COROWA 1996
On Saturday 9th March we began our trip to Corowa for the annual amphibious “Swim-In and general military vehicle gathering. This year we had invited the WW2 veterans who accompanied us on ‘Back to the track’ trip last year to Darwin along with other people who made the trip as well as the usual interstate clubs whose members always attend.
Richard ‘The Pom’ Farrant, who had accompanied Dave Brown on the Darwin trip had arrived in Australia especially to go to Corowa for the week and he joined us as we headed out of Sydney in disgusting weather to make the cold, wet trip over the mountains as we were due to meet up with Warwick and Carole Lord in Cowra. We arrived there around 2.30pm, just avoiding a local procession through the streets of the town. Taking part in the procession was a Jeep and a C15 Blitz decorated with Australia Remembers logos and flags and Richard instantly recognized the Blitz owner. Bob McNeil from Orange had taken two Blitz’s to Normandy for the events in 1994.
After booking into a motel we headed out of town to see the War, Rural and Rail Museum. The museum was just full of nostalgia, what with steam whistles blowing, lights flashing, horns blasting and a gigantic HO Model train layout built by the NSW Government Railways during the 1950’s-60’s and covering the scale equivalent of 30 kms. The rural section of the museum has working models of vintage farm machinery, early heavy oil and steam traction engines as well as a good selection of tractors. The War section also has a good selection with vehicles, small arms, uniforms, a prisoner of war camp display, badges, medals and other militaria. The owner of the next door railway theme caravan park drove us all around the area in a vintage Dennis fire engine and both Richard and Dave got to drive the monster: this was handy as we wanted to insect the ‘railway carriage’ accommodation for future club reference. Richard was very impressed by the tour as he had been asked by a friend in England to photograph Australian Fire Engines. We were all offered free accommodation as all the boys had helped with some of the vehicle maintenance and answering the questions of the owners during the afternoon. We thought it would be an ideal location for a club rally; staying in the accommodation rail carriages and assisting an excellent local museum to the benefit of the local community.
We headed off the next morning making West Wyalong in time for a pub lunch and by the middle of the afternoon we had arrived in Narrandera. Dave and Richard arranged the hotel rooms in the ‘Royal Mail’ while the rest of us checked out the local antique shops. A delicious smorgasbord meal at the Narrandera RSL club ended the day. Next morning we decided to have breakfast in a café next door to the pub. Richard had asked Warwick “Should we bring the ‘motor’ around from the back of the pub to the café?” to which Warwick replied “Richard, it might be easier to bring the complete car!” (this showing the differences between Pom and Aussie colloquialisms). We soon headed off for Jerilderie only to e held up when Dave’s Landy developed a small misfiring problem which was quickly fixed by the side of the road.
After lunch at Finlay and a short trip to Deniliquin we arrived in Echuca mid-afternoon, making a bee-line for the local tourist information centre. We got all the info on the paddle steamer rides and asked them to arrange motel rooms for us. The motel was excellent and even got a free bus for us to go to the RSLClub (in Moama) for dinner. This RSL is really something special: it is set in very large grounds with a Centurian Tank mounted on a plinth within the grounds. Inside the club is a room set aside as a museum and it is certainly well worth a visit. The museum has only been established during the past year and is a credit to the RSL Sub-Branch.
Dave had to leave us next morning (Tuesday) as he had to move forward to Corowa for meetings with the manager of the Corowa Information Service as well as committee members of the Corowa RSL. In the meantime the rest of us decided on a paddle steamer ride on the mighty Murray River (on the P.S. Canberra). After lunch we continued on to the old gold mining city of Bendigo to show Richard some of Australia’s historic colonial past (and to look at the shops).
The next day Warwick was suffering withdrawal symptoms because of a lack of ‘McDonalds’ so we all joined him for breakfast before doing a one hour historical tour, finishing off with a look at the magnificent catholic Cathedral. Carol and I visited the Bendigo Pottery Factory while the boys checked out the motor museum before we stopped in Shepparton for lunch. After an afternoon spent driving through Yarrawonga and back into NSW we arrived at the caravan park in Corowa (the birthplace of Federation) at around 5pm. We quickly had the accommodation sorted out and after meeting up with other military vehicle owners we all walked over the John Foorde Bridge for dinner at the Empire Hotel at Wahgunyah. We ended the evening helping Mick Jericevich get through his 3-litre musket-shaped bottle of port.

