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Book Review

Dan Box, Carry Me Home: The Life and Death of Private Jake Kovco, 
Allen & Unwin, 2008, 288 pp

Reviewed by Wing Commander Terence O’Connor

I approached the review of this book with a deep sense of foreboding having 
read Geoffrey Robertson QC’s reference to ‘institutionalised dickheadery’ in 
the publicity release. I had expectations of yet another ‘public flogging’ of the 

integrity and competency of the ADF. Having regard to what occurred during and 
after the repatriation of Private Jake Kovco, who could really blame any author who 
succumbed to the temptation to indulge in a little sensationalism.

I was therefore most pleasantly surprised to find that this book assiduously 
avoids that temptation and, instead, embarks upon a compassionate examination of 
the human dimension of the Kovco story. Box reveals the Kovco story in a compart-
mentalised fashion. Firstly, with a lengthy exploration of Kovco’s early life in rural 
Victoria and his early years in the Australian Regular Army. Kovco is revealed as a 
typical Australian male with a touch of the larrikin but always his own man. He was 
a good soldier who had found a second home in the Army.

The second part deals with Kovco’s death in Iraq and its immediate aftermath. 
The final part deals with the Military Board of Inquiry and the subsequent Civil 
Coronial Hearing.

Box has interviewed all of the key players in the Kovco story and presents their 
individual roles in the overall saga in a narrative with little comment or embellish-
ment. He thereby provides to the reader the perspective of the individual decision-
makers along the way and brings an appreciation of the dilemmas facing the 
individuals who had to make decisions in unfamiliar circumstances. The decision 
to clean Kovco’s room after the incident; the performance of the Military Police sent 
from Australia to investigate the incident; the decision to repatriate Kovco’s body 
by private carrier; the failure of Kovco’s escort to properly identify his body before 
its final dispatch to Australia; the response of the politicians, especially the Minister 
for Defence, to the delivery of the wrong body; and the misplaced Cosson report are 
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dealt with in a direct and dispassionate manner, allowing the reader to form their 
own view as to whether these incidents were the results of individual or systemic 
incompetence or understandable human failure.

Box’s treatment of the ADF Board of Inquiry (BOI) and the subsequent civilian 
Inquest occupied a relatively small portion of the book. It is in his treatment of 
the BOI that Box sometimes drifts into ill-informed comment. In particular, his 
suggestion that Kovco’s parents had little confidence in the outcome of the BOI from 
the outset believing that it would be a ‘white-wash’, a perception exacerbated by the 
innuendo that the BOI was vulnerable to Command influence, unfairly demeans 
the integrity of the legal personnel involved.

Fortunately, Box kept such comments to the margins and concentrated, as he 
should have, on the development of the complex issues before the BOI; that is, was 
Kovco’s fatal wound self-inflicted and, if so, was it by intent or by accident? Some of 
the evidence before the BOI emerged in quite sensational fashion. It was not only 
the military police who were baffled by the circumstances of Kovco’s death, also 
mystified were the hard men of the New South Wales Police Force who were called 
in to investigate it. The BOI was faced with some extraordinary factual hypotheses 
in a highly emotionally charged atmosphere.

It was Judy Kovco’s dissatisfaction with the findings of the BOI which led to 
the subsequent civilian Coronial Inquiry. Although this second hearing brought 
out additional sensational evidence not canvassed at the BOI, it came to a similar 
conclusion to that of the BOI. From a legal perspective, both outcomes could perhaps 
be criticised for containing too much speculation. However, there was consider-
able pressure on both the BOI and the New South Wales Coroner to make specific 
findings rather than an open finding (which may have been more appropriate).

One intriguing aspect of both hearings was that there was no medical evidence 
adduced in connection with Kovco’s mental state. In particular, there was no 
reference in the evidence that Kovco had been sexually molested as a child nor any 
evidence of the incident with the rifle (evidence which Box gave great prominence 
in his prologue). I can only assume that this information was not provided to either 
Counsel Assisting the respective Inquiries.

Box concludes the Kovco saga in the best possible way: by reference to his name 
being inscribed in the courtyard walls of the Australian War Museum alongside 
the many others who have lost their lives in the service of their country. That fact 
should never be forgotten.
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and Francis Fukuyama (eds), The John Hopkins University Press, ISBN 
9780801088496, 281 pp. (Distributed in Australia by Footprint Books)

Military Ethics•	 , C A J Coady and Igor Primoratz, Ashgate Publishing, ISBN 
9780754624875, 546 pp.

More than an Ally? Contemporary Australia–US Relations•	 , Maryanne Kelton, 
Ashgate, ISBN 9780754673675, 226 pp.

Mr Double Seven: A Biography of Wing Commander Dick Cresswell, DFC•	 , 
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No Clear Flight Plan: Counterinsurgency and Aerospace Power•	 , James 
Fergusson and William March (eds), Centre for Defence and Security Studies, 
ISBN 9780978086848, 238 pp.

