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Stories from the Plaques
No. 7: ‘The Under 16’s: Young Men Who Gave Their All for

King and Country’

Each of the 500+ plaques in the Walkway’s Memorial Rose Garden tells a story, but often the
plaque can only provide a glimpse of the bravery, dedication, tragedy, loss and sacrifice behind
the plaque’s inscription. This article provides a snapshot of young men - boys really - who often
defied their parents, family and the authorities to enlist and serve in a war they could have avoided
(albeit until they were officially old enough).

On the North Arc of the Memorial Rose Garden (position 17 in that inner section) is a plaque that
tells of ‘The Under 16’s’: young men, not yet adults, who enlisted to serve during World War II and
‘gave their all’ in the Army, the Royal Australian Navy (RAN), the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF)
and the Australian Merchant Navy.

The plaque in the KTMW’s Memorial Rose Garden honouring ‘The Under 16s’

The plaque was dedicated on 28 October 2007, in conjunction with the-then ‘World War 2 Under
16s Association’ (which, like many other veterans’ associations, appears to no longer be active).
While exact numbers of how many boys enlisted (and died) may never be known, even some 80+
years after the tumultuous years of World War II their motivation and service are still be
remembered with pride.

Age limits always existed during the war, but changed regularly: in 1939 for recruits it was 20 to 35,
but in 1940 the maximum was raised to 40. In 1941 the minimum was lowered to 19, then to 18 in
1943; written parental consent was supposedly required for anyone under the age of 21. Even
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when the limit was lowered to 18, they were not permitted to go to New Guinea or the Northern
Territory. However, whether through deception on the part of the boys, or grudging agreement by
recruitment staff, boys consistently enlisted throughout the war years.

In 2020 the Australian War Memorial (AWM) identified close to 70 ‘boy soldiers’ and ‘boy sailors’
who died during the 1939-45 conflict, identified from the 40,000 names on their World War II Roll
of Honour. The AWM’s ‘definition’ of ‘boy soldiers and sailors’ was clearly set at under 18 years of
age, since many on their list were 17 years old.

The AWM list included:
 42 boys in the Army;
 19 boys in the RAN; and
 Seven (7) boys in the Australian Merchant Navy.

However, those numbers are for those who died while in service and many others survived. This
article provides a snapshot for those they called ‘The Under 16s’.

The Kokoda campaign, like other campaigns during the war, saw a few boys take part in the
vicious fighting. The story of one such ‘boy soldier’ was recounted in our first Stories from the
Plaques article on Joe Rovkin (Rorkin). Joe was just 16 when he died on 7 November 1942 during
the fierce fighting near Templeton’s Crossing. However, other ‘boy soldiers’ also served in the
Kokoda campaign although, unlike Joe, they were slightly older (but still not adults, or over 18).

Joe Rovkin: his photo on enlistment and a studio portrait (source: KTMW Kokoda Honour Roll)

For example, Corporal Donald Howlett (V22072, 39th Battalion) died aged only 17 during the
fighting at Deniki in August 1942. He had enlisted in 1940 when he was 16. Similarly, Private Basil
Lucas (NX599, 2/3rd Battalion) who died in November 1942 of illness in Port Moresby was 18 when
he died, although he was famously only 15 when he first attempted to enlist in 1940. Meantime,
Private Reg Hunter (VX59749, 2/14th Battalion) used the birth certificate of brother (Stanley) to
enlist in 1941 while still only 16 years old. Upon his death in October 1942, he was still only 17.

https://www.awm.gov.au/articles/encyclopedia/boysoldiers/second
https://www.awm.gov.au/articles/encyclopedia/boysoldiers/second
https://www.kokodawalkway.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Stories-from-the-Plaques-No-1-Joe-Rorkin-.pdf
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Three ‘boy soldier’ fatalities in the Kokoda campaign: Donald Howlett (left), Basil Lucas (centre) and (right) Reg
(Stanley) Hunter. (sources 39th Battalion Assoc, NAA service file, family image)

As an aside, the Kokoda campaign is one where myths and folklore about the supposed young
ages of participating troops (especially in militia units) continue to be raised. However, an
examination of the ages of those in the campaign by James Morrison (Wartime, Issue 99, Winter
2022, pp.16-20) dispels such ‘myths’ and provides statistical breakdowns that dispel these
misconceptions (the average age was approximately 25 years).

