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“The Great War changed everything. This true story shows what wonders can be born of such horrors. And it reminds us that we must never forget.”


– Julian Burnside AO, QC



‘Let there be light! Farrands’ truly visionary book is as fine on the miracle of sight as John Hull’s masterpiece Touching the Rock - or the masterful writings of Oliver Sacks’.


– Phillip Adams AO



“This inspiring soldier’s life fills the reader with the broader history of the ANZAC generations and reveals the power of endurance, hope and the bonds of family.”


– Kate Darian-Smith


Professor of Australian Studies and History University of Melbourne



“Profoundly moving, vivid and informative.”


– Nigel Westlake, composer



“Like NH Ferguson, my grandfather, Horace Stott, returned damaged from World War I. He was also a ‘timeless believer in peace’. The Glass Soldier blends wartime horror with peacetime beauty. This remarkable story shows that hope and courage and beauty can survive almost anything.”


– Natasha Stott Despoja AM



“Grandly told but touchingly revealing, this ANZAC story reminds us of the horror of war; of personal legacies; of ‘mateship’; and the power of unswerving love. I wish I had known the Glass Soldier.”


– Derek Guille, broadcaster



“When you restore a person’s sight, you restore their dignity and independence. The Glass Soldier is a heart-warming reminder of the trauma of the loss of sight, and the miracle of its return when made possible.”


– Gabi Hollows AO The Fred Hollows Foundation
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‘Remarkable.... intensely personal’


– Barry Jones









...the Australian Imperial Force is not dead. That famous army of generous men marches still down the long lane of its country’s history, with bands playing and rifles slung, with packs on shoulders, white dust on boots, and bayonet scabbards and entrenching tools flapping on countless thighs — as the French country folk and the fellaheen of Egypt knew it. What these men did nothing can alter now. The good and the bad, the greatness and smallness of their story will stand. Whatever of glory it contains nothing now can lessen. It rises, as it will always rise, above the mists of ages, a monument to great-hearted men; and, for their nation, a possession forever.


CEW Bean, The AIF in France During the Allied Offensive, 1918: The Official History of Australia in the War of 1914—18, 12 vols, Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1942, Vol I, p 1096.
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They move with their stretchers like boats on a slowly tossing sea, rising and falling with the shell riven contours of what was yesterday no man’s land, slipping, sliding, with heels worn raw by the downward suck of the Somme mud. Slow and terribly sure through and over everything, like things that have got neither eyes to see terrible things nor ears to heed them ... The fountains that sprout roaring at their feet fall back to the earth in a lacework of fragments—the smoke clears and they, momentarily obscured, are moving on before: a piece of mechanism guiltless of the weaknesses of weak flesh, one might say. But to say this is to rob their heroism of its due—of the credit that goes to inclinations conquered and panics subdued down in the privacy of the soul. It is to make their heroism look like a thing they find easy. No man of woman born could find it that. These men and all the men precipitated into the liquescent world of the line are not heroes from choice—they are heroes because someone has got to be heroic. It is to add insult to the injury of this world war to say that the men fighting it find it agreeable or go into it with light hearts.









Stretcher-Bearers by Ballarat-born war artist Will Dyson.


The Glass Soldier, the painting on the back cover, is by Suzy Papas Johnson-Thomson, granddaughter of NH Ferguson (www.facebook/suzyjohnsonart).


© Don Farrands 2021


For images and material related to this book, and to contact the author, visit: www.glasssoldier.com.










Foreword




The author is a successful commercial barrister in Melbourne.


I knew his parents John and Jessica Farrands very well in the 1970s and 80s. Dr Farrands had been Australia’s Chief Defence Scientist, then Secretary of the Commonwealth Department of Science for the Commonwealth Government, and Chair of the Australian Institute for Marine Science. I enjoyed working closely with him over many years and travelled overseas with them both.


