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New Zealand Army Tanks and 
Crew 

The New Zealand Army’s use of tanks 
from after the First World War, through 
the Second World War, the Cold War 
and to the present day has been limited, 
but the armed forces served alongside 
the British, and other Empire and Com-
monwealth nations. 
 

At the outbreak of the Second World 
War in 1939, it led to an expansion of 
New Zealand’s armoured force and the 
New Zealand Armoured Corps was 
formed in January 1942. From then on 
small numbers of American light and 
medium tanks were supplied and used 
by the New Zealand Army, along with 
British tanks. But New Zealand de-
signed its own tanks such as the 
Schofield tank and the Bob Semple 
tank, which was built from corrugated 
iron, mounted on a tractor base. The 
Vickers Mk Vl was originally supplied as 
a scout tank in North Africa. The M3 
Stuart tank was from America. With 
these the New Zealand Division fought 
in Greece, Crete, the Western Desert, 
and Italy, then the Second Battle of El 
Alamein and the British Eighth Army’s 
advance to Tunisia. 
 

In 1942 a total of 18 Mk llls were con-
verted with heavier three pounder guns. 
In 1944 Sherman, Stuart V light tanks 
took part in many battles and were 
tasked with the capture of the town of 
Cassino and the 13

th
 Century monas-

tery. 
 

It was a note of this battle on the rec-
ords of Sergeant Noel Bramwell, of  
Feilding, saying he was a member of 
the crew in one of the first tanks into the  
Battle of Cassino in April 1944. 
 

It made me wonder what the crew of a  
tank consisted of. An average sized 
tank would have a crew of four men: a 
driver, a gunner, a gun-loader/radio op-

erator, and a tank commander. Or the 
main battle tank crew could have five 
members: commander, gunner, loader, 
driver, and co-driver. 
 

The commander designates a target 
and direction and gives the firing com-
mand during moving. They must report 
the enemy’s situation and instruct the 
driving direction or speed, observe the 
battlefield, search the targets, find, and 
mark the armoured target and report to 
the company commander in the com-
mand tank. 
 

The gunner targets enemy vehicles and 
bunkers and fires the main gun. He con-
trols the front machine gun and monitors 
the main guns general condition. The 
gunner tells the loader which sort of 
round to load, and the loader loads the 
guns.  
 

The driver is responsible for the tank 
when travelling and for manoeuvering 
during battle. 
 

All these men work as a team in their 
special positions within the tank. 
While driving or in battle, for hours at a 
time, the conditions inside the tanks 
were almost unbearable. Condi-
tions were cramped and the crew 
packed like sardines.  R H 
 

Excerpts from: Tanks and Crew in WW2 

 Ford Model T Assembly              
Demonstration 

 

In mid-2020, potential attractions were 
being considered for the 2021 Old Skills in 
Action Day, when the possibility of a Mod-
el T Ford Assembly Team Race was dis-
cussed. 

A video clip showing two teams in action 
at the Wanganui International Vintage Car 
Rally in 2012 was shown at Smoko, and  

 
the idea of putting a team together can-
vassed.  The response was a little slow at 
first.  

 

Early in 2021 one of the cars from the vid-
eo clip was tracked down, owned by Gavin 
and Viv Harris in Waipukurau.  Affection-
ately known as 'Russ T. Ford', it had not 
been run since 2012 but they approved 
our request to use it. 

 

'Russ T.' was assembled from parts col-
lected over a few years and bears a re-
semblance to a 1915 model.  Ford pro-
duced 15,700,002 Model Ts in America 
and 700,000 in Canada.  ‘Russ Ts’ engine 
is Canadian. 

On the 23rd of 
March, Brian 
Schnell and a  
Team travelled to 
Waipukurau and 
collected the ve-
hicle and after 
Smoko on 25

th
 

March, 'Russ T. 
Ford' was pre-
sented to those 
present. Several 
were interested 
in becoming 
team members. 
Most indispensa-
ble of these was 

Allan Rowe from Rongotea.  Allan and his 
son have a collection of Ford Model Ts.  
Both his knowledge and loan of several 

 

The New Zealand produced, ‘Bob 
Semple Tank’ of World War Two. 



 

missing parts were invaluable. 
 

A week later with a sump full of new oil 
and an old, lawnmower petrol tank at-
tached, 'Russ T. Ford' burst into life at 
the first turn of the crank handle.  'Very 
impressive at 106 years old and after 9 
years in storage!' 
 

From then on it was a case of working 
out the sequence of assembly and best 
methods to employ.  A team of seven 
was the optimum number and volun-
teers were eager to be part of it. 
 