Meantime, author Paul Byrnes has written two books on under-age Australians in war: The Lost
Boys (2019) looked at youths who enlisted in the First World War, and Sons of War (2022)
examined some of the boys who served during World War II.

Byrnes’ research uncovered ‘under-aged boys in every battalion’ he examined (p.10), but what
motivated them to join up? ‘Almost none of them cited patriotism as their motivation. Some
admitted they needed the money’, writes Byrnes (p.13). Others joined to be with their mates, or
their brothers. Many parents were oblivious of their sons’ enlistments; some, upon discovery,
requested their sons to be discharged. But other boys remained in uniform and circumstances
dictated their fates.

The following three examples from the AWM’s list highlight some who payed the ultimate price, far
from their home and loved ones.

1. Private Thomas Arthur Jiggins (NX35926), 2/19th Battalion: died in Singapore on 22
January 1942, aged 16 years.

Thomas Jiggins was born in Barellan (near Griffith), and like many of his contemporaries, he was
single and undertaking manual labouring before the war. On 7 June 1940, he enlisted in Griffith,
stating his name to be Frederick William Jiggins, his brother’s name (Frederick also enlisted in July
1941, and saw service in the Middle East and New Guinea with an anti-aircraft regiment).
Thomas/Frederick gave his DOB as 1 May 1920, but his real DOB was 1 February 1925 making
him only just over 15 years of age.

It is not known if his father Frederick (his mother had left the family prior to the war following a
turbulent marriage) knew or approved of his enlistment, but had he have known Tom would be
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dead shortly before his 17th birthday, slain in a Japanese massacre of Australian troops, the
answer is obvious.

As an aside, in December 1941, after being in Malaya for some months Thomas completed a
Statutory Declaration, stating his real name was Thomas Arthur but there was no mention about
his real DOB. This declaration, only a few days before the Japanese landings, at least somewhat
corrected official records (Paul Byrnes’s book states Tom was offered to be transferred to his
brother’s unit, but he decided to stay with his mates).

Tom was to join many others from the Griffith, Leeton and Yenda districts in the 2/19th Battalion,
and probably was in the company of mates from his hometown (who would have known his real
age).

Unit Colour Patch of the 2/19th Battalion (source: Wikipedia)

Thomas’s paybook photo reveals an unsmiling image, standing close to 5’9” tall, yet his youthfulness still
seems apparent. (source: NAA service file)

Tom and his 2/19th mates had training in Walgrove, Ingleburn and Bathurst for about three months
up to December 1940. He was granted pre-embarkation leave from 20 to 28 December, where he
probably returned home and visited his family for Christmas. If so, it would have been the last time
his family saw him alive. He embarked on the Queen Mary at Sydney on 2 February 1941 (so
shortly after his 16th birthday), arriving in Singapore on 22 January.
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Group portrait of members of the Griffith, Leeton and Yenda contingents of the 2/19th Battalion, July 1940. Tom
Liggins is in the centre row, fourth from the left. Most would be killed in action or captured as POWs leading up
to the fall of Singapore in February 1942. (source: AWM)

Upon landing in Singapore, the 2/19th moved to southern Malaya for jungle training until
September 1941. A young lad who had never experienced anything but his small home town
found himself in a new and exotic country, far from home with many strange sights, sounds and
smells. Like so many of his colleagues, life in the army could be a tedious and rule-bound
existence. But it seemed a young Tom still found life enjoyable in uniform with his friends, but
sometimes Army regulations stifled his fun.

From April to August 1941, his record notes numerous infractions: not being on parade, offensive
language to a superior officer, being intoxicated and (again) not appearing on parade (probably
hungover). For these, Private Liggins incurred numerous fines and even a stint in the guardroom.
This 16 year old boy was no model soldier, but events soon saw him experience the might of a
superior and ferocious enemy which seemed unstoppable as they swept aside all opposition.

