Milling timber at the Mission (Len Harris Collection)

The Territory Remembers

The Coastwatcher and the Aborigines: World War II comes to Groote
Eylandt
By John Harris

The surveillance and management of Australia’s long and
remote northern coastline has always been problematic.
From the British settlements in the early 1800s to modern
Border Protection, successive governments have struggled
to maintain an effective presence along this difficult border.
Never was this a greater challenge than during World War
II when, around Australia’s northern coast and islands, a
small band of civilians in isolated locations were asked
to serve as official Coastwatchers. They became part
of a larger coastwatching network which included New
Guinea and the Solomon Islands. As the war progressed,
the whole coastwatching operation became Most Secret1,
particularly to protect the identity of Coastwatchers in
New Guinea, who found themselves behind enemy lines.
Identifying information was not placed on record and
eventually, in an attempt to protect the identity of the
Coastwatchers, the term Coastwatcher was dropped
altogether and replaced with code words. 2
Prior to World War II, Len Harris (the author’s father)1 was
a missionary on Groote Eylandt in North Australia. One
of an informal network of unofficial observers, he had a
pedal radio, reporting any unusual activity as part of a daily
radio schedule. After Japan entered the war by attacking
American and British bases in the Pacific, this previously
loosely-organised band of observers was placed directly
under the command of the Royal Australian Navy. Harris
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was one of those formally sworn in as a Coastwatcher. It is
hoped that by telling his story, a little of the unrecognised
service of these few dedicated Australian volunteers and their
Aboriginal friends will be better understood.
The first Australian coast watchers
After World War I, the Royal Australian Navy faced the
problem of monitoring Australia’s long, undefended northern
coast where an enemy could operate without hindrance,
even without detection. Acting on the advice of Captain JG
Clare2, but working with very limited peacetime resources,
the Department of Defence established a network of unpaid
civilians to observe and report on activities on the coasts of
New Guinea and the Solomon Islands. In times of war, these
Coastwatchers would become Australia’s frontline. Australia’s
own northern coast was still vulnerable and so the Navy soon
recommended that the scheme be extended to include the
Australia’s own northern coast. The Department of Defence
agreed and issued a directive in March 1927:
“I am directed to inform you that the Department of Defence
has devised an organisation, known as the Coast Watching
Organisation, whereby selected civilian residents in coastal
regions will report voluntarily to the proper authority unusual
movements, activities, etc. coming under their notice in time of
war. An outline of this scheme together with Coast-Watching
Guide, showing method of reporting, is attached.”
“Although the comparative absence of communication precludes
an extensive application of the scheme there, it is now desired
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to include North Australia in the scope of the Organisation…
(and)…supply the Government Resident, Darwin, with copies of
the Coast-Watching Guide for distribution to such officials or
trustworthy civilians whose location renders them particularly
suitable for inclusion in the scheme.” 3
On the remote north Australian coast, the Northern
Territory authorities sought out the relatively few suitable
recruits, mostly Christian missionaries who had local
knowledge and good contacts with Aboriginal people.
They were advised of the creation of the Coast-Watching
organisation and asked if they were “prepared to act under
this scheme and make any reports from time to time which
may become necessary and where opportunity offers”. 4
Twelve people were finally appointed as Coastwatchers.5
Six of these were already Government officials so only six
were true volunteers. Five of the six were missionaries at
the Bathurst Island, Goulburn Island, Roper River, Groote
Eylandt and Milingimbi (Crocodile Island) Mission Stations.
Each of these responded formally in writing expressing
their willingness to serve as Coastwatchers as an act of
duty. The missionaries all sought permission from their
organisations before accepting. Rev Hubert Warren6 of
Groote Eylandt Mission wrote:
“[I] will gladly undertake to act as you suggest under this
scheme. The Church Missionary Society at the instigation
of the Bishop of Carpentaria has requested me also to do
what I can to fall in with your plans.”7
The only question raised was the implication of names
appearing on official lists and whether these would be
made public. Father (later Bishop) Francis Gsell8 of the
Bathurst Island Mission wrote:
“In reply to your circular re Coast-Watching Organisation, I
have the honour to state that I do not like to have my name
enrolled in the official list. At the same time I consider it to
be a strict duty of conscience of every loyal citizen to help
his country to the utmost of his power in case of necessity;
and should this necessity arise, I shall not be wanting to
my duty. Meanwhile I am always at the disposal of the
Government for any information required.”
It may have been at that point that the decision was made
not to record missionaries’ names but to refer to them
by their positions, such as ‘Missioner’ or ‘Missionary-inCharge’, at a particular place. This in turn may account
for the fact that when the missionaries changed, their
position and title in official Coastwatching correspondence
remained constant.
These volunteer Coastwatchers were issued with the
official Coastwatching Guide9, a very serious and stronglyworded document, referring in bold capitals to their duties
“in time of war or proclaimed imminence of war”. It went on
to detail the reporting of warships, submarines, aeroplanes
and the landing of enemy troops. Fortunately in those first
years, there was virtually no recognisable enemy activity on
which to report. Nevertheless, these first Coastwatchers
understood that although this was not wartime, they were
still expected to report unusual or suspicious happenings.
Their means of communication, however, were at first far
more limited than the Guide presumed, with no access to
the telephones or post offices mentioned in the guide.
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Leslie Perriman10, the Missionary-in-Charge on Groote
Eylandt in 1933, felt it necessary to explain that his
apparent failure to reply to official correspondence was
due, not to neglect of duty, but to the impossibility of
prompt communication. The letters to which he was
expected to have replied were dated 19 September
and 29 November 1932 but arrived together at Groote
Eylandt on 1 March 1933! 11 A specific example of these
Coastwatcher communication problems occurred on 15
January 1933 when Aborigines from the east coast of
Groote Eylandt came to the mission and reported that a
month previously they had seen a steam ship with one
funnel travelling north.
Perriman immediately wrote a report on this sighting but,
as it transpired, the irregular shipping to Groote was further
delayed and the letter did not leave Groote Eylandt until
28 February when Perriman himself was able to board a
vessel en route to Roper River. He delivered the letter to
Roper Bar Police Station. It finally reached Darwin on 20
March, just over three months from the original sighting12.
Communication to and from Groote Eylandt, however, was
about to be revolutionised.
In the 1920s, Rev John Flynn (‘Flynn of the Inland’)13 of
the Presbyterian Church’s Australian Inland Mission, was
planning his Aerial Medical Service, the precursor of the
Royal Flying Doctor Service. Conscious of the problems of
communication over vast distances, he employed talented
young engineer Alfred Traeger to work on the design
of a small, easily-operated radio transceiver. 14 Traeger
developed his legendary pedal-operated radio, based on
German World War I equipment.
The invention of the pedal radio suddenly gave isolated
outposts the possibility of a link with the outside world.
The Australian Inland Mission distributed 150 pedal radios
freely to remote settlements such as missions and cattle
stations. Almost all were equipped with them by the mid1930s. 15 The initial intention was to give these isolated
communities access to medical aid but this new instant
method of communication proved to have many more uses.
The Northern Territory Administration quickly saw the
advantage of the new radio communication for policing
and other official purposes. The Naval Intelligence
Division also recognised the value of the new technology
to their volunteer Coastwatchers and, by the mid-1930s,
ensured that all mission stations on the northern coast
and islands accepted and understood their responsibility
to report any enemy activity. The agreement was that
the Coastwatchers would make daily radio contact,
whether there was an important reason or not, via the
Australian Aerial Medical Service radio station in Cloncurry,
from where messages were relayed to the appropriate
authorities and through which, in return, they could receive
instructions. This was to become the legendary daily radio
schedule – ‘the sked’.
As the potential value of the Coastwatchers became
evident, attempts were made to provide some more
specific support than the previous “biennial letter”. 16
Those on the Northern Territory coast were visited from
time to time by the Northern Territory Administration’s
patrol boats as part of their police and customs duties,