In the 1960s, I taught at Dandenong High School (where, coincidentally, John Farrands and Jessica (nee) Ferguson had been students).


World War I, or The Great War as it used to be called, took many teachers and students to war. In Victoria, some 752 State school teachers volunteered to fight. One in five teachers did not return from war (at my old school alone, Melbourne High, many teachers volunteered and six did not return). For those with further interest, there is a book published in 1921 by the Victorian Education Department entitled Record of War Service, distributed free to every government school and teacher-soldier or their next of kin.


Of those teachers who returned from World War I, one was a young man from Ballarat, Nelson Ferguson. Before the war he taught art there. In the year Ferguson enlisted (in 1915), some 38 Victorian State teachers from the Department of Public Instruction, and a further 309 State School teachers, volunteered to serve in the Australian Imperial Force out of a total 1599 such teachers in that year. After the war, despite his disabilities from war, Ferguson taught at the Working Men’s College in Melbourne, later RMIT.


Ferguson's story has been the subject of a rich and moving play by Hannie Rayson, The Glass Soldier. My wife and I went to its première in Melbourne in 2007. Jessica appears as a character in the play. A touchingly beautiful orchestral suite with the same name has been composed by Nigel Westlake, one of our national musical treasures. The suite has been recorded by the Melbourne Symphony Orchestra and performed by others, including the Australian Youth Orchestra. There is also a beautiful children’s book, The Promise, by Derek Guille.


And now we have this remarkable book The Glass Soldier.


The author, grandson of Nelson Ferguson, traces his grandfather’s life, starting as a young man in a young nation, following it to its end.


Ferguson’s life was one of opportunity cut down by trauma and yet revived by providence.


Ferguson, a talented artist and musician, while stretcher-bearing in northern France as part of the Australian Imperial Force, was gassed during the famous battle at Villers-Bretonneux in April 1918. He suffered severe eye and lung trauma and remained disabled from those injuries until the late 1960s. Then, in the twilight of his life, by a surgeon’s hand and the miracle of scientific learning, the AIF veteran received a corneal transplant, at the Heidelberg Repatriation Hospital for returned soldiers. The transplant restored his sight as if new. The hand of providence had delivered its reward for this man’s lifelong courage against adversity.


Since retirement from Parliament I have been deeply involved in promoting measures to reduce blindness and vision loss as a high priority in public health. Vision2020 Australia, which I chaired for 12 years, part of an initiative of the World Health Organization and the International Agency for the Prevention of Blindness, has assisted in the early detection and treatment of serious eye diseases such as glaucoma (something I have suffered from myself, having also just had a successful cataract operation). Blinding trachoma is a serious condition in remote Indigenous communities. Many people remain unaware that 75 per cent of blindness or vision loss is preventable. Early detection is essential.


Vision2020Australia and other bodies assist in awareness, prevention and treatment of eye disorders. Their work is life-changing.


Ferguson’s eye operation, significant for its time in Australia, was also life-changing. The Great War’s stretcher-bearer was able to admire all of the spectacular and beautiful stained glass windows made in the backyard of his home by his son and son-in-law. He was the spirit of the windows. The reader of this book will understand why.


His spirit also lives on in the generations of artists and musicians who he taught and inspired, despite his disabilities. Ferguson’s contribution to Australia did not stop with the end of the war; it continued until his death. He was a remarkable Australian. As the subtitle of this book suggests, not all of him shall die.


I commend this well-researched but intensely personal book to all, but in particular to the students of Australian and European history. They may see a deeper side to Australia and its development as a young nation, a greater understanding of disability, and have revealed to them a picture of courage and love not only during, but also after, war.


And for me there is a broader message in this book: with the necessary community support and the continuing miracle of modern science, much can in fact be achieved to support and overcome major disability (not only in the area of vision loss but of course more broadly). May this book remind us that we must all seek to apply our endeavours where we can towards that essential societal goal: of supporting disability. Like Ferguson’s passion for art and music, so too must we remain passionate to assist those who need our care most.
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Preface



This book is about the colossal impact of World War I, seen through the lens of an ordinary yet extraordinary Australian.


