War breaks out
On 3 September 1939, Prime Minister Robert Menzies
made a broadcast to the Australian people that
Australia was at war. This was just 45 minutes after the
British Prime Minister announced that Britain was at war
with Germany.
At the time, the town of Orange had a population of
approximately 10,500. The area was mainly a primary
industry of orchards, crops, sheep and cattle.
Australia had a small Army, but was backed up by
reserve soldiers known as the militia (militia was for the
defence of Australia and its boundaries). To increase
Australia’s defence force, conscription (compulsory
military training) was introduced that required all
21 year-olds to do three months training. However,
participation in World War II was not met with such
enthusiasm as WWI which had inflicted great death
and suffering.

As the war progressed, towns in the region were called
upon to provide a certain number of recruits, with the
town militia to provide half and civilians to provide the
rest. Recruitment drives were undertaken as a way to
enlist personnel.
A Win the War rally was held in Orange on June 1940
at the Drill Hall located on the corner of Lords Place
and Kite Street. Propaganda emphasised the defence
of Australia and recruits were told that by joining the
armed forces, they would be defending their homes
and families.
In May 1941, a mobile recruiting van drove up and down
the streets of the town playing patriotic songs and
issued invitations to join the AIF. From this one effort, 13
signatures were obtained for recruitment.
Many men and women enlisted to defend Britain and
Australia. Men enlisted in England as pilots, flight staff
or ground crew with RAAF; women enlisted not just in
the Army Nursing Service, but fulfilled the roles of truck
drivers, cooks and office workers.
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Interment camp to detention barracks
After the fall of France in 1940, there was a major
reaction against Germans living in Australia. Many
who were living in the Sydney area were rounded
up and sent to Orange. In June 1940, the first group
of 113 German internees arrived at the camp. The
accommodation was created by clearing out 580
animal stalls in the main pavilion of the Orange
Showground. Conditions in the draughty barn with a
dirt floor were unappealing. Areas were divided into
cages of eight bunks and each internee had a small
space allocated for bed and luggage. The area under
the grandstand was used for meals and recreation.
There was no heating in either the mess or pavilion and
washing facilities were inadequate.
Due to the lack of Australian men to harvest the local
fruit crops, the internees were called upon to harvest
the fruit. They were allowed out in small groups,
dressed in a red prisoner-of war coat. They were also
allowed visits by relatives once a month. Those visiting
usually stayed in a boarding house, others travelled on
the train from Sydney for the day, arriving at 8am on
Sunday’s paper train and returning to Sydney on one of
the three Sunday night trains.
Sometime in August 1941 the Internment Camp
closed. Arrangements were made for the return of
all personnel from the Orange Internment Camp,
except for a handful of men who were responsible for
maintenance of the site.
Early in 1942 additional detention barracks were
required for the use by Australian defence personnel
who were serving more than 28 day’s detention.

The bunks made for German and Italian Internees
Image courtesy National Archives of Australia 420/30/92

Consideration was given to Holsworthy and Cowra,
however there were no buildings suitable. By February
it was suggested that the whole or a portion on the
Internment Camp at Orange could be utilised. A
number of alterations were undertaken including more
barbed wire fencing and the division of two more
sleeping huts into 14 cells.
Personnel were to be recruited from the local area
and then sent to Holsworthy for training. The Detention
Barracks were opened on 27 May 1942.
One morning in April, 1943, 21 men left the barracks
by lifting the wire or walking through the main gate,
indicating that security was poor and that the men on
guard were unsuitable. An enquiry recommended that
six guards be promoted for their positive actions during
the escape, two guards be demoted, the second in
command be transferred to Holsworthy Detention
Barracks and the Commandant be removed from his
appointment in Orange and transferred.
By 1945 six instructors were attached to the Orange
Detention Barracks. The Detention Barracks were
vacated on 15 January, 1946. Local agent Mr AP
O’Malley was engaged to auction the buildings in
order to recoup some funds.