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although the Coastwatchers furthest from Darwin may
only have been visited annually.
One of the tasks of the patrol officers was to check up on
Japanese fishing luggers. The Japanese were permitted
to come ashore to take on fresh water. The Northern
Territory authorities were anxious about preventing loss of
revenue if the Japanese failed to pay duties on pearl shell
and other dutiable catches. There was an agent in Darwin
through whom Japanese luggers were supposed to be
registered, but there were also many unregistered luggers
and the trade was difficult to control.
The abuse of Aboriginal women was a particular concern.
Theoretically, all luggers were required to seek specific
permission to enter waters adjacent to Aboriginal Reserves.
Father John McGrath of Bathurst Island Mission,18 for
example, reported many luggers in March 1938 and was
able to provide registration numbers for most of them.19
The Officer in Charge of the Coastal Patrol reported that
only three of them had permission to enter prohibited
waters. 20 Such infringements were very difficult to police.
An added security issue arose when it was realised that
some Japanese luggers had radios and that they could
intercept messages from the Coastwatchers.
On 8 October the Rev. Chaseling21 at Yirrkala Mission
Station sent a telegram in the following terms to the
Administrator in Darwin:
“Foreign luggers continually anchoring Bremer Island Melville
Bay Area (Stop) Repeated attempts to molest native women.
“The Administrator has advised that the contents of this
telegram were known to the Japanese pearling agents in
Darwin at the same time as, if not earlier than, he received
the telegram. It will be appreciated that the sending of
messages which can be picked up and read by the Japanese
vessels would only tend to act as a warning…” 22
Following discussions between the Administrator and the
Navy, it was determined that, from this time on, sensitive
radio messages should be transmitted in code. Enquiries
revealed that some missionaries already possessed a
copy of “Bentley’s Code” 23 This was not necessarily
used for ensuring secrecy. This kind of codebook was
commercially available, mainly for the purpose of brevity
as telegraphic messages were costly and charged by
the character. The final decision, however, rested with
Naval Intelligence, and they decided on an alternative
cypher system, “Everybody’s Pocket Code”24 which
was distributed in sealed packages to seven mission
stations.25 Although it was also a commercially available
code, the rationale was that Japanese crews were
unlikely to be able to decipher the code or, if they did, it
would take them too long for the message to be of any
advantage to them. With the distribution of the code,
the Navy assumed full control of the Coast-Watching
organisation:
“While this is primarily a war time organisation, they have
been instructed to communicate direct to this Office, and if
possible, Navy Office, Melbourne, any movements of foreign
craft etc. in their area during peace time, which may be of
interest.” 26
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The mission pedal radio transmissions could not reach
Melbourne and so what happened in practice was that the
missionary Coastwatchers continued to radio Cloncurry as
they had always done and the radio operator there relayed
any messages concerning foreign vessels to the Navy.
In 1938, in order to improve the policing, customs and
Coastwatching network, a purpose-built Patrol Vessel, Kuru,
was constructed in Sydney and commissioned to regularly
patrol the Northern Territory coast and islands and visit the
Coastwatchers.27 Captain John Bell was at the time Chief
Officer of the Coastal Patrol.28 He automatically became
Master of the Kuru on its arrival in Darwin.29
The new patrol vessel was effective along the coast
adjacent to Darwin and nearby islands but the
acknowledged reality was that it was still impractical to
patrol as far away as the Gulf of Carpentaria with any
degree of regularity. The missionary at Groote Eylandt was
told that he need not continue daily reporting of Japanese
vessels in the Gulf unless they were committing a serious
offence, as no immediate action could be taken from as far
away as Darwin merely to check on the registration of a
Japanese lugger. In retrospect, it is a pity that the Japanese
vessels were not perceived as a security threat and that
they were not more closely monitored but the Navy’s
resources were simply insufficient to patrol the Gulf and
the threat was not sufficiently recognised until too late.
Len Harris becomes a Coastwatcher
Church Missionary Society missionary, Rev Leonard John
‘Len’ Harris,30 arrived on Groote Eylandt in the Gulf of
Carpentaria early in 1939. On the island were several
hundred local ‘Warnindilyakwa’ Aboriginal people,31 about
20 Aboriginal mission residents32 with two or three mission
staff and, at Umbakumba in the north of the island, a
recently-arrived trader and beachcomber, Fred Gray.
Not long before Harris arrived, Qantas Airways had
pioneered their ultimately short-lived Sydney-London mail
and passenger flight using C-class Empire flying boats.33
With very short flight ranges compared to modern aircraft,
the flying boats had to stop to refuel 39 times en route
to London. Between Townsville and Darwin, one of these
refuelling stops had recently been set up with a small staff
at the lagoon at Umbakumba.
One of Harris’s many duties was to maintain the daily radio
schedule. He thereby assumed the task of Coastwatcher
– the person referred to in official documents as the
‘Missioner’. CMS simply told him that the radio schedule
was one of his responsibilities. As for operating the pedal
radio, he taught himself with the help of a few notes.
There was no formal induction to the role but merely
advice telegraphed by the radio operator at Cloncurry. It
was a year before there was a visit by Kuru. Fortunately,
one of Traeger’s main aims had been to develop an easilyoperated radio which required no previous training or
experience:
“I was at the Emerald River Mission on Groote Eylandt. My
contact with the outside world was with the famous pedal
radio set. Mine had a large dry battery for receiving but for
transmission depended on the pedal dynamo underneath the
wireless table. In those early days, wireless contact was with
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Cloncurry. I was 8XK Groote Eylandt and every day I made
a call to Cloncurry to send or receive telegrams. Besides the
missions, cattle stations had a pedal radio and Mr Traeger at
Cloncurry was the ‘life-line’ for many people in the outback.” 34
If the radio operators did not know each other already, they
found themselves daily overhearing each other’s messages
and very rapidly became a network of friends, often called
upon to help each other:
“Not long after I arrived, Roper River Mission was in trouble
and needed urgent help but there was something wrong with
their pedal radio and they could only manage a very weak
Morse Code signal. I could pick it up on Groote but Cloncurry
was too far away. I wasn’t yet trained in Morse Code but
there was a Morse Code alphabet pinned to the wall in front
of me, so I just got on with it.” 35
As for detecting any enemy activity, Harris and his
colleagues were given little if any instruction and so, with
the benefit of hindsight, they were probably not as vigilant
as they might have been. But they did not know that war
was looming, nor had they been told to be suspicious of
the Japanese fishing boats, which had been visiting the
Gulf waters for decades, unless the crew were obviously
acting illegally. That mistake was not the Coastwatchers’
fault but due to official short-sightedness regarding
Japanese intentions in Australian waters:
“Japanese fishing boats were common in the Gulf although
I personally never communicated with any of them. They
did sometimes contact Aboriginal people. I saw cloth and
tins of tobacco that Aboriginal men had got from the
Japanese, trading them for pearl and trochus shell, but their
relationship with the Japanese was not always amicable. I
heard about the abuse of Aboriginal women but the luggers
kept well clear of the missions. I could only presume they
were legally fishing our waters. In fact Aboriginal men on the
mainland at Caledon Bay just north of us had been arrested
for aggression towards Japanese fishermen – surely an
indication that the authorities were aware of the Japanese
and permitted them to be there with the full protection of
the law. 3
“But the crews were certainly not just fishermen. They
included Japanese Navy personnel. Sometimes when I was
with fishing with the Aboriginal men, I saw them in uniform
myself on the decks of the luggers when they came in close
to drag their fishing nets in the shallow water. They watched
us through binoculars but I had binoculars myself and I
managed to observe them unobtrusively too. After I had
reported this a few times, I was told it was not necessary to
keep reporting it every day and that the Japanese luggers
were permitted to come on shore to take on water. Even
back then before the War, it was a bit of a surprise to me
that no-one seemed to be officially interested in what the
Japanese boats were actually up to. It didn’t take much to
work out that the Naval men did not travel all the way from
Japan on the fishing luggers. They must have met up with
the luggers on a ship north of us somewhere. Of course, later
on we found out that they had been mapping the coast in
preparation for a possible future invasion. But even back
then before the war, rumour had it that if you wanted a good
map of the Gulf you could buy one in Japan.” 36

