
Donald Wheaton Thorn Page 1 of 5 

Donald Wheaton Thorn 

Born: 10th August 1916 
(Written by his daughter from Don’s personal recollections) 
I was born in Pinjarra, Western Australia, the fourth child and only son of five 
children.  My mother travelled by horse and buggy the 20kms from our farm in 
North Dandalup to the hospital in Pinjarra for the birth.  I grew up during the 
depression years after WWI and we did not have much in the way of toys or 
playtime. 
I quickly learnt to help my father on the farm, especially taking my pushbike to 
deliver meat to the timber camps about 7 –  10kms uphill from our farm.  I did well 
at school and was pleased to gain a Scholarship to go to Narrogin Agricultural 
College.  At 13 I was about the youngest student there.  I was Dux of the College 
when I left at 15, choosing to return to help my father on the farm rather than 
continue with my studies on a further Scholarship, as it was now the height of the 
depression in 1932. 
In 1929 I was 23 years old and had full management responsibility for the family 
farm in North Dandalup.  The farm needed to financially maintain my parents, my 
sister Gladys and myself.  At that stage I had a crystal wireless set that I had built 
myself and we often listened to the news from Europe.  The possibility of war 
breaking out was a major point of conversation. 
When the war began most of my friends of similar age immediately volunteered to 
join the services.  Everyone n the district had been required to register and there 
was a lot of encouragement to enlist into the services.  I applied too, but as my 
aging father was unable to operate the dairy and run the farm by himself, under 
the manpower provisions I was required to stay on the farm to deliver meat and 
dairy produce for the troops. 
On any farm where there was more than one child at home one of the children 
was required to stay on the farm.  A number of daughters stayed to enable their 
brothers to be free to volunteer.  Thus I became one of the few able bodied young 
men remaining in our district. 
Consequently I took responsibility for assisting those on neighbouring farms 
whenever heavy or technical work was required.  I used to help whenever 
someone needed a windmill built or mended and helped out with the late summer 
fertilising (super phosphate) on many of the neighbouring farms. 
It was partly while assisting one of my closest neighbours with the haymaking that 
I became fond of Peggy Readhead who worked with her father doing the work of 
a man even though she was only 16 or 17 at he time.  Despite the restrictions of 
War, we eventually decided to marry.  I wanted to have a home of our own before 
we could set the wedding date, but few materials to build were available. 
As lime was difficult to get, I decided to make cement bricks myself to build the 
house using limestone rocks from an area I knew about 10kms away for the lime 



Donald Wheaton Thorn Page 2 of 5 

to make the bricks and the plaster.  Together Peg and I collected the rocks which 
I burnt in a pit and then sieved the broken rocks to form the mortar for making the 
bricks.  With some advice and support from a brother-in– law who was a builder, I 
used whatever material was available for the house.  The only glass and 
flyscreening available were previously used and the second grade glass wasn’t 
perfectly flat so refracted the view when you looked through it.  All the 
construction and household requirements had to be purchased or obtained within 
the constraints of the rationing limits.  While the building work progressed, both 
Peg and I had still to spend a full day’s work on our respective farms. 
From the time the Red Cross was formed in our area I took on the role of 
Secretary keeping the financial records as well as handling all the administrative 
requirements.  I spent a lot of time supporting the many find raising activities the 
community ran sending many cheques to the Perth Headquarters. 
By 1942 a Volunteer Defence Corps was formed in our district.  We had operated 
unofficially for some time before that.  We had an Army officer come to train us in 
the use of weapons, explosives etc, but we were limited to what we could provide 
ourselves (mostly single shot 22 rifles and some old 303’s from the Boer War, or 
some 1914 vintage Enfield rifles) The local Rifle Club was revived and the Army 
assisted in upgrading the rifle range for practise.  Of course many of us already 
had some rabbit and kangaroo shooting experience. 
Each area “platoon” elected its own officer, and I was voted Sergeant.  After the 
initial training every weekend, we were told to prepare the area for a “Scorched 
Earth Policy” in case of invasion and to put the mechanisms into place to create 
maximum disruption by destroying road and railway bridges and other 
infrastructure.  Every bridge or important structure in our area had several holes 
drilled in vital positions in preparation for explosives should the need arise. 
I remember there was an Italian POW camp in the hills near Dwellingup, not far 
from my district.  I imagine most inmates had probably been workers in vegetable 
farms near Waroona where there was a large Australian-Italian community.  
Mostly they were employed cutting up timber to make charcoal.  Frequently they 
would escape and we would be warned to watch for them.  One time we found 2 
escaped POW’s crouched down cowering in a freight car at the local railway 
station, hoping to be able to be lucky enough to get into the city before being 
seen.  They were unarmed and very frightened when we found them.  We felt 
rather sorry for them when we handed them over to the Captain of our VDC 
Division to take them back to the camp. 
In February 1943 Peg and I were married.  At that stage I had and old A-Model 
Ford truck, which had replaced my first T-Model Ford Ute.  But I borrowed my 
father’s Renault to take Peg to Bunbury for a few days’ honeymoon.  All our 
family and friends had pooled their ration coupons together to help purchase 
Peg’s beautiful wedding dress.  There were hardly any dresses available in Perth 
to choose from at that stage.  The wedding presents also had been purchased 
with their scarce coupons, or from peoples own precious possessions, so we 
were very grateful for all we were given. 
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It was so difficult to get together all the things we needed to set up a new house.  
We had to make do without many everyday items.  Our first hot water system 
consisted of a large can set up beside the wood burning Metters stove with the 
water pipes set around the fire.  Although we moved into the house within a few 
months, I didn’t have time to spare to complete the finishing touches like 
plastering and painting the walls and weather proofing the verandas until well 
after the war. 
Each day Peg helped me with the farm work, as well as the completion of the 
house.  For the first few months we lived in a caravan until the home became 
inhabitable.  On weekends I was always away with the VDC.  I did the milking 
before I went and after I returned and Peg managed many of the other tasks by 
herself.  This was true even after our first two children were born in 1944 and 
1945.  We were milking about 50 cows at the time.  There was no power in our 
district but I had one of the first milking machines, which I had designed to use a 
combination of a water wheel and an old Ford engine.  It also included a 
separator for the cream, saving a lot of time and physical labour. 
The cream was sent in tin coated steal 10 gallon churns by train to Fremantle as 
provisions for the Service personnel.  We also sent fresh meat.  Most of our own 
food supplies we were able to produce ourselves.  We caught rabbits and 
kangaroos for meat, were able to obtain honey fro beehives kept by relatives, 
grew our own fruit and vegetables and made our own butter.  However, sugar, 
flour and similar items were difficult to obtain.  The children knew very little about 
lollies then. 
We were very excited when the war was finally over.  There was a large Victory 
Celebration in North Dandalup on June 10th 1946 at which I was asked to speak 
on behalf of all the VDC members in our area, alongside representatives of each 
of the other military branches.  The school children were each given Victory 
Medals. 
Finally over time we were able to obtain some of the supplies for the farm and the 
farmhouse, which we had managed without or the duration of the war.  I was 
discharged for the VDC on 13th October 1945 and still have the Certificate I 
received in 1946 recording the official period I was on part time War Service.  I 
am not aware that any other of my VDC comrades are still around to be able to 
record this story.  I don’t think any of the bridges we “sabotaged” are still in 
existence. 
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