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The Dark Dad

War and trauma — a daughter’s tale
MARY KISLER

THE DAMAGE DONE TO A FAMILY BY WAR

Art historian Mary Kisler grew up in the early 1950s with a father who talked little,
whose affection she cherished and whose anger she feared. She later came to
understand the trauma that lay behind his dark moods: rejection and violence in
his childhood and the brutal experience of being a prisoner of war in Italy and then
Germany from late 1941 to 1945.

In this affecting memoir, she traces back through her father’s life and war record,
discovering a man who had suffered but who ultimately found peace of mind among
the people he loved most.
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Mary Kisler is the Curator Emerita of the Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tamaki. Her
previous books are Angels & Aristocrats: Early European Art in New Zealand
Public Galleries (2010), Frances Hodgkins European Journeys (with Catherine
Hammond, 2019) and Finding Frances Hodgkins (2019).
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My father’s he-k
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Capture

eknewaschildren thatour father hadbeeninjured when
‘ N / he was captured during the Battle ofSidi Rezegh. He had
Kept thelong shard of shrapnel that had been dug out of

hiske
jagsed spurs. He also had a crudely carved hei-tiki, the bottom of
which had been broken off and which may have been damaged at
the same time.’ Somewhere I got the idea that many of the soldiers

b

innamed infantryman's diary of events at Sidi Rezegh on
30 November gives more details about how many New Zealanders
were captured:

Tiook again through theloophole on my side and .
Scarcely believe my eyes. The sun has set and throughthe.
‘moonli dusk wo hundred yards in front o me scores of

men fromalldirections are walking in among the German
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The rainline from Naples to Capus. ROGER SITH

9.

The journey to
Campo PG 66, Capua

Imost all POWS captured in North Africa were eventually
gl o Ty, M of e W e vy

ples
from poor to abominable as prisoners were packed like sardines

Tobruk,
crossing for soldiers:

‘We were taken to the ship and battened down n our
hundreds, there were no toiletfaciliesat all, it was
absolurely atrocious three o foue daysof sheer hellinthe.
ot It s completely dark, and i was 5o crowded that if
‘youmoved yourleg you found someone else’s e t was
the done thing o ucinate in your boot, there was nowhere
elseto g When we eventually ot off the boat in Naples,
e only just had srength o walk.

glasses, light summer suit and dark tie made him stand out from
the prison guards, is scen questioning this same man in another
photograph. Speaking in English, de Salis seems to be urging the
POW i

Tooking on who likely would not have understood what was being
said. Between the two figures, the Commandant can be seen with
s hands on his hips, one forming a st beside his hoste, as if he

chorus i acomic opera.
In spite of the prisoners’ smiles for the camera there Was o
‘humour in the situation observed by the delegation. Prisoners took
the opportunity to complain that food was scarce, that they were
Dot receiving regular Red Cross parcels or packages from home,
‘and that the camp was riddled with parasites. British airman Philip

Green, who didn' ari il 42,
had been moved further north, was shocked at the ongoing lack
of organisation.’ Tents might have been fine in mild weather, but
as soon as it rained they became sodden and mud-stained, a poor
5 s T S

treatment unless they needed urgent surgery of some kind.

&

The Red Cross delegates were not alone in criticising the state
of the camp. The military health directorate of Naples, whose
representatives inspected the camp multiple times, fet conditions
were deeply inadequate.” A docament ssued by the deputy head
of the Iualian army’s prison of war office was scathing about the

Above: My fther and som
ofhis ellow prisoners
ouside theirtent at Capus.
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‘Arthur Douglas' sketch of Campo.
52, made in 1942, was published

Genoa. While inthe camp he
learned to sketch and this picture,
aiving many decals of campife,

fsthe result.

asthe bestexhibi,

My grandmother Frances Amots tlegram 1o Jack. IACK ARNOTT ARCHIVE

of lack of food and the long marches were immediately apparent,
and mm 230 of the first ranche of POWs were adirted to Haine
Hospital An unexpected side-effect of the now plentful food
was rhc “ehellon af shinken somachs, exscrbte 100 mug

i
tohang on to his upper denture.

Each prisoner had to answer a range of questions about their
individual experiences in the camps, including whether they had
ever tied o escape, cause sabotage in any way, or had collaborated
with the enemy. The army was particularly eager for evidence of

whether the Geneva Convention had been flouted. Once these
details had been taken, a cable was sent to inform familics in New

received notification that Jack was safe and well, she lmmcdlavsly
replied, selecting the approved phrases numbered 38 ted 10
hear You are Safe and Well; 62 (Best Wishes for a Spu.dy Return);
‘and 30 (Best Wishes from Us All.
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Freyberg Wing in Folkestone,
either the Grand Hotel o its neighbour, the Metropole, both highly

steeped i

‘women who sailed from Folkestone to France i the First World War
was the doomed poet Wilfred Owen, who described the Metropole
asa‘place of luxury .. with carpets as deep as the mud ..

18.

The final struggle

1985, Dad was diagnosed with lung cancer. [ ook him to the
il for sursr,d was allowed t fewith i et he

from the Mercy Hospice t check on his progress. On the day he
bed,

lined the side
of the front steps, but they eventually loaded Dad in and [ followed
the ambulance in his car.

apad
‘was placed in 2 room on the top floor with a view of Maungawhau
Mount Eden, the maunga we gazed at every day from Landscape
Road. After avisit from a young doctor, who asked Dad the routine

his fingernails (L still do not know why, but perhaps they are an
. Iwas left 1o tell Dad longer

any treaunent he could have.
When my son came to say goodbye, Dad struggled out of bec,
My

was wheeled into theatre. My motl bl

v oficall 3

mother and younger brother arrived, but Mike was t0o distressed

centrally,

doctor despie s ners

‘When he started congnmg up blood agan, my mother covered
a cardhoard box with rather nasty, beige-flecked wallpaper as a
receptacle for stained tissues, which she took down for burring in

‘The next day Dad gradually
slipped into a coma, and in the late afternoon, when the nurses
{ Take a brezk, 1 drove bis car to

meal with friends. Just as 1 was about 1 leave, the call came, and
1

mu must have known that his days were numbered. He added a
<o his wil eaving his body 1 the university’s schol of

Afterthat 1 had difficulty
dingthelif
‘carlr lives. By the time I reached his room Dad had died, although

Medl ne, h
Hopefsaygmpmuries feacesse ofafucenl,

Holden Kingswood to his doctor, who was appalled that Dad had
sovaled o0 wibout s el o 50 long. On e of my diy
visit, 1 found a cheery nun with a fetching wimple who had come

twas coming.

Rechaps he wanted 10 space me the sight of him gasping for
breath. He was propped upright, ikea Barogue painting of the death
of St jerome, his face sl showing signs of recent struggle. [ was
led into the adjoining chapel while they artended to him. When my
mother and brothers arived, he was lying fat and covered with a

Media contact
Sarah Thornton, Thornton Communications

Massey University Press Email editor@massey.ac.nz
Albany Campus, Private Bag 102904, Phone +64 9 213 6886

North Shore 0745, Auckland, New Zealand www.masseypress.ac.nz Email sarah.thornton@prcomms.com

Phone (09) 479 8763 or 021753744