www.territoryremembers.nt.gov.au

Len Harris continued conscientiously performing his
Coastwatching duties as best he knew how while carrying
out his many other tasks. The few mission staff members
under his charge worked in very demanding circumstances
to provide education and particularly health care to the
Aboriginal people. One important function of the pedal
radio had always been medical advice. Harris himself
carried out emergency surgical procedures while connected
by pedal radio to the Flying Doctor, Clyde Fenton.37
Although Harris was a missionary, much of his time and
energy was at first taken up by the construction of an
airfield. 38 Longer-haul aeroplanes were being developed
but it was still a long way from Townsville across the Gulf
to Darwin. Only the Flying Doctor, Clyde Fenton, had
ever landed an aeroplane on the island. Famed for his
aeronautical exploits, Fenton used to land on beaches, get
Aboriginal people to assist him to turn the plane and then
clear any awkward trees and scrub for take-off.
The aviation authorities needed an intermediate airfield
somewhere in between, particularly for emergency RAAF
use. Negotiations with the Church Missionary Society to
accept a contract for the construction of the facility on
Groote Eylandt had commenced before Harris arrived
but the responsibility of supervising the task fell to him,
someone quite untrained for the job. It was a large task
for the isolated little mission and the local Aboriginal men,
constructing an airfield of two runways at right angles to
each other, 183m wide and each 1.6km long:
“The Aboriginal men were willing enough to work for a bit of
pay. No one was forced to – how could I force anybody to do
anything, even if I wanted to? Actually, they were all eager
to be part of it, part of the strange activities of the whites,
I think, a welcome change from their everyday lives. I was
never sure how many of them could really envisage what it
was all about until a plane actually landed but they were
strong workers. Fortunately there was an old tractor at the
Mission but I couldn’t have done the job without the halfcaste Mission men especially Gerry and Fred Blitner. 39 They
were so skilled, so hard working. They were the foremen and
they got on so well with the local Aboriginal men – after all,
they had been hunting and fishing with them for years.
“It took us a month or so to grub out all the trees and clear
the two long strips and then a few months to flatten it all.
Gerry and Fred devised really ingenious ways of digging up
the big boulders with the tractor and a chain. It was hard
work but we did it and we were all proud of the job. It was
a great day when I could get on the pedal radio and say it
was finished. A few days later they sent an Air Force plane
from Darwin to try out the airstrip. I think every Aboriginal
man woman and child came to see a plane land for the first
time. What a day that was! It was a Hudson Bomber. We
heard it coming for about five minutes but when it appeared
it was coming in at about 45°. It hit the ground at too steep
an angle and bounced off. The pilot controlled the plane
and then came in at a better angle, just skimming the trees.
I was worried that this proved that our airstrip wasn’t up to
standard. But the pilot laughed and said that the Hudsons
were a bit front heavy and that he had sent the crew down
to the tail end before the second landing.
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Len Harris’s lookout on top of Castle Rock (Courtesy John Harris)

“The RAAF
approved of our
work. They were
worried that
planes like the
Hudson Bomber
might not make
it from Townsville
to Darwin in
adverse weather,
so they decided to
make our airstrip
an emergency
refuelling base.
They contracted
us to mill timber
to construct some
huts. They sent
some tradesmen
from Brisbane to
erect them and
sink fuel tanks. The Aboriginal men helped them dig. They
sent two men to manage the little emergency base, Wallace
and Beer were their names, good blokes.” 40
As a Coastwatcher, Harris logged in daily, ignoring ordinary
Japanese activity as instructed but reporting incidents he
thought worth noting. He encouraged Aboriginal people
to tell him about anything new or unusual. But there was
very little of significance, or so they thought, and the radio
schedule was dominated by medical matters and private
communications.
This false sense of security continued for nearly two
years. Even when war broke out in Europe in September
1939, real danger still seemed far away to Harris and
his Coastwatcher colleagues on the other remote
islands around Australia’s northern coast. That was to
change suddenly and decisively for the Coastwatchers in
December 1941.

