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Figure 1: Harold Martin Steinert
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LIFE BEFORE WAR:

Harold Martin Steinert was born on the 27 of October 1917 in
his home in Stonefield South Australia.! Harold was born of Paul
Emil Steinert and Eveline Clara Bartsch. When Harold was 5
years of age his mother passed away and his father remarried to
another woman.!

Becoming a truck driver, with expertise in heavy machinery
placed Harold in a strong position when he later applied for war
service, where his profession upon enlistment was as a Carrier.

Harold officially signed an Enlistment Oath on the 12% of March
1941 in the township of Waikerie", (See Figure 3) where he would
ultimately return after the war and live with his family until his
death on 5% of April 1986 aged 68 years."

Harold met his wife to be, Lorna Elaine Paschke (See figure 2) at
Keyneton in the Barossa Valley and they were married in Adelaide
and had their first child Elaine Margaret Steinert” on 16" of
November 1942." Harold’s official war duties commenced within

the following month on 8™ of December 1942 (See Figure 4)."# ) :
Figure 2: Harold and Lorna Steinert

Originally registering as a single male with his Next of Kin as his
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Having first registered his interest in enlisting in 1941, Figure 3: Official Oath of Enlistment
Harold’s extensive driving history allowed him to very
quickly complete MT Driver training in November of that World War Two Service
year (See Figure 8).

s
This placed him in a position where he did not serve on the s
front line but was ultimately an essential member of the
teams that established camps. This work was within
Australia at various barracks before moving overseas to
Papua New Guinea (PNG) to continue his work as a member

Figure 4: Nominal Rolls
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of the Mechanical Engineering platoons. It was here in PNG that his efforts, along with those of
many other service men, were invaluable in the war efforts.*
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Figure 8: (Right) Record of Harold’s driver
training qualification attainment form.

POSITION AND RANK
When he first enlisted in the War
Figure 6 (left): Harold effort, Harold was given the title of
Martin Steinert, SA Recruit, along with every other new
Enlistment Photos enrolled person. This was a title he
. held until he had completed his basic
Figure 7 (above): ..
. : training.
Australian Service
Enlistment Photo. On the 14" of November 1941 he was
officially ‘Called Up and Commenced

FTD’ (See Figure 8).

After completing basic training, all soldiers begin with the rank of Private. This can sometimes be
referred to as Gunner, Trooper, Craftsman, Signalman, Patrolman, Sapper or Musician depending on
their Corps or Regiment.* For Harold, the title of Sapper was recorded as being officially given to
him on the 8" of December 1942, where he joined 2nd/2nd Field Park Company.

In Harold’s case, he was recognized as a Sapper due to his position as a Field Engineer. A Sapper is
‘a soldier who does jobs such as building bridges, repairing roads, and laying and clearing
landmines’* Harold worked as a Sapper in World War 2 on a range of projects both here in
Australia and overseas in PNG.

The AWMS52 5/18/1/10 is a unit war diary kept by the 2/2 Australian Field Park Company, Royal
Australian Engineers, during the Second World War, specifically from 1942. It shows that Harold
was initially involved in the construction works establishing facilities at ‘Old Minimbah Camp’ in
New South Wales. Some of the initial tasks recorded in the diaries, indicate he was involved in
building toilet blocks, showers and water tanks, fireplaces and undertaking general maintenance at
the campsite i All very essential jobs for the ongoing success of a large troop of soldiers.

His previous experience in camp establishment came to the fore, in Rocky Creek as the team were
again critical in the establishment of the camp (See Appendix 1 — for detail on the significance of
Rocky Creek).®"
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Life continued with regularity for Harold as a soldier at Rocky Creek with exploration works being
undertaken by Captain Ballantine R.L. (See Figure 9 below) in preparation for the troop’s movement

to PNG.

AUSTRALIAN WAR MEMORIAL AWM2020.71.3101

Figure 9: Company Movements.
Of interest in Harold’s war service is the number of movements that he experienced within Australia as a

Field Engineer. In January of 1943 he was involved in an operation where the transportation of heavy
vehicles and trucks commenced between Brisbane, Townsville, Innisfail and then finally to Rocky Creek.

Figure 10: Captain Ballantine’s report —See Appendix 2 for more detail
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MOVEMENT TO PAPUA NEW GUINEA DURING HIS SERVICE

Just prior to the troops movement to PNG they continued to construct significant infrastructure at
Wondecla in Queensland, including building suspension bridges one jeep wide, box culverts,
suspension and truss bridges as well as general jungle engineering training and night training, which
was all essential skill building in preparation for construction in PNG.*

As Field Engineers, Harold and his team were instrumental in enabling the safe movement and
passage of soldiers through often marshy and damp tropical forests, by constructing ‘Corduroy
Roads’ (See figure 11, 12, and 15). *"

On the 20" of October 1944, the regiment was officially prepared and moved to Redlynch, Cairns,
awaiting movement to PNG.
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Figure 11 (left): New Guinea. A Jeep
negotiates a 'corduroy' road across
a swamp. The only successful way
of building a road in this type of
country. The road is made by
placing coconut logs across the
swamp and it needs constant
attention. The censor has deleted
the number from the jeep.

