COROWA 2002- 'THE YEAR OF THE BLITZ'

Tuesday 12th – Sunday 17th March 2002.

The town of Corowa is located 300km north of Melbourne, 616km south west of Sydney and 53 km west of Albury on the banks of the majestic Murray River. Once a bustling river port, Corowa-Wahgunyah has a colourful agricultural and gold mining history as well as being the catalyst, which led to the Federation of Australia. Due to the enterprise and diligence of John Foord, Corowa and Wahgunyah owe their existence. Together with John Crisp, he had taken up land on the southern side of the river - "The Wahgunyah Run" and became storekeeper, bridge builder, flour miller, transporter and town planner. Late in 1852, gold was discovered in the Beechworth district causing a great influx of people. This provided a close market for fat stock from Corowa and established Wahgunyah for riverboats supplying goods to the gold fields. Custom Duties, imposed when the colony of Victoria was proclaimed in 1851, were the motivating force for the 1893 Federation Conference held in Corowa. Nestled on the banks of the mighty Murray River these towns offer every type of water sport. Corowa is a mecca for sporting enthusiasts with a picturesque 27 hole championship golf course. The key industries in the area are Bunge Meat Industries [the largest Pork production facility in the Southern Hemisphere], Uncle Toby's Factory, Headerworld [world wide distributor of new and used headers], Maverick Marine Boat Builder and NE Victoria wine region. 
It only seemed like a few months since our last GPA Swim-in. We had contacted a number of magazines, newspapers and radio stations to assist with promoting the ‘Year of the Blitz. This has widened the local communities knowledge. I even had phone calls from freelance journalists who had read information in the Albury paper – The Border Mail. I commenced my journey to Corowa on the Sunday prior to the event and stayed in Yass for the first night with John and Toini Hedges. Upon my arrival the local show had just finished so I helped the Hedges take their gear home.

I left Yass at 9.30am and shortly after received a phone call from Jenny Chapman to say that she and Kevin Burne had left Cooma. She was only 9kms behind so we caught up at Holbrook at the submarine. Jenny decided to wait for Kevin and I continued on to Corowa via Culcairn and Walbundrie. I arrived at 1.10pm and was greeted by Peter Short who had trailored his recently restored M.P. Jeep. Shortly thereafter my parents, Hugh and Barbara Thompson arrived in their Ford Blitz Ambulance. We had a visit from Jim Oxlee who has the old Corowa Fire Brigade Blitz. By the end of the afternoon I had 3 Blitz's already on the register - the event hadn't even started. Others to arrive were Bob & Maxine Wilkens in their Jeep from Vic, Terry Oakley in his Jeep from Qld, Bill & Louise Wilson from Vic in their Jeep, Noel & Jean Anderson from Qld, Dave and Maggie Mottram from Vic, Dave Carmen and family from SA.

On Tuesday the boys went to Tooles Disposals and North Eastern Wreckers while the girls spent time searching the shops and relaxing in the caravan park. Throughout the day there were more arrivals. Ian & Darleen Ratcliffe arrived in their Dodge Power Wagon and Peter Doyle in his Mk3 Inter. Doreen & Mal Mackay and some of their family turned up later in the afternoon towing Mal’s GPA. Other Victorian members arrived including James Swan with a newly acquired DUKW. We had dinner then socialised with some of the new arrivals until midnight.

On Wednesday Kim Wood, Journalist from the Weekly Times arrived at 9.30am to interview people and do a story on our event. I organised for Mal Mackay to take her out in his GPA, she had a great time and would have liked to have had more time with us. We had a lot of new arrivals. We heard from Maureen Bell that Stephen Davis had trouble with the trailer behind his Mark 4 International and had to wait for assistance. Stephen had Maureen's Jeep in the back and John Oldenmenger's Jeep on the trailer. We had a large dinner at the Old Empire Hotel in Wahgunyah, Victoria. Ian, Darlene and Peter apparently stayed on drinking with the staff. Also on Wednesday a bus load of South Australian members arrived.

On Thursday morning we were woken by Ben Gruber playing his bugle. He was heard throughout the caravan park and did an excellent job. Those people who have attended past events with the Victorian club will remember Alan Carpenter's 'efforts' when trying to play the bugle. Alan kept his tucked away when he knew he had competition. John, my mother and I  went for a walk up to the Police Station to organise for assistance with the convoy on Saturday, then called in to see the Mayor and confirm times for our events on Saturday. We then called into see Sally the journalist from the Corowa Free Press and checked out the appropriate location for the World Record attempt. In the afternoon we organised a tour to All Saints and St Leonards Wineries. We drove over with some Jeeps, Harley Davidson, 2 GPA's and the DUKW and ended up taking the 3 amphibians on a cruise down the river back to the caravan park. Mal Mackay's GPA required a push start each time we stopped as he had starter motor problems. Upon returning to the caravan park I saw a NRMA van in the park so I called out and asked him to check out the problems with the GPA. He was very interested in the vehicle. During the day there were a number of new arrivals and more Bitz's. Dinner for us was fish & chips while a number of others had a barbeque or went over to The Old Empire Hotel at Wahgunyah for their 'steak night'. Keith Webb and Euan McDonald from Eltham in Victoria arrived during the afternoon and told us of their change of plans after experiencing difficulty piggybacking Blitz's. Everyone was very intrigued at Keith's attachment for mounting a video camera onto the front of Euan's Blitz. Keith had decided to make a video on ‘The Year of the Blitz' and his cameraman Jerome was arriving on Saturday to film the day's activities. [See the advertisement following this report to get a copy of the video.] 