War comes to Australia’s north
Well before World War II began, Australian authorities,
especially Naval Intelligence, were concerned about Japan’s
Imperial intentions in the Pacific region, although it does
not appear that they ever connected that with the activities
of the Japanese fishing luggers. As early as 1935, Director
of Naval Intelligence, Commander RBM Long, had tried to
close the gaps in the Coastwatcher network,41 especially
to Australia’s north in New Guinea and the Solomon Islands,
but he was hampered by a peacetime lack of resources.42
Japanese aggressive territorial policies were clearly
demonstrated in Japan’s invasion of China in 1937. The
long, bloodthirsty and finally unresolved war with China
was reaching a stalemate by 1940. Japan’s attention shifted
southwards in what they called “Nashin-ron”, the policy of
southern expansion. Japan invaded Indochina (Vietnam),
from where they could pose a threat to European
possessions in Southeast Asia, including British Singapore
and Dutch East Indies (now Indonesia), although the threat
was not taken seriously soon enough in Australia.
In 1939, at the outbreak of the War in Europe, Commander
Long found himself with emergency powers and more
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resources. He
enlisted the
services of his
former colleague,
Lieutenant
Commander Eric
Feldt, who was
working in New
Guinea at the time
but had remained on
the Naval Reserve
list.43 Feldt’s naval
experience coupled
with his knowledge
of New Guinea
made him ideally
suited for assuming
responsibility for
the intelligence
organisation in the
north:
“It would be my duty, firstly, to ensure the proper functioning
of the organisation as it was; and, secondly, to expand
it so that it would cover all our needs, using civilians as
Coastwatchers…From the point of view of defence, the
islands in the North-East Area form a chain screening
Australia from the north and east. It was, in fact, a fence, but
with several gates, the straits between the islands. My job
was to make the fence effective as soon as possible. There
were some Coastwatchers in the area but not enough to
cover it.” 44
Feldt and the Naval Intelligence Division determined at the
time that New Guinea and the Solomon Islands formed the
first line of defence, and so Feldt concentrated his efforts
on setting up an effective Coastwatching network on those
coasts. Australia’s own northern coasts were considered
less strategically important at the time and so little changed
there. Harris and the other missionary Coastwatchers
continued to do what they had always done as carefully
and faithfully as they were able.
On 7 December 1941, Japan entered the War, attacking
the US Pacific Fleet in Pearl Harbour and, almost
simultaneously, US bases in the Philippines, Guam and
Wake, and British bases in Malaya, Singapore and Hong
Kong. The once-distant War was now in Australia’s
own region and Australian forces were under attack in
Singapore. If Singapore fell, there was no doubt that the
Japanese would rapidly extend their aggressive southern
advance.
The Naval Intelligence Division took immediate steps to
improve the effectiveness and communication capability
of the Coastwatchers – and, with such increased risk
of attack, this now included the previously unofficial
volunteers on Australia’s own northern approaches.
Immediately following the Japanese attacks, the Navy
requisitioned the Northern Territory coastal patrol
vessel Kuru, attaching her as HMAS Kuru as a tender
to HMAS Platypus.4 John Bell had by then joined the
Royal Australian Naval Reserve. His previous experience
as Master of Kuru made him highly suited to command
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the newly-commissioned vessel. He formally assumed
his responsibilities on 8 December with the rank of
Probationary Lieutenant.45 One of his major initial tasks
was to revitalise the old voluntary observer network and
place it on an official footing.
Coastwatching on wartime Groote Eylandt
On 12 December 1941, galvanised into action by the
Japanese attacks, Kuru was despatched around the north
coast and the Gulf of Carpentaria. Bell’s task was to visit
the north Australian network of unofficial Coastwatchers,
formalise their role, brief them on what and how to report
and provide them with Teleradios. He visited all the mission
station staff involved in the old arrangement, including
Father John McGrath at the Sacred Heart Mission on
Bathurst Island, and Rev Leonard Kentish at the Methodist
Mission on Elcho Island. About a week later he reached
Groote Eylandt. HMAS Kuru anchored near the mouth of
the Emerald River. Bell took the ship’s launch up river to
the CMS mission station, the now-abandoned site which is
still locally called “Old Mission”:
“Late in 1941, around the middle of December, Captain Bell
on the Kuru called at the Emerald River Mission. He told
me that the sudden expansion of the War into the Pacific
meant that the whole Coastwatching operation had now
been formally taken over by the Navy and that it was to be
extended and put on an official footing. He asked me if I was
willing to be part of this new organisation and serve as an
official Coastwatcher. The Navy had already contacted CMS
in Sydney, he told me, and they had agreed that the decision
was up to me. I had not the slightest hesitation. It was after
all simply a question of duty. Captain Bell administered the
oath and I was sworn in as an official Naval Coastwatcher.
“Captain Bell told me that the reorganised group included
the existing Mission Coastwatchers, all the ones I knew from
before like Father John on Bathurst Island and Len Kentish on
Elcho Island. They needed us because we were the only ones
always in touch with the Aborigines. He told me that they
would fill in the gaps between the missions with Naval officers.
I eventually got to know some of them too, like Petty Officer
Jack Jensen on Marchinbar Island. They lived a pretty isolated
life with supplies dropped off by the Kuru every now and then.
“After I was officially sworn in, Captain Bell gave me the
Playfair Code instructions46 and the secret Code Word
which I have never revealed – not even now! It also
functioned as my code name, I think. He taught me how to
use the Code and issued me with cards of silhouettes of both
Japanese and allied planes and ships so I could recognise
them. He only stayed the one day. He returned to the Kuru
before dark and left for Mornington Island the next day. But
the great thing he did before he left was to give me a brand
new Teleradio 3C. This was indeed a terrific improvement.” 47
Len Harris’s AWA Teleradio 3C was charged by a Briggs and
Stratton petrol engine. It was enough simply to fill the petrol
tank once a week and run the engine dry, so operators in
remote locations did not need a huge petrol supply. A single
44-gallon drum lasted some months. There were two 12
volt wet batteries which stored enough power to send and
receive messages for a week. Compared to the old pedal
radio, the range of the new teleradio was remarkable:
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“I had been instructed to send out a general call next
morning, like I used to with the pedal radio and see how well
I was received. Of course they were expecting my call at VID
Darwin Coast Radio. They were to be my new radio contact
so they replied almost instantly. I spoke to Lou Cornock in
Darwin for a bit and then Thursday Island came on air and
told me they were receiving me loud and clear. Then to my
great surprise, I got a message from South Australia saying
my signal was strong even down there. I had arrived in the
world of radio!
“We all knew things were getting serious now. I rapidly
learned how to use the Playfair Code. Some of our
communications were by voice but anything we thought
strategically important was coded. Listening to everybody
on the radio, I sensed an apprehension. Nobody knew what
was going to happen and although people did not admit to
being nervous, it was a kind of unspoken truth between us.
We all knew there had to be a reason why the Navy suddenly
thought us Coastwatchers were important.” 48
Naval Intelligence Division’s fears of the possibility of
Japanese aggression proved more than justified. The Pacific
war escalated with frightening rapidity. Bell had not long
completed setting up the new Coastwatcher network
when, on 19 February 1942, four Japanese aircraft carriers,
Akagi, Kaga, Soryu and Hiryu, 400 kms north-west of
Darwin, turned towards the wind and began launching 188
planes - 71 dive bombers, 81 medium bombers and 36
Zero fighters. 49
At 9.30am, Coastwatcher Father John McGrath at the
Sacred Heart Catholic Mission on Bathurst Island saw
the huge flight pass overhead. Using his newly-issued
Teleradio, he contacted VID Darwin Coast Radio. Radio
Operator Lou Cornock passed the message immediately
to RAAF Operations who received it by 9.37am. But the
Coastwatcher’s warning was not heeded.
Twenty minutes later the first bombs fell on the
town. A dismal mix of inexperience, poor inter-service
communications, personal antagonisms and plain inertia
left the town and the massed shipping without warning. 50
On that morning, at least 235 people were killed –
Army, Navy and Air Force personnel and many civilians
including waterside workers and all the Post Office staff.51
Hundreds more were wounded. Twenty aircraft and eight5
ships including both US and Australian Naval vessels
were destroyed. Almost all civil and military facilities were
rendered inoperable: 52
“I was at the other end of the island at the flying boat base
at Umbakumba on the morning of 19th February. While
I was talking to them a radio message came through that
Darwin was under attack and that bombs were falling on the
harbour and the town. Then the radio went dead. The silence
was frightening. ‘It’s taken a direct hit’, we thought. We had
no idea what we should do, and imagined we could be the
next target. We decided that we would see or hear any
Japanese planes approaching and that if we did we would
just run and hide in the jungle.
“We stayed glued to the silent radio. About two hours later
we heard a plane. We ran and hid ourselves away from the
buildings. When we saw the plane, it was a flying boat, very
low over the trees. It came down on the lagoon. The officer in
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charge of the refuelling depot said, ‘Well, padre, now we have
a problem! Who is flying the plane? Them or us?’ He knew the
crew couldn’t get ashore without swimming. So he got a loaded
rifle and took the launch out, staying at a distance. Brave of
him, nevertheless. After a while the door opened and the pilot
called out. It was obviously an Australian pilot and there was a
flight steward with him.
“The pilot said that he thought he couldn’t just hide and do
nothing with Darwin being destroyed around him. He managed
to locate another crew member and they found a rowing boat
and rowed out through the burning harbour to a flying boat
which somehow had not been hit. The engine had started
straight away, he said, and they simply taxied through the
burning ships, found clear water and managed to take off. They
took the most direct overland route to Groote. They flew low
almost touching the treetops all the way, he said, expecting to
be shot down any moment.53