On patrol, 1941. Private Tom Liggins is second from the left, looking very much like a soldier despite his youth.
(source: 2/19 Battalion A.I.F. Association)



6

A studio portrait of Tom in his uniform. (source: AMW)

Following the Pearl Harbor attack on 7 December 1941, Japanese landings occurred across
south-east Asia. The 2/19th was originally in the south of Malaya, and had yet to see any fighting,
but this changed when they were shifted to the west coast mid-January 1942, to reinforce Indian
forces and the 2/29th Battalion. There the 2/19thplus the remnants of the Indian forces faced fierce
fighting against crack Japanese Imperial Guards. Following this fighting, on 22 January 1942, a
young Tom Jiggins was killed, along with dozens of others in the Battalion.

On that day, the first large massacre of Australian troops by Japanese forces occurred at the small
town of Parit Sulong. 161 Australian and Indian wounded troops from the battle of Muar who
could not travel on foot were left at Parit Sulong when the remnants of the greatly outnumbered
force of Australians and Indians escaped from the Japanese who surrounded them.

If Tom Jiggins was one of the injured and then died during massacre, it was a horrible death. The
prisoners were denied water and medical assistance, stuffed and crammed into two small rooms
in a hut, then at sundown tied together and systematically killed by Japanese troops by either
bayonet, machine gun or being burned alive. The Japanese ensured no body remnants remained
after they burnt the bodies or pushed the dead into a river. The official 2/19th Battalion War Diary
summed the evening up succinctly: it was ‘a nasty night’.

Although justice was served with the post-war trial and execution of the Japanese general who
ordered the massacre (two Australians survived and later testified at the war crimes trial), the
families of those Australians killed had no graves of their loved ones. Thomas Jiggins, the boy
from Griffith, had died just nine days before his 17th birthday. His Battalion sustained the highest
casualties of any Australian Army unit during the war, with a total of 620 dead and 197 wounded.

While Tom Liggins has no grave, he is commemorated on the AWM Roll of Honour, the Ballarat
Australian Ex-Prisoners of War Memorial, the Griffith ‘We Will Remember Them’ Plinths, the
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Griffith Cenotaph and at the Singapore Memorial (Singapore). A small park and playground in
Griffith is also named after him. Tom Jiggins, a young boy seeking to escape a tough life in a
country town, ultimately perished in a foreign and hostile country but he is not forgotten.

Jiggins Park with a sandstone block commemorating Tom’s life and death. It states he was ‘one of the
youngest Australians to be killed in war’. (source: Griffith City Council)

2. Ordinary Seaman George James Haywood (H1453), HMAS Sydney II: died on
19 November 1941 in the Indian Ocean, aged 17 years.

Ordinary Seaman George Haywood, a boy from Hobart, was a casualty in one of Australia’s
largest tragedies during World War II. Haywood was one of hundreds of sailors lost when their
ship, HMAS Sydney, was sunk by a seemingly smaller enemy vessel in an incident which still
haunts Australia’s collective memory. The loss of the Sydney in 1941 sent shock waves across
Australia. It was the largest loss of life in the history of the RAN, the largest Allied warship lost with
all hands during the war, and a major blow to Australian wartime morale. How did a young boy
from Hobart find his way onto a warship in the Indian Ocean?

When George Haywood arrived at the RAN recruitment office in Hobart on Monday 6 January
1941, it was almost a month after his 17th birthday, the minimum age of recruitment for the RAN. It
was a mild sunny day, with a pleasant temperature of nearly 24 degrees. He may have been both
excited and apprehensive about what lay ahead but that didn’t deter him from joining up. He lived
in a modest home with parents George and Isabella in Powell Street, a quiet street in Sandy Bay,
well back from the water in this now prestigious Hobart suburb.

