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SICILIAN Antonino “Nino”
Cipolla was on the Tablelands
recently tracing the footprints
of his prisoner-of-war father,

In fact, he is keen to find the
family of a woman who main-
tained a friendship via corre-
spondence with his father from
the end of World War II up
until her death sometime®in
the 1970s.

Mr Cipolla’s interest in his
father’s experiences in Austra-
lia has helped uncover little

known history of prisoners of

in North Queensland.

With the help of a Towns-
ville friend Christine Morriss,
he has visited the Burdekin
where his father was put to
work at a prisoner-of-war seed
farm and then the Tablelands
where Francesco worked on a
local maize farm.

INFORMATION PLEASE

TOWNSVILLE historian Joanne
Tapiolas is conducting research of
the prison-of-war camps in North
Queensland, in particular, those in
the Burdekin and Tablelands
districts.

She would love to talk to
Tablelanders with information
about prisoners of war working on
farms in the district.

Ms Tapiolas can be contacted at 64
River Park Drive, Annadale, 4814;
email joannetappy@gmail.com;
phone 0417 764 585.

She has a website entitled
“Footprints of Italian Prisoners of
War in Queensland, Australia 1943-
1946". Go to
italianprisonersofwar.com

pared for fighting in the des-
ert,” Ms Morriss said on Nino
Cipolla’s behalf.

“This resulted in a mass sur-
render of the Italians and

Sicilian traces
father’s steps
on Tablelands

NSW, then to Cowra, leaving
there at the start of 1944, six
months before the notorious
breakout in August 1944,

He was one of 115 Italians
destined for the Q6 Home Hill
PoW camp, but as cyclonic
conditions and wet weather
had held up construction of the
hostel, the Italians were ac-
commodated at Gaythorne
PoW and Internment Camp in
Brisbane.
inally arriving in Home
Hill on April 28, Franceso was
among the first to be put in de-
tention, probably because of
the poor living conditions.

The Home Hill was estab-
lished as a vegetable farm
under the ﬁ.:::::_:25:: De-
partment of Commerce and
Agriculture to grow produce
for armed services in the
North.

“The Commonwealth Veg-
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in Taormina, Sicily, in 1920,
where he grew up to become a
carabinier (a national police
officer).

When World War 11 broke
out, the first of the young Ital-
ian men to be called up were
the Carabiniers and Francesco
was one of them.

He was trained in Rome
and sent to fight in North Afri-
ca.

The Italians and the Ger-
mans fought together for the
first time in the the first major
battle of the war at Bardia in
Libya.

Bardia was part of the first
military operation planned
and commanded by Austra-
lians and the first in which an
Australian army formation
took part.

“The Germans and Italians
were divided and underpre-

group.

“When they were captured,
Nino had two grenades left
and he found himself faced
with a choice of either using
them or not.

“He did not want to be cap-
tured by the English and was
ready to use the grenades
when he noticed the insignia
on the hats of the enemy and
he knew they were not En-
glish.”

What Francesco saw was
the Rising Sun and he dropped
the grenades and was officially
captured on January 4, 1941.

Italian PoWs were sent to
Australia, New Zealand, India
and Canada and Francesco
was put aboard the Queen
Mary and sent to Australia, ar-
riving in Sydney on May 27.

Francesco was initially sent
to the PoW camp at Hay,
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of strategic importance,” Ms
Morriss said.

The presence and history of
the PoW farm is little known
today, even by locals and
Townsville historian Joanne
Tapiolas has been researching
this chapter of NQ history.

Francesco learmed a lot
about seed cultivation, during
his time at Home Hill and de-
veloped expertise as a veg-
etable producer.

In July 1945, as the tide of
war was turning with the drop-
ping of the atom bombs on
Japan and the Italians chang-
ing sides, life -became much
easier for Francesco, though
technically the Italians re-
mained PoWs.

He was one of 53 Italian
PoWs at Home Hill sent to
Atherton where they were bil-
leted out to local farms.

Tablelands maize farmers
had lobbied the Federal Gov-
ernment for Italian farmers to
be sent to work on the Table-
lands because of an anticipated
record crop.

Ms Tapiolas during her re-
search found a handwritten
letter sent from Tolga farmer
Vincent Quilter of Box 19,
Tolga, to the Director-General
of Manpower in Canberra,
dated July 15, 1944, and re-
ceived on July 27.

