Depression, he was forced to leave 
school so that he could help to support his family. He joined his father in a ring-barking 
team earning just ten shillings a week for seven days’ work, later becoming a trainee shearer 
for slightly better pay.

When the war broke out in September 1939, Len was keen to enlist in the Royal 
Australian Air Force. His brother, Jim, was equally keen to enlist in the army. Whereas the 
army and navy quickly barred the service of persons not of 'predominantly European origin

For a full account of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander contribution to the defence of Australia 
during the Second World War see Hall 1989.2
Australian War Memorial, series AWM88; Governor General's Office, honours and awards files: 
SX1570 Timothy Hughes. See also McCarthy 1959:471.
Australian War Memorial, series AWM88; Governor General's Office, honours and awards files: 
VX89336 Clive Upright.
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Plate 1. Leonard Waters from Nindigully, Queensland, a Warrant Officer in Number 78 Fighter Squacdron.
Len achieved his dream of becoming a fighter pilot in the Second World War partly becausse of 
his determination and raw ability. At the end of the war Len was forced to give up his dreami and 
return to his pre-war work of shearing (photo courtesy of Len Waters).
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or descent’,4 the air force remained open to the enlistment of non-Europeans.5 This was 
because the air force faced the heavy personnel commitments imposed by the Empire Air 
Training Scheme under which Australia supplied some 27,000 partially trained aircrew to 
Britain. To meet this demand while simultaneously providing for the air defence of 
Australia, the air force cast its net wide and accepted recruits the army and navy would reject 
on racial grounds.

However, when Japan entered the war in December 1941, the army and navy were also 
faced with heavy demands for additional manpower to meet the growing threat. Under this 
pressure, they too abandoned their racist policies of excluding non-Europeans from service 
and began to enlist Aborigines and Islanders as well as other ethnic minorities like 
Australian Chinese, in relatively large numbers. It was during 1942, when all three services 
were accepting Aboriginal and Islander recruits more freely, that both Len and Jim Waters 
enlisted - Len in the air force and Jim in the army.

Most Aborigines and Islanders served in the army, which was the largest of the three 
services, but others served in the air force and navy. In addition to Len Waters, other 
Aborigines to serve in the air force included Alex Taylor, a flight rigger, Reginald Barnes, 
an electrical fitter, George Tongarie, a flight mechanic and Arnold Lockyer, a flight 
engineer and air gunner.6 Arnold Lockyer's bomber was shot down during an operation over 
the Celebes, Dutch East Indies, on 17 July 1945 and he died while a prisoner of war on 21 
August 1945, six days after the war had ended.7

Despite the tragedy of deaths like Arnold Lockyer’s, service in the air force gave 
Aborigines the opportunity to acquire skills they might not otherwise have had. There were 
other, broader benefits for Aborigines too. Military service provided the opportunity to 
establish firm friendships with white Australians and it exposed both black and white 
Australians to a variety of cultural models most had not previously seen. Black American 
servicemen presented a model of competent, skilled workers capable of commanding high 
wages, demonstrating to both black and white Australians that Aborigines were capable of 
doing the same.8 The indigenous people of the various theatres of operations in which 
Australians fought presented a wide range of responses to the problems of living and helped 
erode the ethnocentricity and insularity of white Australians.

Despite the interruption to his education, through hard work matched with personal 
talent and determination, Len Waters achieved his dream. He qualified as a fighter pilot in 
the air force, and took part in the defence of his country. It was the custom among combat 
pilots to name their aircraft. Len named his Kittyhawk ’Black Magic', an apt description of 
his achievement in becoming a pilot, as well as of his aeroplane.

Len tells the story of his wartime service:9 
When the war broke out in '39 I couldn’t get into it quick enough. As a matter 
of fact I tried to enlist before I turned 17. I always had ... you know ...

4 Australian Archives, A2671, 45/1940; War Cabinet Agendum number 45/1940.
5 Ibid.
6 Brief details of the service careers of these men were provided by the Director of Personnel Services, 

Air Force Office, Russell Offices, Canberra and letters, George Tongarie to the author, 12 November 
1986 and 28 April 1987.

7 The war ended on 15 August 1945 but the surrender was not signed till 2 September 1945. Three other 
members of the Lockyer family also served in the army and one, Eric Lockyer, was also killed in 
action.

8 Potts and Potts 1985,188-189.
9 Leonard Waters' story is made up of edited interviews conducted on 1 September 1986 and 21 

November 1991.
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Kingsford-Smith and Amy Johnston and those sort of things. I followed all 
those. But I was too young.

