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Conscription: 
An ‘irresistible conclusion’

The year before, Frank Cordingley had sliced open frogs, combined 
chemical elements in glass jars and explained the intricacies of algebra 
and Euclidean geometry, in his first year as a maths/science teacher 
in the secondary department of Clermont State School in central 
Queensland. The summertime mercury sometimes nudged 40 degrees 
Celsius. Now he was shivering mid-winter in a tent in Healesville, 50 
kilometres north-east of Melbourne, preparing for an uncertain and 
possibly short-lived future. All because he was born on 22 October 
1946.

At 20 years of age, Cordingley might well have regarded himself 
as more endangered than the native fauna in the well-known animal 
sanctuary down the road. Those creatures were nurtured and 
mollycoddled, their every move monitored. Frank, on the other hand, 
had frequently been belittled and abused, and knew he would soon 
be shipped off to the frontline in Vietnam, where increasing numbers 
of Australian troops were fighting, and dying, alongside American 
soldiers, in the name of democracy.

Cordingley was one of tens of thousands of young Australian men 
whose birthday marble had been pulled out in the compulsory bi-
annual lottery known as National Service, introduced by the Menzies 
Liberal-Country Party Government in 1964 to boost Army numbers. 
Since reluctantly signing on in February 1967, he’d already survived 
‘some bastardisation with a lot of nit-picking’ during a rugged ten-
week recruit training course at the Army’s Singleton barracks in central 
New South Wales. 

The 20-year-old didn’t want to be in the Army. Cordingley Senior 
had been a conscientious objector in World War II, and although he 
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didn’t follow his father’s example, Frank had made it very clear that he 
had no intention of carrying a weapon in war, but was willing to serve 
as a non-combatant. The Army obliged by sending him to train as a 
medic at the School of Army Health at Healesville, where in winter the 
water in the fire buckets froze overnight in the tent-lines. Instead of a 
rifle, Private Cordingley would soon be carting a medical kit through 
a steamy Southeast Asian jungle, hoping to save lives instead of taking 
them, while at the same time dodging Viet Cong bullets that might 
well be meant for him.

So he was surprised when ordered in June 1967 to report for an 
interview at Watsonia Barracks, on the outskirts of Melbourne, about 
another possible posting. He grew increasingly nervous as he waited 
all day on a chair outside the interview room while a string of other 
conscripts was grilled at length. By the time he was called in, it was 
five o’clock. After sixteen weeks of saluting and ‘Yes, sir’, ‘No, sir’, he 
was surprised to find that the five men on the other side of the long 
table were in civilian clothes. He was even more surprised to be asked 
just one question: ‘What would be your reaction if you were required 
to bunk in with native soldiers?’ Clermont School, where he’d taught 
the previous year, had a sprinkling of Aboriginal children in its classes, 
and Cordingley had got on well with them. He looked across at the 
scrutinising faces of the Army panel. ‘No problem,’ he said.

‘With that, the interview ended, and I thought that was the end of 
it,’ he reported later. ‘As it turned out, I was the only one selected – it 
must have been that I had had that year’s experience teaching in the 
Queensland bush.’ He never did find out why the interview panel was 
not in uniform.

A week later, Cordingley found himself in humid Port Moresby, with 
three stripes on his arm, teaching maths and science to a classroom 
of Pacific Islander soldiers. The Watsonia interview had been for 
selection in the Royal Australian Army Educational Corps, and Frank 
Cordingley was now a ‘Chalkie’*, one of more than 300 conscripted 
teachers sent to boost the educational levels of the indigenous soldiers 
in the Army in Papua New Guinea† between 1966 and 1973.
* The term ‘Chalkie’ was (and is) colloquially used for all RAAEC members in 
the Australian Army; this book is particularly about National Service Chalkies – 
sergeants and officers – posted to PNG between 1966 and 1973.
† In this book, the name ‘Papua New Guinea’ and the abbreviation ‘PNG’ are often 
used for ease of reference, although post-WW2 until 1971 the country was officially 
known as the ‘Territory of Papua and New Guinea’ (TPNG).
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He and his fellow Chalkies, some of whom had yet to experience their 
first year of teaching in an Australian classroom, found themselves at 
the forefront of a plan to rapidly educate a force of several thousand 
soldiers in a foreign land. Up to that time, most of them had never 
heard of Army Education, yet alone that it had a role in Papua New 
Guinea. Like Cordingley, they were there because their birth dates had 
been randomly pulled out of a barrel. 