“There was still no radio contact with Darwin but I was a
Coastwatcher after all so I decided I should head back to the
mission in case I had to be near my radio. The next day radio
communication was restored. Of course in due course I found
that my colleague Father John McGrath had in fact reported
the Japanese planes flying over the Bathurst Island Mission. It
was all a tragic irony really. The Navy set up a Coastwatching
network and then the one time they really needed it, the
people in charge in Darwin ignored it. It worked perfectly but
they didn’t believe their own system. Father John was a good,
intelligent man and Lou Cornock was totally dedicated and
efficient. They were just ignored. There could have been far
fewer lives lost….” 54 6
Around Groote Eylandt there was suddenly a marked
increase in Japanese activity to report. It seemed to Harris
that the Japanese were exploiting the temporary disarray
in Australia to venture more boldly into Australian territory.
Japanese planes became a daily observation although they
were mostly flying very high. Harris identified most of them
as Zero fighters, no doubt from Japanese aircraft carriers
to the north. There were Japanese ships in the Gulf too,
not only fishing vessels, but Naval ships taking advantage
of the period when the Australian Defence Forces were
preoccupied with more than 607 subsequent attacks on the
Australian mainland including the awful carnage in Broome:
“It was always possible that Groote could have been attacked.
I actually thought it quite likely. The Japanese spies on the
fishing boats must have known about the Emerald River
Mission for decades and all the other isolated Missions as well
of course. But now we had two mile-long landing strips right
next to the mission. I thought it was like painting a target on
us really. The Japanese planes flying high overhead must have
regularly seen the airfield and the mission buildings nearby.
“Every now and then the Aboriginal men would get smoke
signals relayed from the coastal people via Bickerton Island,
telling of the sighting of Japanese ships between Groote and
the mainland. That didn’t surprise me at all. Their fishing luggers
had always been hanging around that area before the war.
Even back then I had wondered why they were checking out
the Roper River. It was navigable right up past the Mission and
I know there were Naval officers on them. I felt certain that the
Japanese, after destroying Darwin, were now thinking about
cutting off the north at the Roper River.
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“The first ship I actually saw for myself came between Groote
and nearby Bickerton Island. Aboriginal people first saw it
and alerted us. I went straight away and reported it and
then climbed Castle Rock to see for myself. It was a small
ship but through binoculars obviously a Naval vessel, an
armed vessel. Next day, on the radio schedule I got to talk to
a senior officer. He said the information was important and
had been put out to Navy and Air Force Intelligence but that
they couldn’t do anything about it at this point. They had no
planes available since so many had been destroyed.” 55
Groote Eylandt was now in a war zone and came within the
emergency powers of the North Western Area Command.
One of the most complex issues to deal with was the
presence of civilians in what was now a war zone and how
to ensure their safety. Many civilians in Darwin itself had
already fled. CMS was officially advised by the Department
of Army that the security of the northern missions could no
longer be guaranteed. Shortly after the bombing of Darwin,
a decision was made to evacuate8 women and children
from the north to Adelaide, Sydney and other southern
cities. The Qantas refuelling base was placed under Air
Force control. Len Harris’s wife Margarita, ‘Margery’, and
their young son, John, were evacuated from there in a
flying boat carrying wounded servicemen which had come
down for refuelling at Umbakumba.
A far more complex issue was the fate of the half-caste
women and children. Harris feared for their safety in a
Japanese invasion. They were all light-skinned, Englishspeaking people who would simply be presumed to be
Europeans. It was possible that the Japanese might leave
Aboriginal people alone but no such guarantee could be
made about the light-skinned people. North West Area
Command agreed and ordered the evacuation of the
half-caste women and children from the island and coastal
missions but, overstretched already, they were not able to
offer a great deal of support.
The women and children, under the care of three amazingly
dedicated missionary women, were taken by boat to the
Roper River Mission and from there all the way to Sydney
on the back of a truck. North Western Area Command
eventually provided some limited material assistance but
it was a long and arduous journey. They had no real idea
where they were going and the evacuees mostly slept by
the side of the road. One of the babies died on the way.
This whole operation is now controversial and the author
has provided details elsewhere.56 It was however the only
responsible and compassionate option achievable at the
time. What some modern critics fail to understand is that
this was war time and that responsible people were quite
rightly afraid for the safety of others. They had to make the
best decisions they could under great pressure and then
act on those decisions without much material support. In
retrospect it is easy to look back and say that the Japanese
did not invade and that the war ended in 1945. No one
knew that then. No one knew that an atomic bomb existed:
“We had no idea when it would end. I thought it would go
on for another ten years at least. So did all the Air Force and
Army men I met. I did not think the Japanese forces could get
as far as Sydney or Melbourne but I expected they could well
take the north. I know there were official contingency plans
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to fall back south and give up our part of the Territory. I often
wonder what would have happened to me if they did.” 57
CMS had taken the hard but patriotic decision to keep
the missions open with a minimal staff and not “desert
their post”. Len Harris volunteered to stay on alone at the
Emerald River Mission, aware of his responsibility to the
Aboriginal people who very much needed the care the
mission provided, but he was conscious also of the oath he
had taken to serve as a Coastwatcher. He later wrote: “I am
not afraid of being in a War Zone. God is greater than the
Japs and I am quite at peace with him in this matter.” 58
With Australian Defence resources stretched to the limit,
the Japanese seemed to know that they could continue
to risk sending small Naval vessels into the Gulf. Before
the war, the closest to the mission Harris ever saw fishing
luggers was when they anchored off Bickerton Island, one
of their favourite watering places and less than 20km from
Groote. The Japanese Naval vessels still seemed interested
in Bickerton Island. Harris wondered if they had something
hidden there but if they did, the Aboriginal people never
found it:
“One evening an excited group of men paddled across from
Bickerton to report that numbers of Japanese had landed
there. I tried to send a coded message straight away but
it didn’t get through – I don’t think VID Darwin was tuned
to our frequency that night. So I had to wait until next
morning.” 59
That evening, as a result of the Japanese landing so close
to the mission, Harris felt that he should openly discuss
the possibility of a Japanese invasion with the Aboriginal
people. It had been worrying him for some time. He did
not want to fail them but he also knew that he should not
simply presume what their response would be.
The question of where Aboriginal loyalties might lie
was being openly discussed at that time. There were
irresponsible, scaremongering letters to newspapers
but there were also serious official reports. Lutheran
missionaries of German descent were incarcerated during
the War and there were concerns that Aboriginal people
from the Lutheran missions in Central Australia may have
been sympathetic to the Germans and therefore to the
Japanese. There were also concerns being voiced that
those Aboriginal people who had reason to feel they
had been treated unjustly could think that life might be
better under the Japanese. And there were concerns that
traditional Aboriginal people, living in remote parts of
Australia and knowing nothing of the War, might simply
see the Japanese as another intruder but perhaps one with
whom to co-operate as a source of desirable goods.
This question of Aboriginal loyalty during World War II has
been fully discussed in Robert Hall’s excellently researched
book The Black Diggers.60 After canvassing all aspects of
the issue, Hall draws the clear and now obvious conclusion
that most of those fears were irrational and can now be
seen to have had little or no real support in the hearts and
minds of the vast majority of Aboriginal people. At the
same time as doubts were being aired about Aboriginal
loyalty, Aboriginal men were being enlisted to fight for
their country. Their courage and self-sacrifice speaks for
itself. Many were killed but the sad reality is that those who
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survived returned to a still racially-divided Australia, where
they had fewer rights than they had experienced in the
armed forces.
Harris had absolutely no fears for his own safety at the
hands of the Groote Eylandt Aboriginal people, whom he
regarded as close friends but he knew they did not really
comprehend the scale of a Japanese invasion and what it
would mean to them. He realised that he needed to be
proactive, raise the subject and begin an informed discussion
in which they could consider how they should act:
“I thought the discussion would be best in their space, not
mine, so I took some flour and tea and sugar down to their
campsite. I got the old men together, the decision-makers,
Groote men and Bickerton men too, the ones who had come
across with news of the Japanese landing.61 We sent the
small boys for a few more sticks of wood, stoked up the
fire, made damper on a hot rock and boiled the billy. Then I
broached the subject. My Anindilyakwa was a bit inadequate
for such a serious topic but with a bit of broken English
thrown in I managed as best I could. ‘The Japanese might
come with all their ships and guns and fighting men’, I said.
‘They might come here and take this country, take Groote
Eylandt. Maybe you might be better off with the Japanese
than the white people. They might give you more things,
more cloth, more knives, more tobacco, more tucker...’ 62
“There was much more I had planned to say but they cut
me off. They had understood everything – brilliant linguists
they are, speaking multiple languages. They talked together
earnestly and excitedly, using two languages among
themselves, Anindilyakwa and Nunggubuyu, and I got a bit
lost. They chose one spokesman and when I didn’t catch on
here and there they enlisted the help of the small boys who
had learned some English when the school was operating.
They too argued among themselves about the correct English
and the whole thing would have been quite hilarious if the
subject wasn’t so serious.
Len Harris performing a baptism in
a water tank (Courtesy John Harris)