The internment camp at Orange Showground
Image courtesy National Archives of Australia – SP 459/1
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Contributing to the war effort
During the war the community became more
and more resourceful in their fundraising efforts to
provide comfort to our troops overseas and to supply
necessities.
Mayor Mathews launched Orange and District Patriotic
and War Fund in late 1939. He stated,

“we are at war! Each and everyone of us
will have to make sacrifices but like true
Britishers, Orange people will do their bit”.
In ten minutes, £170 was raised. At a rally at the Strand
Theatre £19000 was raised. Some of these funds
were set aside for the purchase of a vehicle for the
Australian Army Amenities Service Mobile Cinema Unit.
The unit was used throughout northern Queensland.
The Fund also raised money for the library on Dutch
ocean liner the Oranje, a converted Australian Hospital
ship. Library cabinet doors were carved with the
Orange coat of arms.
Monthly comfort packs were also sent to troops. An
example of a consignment forwarded to headquarters
from Orange in August 1943 included 102 pairs of
socks, 12 balaclavas, 20 pairs of mittens, 5 pairs of
gloves, 37 pairs of pyjamas, 14 mufflers, 4 pullovers, 2
skull caps, 90 pairs of underpants, 100 cutlery bags.
Christmas hampers for troops and arranged parcels of
300 cigarettes were sent to local lads who were POWs
in Germany.
In 1939 the Cherry Blossom Festival was held in October
with money raised going to the Comforts Fund. The
festival was not held again until after the war.
The Comforts Fund contributed to the finance
of affiliated organisations such as the Salvation
Army, The Young Men’s Christian Association and
the Young Women’s Christian Association. It also
assisted in the supply of Christmas hampers, food
parcels, embarkation kits and canteens in Jerusalem,
Alexandria and Singapore. Concerts and dances were
held in the Masonic Hall to raise money for the Fund to
send food parcels to the troops.

Parade in Summer Street c 1940s
Image courtesy Doug Spicer

presented to the church by Mayor WF Matthews and
Alderman Jaegar as a mark of appreciation. It hangs
in the Kindergarten Hall of the Wesleyan Church in
Anson Street.
In 1942 The Central Western Daily appealed for Rags
for Victory, to fill an urgent need for clean waste rags
and discarded garments of wool, cotton, linen, rayon
and silk. The rags and cloth were required by the
Commonwealth Government to clean aeroplane
motors, warship engines, guns and factory machines.
Parents were asked to give children the rags to take to
school or to the local Health Inspector who was located
at the Town Hall in Anson Street. The advertisement
stressed it did not matter how old they were and that it
was an important part of the war effort.
Womens Australian National Service (WANS) held
jumble sales which were very popular. They sold and
donated second-hand clothes and shoes. Furlough
House Dance staged by Diggers of Orange in the
Strand Theatre advertised an oyster supper and oldtime waltzing competition held April 1943.

A dance was held at the March Hall in June 1940.
Foley’s bus provided transport from Orange Post
Office. Many people donated goods for the event
and the Red Cross raffled or auctioned the items
to raise funds, with over £35,000 forwarded to Red
Cross headquarters. A total of £2,319 was used to buy
material and purchase two sewing machines.
Everyone contributed in one way or another to the
war effort. The Orange Scouts collected rubber, tin
and paper. The Orange Leader reported in 1942 they
collected huge amounts of aluminium and 30 tons
of rubber.
The Scout Ladies Auxiliary made camouflage nets in
the kitchen of the Scout Hall. The Methodist Church
ladies raised £5,500 selling afternoon teas in the
Kindergarten Hall weekly on Thursdays -“Soldiers’ Day”
- each week for 1/-; AIF men in uniform were served
free. A plaque commemorating this huge effort was

WANS participating in the Anzac Day March in Summer Street,
Orange c1943
Image courtesy Shirley Duckworth

The Orange Red Cross met regularly in the CWA
Rooms in Robertson Park and raised £38,415 in 5½
years through organised card parties at the Hotel
Canobolas, a fortnightly dance at the Oddfellow’s
Hall, jumble sales, collecting old paper and a fete held
in Wade Park.
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The threat of War in Orange
The threat of the war in Australia impacted on
everyone, measures were put in place. The Five Ways
Congregational Church built a tower to act as a place
to spot planes, an air raid siren was installed and
practice was held in daylight from 2.30 to 4.30pm.

