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By November 1939, 20 000 young Australians had volunteered to join the
Second Australian Imperial Force. Spurred by a sense of adventure and duty,
they set sail to countries of which they knew very little. Anzacs in the Middle
East is a compelling exploration of the experiences of the more than
100 000 Australian soldiers who fought in the Middle East during World
War II. The book examines the relationships between Australians and their
allies, and how they related to the local people, including Greeks, Egyptians,
Syrians, Lebanese and Palestinians.

Mark Johnston draws on extensive research to provide a new perspective
on the famous campaigns at Tobruk and Alamein, as well as significant but
less familiar battles at Bardia, Retimo and Damascus. Featuring first-hand
accounts and stories from the front line, Anzacs in the Middle East discovers
the true nature of the ‘larrikin Australian’ and is a must-read for anyone
interested in Australia’s military history.

Mark Johnston is Head of History at Scotch College, Melbourne, and a
leading authority on the Australian Army in World War II. This book is a
companion volume to his previous books, At the Front Line and Fighting
the Enemy.
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P r e f a c e

This book is a companion to my earlier works At the Front Line and
Fighting the Enemy. It concerns the way Australian soldiers, and particu-
larly members of combat units, interacted with two categories of people.
One category includes the local people they met in the Middle East and
on the way there. The other comprises the allies alongside whom they
fought in the Middle East. The evidence from which the book’s conclu-
sions are drawn comes mainly from the soldiers themselves, especially in
their letters and diaries. In the discussion of allies, the emphasis here is
not on relations between politicians and senior commanders, for these
have been well covered in other works, particularly by Professor David
Horner. Inevitably there is discussion of the broader picture of how, for
example, Australians came to be fighting alongside New Zealanders and
British troops in Greece, but the focus is how the two interacted in that
country, especially at the ‘sharp end’.

Most of the conclusions of this book might not surprise many readers,
but on the way to reaching them most will get to know much better how
Australian soldiers thought and fought alongside their allies and how they
interpreted the Arabs, Jews, Greeks and others with whom they came into
contact. Australians generally used the word ‘natives’ for the locals, and
I use it interchangeably here if the soldiers did. This does not imply that
I judge the people concerned as worse, or better, than any other. Nor do
I judge those Australians whose comments on other nationalities I have
quoted here and which today appear racist. Nearly all of the writers are
dead now, and would in many cases undoubtedly have later renounced
or modified those views.

I have long been a history teacher at Scotch College, one of Australia’s
best private schools. At times during that period, Australian teachers at
Scotch have had exchange arrangements with overseas teachers. I well
recall a conversation with one such teacher from England. When I asked
him how he found the boys he was now teaching in Australia, he replied:
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xii P R E F A C E

‘Astonishingly unruly.’ You will see in the following pages that British
commanders came to the same conclusion about the Aussies under their
command. You should be able to judge by the end of the book how fair
that conclusion was.
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