***

The first roll of the barrel had taken place early in 1965, and it happened 
because the Army Minister himself had been ‘rolled’, by his own Prime 
Minister, the long-serving Robert Menzies. 

In the early 1960s, there had been concern for some time in the 
Liberal/Country Party Government about the strength of the Armed 
Forces, particularly the Army, in the face of increased military activity 
in Southeast Asia. Indonesia was on the prowl, forcing what it called 
a ‘confrontation’ with newly federated Malaysia through cross-border 
raids in 1963 and 1964, in an attempt to destabilise the fledgling 
country.

There was also tension between Indonesia and the Netherlands 
over the ownership of the area known as West New Guinea, which 
had been under the Netherlands’ control since 1828. Following 
Indonesian paratrooper landings in the disputed territory in 1962, 
the United Nations became involved, and a subsequent negotiated 
settlement saw the Indonesians take over from the beginning of 1963. 
The new owners called the area West Irian (now West Papua). Since 
West Irian abutted the Territory of Papua and New Guinea, there was 
nervousness in Australia about possible Indonesian aspirations for 
eastward expansion, which would bring it within 150 kilometres of the 
Australian mainland.

Further north, the United States had been supporting South 
Vietnam (Republic of Vietnam) against North Vietnam (Democratic 
Republic of Vietnam) since the mid-1950s, and by the end of 1963 had 
committed 15,000 military ‘advisors’ to help the southerners in their 
fight against the communist Viet Cong. Australia had sent its own 
small team of advisors (Australian Army Training Team Vietnam) 
to South Vietnam in 1962, and marginally increased the number in 
1964. In August of that year, US President Lyndon B. Johnson began to 
step up his country’s involvement in the conflict, invoking the famous 
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‘domino effect’ metaphor of his predecessor ten years before, Dwight 
D. Eisenhower.

The Australian Army’s strength at this time stood at around 22,500, 
whereas the government was aiming for 37,500. Improved pay and 
conditions in the first half of 1964 failed to attract sufficient suitable 
volunteer recruits to top up the existing force, although there was 
no lack of applicants. 11,000 men applied to join the Army in 1963, 
but only 2,900 were accepted. The Minister for the Army, Dr Forbes, 
said that up to 20% were rejected because they didn’t have literacy 
skills equivalent to that of an average ten-year-old. ‘The fact is that 
a large proportion of the flotsam and jetsam of Australian society 
find their way into the recruiting office,’ Forbes said.1 He blamed high 
employment for the poor quality of applicants.

Employment was high because the post-war economy was going 
gang-busters, bolstered by low inflation and impressive outputs 
in agriculture, mining and manufacturing and the strength of the 
services sector. The Government promoted home ownership, which 
one commentator said was in line with Menzies’ vision of a ‘patriotic, 
co-operative and cohesive society’ that was also docile and compliant.2 
The population increased steadily, from just over 10 million in 1960 to 
more than 12 million by the end of the decade. This was partly due to 
assisted immigration, but until the later 1950s, the ‘White Australia’ 
policy had ensured these were only from the ‘right’ countries.

In the workplace, men were still the breadwinners, part-time 
work was difficult to come by, smoking was the norm, and tea ladies 
trundled their trolleys between the desks. Most people worked nine 
to five, Monday to Friday, and in 1963 annual leave for workers was 
extended to three weeks. Every census, almost 90% of the population 
indicated some sort of religious affiliation.