Members of the Volunteer Air
Observer Corp (VAOC) spotted
planes from a turret on top of the
Town Hall in Anson Street to report
plane movements. Members were
also required to study models and
diagrams of enemy and friendly
aircraft. Aircraft movements were
plotted 24 hours per day on a grid map
in the Corp’s offices in Anson Street.
Women working on the telephone
exchanges were required to put in an
immediate ‘air flash’ message through
to neighbouring towns.
Image courtesy Orange City Library

With the increasing
fear of invasion,
a street block
shelter scheme was
formulated in Orange.
On March 16, 1942 it
was reported in the
Orange Leader, that
work had started
on a number of
trenches which would
give protection to
residents in the block
bordered by Sampson,
Kite, Moulder and
Woodward Streets.

The Australian Women’s Land Army (AWLA) was
established as a national organisation on 27 July, 1942
and reported to the Director-General of Manpower.
The aim of the AWLA was to replace the male farm
workers who had either enlisted in the armed services
or worked in other essential services war such as
munitions. AWLA members were paid by the farmer,
rather than the government or military forces. They
received a minimum of £2 per week and their keep.
Girls were provided with uniforms and working clothes.
Fares were paid to and from the place of employment.
Advertisements appeared in local papers. Many
university students spent their annual holidays working
in the country. In the Orange area land army girls
picked fruit, tomatoes and vegetables on local
orchards and farms.
The Orange Leader reported on
10 March, 1943 that Mrs Bertha
Mac Smith from Orange and Miss
Lyons represented the WANS and
surveyed NSW areas of their needs,
to fill vacancies caused by large
numbers of men going overseas.

The town was also
declared a controlled lighting area, with stringent
blackout regulations. Houses were not to have lights on
at night, cars had special lights fitted to them and the
number of air raid warning sirens was increased.
Shirley Duckworth (nee Jones) joined the Women’s
Australian National Service (WANS). WANS personnel
were given training in camouflage net making, first
aid, home nursing, camp cooking, semaphore, morse
code, fire brigade training, map reading and army
drill. Training was carried out two or three nights of
the week and on weekends. In 1944, 30 members of
WANS met at the Royal Hotel every Friday night to
sew toys for the Christmas shop. WANS volunteered to
help nurses and Voluntary Aid Detachment members
(VADs) to care for the convalescing servicemen at
Duntryleague. Each third Wednesday they entertained
the soldiers and provided a supper.

Families dug air raid shelters in their backyards as a means of protecting
themselves from the enemy. Trenches dug in backyards were eight foot
long, six foot deep and two and a half to three feet wide. The trench
was then covered by timber or corrugated iron with soil on top. The
Spicer family in an air raid shelter dug in backyard of their property in
Woodward Road.
Image courtesy Doug Spicer

Shirley Duckworth in
her WANS uniform
Image courtesy
Shirley Duckworth

Women also trained under
auspices of Defence League of
Australia in vehicle and aircraft
engine maintenance with the
assistance of local instructors.

