
JOSEPH FORDE IRWIN 
GUNNER          N168213/ NX132283 

Joseph Forde Irwin, son of John and Catherine Anne Irwin of “Kerry” Bonshaw, was born on 18 November 1920 

at Mandowie, NSW. He enlisted for service aged 20 on 6 October 1941 at Boggabilla, NSW. He joined the 1st 

Australian Field Regiment (Artillery) at Largs, NSW, as a Gunner. He spent a week or so in hospital with measles 

in late July 1942. Most of 1942 was spent in various training depots in NSW. Joe then got transferred to Darwin 

in June 1943, Darwin was classed as an Operational Area at that time. On 11 May 1944, Joe was a passenger on 

a troop train back to Darwin, when it was involved in a train crash that killed 4 people at Copley in South 

Australia. The troop train’s locomotive had mechanical difficulties after a long uphill pull and required water. 

While the locomotive was away getting water, a freight train ran into the back of the troop carriages halted on 

the tracks on a cold, dark night1,3,4. Joe was uninjured due to the fact that he was lying down on the floor as he 

was cramped up and uncomfortable sitting in the seat. His mate that was sitting beside him in the seat was 

killed with the impact of the train crash. Joe was transferred to 2/11 Australian Field Regiment on 5 August 1944, 

and was in “F” Troop of the 61st Battery5. He embarked at Darwin, NT, on 15 September 1944 aboard HMAS 

Katoomba and disembarked on 29 September 1944 at Lae (New Guinea). Joe reckoned that the boat trip was 

the worst part of the war. He said the facilities were a bit rough, they had guttering along the side of boat for 

urinals, draining into sea! While the 2/11 Aust Fd Regt were in Lae they trained in the jungle conditions and also 

helped with improvements at the Nadzab air base set up by the US Air Force2. After some months in Lae, he 

embarked per SS Maiwara on 12 April 1945 and disembarked in Torokina, the main Australian base on the island 

of Bougainville on 17 April 1945. Joe’s role in the gun crew was to aim the gun (25 pounder), and said that they 

would dig the guns down into a pit. He said that as the ground was so wet from the tropical conditions, the 

guns would sink down into the ground when fired and they would have to keep putting logs under the guns to 

reposition the guns and stop them sinking into the wet ground. Joe served with his unit fighting against the 

Japanese in Bougainville until the Japanese surrender in August 1945. After 8 months in Bougainville, Joe 

embarked for home at Torokina per HMAS Canberra on 14 December 1945. He disembarked in Townsville, Qld, 

on 18 December 1945, and was discharged on 26 April 1946 on account of demobilization, aged 25. His mother, 

Catherine, said that he spent 3 weeks in bed after he got home jaundiced and sick with Malaria. He was awarded 

the 1939/45 Star, the Pacific, the Defence Medal, the War Medal 1939/45, and the Australia Service Medal.  
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Irwin Family Photo. Joe Irwin pictured with his brother Francis “Dude” at “Kerry” Bonshaw. Dude is pictured 

wearing Joe’s gas mask! 



 

  

 

  

Irwin Family Photo. Boggabilla Railway Station. L-R: Lionel Clark, Les McLachlan, Joe Irwin, Jack Pictin, Les 

Miller, Leo Lowe.  

 



 

Australian War Memorial Photograph 0687045: 51 Mile Point, Stuart Highway, Northern Territory, Australia, 

1994-08-22. Members of "F" Troop, 61st Battery, 2/11th Field Regiment, moving along the highway after 

marching past the saluting base where the Commander-In-Chief, Allied Land Forces, South West Pacific Area 

took the salute. Identified personnel are: VX46205 Captain P. W. Dietrich (1), VX43027 Lieutenant (LT) W. 

Lewis (2), Vx45386 Lt G. W. Barrel (3), VX45395 Lt R. Glass (4), NX84692 Gunner A. K. Richardson (5), 

QX24429 Gunner L. G. Mathers (6), VX41415 Sergeant R. A. Christiansen (7), VX24755 Gunner A. E. Jago (8), 

NX132283 Gunner J. F. Irwin (9). 



 

Wikipedia: 2/11th Field Regiment (Australia)6 25-pounder guns from the Australian 2/11th Field Regiment at 

practice in the Darwin area, 28 June 1943.  
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Australian War Memorial Photograph 0942248: South Bougainville, 1945-07-20. A Jeep and trailer of 2/11 

Field Regiment, carrying supplies to 22 Field Battery site west of the Mobiai River along the Buin Road. The 

picture shows heavy rain and almost impassable condition of the road. 

 

 



 



 

The Argus (Melbourne), Saturday May 13, 19443 



 

The Courier Mail, Saturday May 13, 19444 

 

 



 

State Library of South Australia: Train wreckage, Copley [B 50513] Photograph9 

http://collections.slsa.sa.gov.au/resource/B+50513 

 

 


