
Ernest Henry Johnson by his grandson Allan Johnson (ex-RAAF) 
 
Ernie was my dad’s father.  I called him Pop. 
 
His personal and military lives are tightly intertwined, both as colourful as each other.  By 
today’s standards and those in the early 1900s, he could be called many things, none 
terribly complimentary.  I only knew him as the gentle soul who took me for walks in the 
park in Cronulla opposite his home in Ewos Parade where he lived with Nan.  A strong 
memory is of him fishing for a coin in a stormwater drain with string and chewing gum.  As a 
small child I was entranced.  As an adult I now understand the extreme poverty he endured 
when he was a child. 
 
He passed when I was nine so I can’t remember any stories he might have told me but over 
the years I collected bits and pieces from my dad and his brothers, my uncles.  These 
fragments include being gassed in the Great War, learning to cook in the army, and being on 
ships going up and down the coast to various Pacific Islands to bring home wounded 
soldiers. 
 
It is only over the past 12 months that I have been able to do some research and put his 
story together.  His actions were put into sharp focus for me when I read The Lost Boys.  
This book tells the sad tales of young teenage boys who fought and died, especially at 
Gallipoli.  They were too young, they shouldn’t have been there, and Pop was nearly one of 
them. 
 
Pop was born out of wedlock in 1898 to my great grandmother, Eva Analine Lawler.  The 
following year she married William Thomas Johnson and I presume he was Pop’s father.  He 
was 42, she was 22.   
 
William had already been married, to Alice Mary Sheather.  They had four stillborn children 
and two that survived.  The latter were Theodore born 1888 and Ruby born 1893.  Their 
mother Alice died in 1898, the same year that Pop was born.  Theodore and Ruby were 10 
and 5 at the time. 
 
I can only assume that Pop started life with an older stepbrother and older stepsister in the 
home before William and Eva added Pop’s brother Reginald and sisters Dorothy and Rene. 
 
Fast forward to 1916 and William and Eva divorce.  Theodore was 28 and had married and 
had already moved to Stroud.  Pop was suddenly the man of the house.  As many did, he 
joined to fight in the Great War to earn money to feed the family including his two sisters 
who were 12 and 10. 
 
Again, as many did, he lied about his age.  He enlisted at Liverpool NSW on 24 Jan 1916 and 
in March was charged with pilfering a watch from the men’s locker room of the Pioneer 
Battalion and sentenced to 5 months hard labour. 
 



His mother found out and wrote to the Army and he was discharged as being underage in 
April.  He reenlisted in August of 1916, after his next birthday, and took the oath at the 
Royal Australian Show Grounds Sydney.  His prior charge seems to have been forgotten. 
 
Pop sailed off to war on the Ceramic, disembarking in Plymouth England in November.  He 
served as infantry and a driver.  I was somewhat bemused when I read he was infantry.  We 
are all short and Pop was only 159cm tall himself.  Pop was gassed in the trenches at Ypres 
in March 1918 and after several months in hospital was repatriated to the UK. 
 
On 27 Oct 1918 there was an item in the Sunday Times with a photo of Pop in uniform and 
his mum Eva in her St John Ambulance nurses’ uniform.  Hilariously, there was a photo 
below their portraits of Pop as a baby that was reproduced from The Daily Telegraph in 
1901 when Pop was used in an advertising campaign for Arnott’s Milk Arrowroot biscuits.   
The 1918 article talks about his service and being gassed and then says: 
 
“This is the sort of man that Arnott’s famous Milk Arrowroot Biscuits make.  He had them 
from his earliest years, and grew up (as all children do who are fed on them) strong and 
healthy, the happy son of a happy and proud mother, who glories with him in being able to 
help the Empire, whose desire is to give freedom and justice to all”. 
 
On 31 May 1919 Pop returned to Australia on the hospital ship Aeneas.  This is where his 
personal life really becomes interesting.  On 7 Feb 1920 he married Audrey Ellis.  That 
marriage did not last long. 
 
In 1921 she wrote to the OIC Base Records (Victoria Barracks Sydney) to complain about his 
‘monstrous behaviour towards her’.  She is making inquiries about his allotment, having left 
him, and says that upon talking to personnel at Vic Barracks was told that he was married to 
a ‘young woman called Molly Johnson of Rose St Edinburgh (Scotland)’ and that she had 
been receiving Pop’s allotment. Audrey ends the letter by asking “which one is his true and 
lawful wife’? 
 
 The Major who is OIC Base Records tells the tale of Mrs Mollie Johnson who applied for 
separation allowance, claiming that she and Pop had married under Scottish Law.  Up until 
1939 this could mean something as simple as a mutual agreement in front of a witness or a 
promise of marriage followed by sexual relations.  The Major’s response mentions a lost 
marriage certificate and the witnesses returning to Australia with Pop.  In any event, his 
letter concludes with “It is noted that the soldier, in a letter to his OC, refers to Mrs M 
Johnson of Top Flat 97 Rose St Edinburgh as his wife” and “This lady has been noted as the 
soldier’s wife on the records held in this office, in accordance with a memo received from 
AIF Headquarters, dated 14.3.19”. 
 
In August 1921 a warrant is issued for his arrest for wife desertion, the complainant being 
Audrey Johnson.  In August 1925 an item in the Evening News Sydney entitled ‘Fond of Rum. 
- but Cruel to Wife’ appeared and describes the divorce of Ernest and Audrey. 
 
In 1928 Pop married my Nan (Isobel Jane Abbott) and fathered my dad and his brothers and 
sisters. 



 
Pop had various jobs – sauce maker, waiter and even, according to one news item, as a 
carnival human pin cushion.  The ‘kitchen’ centric jobs came in handy when he enlisted in 
the CMF on 12 Oct 1940; he was put through cook training and worked at various bases 
around Australia.  He was discharged from the CMF on 20 Jan 1944 with the rank of SGT; the 
reason given was “being considered unsuitable for any further military service”. 
 
This would appear to be the end of his military service but I had heard the stories of his 
service on ships in the Pacific.  I couldn’t find any records of this but then reread one of the 
documents in his WW2 records. 
 
It was his Last Will and Testament dated 18 July 1944 and it states, “at present serving on 
United States Small Ship Section”.  After some searching I discovered the Australian arm of 
the US Army Small Ships Association and they have kindly assisted with the paperwork that 
had to be lodged with the US Army Records in Fort Knox USA to have Pop formally 
discharged from the US Army Small Ships at which point I would be given any US and 
Australian medals he was entitled to for this service.  The pandemic has delayed this so I am 
still waiting for confirmation 12 months later. 
 
I discovered that service on the US Small Ships was not actually recognised in Australia and 
the US until 2014.  If interested, The Raggle Taggle Fleet describes this campaign.  The crews 
of these vessels were mainly youths too young and adults too old to fight in the regular 
services.  No doubt Pop would have been attracted by the pay which was multiples of that 
earned by regular soldiers. 
 
As I said at the start, some of his actions don’t withstand scrutiny.  I don’t try and excuse 
them but equally am aware of the poverty he lived in, his fragmented family life, and the 
high incidence of soldiers returning from war with PTSD and drinking problems.   
 
I prefer to remember him as the doting grandfather who inspired me to join the RAAF with 
his gift of Biggles books by WE Johns.     
 
 
 
 