I decided to do a day trip to Chiltern, Beechworth, Yackandandah, Wodonga and Albury on the Thursday and so with a car full of sightseers we headed off. After looking at the antique shops we had a delicious morning tea at the Beechworth Bakery (surely the greatest one in Australia) where the selection of breads, cakes, pastries and pies is truly enormous. Both Beechworth and Yackandandah are historic hold mining towns and well worth a visit. At lunchtime we met up with the boys who had taken themselves into Wodonga in search of militaria and vehicle parts. They headed off to the RAAOC Museum at Bandiana to view the hundreds of exhibits which trace the Ordinance Corps history from pre-federation to the present. Our last stop before getting back to Corowa was All Saints Winery where Lyn Stones of the VMVC looks after the wine tasting and she made sure we didn’t leave empty handed. Since 1864 the All Saints Estate has played a key role in establishing the Wahgunyah/Rutherglen district as the home of Australia’s premier fortified wines.
That evening Dave Brown briefed the drivers for the planned activities Fri-Sun before a large crowd of us went to the Star Hotel for dinner. Geoff Naylor from Dubbo arrived with his youngest son Stuart and those who went on the Darwin trip last year will know just how highly the Naylor children thought of the veterans. Young Stuart walked straight onto the hotel balcony where we were having dinner and was so delighted to see George Davis that he put his arms around him and then did the same with the other veterans. It was great to hear that the children correspond with the veterans regularly. After dinner we moved back to the caravan park to watch a selection of old films put on by Keith Adam.
At 6am on Friday Mal Makay let off his siren to let everybody know that it was time to get up for the day trip to Puckapunual. The convoy of thirteen vehicles left at 6.45am anticipating a 10am arrival time. I left at 7.30am with Andy and Alex McFarland in their 1942 Chev convertible and passed the convoy which had slowed up because of problems with one of the Jeeps. We were the first to arrive within the Pucka area and had morning tea with our hosts of the day, Major John Putt and Sgt Jacqui Cox along with Cpl’s Trevor Collins and Doug Pullen – all of whom had been with us to Darwin. All of our vehicles eventually arrived and we commenced a very detailed inspection of the transport museum vehicles. Morning tea was enjoyed and then we piled into two coaches for a tour of the area with our first stop being at the parade ground where we were all given an opportunity of being in  a very dramatic demonstration of the army’s ‘Skid Master’ system of driver training. Two 110 Land-Rover station wagons are fitted with the system and the operator/instructor can simulate any road or driving condition for the student behind the wheel. It was an exhilarating experience especially with the vehicle going sideways and spinning around during the black ice driving. However, we all knew that we were in very safe hands of expert instructors. After completing the morning session with a visit to the very interesting transport compound we ended up at the ‘Soldier’s club’ for a terrific barbeque put on by the newly qualified army chefs. We followed this up with a visit to the safe driving area where Keith Adam tried out his Bren Gun Carrier, John Oldenmenger had his C-60 Blitz and everybody else tried theirs. John invited Jacqui Cox (an RACT Sgt) to attempt it in his Blitz and upon reaching the ‘feral pit’ and the deepwater obstacle the truck nearly went into orbit. John climbed down from the truck smiling: Jacqui climbed down shaking and somewhat pale.
Some of the people chose to visit the RAAC Tank Museum while the others were still at the safe driving area but we all managed to clear the area by 4pm for our return trip to Corowa. The trip was done in record time aside from a couple of small mishaps like running out of petrol and busted oil lines in one or two of the vehicles.