Page 79

“’Many people came here over the years,’ they told me.
‘We used to trade with the Maccassans every year – axes,
buckets, cloth, tobacco, grog – but they never stayed on, just
gathering trepang until the monsoon winds took them home.
Some of our old men went to Maccassar as crew on the
prahus when they were young and they can still speak that
language. The Maccassans stopped coming but then the
Japanese started coming in their fishing luggers. We could
see they weren’t always fishing but snooping around and we
were always suspicious of them. But yes, we did trade with
them sometimes, exchanging pearl shell and trochus for cloth
or tobacco.
“‘The Japanese interfered with our women too,’ they said.
‘Some of them went willingly to them to sell themselves for
tobacco, especially over on the coast, but many were taken
by force and some were hurt or even killed’. They stressed to
me that the killings were never here but on the coast at Blue
Mud Bay and Caledon Bay. ‘On Groote we always protect
our women and girls’ they explained. ‘We hide them we don’t
let any stranger go near them’.
“‘Yes’, I said. ‘I heard that you even used to hide the women
and children from the first missionaries!’ They laughed at
that. ‘Yes’, they said. ‘We used to hide them before, until we
learned that the missionaries were good people and wouldn’t
hurt them’.
“‘The Japanese just came to take what they wanted and went
away again’, they said. ‘They didn’t care about us. The only
people who ever cared about us were you missionaries. You
came and you brought medicine and you helped the children.
And you brought tucker like this tea and damper’. They all
laughed at that. ‘And what’s more’, they said. ‘You missionaries
stayed on and lived with us on our land. You let us see your
wives and children and you showed no fear and you trusted
us. So if there is any fighting, we are on you side!’” 63
This was the outcome Harris had expected but the words
needed to have been spoken and he was glad that he had
taken the initiative to bring the question out in the open.
Unlike most Aboriginal people across the continent, the
Gulf people at least had some history of contact with the
Japanese, experience of the Japanese fishing boats and
crew and therefore a context in which to consider their
response to the War. But there was now a second, personal
question on which Harris genuinely wanted their advice.
What should he himself do?
“I said, ‘Well that’s great but what about me. Right now
armed Japanese are just over there on Bickerton Island.
What if they come over here tonight? What are we going to
do?’ They said, ‘Don’t you worry about anything. You just go
home and go to sleep. We know what to do’. I trusted them
and I felt safe in their care.” 64
The Aboriginal people knew how to organise themselves
quickly if they had to. They sent the women, children and
frail elderly people away to one of their secret places to
hide for the night. They mustered all the warriors, about
40 armed men in all. They had shovel-nose spears, manspears tipped with iron, three spears to a man. They posted
lookouts on the beach and at the mouth of the river and
along the road up to the mission. There was no other way,
especially at night, with swamp and jungle blocking any
other access to the mission:
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“The warriors hid behind rocks and big trees all along the
track to the mission, hoping to ambush the Japanese, ready
in typical Aboriginal fashion for the silent spear in the dark
and the quick escape into the jungle. I slept very soundly,
actually. I don’t think I had realised how worried I had been
about everything and having had that discussion was all a
great load off my mind. Nothing happened of course. The
Japanese left Bickerton under cover of darkness but we were
not to know that then. They could easily have intended to
come over to Groote and it was essential that we should
have had a plan. I sensed that the Aboriginal men were a bit
disappointed really.
“In the morning I reported the Japanese landing on Bickerton
on the radio schedule. The radio operator, Lou Cornock,
got the Navy duty officer to come to the radio. He thanked
me and said the information would be passed on but that
there was nothing they could do about it. I said, ‘Well, what
if they do land on Groote one day? What if the mission is
really threatened?’ ‘Listen, padre,’ he said, ‘No heroics now! If
there’s ever any kind of imminent danger, put an axe through
the radio and go bush!’
“My Aboriginal friends had worked that out already! ‘You get
us an empty petrol drum’, they said. ‘The young men can take
it and hide it near Yantarrnga65 and you can live in one of
the caves there. We’ll keep it full of water and bring plenty
tucker for you. The Japanese wouldn’t find you there and
we’d never tell them either.’ I certainly didn’t need any more
reassurance of their loyalty and friendship.” 66
Harris and his Aboriginal friends did set up his campsite in
a cave and Harris slept there a few nights. They considered
bringing his radio and generator but Harris decided that
they did not need to go that far. With his Aboriginal friends
now motivated to be on the lookout for Japanese ships,
Harris decided that in the event of a landing, he would
have enough warning to leave the mission for his hideout.
Harris continued to observe and report Japanese planes
and naval vessels. His informal network of Aboriginal
observers and the use of smoke signals extended his
observation area all the way to the coast. He heard of the
crews of Japanese naval vessels trying to get information
from Aboriginal people:
“An Aboriginal family were camped at the mouth of the
Roper River, fishing by day and sleeping behind the beach
at night. One morning they paddled their canoe out early
to Maria Island, halfway between the Roper mouth and the
Limnen mouth. Beyond the island they were surprised to
see a ship. The young men paddled out to investigate. As
they got closer to the ship they recognised the writing as
Japanese, the kind of writing which they were accustomed
to seeing on the Japanese luggers. ‘This is an enemy ship!’
they said to each other. At first they didn’t want to go closer
but then they were spotted by a crew member who went and
got someone whom the young men took to be the Captain.
He called out to them in English and began tossing things
overboard for them. Intrigued they went closer and retrieved
tins of tobacco and other goods in watertight containers. The
Captain kept beckoning them closer so they paddled up to
the ship.
“‘Where’s the Roper River Mission?’ he asked them. They
kept their cool and betrayed nothing. ‘We don’t know’, they
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replied. ‘We don’t know about any mission.’ The captain threw
them more things and they came even closer. ‘This is the
Roper River, isn’t it?’ he asked, pointing to the Roper River delta
north of the island. They lied. ‘You’re too far south’, they said.
‘That’s the Limnen River’. The Captain seemed to believe them
because he threw them a few more things and went away and
the ship sailed off to the north. We owe Aboriginal people more
than we realise.”67
With major Air Force bases in Darwin and Townsville, the
North West Area Command began to recognise the potential
strategic value of basing a small permanent Air Force unit on
Groote Eylandt in the event of a Japanese attempt to take
North Australia. There was a need for more than a refuelling
depot with a staff of two:
“The top man himself flew out to investigate, Group Captain
Fred Scherger. He was later knighted, I heard, and became
Chief of the Air Force.68 He was a friendly enough bloke, I
thought. ‘Sherg’ the men used to call him. He certainly got
things going. He told me that we had built an excellent airstrip
and that they would not need to do much to it to establish
a proper base. They built more huts and brought in a lot of
equipment. There were about 30 men there at times – not just
Air Force, but Army and Navy too. Planes began to fly in and
out regularly, much to the interest of the locals. I don’t know
why they didn’t have a proper radio but I used to have to send
and receive messages for them for quite a long time.
“Funny thing was, they covered all the Air Force huts and
equipment with webbing, camouflage material, while only a
quarter of a mile away we had a bright white-painted roof
which they never tried to disguise during the War. It was
like beacon! They could use it to locate the airfield, even at
night. My friend the Flying Doctor, Clyde Fenton, had been
drafted into the Air Force, no doubt because of his great local
knowledge. He often landed at the airfield and came over for
a cuppa and he said that he could always find the Groote
