
REMEMBERING RAGGY HOLLAND – RSM & MAYOR OF WALL FLAT 
 

The battalions of what is now the Royal South Australia Regiment have embraced, or produced, 
many famous characters during the two world wars, and since.  All serving members of the current 
battalion would be – or should be – at least partially-familiar with the exploits of our various Victoria 
Cross recipients, so when Major Goodwin asked me to write a story on an old soldier of the 
battalion, I elected to write of a man who is not so well-known now, but one who should be – 
Ernest (Raggy) Holland – one of our RSMs of The Great War. 
 
Ernest Alfred Holland was born at Mile End, South Australia, on 8 August 1889, and after a stint in 
the Royal Navy - and like so many South Australians of his generation, was attracted to work in the 
huge Broken Hill mines - my great-grandfather and Raggy’s mate, Jim Kelly, among them.  Though 
they served in different battalions, their paths were to cross many more times over the years. 
 
When war was declared, Mr Holland enlisted at Morphettville Camp (the racecourse) on 24 August 
1914; became 503 Private E. A. Holland, and was posted to H Company under the then eight-
company organisation for infantry battalions. His grandson, Barry Holland, said the ironic nick-
name Raggy (looking like a rag-bag) came from the blokes ribbing him for his immaculate dress 
and bearing. 
 
The original 10th Battalion AIF – with Private Holland among them - left Outer Harbour aboard His 
Majesty’s Australian Transport (A11) Ascanius, on 20 October 1914.   After disembarking at 
Alexandria, Egypt on 7 December 1914, the battalion continued its training at Mena Camp, at the 
foot of the Giza pyramids.  The reorganisation of battalions to a four-company system in January 
1915 saw Private Holland become a member of the new C Company. 
 
Three months later, he took part in the Landing at Gallipoli on 25 April 1915 from a ship’s boat after 
being transported from Lemnos Island aboard the Royal Navy battleship, HMS Prince of Wales – 
which also carried General Bridges and his staff.   
 
After Gallipoli, Raggy served on the Western Front, and was awarded the Medaille Militaire by the 
French Government for his bravery in the hell-hole that was Pozieres, in July 1916, during the First 
Battle of The Somme.  Having risen steadily through the ranks, his brilliance as an NCO was 
recognised when he received a mention in 1st Anzac Corps Routine Orders of 28 February 1917. 
 
Raggy assumed the role of Acting Regimental Sergeant-Major of the 10th Battalion on 28 July 
1917 when the previous, temporary RSM, Ernest Stanley Lewis DCM, was commissioned as a 
lieutenant.  Ten days later, he was appointed as Warrant Officer Class I, on 7 August 1917. 
 
He was further recognised when Mentioned in Despatches, published in the London Gazette on 7 
April 1918 – and yet again when he was awarded the Distinguished Conduct Medal.  The following 
citation is from the London Gazette, dated 3 October 1918: 
 

No. 503 REGIMENTAL SERGEANT-MAJOR E. A. HOLLAND 
 

Won at Merris, 29-30 May 1918 
 

For conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty in night operations against hostile posts, when he 
showed the greatest courage and efficiency in arranging and leading forward carrying parties to the 
front lines.  Later he took charge of a mobile section of rifle grenadiers, and moved the party with 
great courage from place to place, silencing a hostile machine-gun and allowing a consolidation to 
be pushed on.  His leadership and devotion to duty under heavy machine-gun fire and bombing 
was beyond praise. 
 
He was wounded at Merris a few days later, on 2 June 1918, and did not return to the battalion for 
the final months of the war. 
  
After his repatriation to Australia, Raggy married his fiancée, Beatrice, and took up dairy farming, 
under the Soldier Settlement Scheme, on a property at Wall Flat – along the fertile river flats on the 



western side of the River Murray between Mannum and Mypolonga.  He played an active part in 
the Murray Bridge Sub-branch of the Returned Sailors’ & Soldiers’ Imperial League of Australia 
(what we now know as the RSL), and would take the steam-train from Murray Bridge to Adelaide 
for the Anzac Day March, each year.  He was a great singer and organiser of concerts - and, with 
his mates, would return from the March on the evening train (the Melbourne Express), in greatcoat 
and medals, with the veterans singing songs from the war.   
 
At many of the local RSL Sports Days, members of the Murray Bridge RSL (of which my great-
grandfather, Jim Kelly, was the then President), and their families, would travel to Raggy’s farm, 
aboard one of the milk boats which plied their trade along sections of the Murray – collecting full 
milk-churns from the various dairies along the route. 
 
Once having arrived at Raggy’s dairy property, he graciously welcomed the picnickers to his home, 
dressed in the full regalia of his (unofficial) role as the Mayor of Wall Flat.  These were the days 
when most farm work – ploughing, seeding, and harvesting – was still done using horses. 
 
His mayoral regalia - rather than the ermine robes and gold Chains of Office normally associated 
with such station - consisted of white-painted rubber boots, morning dress, a black Top-hat, and 
old horse-plough chains hanging around his neck!  The Old Diggers were no strangers to the 
Australian tradition of playing the game when necessary, while still retaining a healthy suspicion of, 
and ridicule for, pointless pomposity and petty officialdom.   
 
Along with the picnic lunch, the running races, the egg and spoon, and the three-legged races, the 
day also provided a number of humorous (and sometimes moderately macabre) curiosities on 
display - which were known as Raggy Holland’s Museum - often relating to funny events from the 
war, Kaiser Bill, or the hardships of The Great Depression.  These all appealed greatly to the Old 
Diggers’ sometimes-morbid sense of humour - which could always help them through by seeing 
humour in adversity. 
 
One of the curiosities on display, at one such Sports Day in the mid-1930s, was a horse’s skull, 
which, it was claimed, was that of Phar Lap.  Right next to it, sat a much smaller horse’s skull, 
which was captioned ‘Phar Lap’s skull - as a foal.’  Other spurious offerings included ‘The noose 
that hung Ned Kelly’, a coal shovel alleged to be ‘The Shovel that dug The Murray’, and a dead 
snake preserved in a bottle of alcohol, touted to be ‘The asp that bit Cleopatra!’.  These exhibits 
would have astounded many a youngster – amazed that such treasures had found their way to 
rural South Australia! 
 
My late grandma, and her sister, related these events to me before they died - and often said the 
picnics at Raggy Holland’s farm were amongst the happiest times they could remember during The 
Depression years.  Their father had a good job with The Post-Master General’s Department at the 
time, so these special family days were possibly even-more cherished by those kids whose fathers 
had little or no work.  
 
The brotherhood of the AIF truly was something to be marvelled at.  The men who served together 
in war looked-out for, and helped their mates who needed a hand, long after they returned.  It was 
something that was done quietly, discretely, and without fuss or reward. 
 
He continued to serve in the Militia between the wars, and was further honoured when he was 
selected as a member of the Australian contingent to participate in the parade for the Coronation of 
King Edward VIII in 1937. 
 
Raggy attempted to re-enlist for World War II, but his injuries and age prevented this.  Like so 
many others with war service, he died relatively young, aged 51 years, on 30 November 1940.  
Raggy Holland: sailor, miner, soldier, dairy farmer, and good bloke, was buried under a soldier’s 
headstone – complete with the 10th Battalion colour patch – in the military section of the Murray 
Bridge cemetery.   Thy duty nobly done. 
 
Tony Chaplin  