In this solid, stable world, the unsettling spectre of communist-
backed rebel movements to Australia’s north led to increasing calls for 
the introduction of conscription to boost Army numbers, including 
from Government backbenchers, the Australian Legion of Ex-
Servicemen and Women, and even the Queensland Women’s Electoral 
League. The RSL spokesman, Air Vice-Marshal F.M. Bladin, told an 
ABC Four Corners program in 1964 that such a scheme should not 
be called ‘conscription’ because ‘this connotes in the public’s mind 
something to do with compulsion’.3 The Air Vice-Marshal rather liked 
the ‘spiritual value’ of the term ‘national service’.
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Up to this time, Australians were comfortable with the notion of 
conscription for military duty in Australia, but not for overseas service. 
The proposal had been defeated in two furiously debated referenda 
during World War I, under Prime Minister Billy Hughes. Like Air 
Vice-Marshal Bladin, in the first referendum (1916) Hughes preferred 
not to use the term ‘conscription’ on the ballot paper, but instead 
asked voters if they favoured the Government having ‘compulsory 
powers over citizens in regard to requiring their military service, for 
the term of this war, outside the Commonwealth’.4 The ‘no’ vote won 
with a slim majority. A second referendum the following year again 
avoided using ‘conscription’, but asked citizens if they were ‘in favour 
of the proposal of the Commonwealth Government for reinforcing the 
Commonwealth Forces overseas?’5

After the narrow rejection of both those proposals, Labor Prime 
Minister John Curtin chose a more direct route in World War II. 
In 1943, as the Japanese moved rapidly and seemingly relentlessly 
southwards, Curtin pushed through legislation, against the wishes of 
his own party, for young men in the Militia (Army Reserve), originally 
conscripted to serve only within Australia, to also be sent beyond the 
mainland into the ‘south-west Pacific’.

The next Government justification for conscription came just six 
years after the end of World War II, when Communism seemed to 
be encroaching on the democratic world: Mao Tse Tung had finished 
his long march to power in China, the USSR and the United States 
were frigidly confronting each other in the ‘Cold War’, the British were 
skirmishing with communist guerrillas in the rubber plantations of 
Malaya, insurgents were making their presence felt in seemingly every 
Southeast Asian country, and the North Koreans had decided to invade 
their southern neighbours. Robert Menzies, whose conservative 
government had come to power in 1949, decided two years later that 
it was time to bolster the Army through another compulsory scheme. 
This required all 18-year-old men to complete six months ‘National 
Service’ in one of the Armed Services, and to remain on call in the 
Citizens’ Military Forces (CMF) for five years. Despite the country’s 
involvement in the Korean War from 1950 to 1953, conscripts would 
remain on Australian soil, except for those who specifically requested 
the Navy or the Air Force. This six-month National Service scheme 
was wound back in 1957, and ended two years later. 

The next bout of conscription crept up on the nation. It was one 
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of those ideas that floated around because it seemed a way of rapidly 
increasing the size of the Army at a time when conventional recruiting 
practices had failed, and when the world was once again unsettled. Of 
course, the world has been more or less unsettled ever since Cain killed 
Abel in Biblical times, or since cave dwellers battled dinosaurs. In the 
early 1960s, however, the success of Ho Chi Minh’s communist state in 
Vietnam and the subsequent commitment of United States troops to a 
war far from home, along with Indonesian belligerence to Australia’s 
north, gave a credible edge to arguments for expanding the Army.

A major hurdle for the Government was that the Army didn’t want 
conscription. In August 1964, the Army Minister, Dr Forbes, said the 
Government ‘was ready to introduce national service, but its military 
advisors were unanimously opposed’.6 On 27 October, Forbes told the 
national congress of the RSL in Hobart that the Government had an 
open mind on the matter, but reiterated that it had rejected conscription 
because the Army was against it. Among the reasons were that a two-
year term would not only not provide the experienced officers, NCOs 
and specialists most needed, but would drag such personnel already 
in the Army away from their regular duties to train the newcomers. 
The Army also believed an 18-month period of service (after training) 
would be inadequate compared to the five-and-a-half years most 
regulars signed up for, and that the frequent turnover of conscripts 
would be disruptive to fighting units. The Army seemed to have a 
pretty good case.

But not good enough for the Prime Minister. Two weeks later, 
Menzies announced a new scheme of National Service. Apparently the 
needs of the nation were greater than the objections from the military. 
The PM said the Government had come to the ‘irresistible conclusion’ 
that the strategic position of Australia in the previous 12 months had 
deteriorated.7

On 10 November 1964, the eve of Remembrance Day, Menzies told a 
packed House of Representatives that from January the following year 
all 20-year-old men would be required to register for National Service 
and that a birthdate ballot would be used to select 4200 recruits to 
begin training in the second half of 1965, and 6900 annually thereafter. 
Those selected would undertake two years’ full-time service, during 
which time they would be liable for ‘special overseas service’, followed 
by three years part-time in the Army Reserve.