aerodrome because the white roof of the mission house shone
in the moonlight. He said that on really dark nights he had a
powerful torch and he could hold it out the window and locate
the roof and land safely.”69
The Japanese attacked Australia and Australian coastal
shipping nearly 100 times between February 1942 and
November 1943.70 But from Harris’s point of view, Japanese
activity in and over the Gulf diminished rapidly due no doubt
to the permanent Air Force presence on Groote Eylandt and
the increased aircraft presence in the Gulf. He began to find
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that his role as an active Coastwatcher was becoming less
necessary. His official radio work was now almost all on behalf
of the Air Force and not the reporting of his own observations
of Japanese activity. He was more than willing to continue as
a Coastwatcher but he also wanted to carry out his missionary
work. He wanted to devote more time to translating the Bible
into the Nunggubuyu language. He was very conscious that
he was the only priest between the three CMS missions at
Groote Eylandt, Roper River (now Ngukurr) and Oenpelli (now
Gunbalanya). He longed to travel between the missions in his
capacity as their minister, the job he had been appointed to do,
but felt loyally tied to his Coastwatcher role.
CMS shared Harris’s views and certainly wanted him to
resume his religious duties. As early as March 1942, when
CMS became aware of the upgrading of the Groote Eylandt
aerodrome by the Air Force, they approached the Navy to ask
about Harris’s status and how necessary it was for him now to
continue as a Coastwatcher.71 It was then agreed that the
Teleradio would in due course be handed over to the Air Force
and Harris would be free to leave his Coastwatcher post. As
it happened, this did not physically take place until much
later in 1942 but by the beginning of 1943, when CMS was
able to appoint another missionary to Groote Eylandt, Harris
was freed to take up the role he so much wanted to fulfil,
translating the Bible and travelling between the missions:
“The strange thing is, it was in some ways just as dangerous a
job. I suppose the RAAF base on Groote Eylandt may have made
Groote a potential target but coastal travel was particularly
dangerous. I travelled a lot by boat and in the mission lugger. In
January 1943 my friend and fellow-Coastwatcher Len Kentish
from the Methodist Mission on Goulburn Island was taken by
the Japanese. He was travelling on a boat between missions.
Near Elcho Island the boat he was in was bombed by the
Japanese. He survived that, only to be taken from the sea by a
Japanese float plane and never seen again. We did not find out
until after the War that Len had been tortured and beheaded.
I think he was the only Australian ever taken prisoner within
Australia.72
“Was I ever frightened? Well of course I was, particularly when
Darwin was first bombed and I felt so isolated on Groote. But
never will I ever forget the loyalty and care of my Groote Eylandt
Aboriginal friends. They were great people and I don’t think
Groote Eylandt will ever see their like again.
“I am proud to have made some small contribution as a
Coastwatcher. In retrospect I now see that the real dangers we
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feared never actually eventuated but we did not know that
then. From our perspective then, I accepted that there was a
risk. I chose the role and I expected that I could have been
killed or taken by the Japanese. But so many Australians gave
their lives. It was the least I could do. I never hesitated for a
moment. It was simply a question of duty.”73
Recognition of Len Harris’s service
Len Harris returned to Sydney in 1946 where he spent the
rest of his life in ministry in the Church of England (Anglican)
Diocese of Sydney. His first appointment was as Rector of
Blacktown. He took an immediate interest in the nearby
Schofields Air Force Base. In 1948 he became Chaplain to
the Schofields and Richmond Air Force Bases with the rank of
Flight Lieutenant.
Some time afterwards he heard from missionary colleagues in
New Guinea that missionary Coastwatchers whom they knew
there had been commissioned as Navy Lieutenants and given
Navy insignia. This was in the vain hope that a rank might give
them better treatment if captured by the Japanese:74
“I did wonder about that! I did swear an oath of loyalty
administered by the captain of a Naval vessel in time of
War. I can’t quite remember what the exact words were but
I have always presumed that I simply became an official
Coastwatcher. But now I have the rank of Flight Lieutenant
anyway so it hardly mattered what I was back then!”
In the 1970s, Harris’s wife Margarita became unwell so he
sought out a quieter life for them both by taking a part time
appointment as Priest in Charge of St Georges Gerringong on
the NSW south coast. His salary was hardly enough to live
on so a friend suggested to him that he might be eligible for
a Service Pension through the Repatriation Department (now
the Department of Veterans Affairs):
“I was a little bemused at this at first. It had never really occurred
to me that I would be eligible for benefits like that. But if other
Coastwatchers had Navy rank, perhaps I might be eligible for
something. So I thought, well, why not give it a go.” 76
Harris began the process of seeking a Service Pension in
March 1973. The question of his eligibility was considered
at the highest levels in the Repatriation Department and
Department of the Navy. It was determined that he had
not actually been commissioned as a Naval Officer but
that he had indeed served as a Coastwatcher. One of
the problems was that in any of the Restricted or Secret
documents in which his name might have been mentioned,
it was suppressed and he was referred to, if at all, only as
‘the Missioner’. However after investigations which took six
months, Harris was granted a pension in November 1973. Len
Harris died on 28 September 1988.
The research on which this paper is based commenced
in 2009. Discovering any information regarding the
determination that Len Harris received a pension proved
very difficult. The Department of Veterans Affairs, while
Reverand Dr John Harris was born on Groote Eylandt. Initially a
teacher, later an Anglican priest, he devoted much of his life to
Aboriginal people and languages. A linguist and historian, he wrote a
number of books on Aboriginal subjects. Now retired in Canberra, he
and Judith have three children and six grandchildren.
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acknowledging that Harris had indeed received a Veterans
Affairs Pension, told the author that no file on him now
existed. They did however provide what they said used to
be his file number, AG489. It was the prefix which finally
solved the problem. AG stands for Act of Grace. Harris’s
pension was an Act of Grace, accorded to those who had
in fact served as if they were in the armed forces but
had not strictly been members. The National Australian
Archives was initially unable to locate such a file. It was
not for some years that an assiduous staff member came
across a box of Act of Grace files and remembered the
author’s search. Harris’s file AG48977 was among them
and in due course was cleared and released.
The Department of the Navy’s advice to the Commisioner
for Repatriation was as follows:
“Reverend Len Harris was not a member of the Commonwealth
Naval Forces. Records held in this office indicate that the
Missioner in Charge, Groote Eylandt (Church Missionary
Society) acted as a Coastwatcher. He was issued with a
teleradio and Playfair Code for use in carrying out these
duties”.78
The Department of Repatriation contacted CMS who
confirmed that the ‘Missioner’ was in fact Len Harris, that
he had served as a Coastwatcher, and that Commander
RBM Long had sought CMS’s consent for the installation
of the teleradio at the mission. Finally, the Department of
Repatriation advised the Treasury to grant the pension:
“The Commission considers that, having regard to the
circumstances of the case, and to the precedent that
exists for ex gratia payments to former coast watchers, Mr.
Harris has a moral entitlement to consideration under the
Repatriation Act as if his service on Groote Eylandt at the
relevant time had been as “a member of the forces”. The
Commission therefore seeks approval for payment to him,
as an act of grace, of any benefit by way of service pension
(and supplementary assistance if appropriate) that he could
be paid if he were a “member of the forces”. 79
The Treasury approved the pension on 14 November
1973. He had deserved that small recognition. In his own
words, “it was simply a matter of duty”.
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Notes
1.

