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INDIGENOUS SERVICEMEN AND WOMEN 

Proud of service to their country in war from the Boer War to the Vietnam War 

We were treated to another quality presentation at our April meeting when Emily Richardson, Assistant State 
Manager of the National Archives’ SA Branch, spoke on Indigenous Servicemen and 
Servicewomen and their role in the Australian Armed Forces. It was a great lead up 
to Anzac Day and Judy Fander has provided the following summary of Emily’s 
presentation. 

Despite legal and social barriers, many Indigenous men and women are recorded as 
having willingly served their country in wars from the Boer War (1899–1902) onward. 
Emily Richardson spoke in particular about Indigenous servicemen from Point 
Pearce on Yorke Peninsula and Raukkan (formerly Port McLeay) on the Coorong. She 
engaged the audience through a series of case studies, tracing archival records and 
drawing on other sources to build a fuller picture of the lives of specific individuals. 

One of these men was Ngarrindjeri serviceman Roland Wenzel Carter, among the 
21 men from Raukkan who enlisted in the Australian Imperial Force during the 
First World War. After serving in Egypt and France, he was captured and held in a 
German prisoner-of-war camp. There, he was closely studied, questioned, and 
photographed alongside another Aboriginal soldier. During his captivity, he 
shared his knowledge of healing with the German anthropologist Leonhard 
Adam, and the two men appear to have formed a good relationship. After the war, 
Carter was repatriated, returned to Point McLeay, married, and raised a family. In 
a remarkable twist of fate, he met Adam again years later in Australia. Carter 
remained a member of the Returned and Services League until 1957.  

 

Research into Second World War records has identified over 6000 
Aboriginal and Torres Straight Islanders who served during this conflict and 
a small proportion of these were women who served in Australian auxiliary 
forces. These women had to overcome racist enlistment policies to 
support the war effort as mechanics, drivers, and clerks. In her research 
Emily came upon seven of these young women who all came from South 
Australia. 

One of these seven indigenous women was Agnes Maude Bonney of 
Kingston in the Southeast, who enlisted in March 1944 at the age of 19. 
After completing the Recruit Drill Course, Agnes became an Aircraft 
Woman First Class and a member of the Women’s Auxiliary Australian 
Airforce (WAAAF). Agnes had been a waitress in her civilian life in Kingston, 
and so after applying for, and successfully completing the Mess 
Stewardship Course, she served in the Officer’s mess and maintained the 
living areas in the officer’s quarters.  

Emily also showed how successive government attempts to legislate for Aboriginal people reflected the 
prejudices of their time, while also revealing the slow progress toward a more just society. She provided many 
resources for those interested in exploring further the stories of these men and women who served their country 
in war. 
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