Figure 12 (bottom left): Bulldog-
Wau Road, New Guinea, 1943-07-
12. Corduroyed section of road and
bridge at the 14 1/2 mile point.

AUSTRALIAN WAR MEMORIAL

Figure 13 (above): M.V. Duntroon. On the 3
of November 1944, Harold embarked on the
M.V. Duntroon and began movement at sea,

finally anchoring in Aitape Bay on 7%

November with embarkation happening the

following day on November 8", 1944.
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Figure 14: Summary of Harold’s transit from Australia to PNG. The nature of
the work they were immediately beginning was very similar to everything

they had been previously doing in Australia — camp construction, drainage
works and bridge building.

Figure 15: Wewak Area, New Guinea. 1945-05-30. Members of 2/2 Field
Company Royal Engineers and 2/8 Infantry Battalion using a bulldozer to clear
debris and mud during preparation to bridge a creek.
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Below is a summary table gathered from the various unit war diary entries detailing the variety of
work that soldiers in the 2/22 Australian Field Park Company, Royal Australian Engineers
undertook during January to February 1945. The tasks are extensive and varied.*!

Workshop Platoon Part of bridge refabricated after Raihu River
swelled and washed away part of the bridge
Box girder washed away and needed replacing |
Commenced work on bailey Bridge
Emergency Ferry service over Raihu River
Operating saw mill

Manufacturing
Cutting Bolts
Bridging Platoon Maintenance of equipment

Carting of stores and equipment
Operating Ferry over Raihu

Stores Platoon Operating Stores Dump
Carting Stores
Mechanical Engineering Platoon Construction of road to Danmap and beyond

Maintenance of roads in the area
Hauling timber
Working on the Airstrip

On the 26" of May 1945 the regiment was moved on to Cape Wom and it is here on the 26" of
September 1945, that we have the first known confirmation of Harold’s involvement in PNG through
the diaries (See figure 16).*

Figure 16:
Confirmation of
Harold’s
Involvement in
PNG.

AUSTRALIAN WAR MEMORIAL AWM2020.71.3115

The diaries end after this and Harold’s final movements of active service are unknown, however, a
photo of him on a dozer with a handwritten note of Wewak on the back of the photo indicates that
he completed his service in a third location in PNG (See figure 17).

Harold’s overseas service ended when he boarded the SS Taroona in Wewak (See figure 19) on the
31°" of December 1945 and he disembarked in Brisbane. Moving on to the South Australian Discharge
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Depot on 15* of January 1946, Harold was officially discharged the next day on 16" of January

1946.*
Figure 17 (Left): Picture taken Figure 19 (Below): SS
of Harold standing on a dozer Taroona.
at Wewak Gravel Pit PNG.

Figure 18 (Middle): Description
of photo locality.

LIFE AFTER THE WAR

When Harold returned from the war, he recommenced work with the Hepner family and even
branched out and completed work on a family farm into which his own daughter Raelene
McPherson (nee Steinert, born 10.2.1947) married into. The McPherson family continues to work
the land today and knowing that Harold was able to return to Waikerie after the war must have been
a wonderful relief for his young wife and daughter.

After Harold came back from the war however, he was a very unhappy man as were a lot of the
service people. Rightfully so because they had seen such awful things. Sadly, in the early days of
Harold’s return he was unable to overcome his experiences of war and he became an alcoholic.™

Harold’s second daughter Raelene says that she knows very little of what actually happened to him
during the War as he never spoke of it when he returned home. However, a strong memory of hers
is of a bayonet gun being in the house. “I often think to myself, how horrific it must have been and
how he must have seen some awful things if he was required to carry with him a bayonet.”**

On page 109 of a document that was gifted back to Australia from the Papua New Guinea
Association of Australia is a record of ‘Material dealing with Japanese war crimes in New Guinea’.
The information contained here confirms that serious atrocities happened in PNG and it would have
been an awful place to serve, i

Many years later, however, with the unending support of his family; his wife Lorna, his daughter
Raelene and his grandchildren; in particular his grandson Craig, Harold was able to eventually
overcome his demons and he became a reformed alcoholic and a committed Christian.™"

During his final five years in which he was sober, Harold, is said to have had a significant impact in
the lives of many other recovering alcoholics and was a staunch believer in the Alcoholics
Anonymous program, being a mentor for many participants.*
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ANZAC SPIRIT

Harold reflected the ANZAC spirits of perseverance and courage not only during
his time in service but also after the war when he returned home.