George could hardly be described as a ‘strapping lad’. His RAN file provides some basic details:
he was just under 5’4” tall (1.63m in today’s measurement), brown hair with grey eyes. Not
surprisingly, given his age, his complexion was noted as being ‘fresh’!
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A photo of George Haywood supplied to the Hobart’s The Mercury (3 December 1941, p.2) in an article
featuring Tasmanians killed in the sinking of HMAS Sydney. (source: Trove)

His naval ‘career’ was only 10 months in duration from his enlistment to his death. Assigned the
service number H1453, he was enlisted as an Ordinary Seaman II. He was initially posted to HMAS
Derwent in Hobart (later re-named to HMAS Huon in 1942) until 26 March 1941. He was then
posted to HMAS Cerebus, the RAN’s main training base near Melbourne until 28 August 1941.
Following that, he was then posted to HMAS Sydney from 29 August 1941. At this time the Sydney
was in her home port of Sydney, which is where George would have joined his shipmates. He was
probably only finding his ‘sea legs’ on the Sydney as she undertook escort duties, first in Bass
Strait then the Great Australian Bight, before returning to Melbourne in September.

Two views of HMAS Sydney in Sydney Harbour, 10 February 1941.
(sources: Wikipedia [left] and AWM [right])

At this time, the ship’s camouflage was re-painted in a new pattern. Sydney then undertook more
escort duties for a convoy to Fremantle, then continued those duties on 3 October when the
convoy was handed over to other Allied vessels in the Sundra Strait, between Java and Sumatra.
Sydney then returned to patrol and escort duties off Western Australia for a few weeks. On 11
November, she escorted a troop transport ship, again to the Sundra Strait. After handing over the
escort on 17 November, the Sydney was expected back in Fremantle on 20 November. However,
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her fate was now sealed for the 645 men on board: 41 officers, 594 sailors, six RAAF personnel
and four civilian canteen staff.

The circumstances surrounding the loss of a young George Haywood and his crew mates on the
Sydney on 19 November are well known, yet it is still hard to comprehend how quickly the action
took. On that afternoon, the Sydney was sailing south towards Fremantle, near Carnarvon when
the crew sighted an unidentified merchantman ship. This ship identified itself as a Dutch ship
Straat Malakka. Suspicions were raised as the vessel was not recorded as being on a list of ships
meant to be in this area. At 17.00 the Straat Malakka fired off a distress signal, stating she was
being pursued by an enemy merchant raider. Sydney pulled alongside the ship, and requested the
Straat Malakka’s secret call sign around 17.30.

The Kormoran in 1940. (source: Wikipedia)

The ship failed to do so for the reason that she was the German auxiliary cruiser Kormoran, which
had previously operated with success in the Atlantic and Indian Oceans from January to
September 1941. The Kormoran raised the German battle ensign, and (some reports state) began
firing on Sydney using the element of surprise. The German raider fired off salvos which hit her
opponent, then also successfully launched torpedoes. Sydney also inflicted hits on the Kormoran,
but by 17.35, the Australian ship was heavily damaged, and limping southward. The German
raider incurred more damage on the cruiser, which had unsuccessfully fired some of her
torpedoes at the raider. By 18.00, both ships were heavily damaged and on fire. The Kormoran’s
captain ordered the crew to abandon ship at 18.25 which was finalised by 21.00. Meantime
German crew sighted the glow of the Sydney on fire over the horizon until about midnight.

A total of 318 of the 399 personnel on the Kormoran survived, but the result for Sydney was
catastrophic. While some debris was found, there were no survivors from the 645-strong
complement. Despite intensive searches, the only wreckage initially found was a lifebelt and a life
raft. Later, in February 1942, another life raft with a then-unidentified body washed ashore at
Christmas Island (in 2021, the body was identified through DNA research to be Able Seaman
Thomas Clark - a Sydney crew member).