North Korea on the Brink•	 , Glyn Ford with Soyoung Kwon, Pluto Press, ISBN 
9780745325989, 249 pp. (Distributed in Australia by Palgrave Macmillan)

Operation Broken Reed: Truman’s Secret North Korean Spy Mission that •	
Averted World War III, Arthur L Boyd, Carroll & Graf, ISBN 978078672866, 
280 pp.

Political Economy in a Globalised World•	 , Jorgen Orstrom Moller, World 
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Reporting the War: Freedom of the Press from the American Revolution •	
to the War on Terrorism, John Byrne Cooke, Palgrave Macmillan, ISBN 
9781403975157, 272 pp.

Second Chance: Three Presidents and the Crisis of American Superpower•	 , 
Zbigniew Brzezinski, Basic Books, ISBN 9780465003556, 249 pp. (Distributed 
in Australia by Palgrave Macmillan)

Soldiers Made Me Look Good•	 , Lewis Mackenzie, Douglas & McIntyre, ISBN 
9781553653509, 294 pp.

Stonewall Jackson: A Biography (Great Generals Series)•	 , Donald A. Davis, 
Palgrave Macmillan, ISBN 9781403974778, 204 pp.

The US Military Intervention in Panama: Origins, Planning, and Crisis •	
Management June 1987–December 1989, Lawrence A Yates, Center of Military 
History, United States Army, ISBN 9780160794193, 313 pp.

Three Passions and a Lucky Penny: An Autobiography•	 , Eric Stephenson, Air 
Power Development Centre, ISBN 9781920800291, 160 pp.

Toward the National Security State: Civil-Military Relations During World •	
War II, Brian Waddell, Praeger Security International, ISBN 9780275984083, 
200 pp. (Distributed in Australia by DA Information Services)

Travels in Atomic Sunshine: Australia and the Occupation of Japan•	 , Robin 
Gerster, Scribe Publications, ISBN 9781921215346, 327 pp.

Unintended Consequences: The United States at War•	 , Kenneth J Hagan and 
Ian J Bickerton, Reaktion Books, ISBN 9781861894090, 219 pp.

We Are Soldiers Still: A Journey Back to the Battlefields of Vietnam•	 , Harold G 
Moore and Joseph L Galloway, HarperCollins, ISBN 9780061147760, 247 pp.

Are you interested in writing a book review for the Australian Army Journal? Please 
contact the AAJ at army.journal@defence.gov.au, stating your areas of interest, and 
we can provide you of a list of the books available (you will be provided with a free 
copy that is yours to keep).
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NOTES FOR CONTRIBUTORS

The editors of the Australian Army Journal welcome submissions from 
any source. Two prime criteria for publication are an article’s standard of 
written English expression and its relevance to the Australian profession 

of arms. The journal will accept letters, feature articles, review essays, e-mails and 
contributions to the Point Blank and Insights sections. As a general guide on length, 
letters should not exceed 500 words; articles and review essays should be between 
3000 and 6000 words; and contributions to the Insights section should be no more 
than 1500 words. The Insights section provides authors with the opportunity to write 
brief, specific essays relating to their own experiences of service. Readers should 
note that articles written in service essay format are discouraged, since they are not 
generally suitable for publication.

Each manuscript should be sent by e-mail to <army.journal@defence.gov.au>, or 
sent printed in duplicate together with a disk to the editors. Articles should be 
written in Microsoft Word, be one-and-a-half spaced, use 12-point font in Times 
New Roman and have a 2.5 cm margin on all sides. Submissions should include the 
author’s full name and title; current posting, position or institutional affiliation; full 
address and contact information (preferably including an e-mail address); and a 
brief, one-paragraph biographical description.

The Australian Army Journal reserves the right to edit contributions in order to 
meet space limitations and to conform to the journal’s style and format.

General style

All sources cited as evidence should be fully and accurately referenced in endnotes 
(not footnotes). Books cited should contain the author’s name, the title, the publisher, 
the place of publication, the year and the page reference. This issue of the journal 
contains examples of the appropriate style for referencing.

When using quotations, the punctuation, capitalisation and spelling of the 
source document should be followed. Single quotation marks should be used, 
with double quotation marks only for quotations within quotations. Quotations 
of thirty words or more should be indented as a separate block of text without 
quotation marks. Quotations should be cited in support of an argument, not as 
authoritative statements.
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Numbers should be spelt out up to ninety-nine, except in the case of percentages, 
where arabic numerals should be used (and per cent should always be spelt out). 
All manuscripts should be paginated, and the use of abbreviations, acronyms and 
jargon kept to a minimum.

Biographies

Authors submitting articles for inclusion in the journal should also attach a current 
biography. This should be a brief, concise paragraph, whose length should not 
exceed eight lines. The biography is to include the contributor’s full name and title, 
a brief summary of current or previous service history (if applicable) and details 
of educational qualifications. Contributors outside the services should identify the 
institution they represent. Any other information considered relevant—for example, 
source documentation for those articles reprinted from another publication—should 
also be included.