According to Billy McMahon, who had held the post of Minister 
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for Labour and National Service since 1958, the Government had 
received a ‘new strategic appreciation’ on 5 November, resulting in a 
decision to increase the size of the Army to 37,500 by the end of 1966.8 
‘It was immediately apparent that in order to do this, it was essential 
to introduce selective National Service training,’ he said. It’s amazing 
what one document can do to make the path ahead ‘immediately 
apparent’, when it wasn’t quite as clear a fortnight before.

Meanwhile, the Army Minister, Dr Forbes, scrambling for 
credibility, could only echo his leader’s words. He told Parliament that 
the Government had ‘no alternative’ to the introduction of National 
Service, and argued it was the only way that Australia could ‘meet 
its defence commitments in the deteriorating situation in Southeast 
Asia’.9 

Itself desperate for traction, the Labor Opposition argued that the 
move was a political device to improve the Government’s chances in 
the half-Senate election due on 5 December rather than a military 
strategy. The party leader, Arthur Calwell, said Labor ‘absolutely and 
utterly opposed conscription of young Australians for overseas service 
in peacetime’.10

The Canberra Times, which for months had been urging the 
Government to introduce conscription, was predictably delighted. 
‘It would seem very possible that the Military Board or the Chiefs of 
Staff Committee may have continued to recommend against National 
Service,’ the newspaper’s Defence Correspondent wrote. ‘If they did, 
the Government was right to ignore or overrule them.’11 The Associated 
Chamber of Manufactures was also pleased. Its Director, Mr R.W.C. 
Anderson, saw the decision as realistic and didn’t think it would cause 
any serious disruption to Australian industry. He suggested that ‘two 
years’ military training will improve the character of many of these 
young men and make them better employees for the future’.12 

The Government announced that the famous barrel used in 
Melbourne to choose winners of Tattersalls’ lottery for more than 80 
years, would be commandeered for selecting men for National Service. 
Minister McMahon claimed the new system had ‘the great virtue of 
being simple, equitable and easily understood by those affected and 
it does not lend itself to any manipulation.’13 However, the use of a 
lottery barrel, normally used to pick winners of massive fortunes, to 
choose birthdates that would potentially commit young Australian 
men to two years enforced service, and possibly to frontline action, 
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had a curious air of game-playing about it. Calwell called it ‘Russian 
roulette’.14 Cartoonist Michael Leunig, whose number came up, said 
there was a joviality about the process that he found insulting. Other 
critics termed it the ‘Unlucky Dip’ and the ‘Lottery of Death’.

***

Around the country, men born in 1945 and in the years immediately 
after (the first of the ‘Baby Boomers’) heard the news about ‘National 
Service’ with varying degrees of delight, horror, uncertainty and 
apathy. Most of us training for future careers at technical colleges and 
universities or undertaking apprenticeships were relieved to see there 
was provision for temporary deferments until we had completed our 
initial qualification. But we couldn’t defer past age 26, unless we were 
in a longer university course, such as Medicine.

In any case, since the call-up age was 20, and some school leavers had 
already completed a two-year teacher training course, it was inevitable 
there would be teachers conscripted from the first intake onwards. 
Little did we know what was in store for us. What we soon did know 
was that at the end of April 1965, the Prime Minister committed the 
first Australian combat troops to Vietnam, a whole battalion of them, 
along with an armoured personnel carrier troop, a signals troop and 
a logistic support company. It was officially ‘undeclared’, but Australia 
was at war. And the first intake of ‘Nashos’ would conveniently begin 
training in June.

Those of us still doing teacher training hoped we didn’t fail a course, 
since Billy McMahon told us our deferments depended on us being 
‘diligent’ in our studies. Even when we finished training we knew that 
we still had to take our chances with the lottery; only a fraction of us 
actually wanted our birthdates pulled out. Graham Leader, a Western 
Australian who’d just finished training to be a high school teacher, 
waited anxiously to see if his number would come up. ‘Two years isn’t 
a long time in your life,’ he said, ‘but at age 20 it can be significant.’