Friday started with the departure of the 2 GPA's and the DUKW down the Murray River. This was organized by Roger Ross. We had organized Sally, the journalist from the Corowa Free Press to take photos. Shortly after the road vehicles, organized by Alan Carpenter, departed on their convoy over to Mulwalla and Yarrawonga. Mitch Holland and his mate 'Shorty' arrived just prior to the departure in their red Fire Brigade Blitz after driving from the Blue Mountains. Keith Webb and Euan McDonald went on a Blitz recovery trip to Benalla. They borrowed the Hedges Mitsubishi truck and Stephen Davis's ramps and off they went. They arrived back late in the afternoon with a Blitz tipper which is in need of some restoration and apparently found 6 more Blitz’s on their return trip . Perhaps they should have borrowed the Petersen's semi and picked them all up. Bay Kelly arrived around lunchtime in his 'Blonde Blitz'. By this stage our Blitz numbers were increasing very well. On the road trip Peter Short ran out of petrol in his Jeep while Brenda Gruber also ran out of petrol in a Blitz. Peter and Barry Petersen of Newcastle assisted them by siphoning petrol out of their Blitz. Dave Argles apparently had problems with Colin Brown's gun tractor. The DUKW went downstream for 28 km and when they got onto land it was 8 km back to Corowa. This was measured by a Global Positioning Device [GPS]. The GPA's went further downstream before driving into Yarrawonga. 

We had organised seating for 100 people at the Royal Hotel in Corowa for our evening meal. Those people who arrived prior to 7.30pm were served fairly quickly however those arriving later had to wait a while for their meal due to other functions in the hotel. We all sang 'Happy Birthday' to Darlene after Warwick Lord announced that it was her birthday. This week we were also fortunate to have Vic Phillips, George Davis, Eddie Bignal, Alan Cooper and Charlie Hedges - all WW2 veterans with us. Upon our arrival back at the caravan park at midnight John Oldenmenger had arrived with Corrina and Ramona along with their 'truck' to drive around the caravan park.