The author asked for 1000
Italian PoWs to help harvest
the maize crop on the Table-
lands and for information on

s of securing the ser-
vices of [talian PoWs.

“Unless we get 1000 men
for two months, we will not be
able to harvest all our crop and
will lose some thousands of
tons of maize which will have
torot,” Mr Quilter wrote.

“There will be also a big re-
duction in acreage for 1945 un-
less the maize is harvested by
the end of September.

“This would leave farmers
with one month to prepare the
land for the next crop.

“As it rains in November
nearly every year, you see we
have only one month to pre-

pare the land.”

The Tablelands had to
make do with 53 PoWs, includ-
ing Francesco Cipolla.

Franco fell sick in August
and spent five days in the
Rocky Creek Hospital, on the
site where only the entertain-
ment igloo remained and
which was undergoing resto-
ration today.

Ms Morriss and Nino said
he was interned initially at the
“Temporary Prisoner of War
Control  Centre”  without
guard.

They think this might have
been based at the Kairi State

DR BRIAN TODD AND DR ANDREW FIELD
ARE DELIGHTED TO ANNOUNCE THEY ARE

MOVING TO THEIR NEW ROOMS.
CAIRNS EYE SURGERY OPENING SOON.

THE NEW SURGERY IS AT 77 WOODWARD STREET IN EDGE HILL

AND WILL OFFER PATIENTS THE LATEST TECHNOLOGY AND THE VERY BEST OF CARE.
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* know-how
 goes to
Italy

David Anthony

FRANCESCO Cipolla’s time
as a prisoner of war in North
Queensland stood him and his
home town of Taormina in
good stead.

The skills he learned in cul-
tivating seeds and farming veg-
etables at Home Hill and
Atherton were put to good use.

Nino Cipolla of Taormina, Sicily, was in Atherton recently following After settling down upon
the footsteps of his father Francesco who was a prisoner of war his return from Australia
in Australia during World War Il and worked on maize farms on where he spent four years as a
the Tablelands during his internship. He read with interest our prisoner of war, Francesco
story about the Kairi silos and wondered if his father had worked  bought a block of land on the
there. Picture: David Anthony  fertile volcanic foothills of the

active volcano, Mount Etna,
outside the walled town of
Taormina.

When he wasn’t working at
his job with the council, he was
working his block, growing
vegetables such as tomatoes
and grew wheat and made
flour. He would drive his Ves-
per motorcycle to and from the
block.

Son Antonino, known as
Nino, said his father was fa-
natical about seeds and plant-
ed thousands of them on his
land.




Farm and they wonder if Fran-
cesco had worked at the Kairi
silos.

Nino was especially inter-
ested in the Tablelander's story
on Terry Stratton’s restoration
of the silos in the edition pub-
lished during the week they
visited Atherton.

His father was to spend
most of his time working on
farm for a family who treated
him kindly and they became
friends.

When Franco was finally
repatriated to Italy after the
war, the farmer’s wife quite il-
legally gifted him some money

INSERTS

Are they for you?

TABLELANDER
T W
Festival sensational

Shetiey e o

S. CRTEO1ZO1MA

and tea towels. In return for
her kindness, Franco gave her
his guitar.

He and the woman kept up
a regular correspondence for
decades.

“One day in the 1970s [ saw
my father reading a letter and
he was crying,” Nino said.

“The letter was from her
children telling him that she
had died.”

Unfortunately, Nino does
not recall her name and the
letters have not survived

(though the tea towels are in
his possession to this day).
He hopes this article will

help him find the family who
had cared for his family.

“He is piecing together his
father’s history and this ap-
pears to be the last mystery,”

Ms Morriss said.

NOTE: THIS ARTICLE DREW ON THE
HISTORICAL RESEARCH OF JOANNE
TAPIOLAS AND INTERVIEWS WITH
NINO CIPOLLA AND CHRISTINE
MORRISS.

To comment on this story:

@ editorial@
tablelandnewspapers.com.au

i facebook.com/thetablelander
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for _5_....2 he would come to
town with lots of food which he
gave away to the people in the
town. “All this was because of
the passion for seed cultivation
which he developed in North
Queensland while he was a
PoW,” Nino said.

Francesco Cipolla, April 1939. Francesco Cipolla in the 1990s.
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