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RENMARK IRRIGATION TRUST

Woolenook Japanese Internment 
Camp and Renmark Irrigation 

Trust: 1942-1945

Underpinning the economic, social and environmental sustainability of the Renmark Community

Dr Judy Bailey and Geoff Bull 



80 years ago on May 7, 1942, the first Japanese internees entered 

Woolenook Wood camp near Renmark.

This is their story ….



This talk today will…

Examine 

• The location and timeline of the Woolenook 
Wood camp

• Camp conditions

• Timber cutting and transport via PS Ulonga
to RIT

• Interaction with the community

• War Art – the ‘New Moon’

• 1946 - Dismantling of the camp 
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What sources are we using?

• Photographs

• Australian War Memorial Photographs

• State Library of South Australia photographs 

• Photographs from the International Red Cross

• NAA

• War diaries of the 25/33 Garrison Battalion 1942-1945

• Documents relating to RIT and the AIF 1941-1946

• Renmark Irrigation Trust Board minutes 1940-1946

• The Murray Pioneer 1941-1946

• Loveday lives https://lovedaylives.com/history/

• Oral histories from Renmark residents 

• Koike, M (2022) Four Years in a 
Red Coat: the Loveday 
Internment Camp Diary

• Dean, E.T. (1946) History of 
Loveday internment Group, 
1940-1946

• Bull, Geoff (2018) 125 Years of 
the Renmark Irrigation Trust No. 
1 1893-2018

https://www.awm.gov.au/advanced-search?query=woolenook&collection=true
https://collections.slsa.sa.gov.au/find/woolenook
https://www.awm.gov.au/advanced-search?collection=true&facet_type=Digitised%20Collection&facet_related_units=Loveday%20Internment%20Camp%20Group%20Headquarters
https://lovedaylives.com/history/


Who are we? 
• Renmark is Australia’s first irrigation settlement -

14 February 1887

• Renmark Irrigation Trust (RIT) established in 1893

• 5000 ha of productive land, 600 irrigators 

• Environmental Watering Programs



Japanese attacked 

American fleet at 

Pearl Harbour on 

December 7, 1941

On 7 and 8 May 

1942,113 

Japanese 

internees arrive at 

Woolenook via PS 

Ulonga from 

Loveday Interment 

Camp.

AIF photographer, Hedley Cullen 

takes photos of 364 Japanese 

internees arriving at Renmark from 

Hay enroute to Loveday. 100 de 

train and board the PS Ulonga for 

Woolenook Camp.

Army HQ to provide  

internees to cut wood at 1/9 

per ton. Captain Reed of the 

PS Ulonga to deliver and 

stack wood from Woolenook 

to Trust Power Station for 5/6 

per ton

Internees cut and stacked 

wood for loading on to PS 

Ulonga and trucks. Sent to 

Renmark for use by RIT and 

Berri for other irrigation 

pumps. Sawn wood was 

shipped to Morgan then by 

train to Smithfield in Adelaide

243 Japanese 

internees transferred to 

Loveday. Woolenook 

now a camp for Italian 

POWs from August 

1945
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Location of Loveday, Wood  Camps and RIT

Woolenook Camp was 14 miles north of Renmark 



Loveday Internment and POW Camp (near Barmera SA)

• Lt Colonel Howard Tolley selected Loveday, 
near Barmera for a new camp on 12 July 1940

• Loveday was the largest civilian camp in 
Australia

• Group of camps – 9, 10 and 14 

• Loveday camp also had satellite wood cutting 
camps at 

• Katarapko,  housed Italian POWs – 5/42 – 9/42 
Closed due to flooding. Moved to Moorook
West

• Moorook West – 9/42 - 1/44 - 113 Japanese 
transferred to Woolenook as all available wood 
cut

• Woolenook – only Japanese internees 5/42 –
5/45  then PWC Hostel – Italians from Aug 
1945 View from the Southern Tower, looking north, at No 14 Camp of the Loveday Internment 

Camp Group. C Compound is to the left and B Compound to the right.  AWM 122991.



Renmark Irrigation Trust

Charles Katekar RIT chair 
1925-45

Negotiated with the Army for 
wood to be cut by internees 

at Woolenook

Lt Colonel Howard Tolley DSO  
Chief Engineer at RIT 1923-26 

1939-1945 Royal Engineers

Pivotal role in securing land in 
Loveday for a camp. Friend of 

Charles Katekar

John Tolley (Brother to 
Howard) Chief Engineer  at RIT 

1926-1954

Close liaison with his brother. 
Visited Woolenook  to inspect 

wood piles and sawn wood



Trust’s key role in providing electricity to the region – 1942 map 

map 

Blue line shows the electricity network supplied by RIT - Loveday camp needed a regular 
supply of electricity for over 6000 internees, POWs and the Garrison



Fuel and manpower shortages

• In the 1930’s pumps were powered by electricity – diesel was  the fuel 
used to create electricity

• Shortage of diesel during the war created a demand for wood as fuel

• Heavy demand for wood due to increased electricity to Loveday and 
towns in the Riverland

• Shortage of labour during the war – woodcutters and deckhands had 
joined the army

• RIT was an ‘essential industry’



Arrival of Japanese at Renmark (13 May 1943) 

Detailed information from war diaries 



Enroute via Ral Ral Avenue to the PS Ulonga. Travel to Woolenook –
approx. 2 hours

Detailed information from war diaries 

13 May 1943



The Camp

Woolenook from the river. The Officer’s mess is the building with the balcony (February 1943)
Barbed wire surrounded the camp (February 1943)

Camp was approx. 230m x 110m with longest side adjacent to River Murray



The camp

Photo taken March 1943 - Tents of Garrison personnel at Woolenook
Camp showing a brush hut which was a Salvation Army recreation centre -
‘Hop in you're welcome’   (Photo taken February 1944 by Sgt H.K. Cullen)



Internees tended vegetable gardens

SLSA 55112                 The vegetable gardens were on the right hand side of the track which led from the main entrance  1944



Fishing after work

Australian War Memorial February 1944 122980



Example of War Diary – internees and wood collection March 1943



War Diary – RIT visits and wood supplies – May 1943 



Unrest at the camp – July 1944



Cutting and stacking timber

Furnace and sawn wood

AWM 122955 Kerosene Powered Saw 1944

SLSA B 55119 Wood saw bench 1944

SLSA B 55102 Wood saw bench with camp in background              1944



Wood stacked near river

AWM 122975 400 ton stack of firewood cut to five foot lengths 



Carting wood to PS Ulonga

B55098 Reproduction rights: State Library of South Australia February 1944



Loading wood on to the Ulonga

B55121 Reproduction rights: State Library of South Australia February 1944



Loading wood (2)

B55121 Reproduction rights: State Library of South Australia



Community interaction

Murray Pioneer  24 August 1944

Murray Pioneer  2 December 
1943



Cricket at Woolenook

Murray Pioneer 12 November 1942



New Moon
‘New Moon’ – a carved replica of  Broome lugger  
given to Captain Reed of the PS Ulonga  by a 
Japanese internee at Woolenook

• Perpetual loan to RIT by his son, Trevor Reed in 
2013

• Sails have been repaired in the 1950s.

• Boat painted and sails repaired in the 1990s



Dismantling the camp

243 internees and 25 guards disembarking at Berri, then via truck to Loveday Camp No. 
14A (26/5/45) 