On Saturday the 'bugle boy' woke us around 7am and everyone got organised for the procession. It was great to have the cooperation of everyone who lined up under the bridge at 8.30am. It was evident that this would be a long convoy however we didn't realise until counting the vehicles that there were 91 in the parade. Tamara Whitsed a Freelance Journalist had contacted me about doing a story of the event for the magazine 'Truckin Life' so I organised a seat for her with John Oldenmenger in his Jeep. She stayed with us for 5 hours and interviewed many people. I went with Don Campbell ahead of the convoy to film the vehicles coming through Rutherglen. The Police in both NSW and Vic were of great assistance especially when the vehicles had to cross over the bridge from state to state. John Hegdes led the parade on his WLA Harley Davidson. The vehicles looked great going slowly through the town. After the photo shoot Don and I took Jerome, the cameraman back to Corowa. We obtained permission from Rob Goodall the owner of the Royal Hotel to film the procession from his balcony, it was a terrific position. The vehicles took up both sides of the main street in Corowa plus more. John directed the vehicles to their appropriate locations as the line up of Blitz's was to take place opposite the swap meet site of Bangerang Park with a total of 34. NSW wins the tally of the most Blitz’s – 23 out of 34. The town of Yass supplied 7 – what a great effort. John and Max Hedges have also coerced their nephews into becoming Blitz enthusiasts and  Aaron Lee was the youngest Blitz owner at Corowa. I am sure many bargains were found at the Swap Meet. We ended up with a record  number of 104 military vehicles for this event. The Lion's Club put on a sausage sizzle and ended up running out of food as it is difficult to know how many people to cater for. I had received a phone call from Dick Smith who is very interested in GPA's and he was on his way to Corowa so I organised with Mal Mackay that we would pick him up from the airport in the GPA. A Lear Jet was spotted going over the park and then soon after I got the call to meet Dick and 3 other people at the airport. Roger Ross also came with us in his GPA and Dick was amazed to see the vehicles. We took him to the Blitz site and he looked over the vehicles and at 1.30pm John Hedges announced that the vehicles were all in their correct places. John introduced the verifiers. They were the Mayor of Corowa - Gary Poidevin, Lyn Fredericks the President of the Lion's Club, Mike Cecil the Curator of Military Technology at the Australian War Memorial and Dick Smith – Entrepreneur, Adventurer and Philanthropist. On Friday night we had looked at a variety of ways to number the Blitz's and decided that Vic Phillip's Monkey Face Blitz would be Number 1 and Hugh Thompson's Blitz Ambulance would be Number 34. Thanks to Gwenda Ross for doing the calligraphy on the certificates and Ramona Oldenmenger for numbering the certificates. Mick Downing again provided the Cherry picker, free of charge so elevated photography could be taken. Dick couldn't wait to have a ride in the GPA in the river. I am sure Mal made it memorable for him. After all the photos and videos were taken of the Blitz's I ended up down by the river watching the GPA'S and DUKW's taking people on rides. Thanks must go to Mal Mackay, Roger Ross, James Swan, Jim Bennie and Mitch Groves for the rides they gave people. Jenny then organised for 3 of us to go for a ride in a speedboat which was both exciting and alarming. 
The day went too quickly and at 7pm we had a BYO BBQ dinner. After the dinner we had some festivities. We commenced the evening with John Hedges as the 'Master of Ceremonies'. He gave out copies of certificates to the organisers and participants of the 1999 GPA World Record for 'The largest gathering of Ford GPA amphibious vehicles since the Second World War' which has finally been recognised by ‘Guinness World Records’. John and Keith Webb presented the certificates to Blitz owners for their efforts this year. Keith had organised a Blitz Quiz which tested the knowledge of owners. Throughout the evening we drew raffle prizes. The main prize of 2 nights accommodation donated by the caravan park was won by Mitchell Groves. We received donations of alcohol from the Old Empire Hotel at Wahgunyah and Rob Goodall of Federation Cellars. Tooles Disposals donated goods for our fundraising. Greg Ellis from Greg's Model Emporium in Sydney who showed lots of interest when John Oldenmenger and I approached him at Eastern Creek gave us a reproduction Harley Davidson sign and a Land Rover model also for our raffle. Greg also generously donated a Blitz model. All the Blitz owner's names were put in a hat and the prize was won by Tom Smith of Warnambool in Victoria. Thanks to Jenny, Darlene and Maureen who assisted with selling raffle tickets. During the night we also had an auction. Kevin Burne having collected the goods during the week. We ended up with 18 items and Bay Kelly did an excellent job as our auctioneer. To give you an idea of prices paid a Darwin stubbie in the original box went for $30, a Jeep First aid kit went for $70, a bottle of 1999 Corowa GPA Port went for $30 and a Blitz mud guard went for $20. Thanks to Kevin and Bay along with all the donators of items. We will do the same next year so look out some goods and bring them with you. We presented a bottle of Port and a t-shirt to Keith Webb for his assistance with the event and hope that he has good sales with the video. It was confirmed during the evening that next year will be 'The Year of the Studebaker’ where we will be trying to set a world record once again. Many overseas military vehicle enthusiasts have become very interested in our attempts at creating world records and apparently they may try to beat our Blitz record at Beltring. It was a fun evening and most went to bed at 11.30pm. I remember getting to bed at 3am.

The bugle was blown for the last time on Sunday. The majority of people said their good byes. We had a lot of new people to the event this year and most say they will be back next year. Today was supposed to be our wind down day after the hectic week but after saying our good byes the day was nearly over. John Hedges assisted Euan McDonald back to Melbourne with the Blitz tipper and was very impressed with a Blitz body he received in return. Andrew from the caravan park spoke with Maureen and I and is giving us $500 each year from next year towards the event. We discussed using the money to purchase some food for the Saturday evening dinner. Ten of us decided to go to the RSL club for dinner. We watched my video upon return and then some very weary bodies went to bed.

We woke on Monday morning and packed up our bits and pieces and headed back north. Maureen and I stayed with Mick and Lorri Newling in Yass before returning to Sydney on Tuesday morning.

Thanks to everyone for attending the event and I must give special thanks to my parents Barbara and Hugh Thompson for their help and encouragement over the past 12 months and during the event. Working alongside 2 serious Blitz collectors, John Hedges and Keith Webb ensured the event would be a success. Check out Keith’s website at: www.oldcmp.net/findit.html for pictures.

 Numbers of vehicles to the best of our knowledge:

34 Blitz's



3 Land Rovers


1 Studebaker

1 Marmon Herrington


2 DUKW's


3 GPA's


3 Dodge Weapon's Carriers

1 Inter Mk3


1 Inter Mk4

2 WLA Harley Davidson’s

1 Ford soft top


1 Dodge Power wagon


1 Forward control Land Rover
1 Austin 10 staff car

1 Toyota FFR


1 Dodge Command Car

1 Chev Panel van

1 White Scout Car

1 Indian Motor Cycle


1 Ural motor cycle

36 Jeeps

1 FWD truck



1 Inter CL


6 Trailers

Written and composed by Jan Thompson