After war was declared, men and
women were employed at the
Amalgamated Textiles Limited Mill. 9000 pounds of
wool was used weekly with khaki manufactured for the
Defence Department. After the war in 1946 Orange
was declared a city and by 1948 the population was
almost 14,000 people.
An Army Camp was developed at the Australian
Wheat Board siding near the Spring Hill Railway Station.
The Army built sheds, camp buildings and services,
another railway siding, roadways and a bore. They had
electricity from Springside, explosive dumps, magazine
buildings and underground bunkers.
The Small Arms Factory in Edward Street started
production on 15 March 1942 and manufactured
rifles and bayonets. At its peak in 1943 it employed
2356 people (1342 males and 1014 females). Many
of the women took on traditional men’s jobs while
the men were serving overseas in the armed forces.
The Factory produced parts and rifles from March
1942 and bayonets from July 1942. Eventually Orange
became the main rifle factory. The plant covered 29
acres with 19 buildings. Men worked twelve hour shifts
and women eight hour shifts. Many Lithgow workers
were transferred to Orange. Fibro houses were built
on Blueberry Hill, overlooking the factory, to house
munitions workers. Streets were dirt with no footpaths
and dusty. The houses were dubbed ‘duration
cottages’ and were expected to be pulled down after
the war, but still stand today. They were kept to house
workers of the private manufacturing firm, Email when
the small arms factory closed.
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Making do
As the war continued overseas, food, clothes and fuel
were among the most critically felt shortages. There
were also shortages in household goods and rationing
was enforced by issuing everyone with coupon books.
Communities were encouraged to substitute and make
do. Orange resident Shirley Duckworth remembers
that worn out sheets were mended by cutting them
and sewing the sides together. Men’s shirt collars were
unpicked and sewn back on with the back of the
collar up. Women too were imaginative by drawing
a seam line down the back of their leg to give an
impression of wearing stockings.
Petrol rationing
began in July1940
and continued until
well after the war,
concluding in 1950.
Other commodities
were rationed; tea
rationing began
in March 1942,
clothing rationing
in May 1942,
sugar rationing in
August 1942, butter
rationing in June
1943 and meat
rationing in January
1944.
A black market
for coupons
existed in Orange,
with people
being charged
with supplying
goods without
the surrender of
coupons.
With a struggling agricultural industry caused through
massive labour shortages and shortfalls in imports of
seek, stock and fertiliser, there was a realisation that
food shortages were imminent.

An impact of petrol rationing forced most people to
walk to where they needed to go. Roy Spicer, a soldier
based at Cowra, on leave, caught the train home to
Orange and then rode a bicycle along dirt roads to
visit his girlfriend in Young.
Byron Stevens remembers travelling from Sydney to
his grandparent’s farm at Spring Terrace for school
holidays during the war years in a 1937 Chev with a
gas producer on the back. The car cost £80 and the
gas producer £100. Orange taxis also had big gas bags
which were attached to their roofs and filled up at the
Orange Gas Works in Peisley Street.
Surveyors and inspectors from the Lands Department
had canvas tanks, the size of a six foot cube attached
to their vehicles.

In January 1942, Prime Minister, John Curtain, launched
‘Dig for Victory’, a campaign urging households
to grow their own vegetables as their contribution
towards the war effort. Australians were already
keen gardeners and others took to the idea and
turned the whole front yard into a vegetable garden.
Neighbourhood gardening groups were formed
as a means of feeding families while other formed
gardening collectives, aimed as a way of feeding their
families.

Plowman Land Army cherry pickers}
Image courtesy Bronwyn Tranter
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The end of the war

Summer Street on VJ Day
Image courtesy Doug Spicer

The German High Command authorised the signing
of an unconditional surrender on 7 May 1945. The
following day, 8 May was declared VE (Victory in
Europe) day, but in Australia celebrations were
lessened with the knowledge that the war in the
Pacific was still to be won.
With the surrender of Japan on August 1945, the
hostilities of World War II came to a close.
Mayor, Alderman Jack Jaeger organised a procession,
civic service in Robertson Park and afternoon sports at
Wade Park.
A public meeting held in the Memorial Hall on 10
September, decided to form the Orange and District
War Memorial Building Fund with the aim of erecting a
memorial to those who fought in the Boer, Great War
and 1939-1945 Wars.

The Roll of Honour lists 110 Orange and district residents
were died in World War II.
The Cenotaph in Robertson Park was built by the
Returned Servicemen’s League as a perpetual
reminder of all those from Orange ‘who paid the
supreme sacrifice’. The Cenotaph was officially
unveiled on 20 April, 1952.
During World War 11 Orange Legacy became
a contact group made-up of those eligible for
membership though war service. A group was formed
for fundraising days, recruiting men and women.
Orange Legacy purchased land in Curran Street (now
McNamara Lane) in 1952, two years later Legacy
House was opened. The building contained a space
for a gymnasium, offices, accommodation for war
widows who needed to spend a day or two in town.

Volunteers laying the foundations of Legacy House
Image courtesy of Central Western Daily Negatives – Orange and District Historical Society
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