Then eventually, in August 1942, I wrote in to enlist, and in the 
meantime they had those mobile units going around for compulsory service 
and they came to St George [Queensland] and we all had to have our medicals 
there and we all passed the medical - even my father. He was 48 and he was 
passed as fit as we were, which he was too. During the next week I got my 
call from the RAAF so I enlisted straight off. My brother got his call at the 
same time, for the Militia.10

We got to the [Brisbane] Exhibition Ground and I went in the one door 
here and he went into another door there and that was the last time we saw 
each other until we were at Morotai [in the Dutch East Indies] in 1944.

I began my RAAF training at Maryborough. You do your drilling, the 
same as army rookies. Drill and physical training and everything like that, 
unarmed combat and everything ... you know. We did a six weeks course there 
to get you fit and do cross-country and all that sort of thing ... bivouacs ... 
and you go before a Categorisation Board and select your vocation or whatever 
you want to do. And of course, I put in for flight mechanics. I thought that 
would be something, thinking ahead again, for the future.

I was always interested in motors too. Any rate, then I went from there to 
Sydney and we did the basic course of engines and that sort of thing. Actually, 
I was always mechanically minded. We used to work on the old cars that Dad 
had, the old T  model Fords. We used to do all our own maintenance work, 
and it came pretty easy to me, the flight mechanics course. If there hadn't been 
a war on, you couldn't have got a better place for a holiday! In the Oceanic 
Hotel, right on Coogee beach.

But any rate, then I went to Mildura and I swatted just about every night I 
was there apart from when I came home on leave. I was there for twelve 
months and then they asked for recruits to what they call remuster to air crew.

That was in about December 1943. You go back to school again. You go 
to Initial Training School at Somers, Victoria. Then you go before a 
Categorisation Board again. They categorised us into different sections, like 
pilots, navigators, observers, flight engineers, wireless air gunners, air 
gunners, just about seven or eight different categories. And of course 
everyone wanted to be a pilot. Pilots or navigators, they were the main ones. 
And you might be the brightest student on the course but you quite easily 
finish up a tail gunner, like, you know - a WAG [wireless air gunner] - 
because everything that you do while you’re there is taken note of.

I was terribly keen to prove myself in the elite, which it is. There is no 
doubt about that. The flying part of the air force was the elite. Well, I was the 
coloured boy in it and I might add that there there was 169 of us I think there 
was, started, on the course, and there were 44 or 46 finished up as pilots that 
graduated and got our wings ... they cut us down a bit.

10 During the Second World War the Australian Army consisted of a number of discrete parts the largest 
of which were the Second Australian Imperial Force and the Militia. The Second Australian Imperial 
Force consisted entirely of volunteers and could be despatched for service anywhere in the world. The 
Militia consisted of both volunteers and conscripts and under the Defence Act could be despatched for 
service only within the Australian region. Militiamen could volunteer for transfer to the Second 
Australian Imperial Force.
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The end result when we got our wings ... there were only three blokes in 
front of me on my average. So, from my humble beginning I was pretty 
proud of what I am ... accomplished like.

One thing I was good on was morse code. The required standard was 18 
words a minute - 32 words a minute on key and 18 words a minute on visual - 
the Aldis Lamp. I reached the required standard after two weeks and of course I 
was doing other subjects while the other blokes were still practising that sort 
of thing.

Nearing the end of his initial flight training, Len faced the Categorisation Board again, 
this time to determine if he would be chosen as a pilot or as some other member of air 
crew. He believed his skill at morse code which had given him more time to study other 
subjects, was now going tell against him. He knew that the demand for wireless air gunners 
was very high as a result of the high casualties they suffered in the bombing raids on 
Germany. He recalled that air gunners in the European theatre would often be 'chopped to 
pieces' by the enemy fighters and that sometimes their remains would be hosed out of their 
shredded turrets when the bombers got back to Britain. He feared the Categorisation Board 
would allocate him to that branch - not only because he thought his chances of survival 
might be slim, but because he was desperately keen to fly.

I went before the Categorisation Board again and the commanding officer 
said 'Have you ever considered yourself a wireless air gunner?'. I said 'No'. He 
said 'Just close your eyes and just sit there and imagine yourself sitting in the 
tail of a Halifax or a Lancaster [bomber] with four .303s in front of you'. 
'Well', he said, 'how do you look?'. I said 'I've got a very disappointed look on 
my face, sir!'.

Of course, you don't know. The next day it goes up on Station Standing 
Orders on the [notice] board. Actually, I lost three five quid bets on it. A bloke 
from Canada, he said to me, he said 'You'll be right. You'll be on of the first 
pilots picked'. I said 'I don't know. I've got no confidence'. He said 'I'll bet 
you. I'll bet you a fiver!' and a couple of others did too. I lost fifteen quid over 
it, but I was the third one picked.