Australian authorities only learned of Sydney's fate from the surviving Kormoran personnel, who
were held in POW camps until almost two years after the war with Germany had ended. The RAN
lost about 2,170 personnel during the war, and nearly one third of those were Sydney personnel,
including George Haywood who had died a few weeks before his 18th birthday.
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While George Haywood was not part of the Sydney crew at the time, these photos provide some indication of
the scale of lives lost when the cruiser sank. At left, is a ceremonial welcome home parade for the crew as they
pass the Cenotaph in Martin Pace in Sydney on 11 February 1941 following its successful work overseas, and
(right) shows a civic luncheon for the crew held in Sydney Town Hall following the parade. (source: AWM)

George was one of 46 men from Tasmania on the Sydney. The loss of so many men from the
island state would have been traumatic among its relatively small population. George’s parents
must have dreaded reading of the sinking as newspapers finally ‘broke’ the news from 1
December onwards (families were notified before publications printed their stories). It is
reasonable to assume they, like so many other families in Tasmania and elsewhere, suffered
enormous grief and pain, and asking how such a formidable warship (which had celebrated battle
honours in the Mediterranean campaign) had been sunk by a smaller vessel. Further, the question
on everyone’s mind would have been ‘why were there no survivors or even bodies recovered?’

Front page of Hobart’s The Mercury, Monday 1 December 1941, p.1. (source: Trove)
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Further news on the loss of the Sydney in ‘The Mercury’ 4 December 1941 (p.1). Note the headline on the top
right which called the Kormoran crew ‘German pirates’. (source: Trove)

The loss of the Sydney is still being discussed and debated, some 85 years after her sinking. The
discovery of her wreckage (and that of the Kormoran) in 2008 provided families and descendants
with some form of ‘closure’, though how did so many families deal with their grief during a war that
saw so many other tragic losses?

It would be easy to lose sight of an individual among 645 deaths, however George Haywood, a
young boy from Sandy Bay in Hobart, who joined the RAN just after his 17th birthday is
remembered with pride together with his crew mates at many locations. The AWM’s Roll of
Honour, the Carnarvon HMAS Sydney II Memorial, Geraldton HMAS Sydney II Memorial, Hobart
Kings Pier memorial plaques, Mosman Bradley’s Head HMAS Sydney Memorial, and the
Plymouth Naval Memorial all honour his service.

3. Deck Hand Roger Frederick Hart AHS Centaur: died on 14 May 1943 in Australian waters,
aged 16 years.

During the war, Australian Merchant Navy (the ‘fourth service’) ships (some 22 Australian-owned
companies contributed to their vessels and crews to the war effort) transported supplies and
equipment essential to the war effort. They also transported, troops and civilians, and supplied
food and fuel to the home fronts. Most of the vessels were crewed by merchant seaman, who
were not members of the armed forces (and not in uniform) and were employed on a
‘voyage-by-voyage’ basis.

As was the practice in this period, it was common for young boys to be part of the crew, usually as
deckhands, labourers, galley hands and the like. A young boy from Gladesville in Sydney, Roger
Frederick Hart, joined the Merchant Navy but only six short months later, he died when the 2/3rd
Australian Hospital Ship (AHS) Centaur was infamously sunk in a wartime tragedy.
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Few details are known about the young Roger Hart and his short life. He was born in 1926, and
prior to joining the Centaur was employed as a Chemist’s Assistant, in the Technical School of
Chemistry in Balmain. We can only speculate why he chose the Merchant Navy, but he began his
service on 18 November 1942 (also, it is uncertain when he began working as a deckhand on the
Centaur).

His age (supposedly) precluded him from enlisting in the armed forces. Maybe his parents,
Frederick and Florence, whom he lived with in Gladesville, thought this life would be ‘safer’ than
being in uniform. Also, they may have been relieved knowing he was working on a hospital ship -
after all, apart from always being close to medical care, hospital ships were supposed to be a rare
example of humanity in warfare, where belligerents respected their neutrality and avoided
deliberately attacking them.

Before the war, the Centaur was a motor passenger ship, carrying passengers and freight
between Fremantle and Singapore. When war was declared in September 1939, wartime control
measures saw it come under the Australian Government's authourity.

Conversion of the Centaur began in January 1943, including being painted with a white hull, red
crosses and a wide green band so it was clearly marked as a hospital ship. On 1 March 1943, the
2/3rd AHS Centaur was finally ready for service. Test voyages occurred before her first voyage to
Port Moresby to Brisbane, transporting Australian and American wounded following the
beachheads campaign.