In the late 1960s my grandfather, then in his late seventies, sat with me in his small dining room in Karma Avenue, East Malvern, a suburb of Melbourne. I was not yet 10. It was his custom to wear a French beret; he wore it that day.


Pressed deep into a large old chair, he showed me a small box containing his World War I diaries and sketches. I had no idea of their significance.


Over 30 years later, when I was in my late forties, my mother, Jessica, told me she might keep the diaries and sketches from the war because they were important. I started reading them. This book, along with other major developments I describe below, is the result of that step.


It is a grand understatement that World War I (1914-18) caused immeasurable global harm. That is well known. Historians have explored in depth the causes of the war, the battles within it, and the eventful outcome. A number of scholars have also explored the treatment of returned soldiers by government and society generally.


While in this book I touch on those things, I seek to reveal a very different dimension: the peacetime contribution of returned soldiers, contextualised by their wartime experiences. I have sought to give voice to that issue through the lens of one Australian soldier in particular.


My grandfather, Nelson Harold Ferguson, was a stretcher-bearer in the 15th Field Ambulance, 5th Division, Australian Imperial Force (AIF). He joined the AIF in July 1915. He was a Ballarat boy catapulted onto a global stage without any real warning or preparation. He worked in four horrendous battles: at the Somme, Northern France (late 1916); at Bullecourt, Northern France (April and May 1917); at Ypres, Belgium (the Third Battle of Ypres, September/October 1917); and at Villers-Bretonneux, Northern France (April 1918). In April 1918, at the battle at Villers-Bretonneux, he was severely gassed, eyes traumatised, and lungs damaged.


There was a remarkable thing about this soldier. Although his contribution in the war was beyond what could be expected of anyone, he made an even greater one when he returned. It was intergenerational in effect. He was a true believer in peace, principally because, unlike the vast majority of us, he had seen, smelt, felt, been gripped by, and suffered from war. There were tens of thousands of returned soldiers who did the same thing; they returned to Australia and got on with the job of building their community, peacefully. Not everyone was able, for obvious reasons, to do so, but those who were so able largely built the foundations of this great modern society we now enjoy. Their contributions collectively, and often individually, have been immense.


The grand canvas of my grandfather’s life both during and after the war, now explored in this book, has also enabled me to raise other significant issues, including the role of leadership in war, the role of God and the role of recognition.


The reader will see that there are regular extracts from my grandfather’s diary entries—these are all authentic. Furthermore, in the middle section of the book, I take the reader through Nelson’s horrendous war experiences, referenced again from his diaries. Here, the reader is given Nelson’s own account of what was occurring and what he was doing during some of the major battles he took part in. The descriptions Nelson gave in his diary may not have always accorded precisely with the position of the battles and events depicted. That is the character of a private diary. Further, in the diary there are references to other AIF soldiers. I have included their names. This is not to impose distress on any relative of those soldiers, but rather to pay due respect to those diggers and to reflect the circumstances in question.


Although I engage metaphor, I have attempted to make this book as historically accurate as I can, through extensive historical research, as well as family recollection. However, the sheer size of the undertaking to deal with 100 years of history, albeit through the lens of one soldier, inevitably means that there may be errors in these pages. They are solely attributable to me. This is not an historian’s journey.


The later part of this book focuses on the work done in a stained-glass window business in Melbourne run by my uncles, John and Nick, from around 1952 to 1980. The business was run from my grandfather’s backyard and he was the assistant. He did not make the windows. But it is certainly true that he was a guiding force in their creation. He was, according to one of my uncles, the ‘spirit of the windows’. His mentorship and love of art was the prism through which masterpieces made by my uncles came about. My grandfather was, in that sense, truly ‘the glass soldier’.