The final tean comprised, David Bowler, 
Noel McConachy, Maurice Wasley, Roy-
den Seymour, Allan Rowe, Peter 
Meacham, and Geoff Brannan.    
 

The plan on the day was to assemble 
the car twice, in fact, the crowd seemed 
to enjoy watching and the team had so 
much fun that the car was assembled for 
a third time. 

 

A big thank you to Gavin and Viv and 
'Team Russ T. Ford,' especially Allan 
Rowe. 
 

'Russ T. Ford' has now been returned to 
Gavin and Viv but not into retirement.  
Viv has asked Gavin to turn 'Russ T' into 
her 'farm hack', perhaps with a crate on 
the back, some brakes, and a horn to 
help round up the sheep. 
 

With thanks to Val and Geoff Brannan 
for their wonderful idea and this article. 
R H 

this rarely happened. The date booked for 
me included by that stage, a one year old 
toddler. The flight was cancelled at the last 
moment, however there was a Bristol 
Freighter going south that morning. It was 
flying to Ohakea assigned on an army 
photographic reconnaissance exercise. 
This necessitated the floor panels being 
partly removed in the middle of the aircraft 
and a flight camera strapped in place. Fine 
for a warm summer time flight, but this 
was June and a bit too breezy. We man-
aged it in relative comfort though. When 
loading us on, Ian assessed the situation, 
dashed back to the crewroom and 
grabbed a blanket (standard military-grey 
issue with the one red stripe.) Strapped 
into the passenger seat with ‘bub’ on lap, 
we were cocooned in the blanket and thus 
entrapped it was quite comfortable and 
warm while other passengers did a bit of a 
shiver. Passing over Mt Ruapehu it too 

was fully blanketed, but white with snow. 

 

Time as an Air Force wife for sixteen years 
saw postings to six places. Coming to 
Feilding and living in a smaller, close-knit 
community suited well, and eventually Ian 
decided to resign and stay as the next 
posting became imminent. Many other ex-
military personnel have done the same. 
Looking at the volunteer and friends ‘force’ 
of CHM, close to 5% have had military 
experience. 

 

This recent ANZAC weekend the Navy 
had adverts on TV. One of the attractions 
listed was gaining ‘friends for life’. This 
certainly is true, meeting other wives and 
living on bases in station housing, friend-
ships made in those sixteen years are still 
on-going. 

  

Thanks to Marilyn Wightman for sharing 
these personal reflections. R H   
  

 

  Following Camp in Comfort? 
 

Travelling to Mt Maunganui for a RNZAF 
reunion saw the ANZAC Dawn Parade 
on the beachfront this year, rather than 
in Manchester Square. The gentle lap-
ping of waves during the Minute Silence; 
the sun rising on the horizon over the 
sea and a lone Harvard crossing the wa-
ter before flying over the Obelisk Memo-
rial was poignant. 

 

In Roman times the marching flanks of 
the platoons and legions with standards 
raised high set out from Rome to colo-
nize a far flung outpost of the Empire. 
Behind them trailed what was called the 
‘camp followers’ often including the 
wives and families of the soldiers. Two 
thousand years on and nothing much 
has changed. Whenever the opportunity 
allows, families still trail behind their sol-
diers.  

 

As an Air Force wife the first experience 
of ‘following camp’ was a journey inside 
the belly of a C130 – Hercules when Ian 
was posted to RAF Cranwell in Lincoln, 
England. From Whenuapai the journey 
took over 5 days landing at both civilian 
and military airfields on the way, stop-
ping off at USAF Hickam airbase in Ha-

waii and USAF Sacramento airbase in 
California. A stop off at Gander, New-
foundland then the last leg of the journey 
was across the Atlantic to RAF Lineham 
in UK.  

 

Travelling air force meant sitting in a 
basic flight chair bolted to the deck of the 
Hercules, with luggage alongside on a 
pallet, packed and strapped down to 
keep it secure. The working parts of the 
plane, the hydraulics, cables, electrical 
wiring were all viewed in their glory and 
not tucked away behind tasteful cabin 
panelling. Landing at a military base was 
similar to a civilian one as there were still 
customs and security checks – Military 
Police. (MPs) 

 

Another Air Force flight was from When-
uapai to Ohakea. One Squadron operat-
ed a weekly shuttle from Whenuapai to 
Ohakea, Wellington if needed, then onto 
Woodbourne and Wigram. The flight left 
early in the morning and could include 
personnel on exercise and required 
equipment as freight. If room allowed, 
non-Air Force personnel, aka family, 
could apply for a free flight. This came 
with the caution that said passenger 
could be off-loaded without warning but 

 

Can you imagine the noise? It certainly wouldn’t have been comparable to Air New 
Zealand, First Class. But an adventure all the same. 