Day on day of hard labour would have become very tiring and difficult for the
men in Harold’s regiment (See figure 20), but with the knowledge that they were
assisting in the war efforts, the men must have shown great perseverance to
keep working for their country because they have to have known that every bit
counts toward a better ending.

Figure 20: Tents set
up for soldiers in
Southeast PNG.

The weather conditions that resulted in constant bridge failures and flooded
rivers meant that the troops would have had to persevere through unpleasant
conditions on a daily basis (See figure 21 and 22). They never gave up and they
continued to build, and manufacture in support of the overall war efforts, which
is a great example of the ANZAC spirit.

While the records I have come across are very detailed in the daily physical
activities of the soldiers, there is little evidence of what they witnessed. And with
Harold choosing not to discuss his experiences with his family, but rather to
block the memories with alcohol, it can only be assumed that the soldiers needed
great courage to get through their days.

Harold’s personal choice to ultimately overcome his addiction and become a role
model to other people in the same situation is testament to the courage that he
had and the true meaning of the ANZAC spirit.

Figure 21: Wet
conditions at Milne

Figure 22: Wet Bay.
conditions in
Southeast PNG.

HASS word count: 2004
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Appendix 1: Rocky Creek

Rocky Creek (See figure 23 and 24) was a significant landmark in Australia during WW2 as it was a
military hospital complex on the Atherton Tablelands in Queensland. It served as the largest
military hospital in the Southern Hemisphere, treating over 60,000 patients. The hospital played a
crucial role in supporting Allied forces in the Pacific theatre, particularly those returning from New
Guinea. ™"

Figure 23: Images of Rocky
Creek Camp as it stands
today. Left: Rocky Creek
Second World War Hospital
Complex

Figure 24: Images of Rocky
Creek Camp as it stands
today. Below: Rocky Creek
World War two hospital
complex.

Life for the soldiers while stationed at Rocky Creek, was highly structured and daily movement and
activity was dictated by a series of whistles and gongs. There were long 12 hour days starting at
6.20am and not finishing until the final whistle when tea was called at 6.30pm. (See Figure 25)
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Figure 25: Daily life for the soldiers constructing Rocky Creek Camp.

Appendix 2 — Captain Ballantine

Captain Ballantine’s notes detail a great deal of heavy manual labour, combined with the use of
mechanical equipment such as Bulldozers, grades, power shovels, crushers and tip trucks that
would be required in PNG.*>"!

Harold’s expertise as someone who could manage a heavy vehicle, places him well as a Sapper in
PNG.

Captain Ballantine was involved in further assessing the Kumusi River at Wairope to build a bridge
across the river and an assessment and determination of a suitable area for a transport plane strip
to be constructed at Poppendetta. These are all important landmarks that Harold assisted with the
construction of, *i
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Part B:

In order to gather evidence on my chosen person (Harold Martin Steinert) | pulled together information
from multiple different sources.

These included war diaries found on the Australian War Memorial (AWM) website, as well as general
information from the Virtual War memorial (VWM), | also used a book from my Grandma named ‘The
Steinert Family in Australia’, and conducted interviews with her as she is Harold’s daughter, plus a couple
general google searches about specific elements through Harold’s journey.

When this task was first introduced to my class, | was quite daunted by the 1500 word count and that |
wouldn’t be able to reach that goal, but as | continued through the starting process, | quickly realised that
| would have more than enough to write about.

My school started off my understanding of the achievements of those involved in both world wars by
taking my year level to the local Returned and Serviced League of Australia, at Victor Harbor. Through this
excursion and class history lessons it gave me knowledge of the treacherous and brutal conditions that
soldiers faced when at war and gave me a deeper appreciation for the sacrifices of those servicemen and
women.

As | searched the internet, | found war diaries from the AWM website. The AWMS52 5/18/1/10 diary was
the main source of my research as it gave a detailed record of information about the company’s activities,
including operations, deployments, and daily routines at every stage of Harold’s journey through the war.
The diary even gave confirmation of his involvement in Papua New Guinea (PNG) by his name being
recorded on one of the pages.

A crucial website that | came across was the National Archives of Australia which had records that gave
me a mass of information on Harold’s enlistment and deployment out into Australia and PNG as well as
his discharge from service.

Right at the start of this assignment | interviewed my Grandma Raelene McPherson, on all the information
she knew about her father, she said to me that she knew very little about what her father really went
through because he never talked about it at home. But nonetheless she was a great help in aiding me with
all the knowledge about how Harold acted after the war. More information about Harold after the war
came from my Dad Harold’s grandson, Craig McPherson who helped him in becoming a reformed
Christian when Craig was only a teen. He achieved this by challenging Harold’s post war behaviours and
the negative impact it was having on his family.

HASS word count: 427
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