A colourised photo of the Centaur. (source: Wikipedia)

On its last voyage, departing Sydney on 12 May 1943, a young Deck Hand/Attendant Roger Hart,
was one of 332 on board: 74 crew (Merchant Navy), 53 Australian Army Medical Corps personnel,
12 Australian Army Nursing Service members, 192 soldiers of the 2/12th Field Ambulance unit and
a pilot to guide them through to their destination in Port Moresby.

After she returned to Sydney on Saturday 8 May, most likely Roger was given shore leave along
with other Sydney-based crew. The weather was said to be ‘classically beautiful autumn days:
sunny and bright’. It was to be the last time Frederick and Florence saw their son, who at that time
was ‘16 and a half’.

The sinking of the Centaur provides for grim reading: despite being well lit and clearly marked as a
hospital ship (but it was not escorted), off the coast from Brisbane around 4.10am on 14 May, a
Japanese submarine dispatched a torpedo which struck a fuel tank below the waterline, causing a
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massive explosion and fires, leading to the ship sinking within three short minutes. Many,
including Roger, were asleep at that time and died in the blast or the inferno. Only 64 survivors
were rescued (only 30 were Roger’s fellow crew members), including Sister Ellen Savage, the sole
surviving nurse.

The sinking, specifically against the rules of the Geneva Convention, saw official Allied protests to
the Japanese Government (to no avail), while the incident was front page news around the world.
The Centaur became a rallying cry for Australians: ‘Avenge the Nurses’ posters urged all to
produce materiel, purchase war bonds or enlist.

While the nursing staff accounted for only 11 out of the 268 killed on the Centaur, they became a powerful
symbol for propaganda purposes, especially with the production of this poster urging Australians to ‘Avenge

the Nurses’. (source: AWM)

The grief experienced by Roger’s parents must have been immeasurable. To lose a son or any
family member to war is heartbreaking, but to lose one who had yet to fill any type of potential
adds to the grief. Roger was their ‘only beloved son’, and his death while serving on a ship that
should have been immune to enemy attacks, would have added to the layers of grief and shock
they experienced.
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Touching tributes for a young Roger Hart from family and friends. These were among dozens of other tributes
in the Sydney Morning Herald editions of (top) 13 May 44 (p.17) and (bottom) 14 May 1945 (p.10) published on

the anniversary of the sinking of the Centaur. Each anniversary saw similar tributes across the nation.
(source: Trove)

Roger was one of the 386 Australian merchant seamen who lost their lives in World War II (those
lost on the Centaur accounting for over 10% of that total). In July 1943 his mother, like so many
other grieving mothers, applied for a ‘Mothers and Widows’ badge and no doubt wore it with pride
to remember her son’s short life and contribution to the war effort.

Florence Hart’s application for her Mother’s and Widow’s Badge (left) and an actual Badge similar to the one
she would have received (right). (sources: NAA service file and AWM)

Meantime, in December 2009 the dwindling band of survivors of the Centaur, plus relatives of
those who either died or survived, were greeted with the news that the wreck had been found
some 2,000 meters under sea level. It was a bitter sweet moment for all.

Following the discovery of the wreck in December 2009, a plaque was attached to the wreck (left), while the
Red Cross was still visible on the ship’s hull (right). (source: 2/3 AHS Centaur Association)

Roger Hart’s service, while brief, is commemorated on the AWM’s Commemorative Roll, the
Sydney Memorial (Rookwood), AHS Centaur Memorial (Gold Coast), and generally with all other
Merchant Navy casualties on the Australian Merchant Navy Memorial (in Canberra).

_______________________________

All family descendants of The Under 16s (and those who were still under 18 upon enlistment),
proudly recount the bravery and sacrifice of these boys. There is no judgement on their motivation,
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nor is there condemnation of the armed services for allowing them to enlist. Joe Rovkin, Roger
Hunt, George Haywood and Tom Jiggins and many other young men died far from their loved
ones, their lives cut short through enemy action, disease, illness or accidents. But without doubt,
the bravery of each boy cannot be questioned, and they can be commended and commemorated
for giving ‘their all for King and country’.

Lest we forget.
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