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Lieutenant-General Bernard Freyberg, Commander of the 2 NZEF, 
commending the 28th Māori Battalion.

"No infantry had a more distinguished record, or saw more
fighting, or alas, had such heavy casualties."
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On arrival in Sydney there were the biggest boats in the 
World waiting for us. The Queen Elizabeth, the Queen 
Mary, the Ille de France, the Aquitania and the Niew 
Amsterdam. The next day, one by one they mo\7ed out of 
the harbour. What a sight, what a convoy. If Hitler knew or 
perhaps he did. Apart from one or two submarine scares 
the voyage was uneventful. The heat in the tropics was 
almost unbearable, the food excellent, supplemented by 
some crayfish obtained alive and put in the bathtub by Pine 
Taiapa. 

This was the holding pen. Wh�never we felt like eating a 
leg or two it was di�patched with due ceremony and the 
appropriate chant was recited to thank and appease 
Tangaroa or Neptune and then to the galley. One incident 
though should be related. Just before we reached Colombo, 
two of our Maori Soldiers played up. They were duly 
charged and pleaded guilty. Punishment for them was 
Shore leave withdrawn. Jim Matehaere and I went down to 
the mess deck to see our boys. In front of the other Maori 
Troops the two offenders challenged us to a fist fight. If they 
won they were to be allowed shore leave. If we won they 
would accept our punishment. Immediately there were 
cheers, and come on Officers don't be yellow. Imagine then 
our predicament. We held a council of war and decided to 
accept the challenge. We all stripped to the waist. To cut a 
long story short we emerged the victors. We suspected 
that from then on our mana and authority was respected. 
Unorthodox, I suppose so. 

First glimpse of Egypt was very much as I expected. This 
then was the land of the Pharoahs with a welter of intricate 
and confusing factors. The Suez Canal, the key to the war 
for the Western Allies and the Axis powers. 

After training at Maadi and attending courses, I was 
finally posted to 28 Maori Battalion achieving a long felt 
desire and goal. There I was standing with considerable awe 
before the CO Colonel Dittmer, whose reputation as a 
soldier a disiplinarian and a Commander was well known. 
His first comment was "you are carrying too much weight, I 
will see that you lose some of it. The second was, call 
yourself a soldier? You are11ot a soldier till you have smelt 
cordite in battle. In addition to the CO's comments, I 
realized that the majority of my platoon had been in action 
in Greece, Crete and the desert. I had to fight back a feeling 
of inferiority and a genuine desire to experience battle as 
soon as possible for my peace of mind. After a spell in the 
Levant on th� Anti Lebanons with the Battalion and a stint 
at a Middle East Company Commanders' course we were 
back in the desert to experience my first smell of cordite in 
battle at Mersa Matruh and Minquar Qaim. Kaponga Box, 
El Myreia, Munassib, Ruweisat, for ever so it seemed on the 
run. Finally EI Alamein. Dig in, move attack and patrols. 
Thus far no further. Every man will stand and fight to the 
last. 

This was the order from the new Eighth Army's Com
mander General Montgomery. 

From the time the Division arrived back at Mersa 
Matruh from Syria and during the retreat to El Alamein, 
there were orders, counter orders, marches and counter 
marches. As a platoon Commander I did not know what 
was happening and where we were going to. It was one 
disaster after another. The situation appeared hopeless. 

The breakthrough at Mingar Qaim apart from punching 
the enemy's nose, proved to me one could go through a hail 
of fire unscathed, and also the opportunity to qualify as a 
soldier by smelling cordite in batte as Colonel Dittmer said. 
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On the 23rd October on the day of the battle of Alamein I 
shared with thousands of other soldiers the proud honour 
of standing on the crossroad of history. That night I was 
wounded so I thought to myself, well Dad your debt to 
Ngapuhi is well and truly paid with my blood. Another 
rather amusing thing happened. In the late afternoon Ben 
Porter arrived from Brigade to wish me well but expressed 
the fear that I might not survive the battle. I had no illusions 
that the battle was going to be easy, nevertheless I assured 
Ben my time was not yet. So he told me in the most pious 
way, that when he got home he would name his first born 
son after me. I promised him in case his lease on life was 
suddenly terminated, that I would name my son after him. 
In the event we both came home, only just though, and 
both named our sons after each other. The battle of 
Alamein proved to be the turning point and the beginning of 
the end of the war in North Africa. 

The march from Alamein through Libya, Tripolitania, 
ending in the mountain's of Tunisia some 2000 miles in 6 
months was described, by Mr Winston Churchill as 
'unparalleied in all history'. I rejoined the Battalion in Tripoli 
in time to supervise the unloading of ships in the harbour. 
harbour. 

For me the battle of Medenine and the last one at 
Djebebina were significant. Medinine gave me a close up 
view and the thrill of the enemy being well and truly 
thrashed and crushed. Djebebina in my view should never 
have taken place. It was already known that the enemy was 
about to give in. Yet my Company and D. Company were 
ordered to attack two high features. 

Although we took our objective, my Company had four 
killed and some wounded unnecessarily so in my view. The 
enemy surrendered four days later. It was part of the 
strategy to keep up the pressure. This battle reminded me 
of that profound military principle: 

'The best strategic plan is useless if it cannot be 
executed tactically'. 

On May 13, 1943 General Alexander sent this telegram 
to Sir Winston Churchill. 

Sir, 
"It is my duty to report that the Tunisian campaign is over. 
All enemy resistance has ceased. We are masters of the 
North African Shore." 

And so the war is over for the time being with little 
cheering only a sense of relief and exhaustion. An anti 
climax perhaps. No more flies, sand, sand storms, salty 
water, sangers, mirages, heat and movement forward and 
backward. The ten or so months in the desert is a period of 
my life I don't want to live over again. 

Back to Maadi in Egypt for a well earned rest and leave. 
After training and absorbing new reinforcements the order 
to march on foot to Burgel Arab came. During the march 
which was by night, some of my men marched in their 
underpants, others in their birthday suits. All arrived in 
good shape. 

Speculation was rife as to where we were going to. Italy 
seemed to be the destination. This was confirmed the day 
after we left Alexandria. After a very pleasant and enjoyable 
voyage across the Mediterranean or 'Mia Mare' as Mussolini 
would have it, we arrived and disembarked at Taranto. 

Before forgetting Egypt altogether I must tell the story of 
when I was leaving the Middle East Company and Battalion 
Commanders Course, the Brigadier Commandant called 
me in. He asked me if I would like to join the Indian Army. 
Without thinking I filled in the application form. When I 
reported back to Battalion in Syria the CO Colonel Oyer 