After I got my wings I went to Mildura to do operational training. That's 
the first taste of Kittyhawks and I'll tell you what, it was a big step from 
Tiger Moths to Wirraways. The top speed of a Tiger Moth is about 80 miles 
an hour, and you landed at 48 or 50 miles an hour. A Wirraway had a top 
speed of about 180 and you landed at about 80 miles an hour, which was your 
landing speed. But a Kitty hawk had a top speed of anything up to 300 ... a bit 
better, and you landed around about the 100 mark, between 90 and 100, and the 
power of the motors, that first take off! I tell you what, you feel the surge of 
power when you open the throttle, but the thrill of it, like, you know ... for 
the first time. It’s a fantastic lift!

After the initial take-off, you find out they are not the monsters that you 
first think they are. After the first take-off everything seemed to be a piece of 
cake, and they warned us, they said, 'after four hours' ... there wasn't one 
prang, but they said 'after four hours, four to six hours, you get over-confident 
and careless'. And they said it is a well established fact that that's when the 
accidents happen. And it is amazing. Between four and six hours we had eight 
prangs even though we'd been warned. I was one of the lucky ones that didn't, 
but we lost one fellow. He came in to land and realised that he’d overshot the 
field. But instead of doing the correct thing and going right around in a circuit,
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he thought he'd do a quick bank and turn and she just flicked over and went 
straight in. Around Mildura there with all those sand dunes and all that sort of 
thing there wasn't five foot of the tail sticking out. It went straight into the 
sand. That shook us up a little bit.

After I finished there I joined the 78th Squadron at Noemfoor, Dutch New 
Guinea, and almost straight away - I was only there about three days - you go 
for a bit of a bivouac, they call it, and they take you over some old unused 
landing strips or wherever the Japs had pushed back and that sort of thing. At 
that time there were little pockets of Japs here and there but no organised 
resistance or anything like that. But the last stronghold of the Japs in New 
Guinea was the furthest westernmost point of New Guinea. They had a big 
naval base and army base there. And the Yanks - this is how brave they are - 
they wanted it knocked out, so they detailed 78th Wing to do the job - 36 
Kittyhawks!

At any rate, we went over and all hell opened up when we got over there.
We went over at 16,000 feet and dived down to tree-top height and just cleared 
out. The next day we had to go again and it was tenfold the next day. It seemed 
to be ... because there was flak! I got turned over twice in the bomb ... in the 
blasts of the ack ack [anti-aircraft artillery fire]... and bloody hell! Flicked i t ... 
the plane ... twice!

The shared danger experienced by all combat servicemen, including fighter pilots, 
helped to create highly cohesive bonds between them. This sense of cohesion tended to weld 
the men into a team leaving no room for racism or other divisive pressures.

My tent mate - there were two of us in little tents - he was having engine 
trouble all the way over and was trailing us, and he should have ... of course it 
was all radio silence, like, you know. But he should have had enough sense.
There was a little field between where we were and Noemfoor - Middleton - a 
tiny little island at the top of New Guinea, and he could have turned back to 
there. But he didn't. He came on with us. He was only a Sergeant too, and 
they let him have it when he came in because he was trailing behind us, and 
he went into the bay just off the shore.

That commanding officer of ours, as far as I am concerned, he is one of the 
bravest, and that man should have been decorated several times. He flew right 
down with all those war ships and everything like that and circled that spot 
where that boy went into the water, and they threw everything at him, and he 
came back. I used to fly number two with him a lot of times in the earlier 
days like, you know, and he was inspiration to be with.

One incident... we did a raid over in the Celebes - that's Dutch East Indies.
It was fairly hot there, because we were pushing the Japs back all the time and 
of course, they were still resisting. We had raided this place before. It was a 
little bay, a depot like, a base. It had motor torpedo boats and barges and that 
sort of thing and we dive bombed and then we had to go down and strafe 
afterwards. But I dropped my bombs - I was actually leading the flight at this 
time - and I dropped them, and just as I pulled out of the dive I felt this clunk 
under me. And of course we knew ... by this time we knew what sort of ack 
ack fire ... anti-aircraft fire that they had and it was a 37 millimetre - and I 
knew it had hit pretty close to where I was sitting because I felt the jar. And I 
thought now this is it ... pretty close to me and I was just hoping, praying 
that it wasn't a high explosive one. Any rate, when I got back to base ... I told
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them what I suspected, and all the other aircraft landed first, because they didn't 
want me landing amongst them, and I came in on my own. I tell you now, its 
the smoothest landing I've ever made! I'll guarantee, I could land it on eggs, 
because I didn't want to jar out what was there. And when I went back it was 
... onto the tarmac, the armourers got this slug out and it was a live 37 
millimetre. All told, I was holed seven times ... not seriously.