Ed: Most Secret was the equivalent of Top Secret today, signifying
the highest level of a security classification, although there are, and
was then, “compartmented” sections beyond that.

2.

One such code word was ‘Ferdinand’, taken from the children’s
story The Story of Ferdinand, the tale of a bull who would not fight
but preferred to sit under a tree and observe things. This was to
emphasize that the role of the Coastwatchers was not to fight but to
be unobtrusive and watchful. The code-word ‘Ferdinand’ was used
more particularly in the Coastwatching operation in New Guinea and
the Solomon Islands.

3.

Harris was correct. The most serious of these incidents occurred
at Caledon Bay, northeast of Groote Eylandt, in 1932 when five
Japanese men were speared. Aboriginal people always maintained
that the Japanese were molesting the women. In a subsequent
investigation, a police officer was also speared. He had ‘arrested’ a
woman and the presumption was made that he was molesting her.
Much has been written about this serious incident and its tragic
aftermath but a useful starting point is the Wikipedia article, https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caledon_Bay_crisis
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sometimes called Central Hill and was also named Mt Ellie by Hubert
Warren, one of the first missionaries, in honour of his wife’s birthday.

The big depot ship Platypus was a familiar site in Darwin Harbour
throughout the war, surviving many air raids. She featured many onboard workshops, but was never taken outside the harbour.

5.

Ed: the latest research shows that 11 ships; 30 aircraft and 235
people were the grim statistics for the day.

6.

Ed: McGrath’s warning was discounted as being a flight of 10 USAAF
fighters in the area. If he had said there were over 100, and repeated
the number, then there might have been a reevaluation in Darwin.
However, there would have been little change to the defence of the
town. The 10 Kittyhawks might have got up to height and fought
more effectively but the 36 Zero pilots were far more experienced,
and the Zero a better aircraft. The anti-aircraft defence would have
probably had the same effect, given the gunners’ lack of experience

7.

Ed: the first raid was the only time carriers were used. All of the
other raids over the next two years were from Japanese Navy and
Army – they did not have a separate air force – based on the islands
in what is now Indonesia, Timor and New Guinea. Current research is
showing over 100 raids.

8.

Ed: in fact, evacuation had taken place the previous year. By the time
the Japanese initial raid occurred, there were only 2000 civilians left
in the town, a marked decrease, with almost all women and children
gone, while aboriginal people were taken south.
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66. Len Harris Papers.
67. This version of the story is as Len Harris recounted it. The story was
often told in later years at Roper River (Ngukurr) by Old Agnes. The
two young men were named as Isaac and Joshua. A recording and
full transcript of Agnes telling the story are in the possession of the
author.
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DSO, AFC (18 May 1904 – 16 January 1984) served as Chief of the
Air Staff from 1957 until 1961, and as Chairman of the Chiefs of
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74. After the capture, torture and murder of Percy Good, an elderly copra
planter on Buka Island, off Bougainville, all civilian (Coastwatchers)
were enlisted into the RAN in the probably naïve belief that their
officer status would protect them if they were captured by the
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