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Mr Ernest Frank Redman, OAM — Adjournment Debate 
HON WENDY DUNCAN (Agricultural — Parliamentary Secretary) [10.11 pm]: I would like to report to 
the house the passing of Ernest Frank Redman, OAM. Ernie Redman, known to most as “Digger”, was born in 
Warragul on 9 June 1917. He was a wonderful man, respected and loved by all who knew him as a practical 
joker who was generous and unselfish. Considering the many challenges and heartbreaks he endured in his life, 
he bore no malice and showed incredible courage and strength in sharing his life experiences so that our young 
people could learn and grow.  

I knew Ernie Redman all my life. Our family pastoral property, Menangina station, was one of the first he came 
to as a shearer in March 1954. He came out on the back of old Fred Symons’ truck with the shearers, the stores 
and the dogs, ready to start work. Previously, he had been shearing in Cloncurry and Longreach in Queensland, 
when a couple of his mates decided to head west. When one of them pulled out of the promised job in Western 
Australia, Ernie took up the offer. That was the beginning of nearly 30 years’ work in the goldfields and on the 
Nullarbor, at first as a shearer and later as a shearing contractor. At his best, he would shear 200 sheep a day.  

Ernie was a great influence on men, getting the best out of them, keeping them out of trouble and entertaining 
them. Shearers did not have their own vehicles then, so they were not going home at the weekends. A tin dog can 
would be sunk in the dirt and the boys would aim bale fasteners into it, a game of cricket would be organised, or 
he would bring out his button accordion and we would sing around a fire that had been built in a 44-gallon drum. 

Ernie loved a practical joke and was always telling a yarn about his experiences in the shed. There were plenty of 
tales of rousies getting shorn or fake telegrams being sent to stir up the boys, or that the best way to cause a stir 
was to pick on a bloke’s dog. Whilst the station owners had their fancy kelpies and border collies, Ernie would 
have a couple of tough mongrels that would go over the backs of the sheep and force them into the pens in the 
shed. I remember his dogs Buster and Boysie doing that. But he would often also have a little terrier to go along 
underneath, nipping at the sensitive bits for added incentive to move, like Itsy and Rastus. In his retirement, he 
always had a little dog as his mate. 

Ernie married Pam, the shearers’ cook, in 1978. He said it was because she made good soup. They spent nearly 
30 years together. Throughout all of that time we had little inkling of Ernie’s life before coming to the west. We 
knew he had fought in the war because they called him “Digger”. Apparently that was because he used to say to 
his shearers, “How about you do this or that task for an old digger?” The name stuck.  

Ernie said to me once that he had made a pact with himself that he would never be dependent on others to feed 
him, so he always maintained an amazing vegetable garden and kept Pam fully occupied cooking and preserving. 
There was always some to spare to donate to the Esperance nursing home and Esperance Home Care. I can recall 
him setting off with buckets of flowers for the hotels and motels in Esperance. He would not only look after his 
own garden, but would help out various ladies around town who did not have a man to help them out. Pam called 
them his girlfriends.  

It was only in the 1990s, when Ernie went to some ex-POW association reunions and attention was paid to the 
achievements of Sir Edward “Weary” Dunlop, that Ernie began to talk about the fact that he had been on the 
Thai-Burma railway with Sir Edward Dunlop. The Quiet Lion tours had begun, and Pam suggested that he join 
in, but he would not hear of it. However, he talked more and more about Weary Dunlop, and he gave me the ex-
POW newsletter to read, hinting that he knew first-hand of the horrors described in the stories. He told me about 
students from Three Springs who had gone to Thailand on the Quiet Lion tour, and how it was a life-changing 
experience for them. In 1999, I suggested to him that he should go back and catch up with his old mates. “No 
way”, he said, “I couldn’t afford that.” I said, “If you had the money, would you go?”, and when he said yes, we 
began fundraising. In the year 2000, with the help of the wonderful people of Esperance, the RSL and the Shire 
of Esperance, Ernie Redman returned to the Thai-Burma railway with three Esperance Senior High School 
students. Since then, Ernie has returned to Thailand every year bar one, taking 80 Esperance Senior High School 
students and 18 staff to relive his experiences as a prisoner of war of the Japanese.  

It was only when Ernie was in his eighties that we learnt of the trials of this quiet, generous and cheerful man. 
He was one of six children. However, he did not have the benefit of a happy family life, having spent most of his 
childhood in orphanages. He left school in year 7 and went to work on dairy farms around Hillside and 
Bairnsdale. In May 1940, at the age of 22, Ernie enlisted in the 2/3rd Machine Gun Battalion. He was on active 
service in the Middle East, Palestine and Syria. They were recalled to defend Singapore and put onto the ship 
Orcades without guns or kitbags. Their gear was supposed to follow, but it never arrived. They were too late to 
defend the oil wells in Sumatra, so they were sent to defend the airport at Batavia, with only a few guns and very 
little ammunition. It was only last week that I learnt that when Singapore was about to fall, the Dutch went to the 
airport to commandeer every available plane to fly to Western Australia to safety. Ernie was offered a spare seat 
on one of those flights, but he turned it down, because, as he said, he thought he would be a dingo if he left the 
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other blokes there. Instead of being taken to safety, he was taken prisoner by the Japanese. After 12 months in 
Bandung on Java, he was transported by truck and rail to Thailand, where he toiled on the Thai-Burma railway 
under horrific and inhumane conditions for 18 months.  

My daughter Elise and my son James and I had the privilege of joining Ernie on the Quiet Lion tour in 2007. He 
told us stories about the lack of food, cholera ravaging the camp, and one of his mates being bashed to death with 
a shovel. However, there was always an amusing yarn from those blackest of days—the antics of the plays and 
entertainment they put on to cheer the troops, the secret radio hidden in the latrines, and the passive resistance to 
delay the Japs from reaching their goals. We saw the fierce determination of Bill Haskell, Snow Fairclough, 
Keith Flanagan and Ernie, all well into their eighties, as they strode through Hellfire Pass, refusing help, never 
showing weakness, and teaching the young ones to push on through their weariness and heat stress. After 18 
months of hell, the fittest men were shipped to Japan to work in the coal mines. Ernie was one of those. When 
his mates were weak and could no longer do the heavy work, Ernie volunteered to take their place. That was 
where he saw the war end.  

He told me that what had sustained him through those dark and terrible years was the thought of returning to his 
wife and son in Australia, but that was not to be. His family had been told he was missing, presumed dead, and 
had moved on when he got back to Australia.  

Ernie was very committed to his students. Every year that he went on the Quiet Lion tour he would say that it 
was the best tour ever. He was awarded the Order of Australia medal in 2006 for his outstanding service to 
young people through his connection to the Quiet Lion tour, and in 2008, he was nominated for the 
“prideofaustralia medal”, and he won the true blue award. How appropriate.  

I congratulate Esperance Senior High School, especially Christine Brandenburg and Cathy Bamblett, for making 
Ernie’s last years most probably his best years. He put his demons to rest and no doubt is smiling down proudly 
on them all today, happy in the knowledge that he left the world a better place for having been there. 
 