The Empire Hotel in Wahgunyah had donated a bottle of vintage port plus a bottle of scotch to be raffled, so we organised a large group of collectors to have dinner there that evening. It must have been my lucky night as I won a huge meat tray. Warren Brown arrived in Corowa at 11pm and promptly wanted to take his Jeep for a drive. We took him on a guided tour of the area before going dancing in Rutherglen and ended the evening at John Hedges van.

Saturday was to begin with the usual run to Rutherglen for a photo session and chat before returning for a proper procession through Corowa and ending up at the bottom park for a sausage sizzle put on by the town for us. You wouldn’t want to know it but this was the day it rained and it just bucketed down, turning the ground to slush – it didn’t start to clear until 10am or so. All the drivers met with Dave and said they wanted the procession to go ahead so Carl, the local policeman quickly arranged the traffic situation to his liking and we were off. The bottom park was underwater so the procession made its way back to the caravan park for the usual swap meet. The swap meet provided an opportunity for Warren Brown to hand out copies of his ‘Back to the Track’ book, signing them and willingly doing heaps of caricatures of people. The promised sausage sizzle was held under the awning of the caravan park barbeque area and proved extremely popular.
DUKW, GPA and Bren Gun Carrier rides all popular events during the afternoon as the weather had fined up. The embankment at the end of the lagoon provided a bit of a challenge for the drivers as did the track along the edge of the river.

The Corowa Sib-Branch of the RSL hosted a cocktail party between 4-6pm at the RSL Club for those at the ‘Corowa Week’ and it was very well attended. Geoff Stonehouse (Deputy Commissioner Fro Veteran’s Affairs- NSW) attended. A short period of remembrance was held for one of our BTTT veterans, Fred Welsh, who had recently passed away and Geoff officially launched Warren’s book. All out vet’s attended this function and were met by all. It was an excellent two hours.

Graham Davis from Victoria had provided us with breakfast and delicious Devonshire teas for hi 4 wheeled Wiles Cooker throughout Saturday and also catered for some 200 people on the Saturday night, providing us with a magnificent roast pork dinner. A one man band entertained us and we all danced on into the night. The raffles were drawn and Bay Kelly from Boorowa just couldn’t resist showing his hidden talents as he auctioned off a XXXX hat that all had signed. After the announcement that he expected to receive overseas bids it was knocked down to Richard from the UK for $65. The entertainment finished at midnight but as the evening was still young Warren took six of us back to the hotel at Rutherglen which as in full Saturday night swing – we partied on! Before arriving back at the caravan park Bay asked us all to his motel room for night-caps of excellent German wine and it was around 3am when we eventually got to bed after a terrific Corowa night.

Unfortunately Sunday arrived all too soon and that meant that most of us had to head for home. Overall, the AMVCS provided a good percentage of the vehicles but being re-united with the BTTT veterans and participant was fantastic. This year must have broken the record for the number of people attending (around 300 from SA, Qld, NSW and Vic as well as the UK). As well as being an annual meeting for MV owners it will become a reunion for BTTT ‘Trakkers’ and ‘Vets’.

Dave brown, Maureen Bell and I were pleased that all our hard work in organizing functions, contacting people and generally getting the show going was the success it truly was.

Vehicle list:

17 Jeeps


1 Dodge Weapons Carrier


2 White Scout Cars

1 Chev C-60L Blitz

1 1-ton Ford truck



1 Harley Davidson WLA
2 Dodge Power Wagons
1 2A Land Rover



1 Bren Gun Carrier LP2A

1 2 ½ -ton International CL
1 FB Holden Ute



1 4-wheel Wiles Cooker

1 Studebaker US-6

1 M Series Jeep



1 Chev Staff Car

1 DUKW


1 Chev convertible



1 Lend Lease Chev

1 Pontiac ute


1 GMC




1 Ford F-15A Blitz

1 Chev C15A Blitz

3 GPA   




1 BSA Pushbike

1 M-Series Jeep

Jan Thompson 