One of the fellows that did finish up flying number two to me ... when I 
was leading a flight, was Geoff Cutler, young brother of Sir Roden Cutler's, 
and he was a bloody sight blacker than I am. And there was another one ...
Allen Britten. They used to, you know, just refer to us as 'boongs' but there 
was no discrimination, none at all, you know. But everyone browned up pretty 
well out in the tropics, like, you know. You couldn't differentiate, sort of 
thing. But there was never any discrimination ... I could never say that. But 
yeah, that Cutler, he was a fantastic bloke.

The day before peace was declared we did a bash down on the mainland of 
Borneo and it was a real hot place. At any rate, we got back - we were only 
flight sergeants, Frankie Smith and I - we were the last two of our group that 
went up there with the 78th Squadron. We did this bash, like, today and went 
across over into the briefing hut that night, after dinner, to see what was on 
the agenda for the next day. Another fellow who had come up with us was in 
80th Squadron - Teddy Quinn - he got killed this day. When we heard about 
him buying it, we went across and had a look and they had us down for a 
flight each the next day. We were overdue, you see, twelve months is a tour 
and we were up there for thirteen months, and we went across to the CO to 
lodge a protest. We didn't want to go because our mate bought it. Anyway, he 
said 'Well, just hold fire. You mightn't have to fly tomorrow'. At ten o'clock 
that night the news came through that the Yanks had dropped the [atomic] 
bomb, so that saved us that next day.

With the war at an end and now with the rank of warrant officer, Len considered what 
he would do. Stationed at Morotai, he had been reunited with his brother, Jim, who had 
taken part in the landings in Borneo as an infantryman. Len and Jim discussed their future 
course of action.

They asked for volunteers for 77 Wing to go to Japan in the Occupation 
Force. At any rate, I said to Jimmy, I said 'What say we go into the 
Occupation Force, go over there and have a look at the enemy at their 
expense?'. He said 'No, I've seen enough of the slant-eyed bastards. I’ll be 
going home on the first boat I can get on’. So I said 'Oh well, I'll go home 
too'.

While Len flew back to Australia in an air force transport aircraft, Jim had 
to wait for an army troop ship. During his wait Jim changed his mind and 
decided to join the Occupation Force after all.

He was eighteen months over there and had a ball, and I could have been 
there with him. 77 Wing was the first Wing that helped the Allies [in the 
Korean War]. Had I gone over there and done operations in Korea, I could have 
been buried on the side of a hill in Korea. [Later], I tried to join the 
Occupation Force ... they didn't accept me. I reckon they'd had enough of 
me.11

11 For a brief period following the end of the Second World War the army, navy and air force reintroduced 
their discriminatory legislation barring the service of non-Europeans. The discriminatory legislation
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After his discharge from the air force, Len looked for civilian employment. Still keen 
to fly, he hoped to establish an aerial taxi service in western Queensland in partnership with 
a St George businessman and bookmaker. Given the deplorable state of western Queensland 
roads, an aerial taxi service looked to be a good business proposition. His bookmaker 
partner would use the service to visit country races.

Following the end of the war, many people, both black and white, who had 
demonstrated skill and leadership in the army, navy or air force, were forced to resume 
civilian employment at levels well below those they had achieved in the services. But this 
seems particularly poignant for those Aborigines and Islanders who might otherwise have 
been able to use their war service to break free from the stereotypes that the dominant white 
society imposed upon them. However, Len was not able to use his wartime skills to further 
his post-war career. His attempts to obtain a civil pilot's licence were frustrated by lengthy 
bureaucratic delays, and he lacked the financial backing to buy his share of an aircraft and 
start a taxi business. He was forced to give up his dream of flying to return to his pre-war 
life of shearing and bush work.

Despite his inability to benefit from his service in the air force the war years had 
presented Len Waters and many other Aborigines and Islanders with opportunities to 
develop their potential. Perhaps even more importantly the war years had presented 
Aborigines and Islanders (and other ethnic minorities within Australia) with the chance to 
show that relations between themselves and white Australians need not be unremittingly 
hostile as many whites seemed to believe. Indeed, Aborigines and Islanders showed that the 
digger legend - one of the most profound and positive of Australia's self-images - 
encompasses black Australians as well as white.
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