The study of war reveals a number of things. One in particular stands out for me. Armies remain embedded in our societies for one fatal reason: war is systemic, not episodic. It is peace which is episodic.


My ultimate hope is that the messages within the story of the Glass Soldier may assist future generations to understand war’s immense destructive long-term power.


It is important for me to make a further observation and give important context. There are matters raised in these pages that may at times reflect poorly on certain armies and governments, in particular the British. This, however, may be explained by the context. It is true that the dominions, including Australia, were in perilous risk during World War I. But they were not, unlike the British (and the French), literally ‘fighting for their whole nation’. If Germany had taken France, it was a short journey across the Channel to England. The British Government well knew that if the war could be kept on the European continent, and the Germans repelled from France, the island of England would remain safe. The methods and madness of the British army at certain times, which I touch on in this book (including the accompanying notes), must be seen (at least in part) in that very real context.


Finally, lest there be any doubt, it is not intended that this book enter the ‘feel-good narrative’ of World War I in which Australia romantically awoke as a nation and bronzed Australians returned to acclaimed world status as fighters. It is true that that sentiment is recorded in this book by reference to the written record of the time about what was happening to Australia and Australians. But to be clear, this is a book dead against the stupidity of war and the consequences of that stupidity. It tells the story of hope despite that stupidity.


I would like to thank the following people (not in any particular order) for their unique and significant contributions to this book and for their support and enthusiasm for it: Barry Jones, John Collee, Hannie Rayson, Nigel Westlake, Dr Paul Hicks, Martin Hubner, Peter Bick, Dr Tony Kjar, Geoff McGill, Ivan St Clair, Nigel McGuckian, Jenny Mitchell, Fay Woodhouse, Joseph Moore, Amie Churchill, Kevin Jones, Josephine Barnes, Jessica Ferguson, Suzy Papas Johnson-Thomson, James Farrands, Simon Griffith, Tebb Kusserow, Greg Blashki, and all the members of the Melbourne Villers-Bretonneux Brass Ensemble. I could not be more grateful, and I am deeply indebted to each of you.


My thanks also to Rosemary Peers, my initial editor. Her discipline and care has been extraordinary. Her great-uncle died in the Third Battle of Ypres. His name is on the enormous Menin Gate War Memorial in Belgium.


I would also like to give thanks to Allison Paterson, publishing consultant for this edition of the book. She has been so helpful and insightful as to this edition.


I would also like to thank Ian Macdonald, Catherine Burke and Karl Stewart for giving me the opportunity to better understand how and why the military conducts itself as it does, and to understand the work of leadership in war and during peacetime. Their book Systems Leadership: Creating Positive Organizations (now in its 2nd edition) has been invaluable.





Don Farrands QC 
Melbourne 
B. Ec, LLB, ACA, F Fin, GAICD



March 2021







To my grandfather, Nelson Harold Ferguson


Honor virtutis praemium 
(Esteem is the reward of virtue)


[image: ]







A Note on the War Diaries and Bible



NH Ferguson’s war diaries, sketches and Bible are referenced in this book.


Nelson carried his Bible in his trench coat throughout the war. He posted some of his diary back to Australia and carried the rest. He also posted sketches and paintings home.


The diary is in many parts. One part is held together with an old large safety pin.


The diary is in narrative form, explaining where Nelson is, what he is doing, and what is happening around him. There is little reflection on his emotions or those of others. One reason for this may be that because he was posting his diary home, in sections, to his brother Roy (whom he called ‘Mate’ in the diary) others in the family, in particular Nelson’s mother, Lucretia, might end up seeing the diary. It is a fair conclusion that the diary was accordingly written so as to protect (to the extent possible) the ‘unintended reader’.


The diaries commence in Australia at the time Nelson joined the AIF in July 1915 and end upon his return to Australia in January 1919.







A Note on Nelson’s Journey to War and Back



Nelson Ferguson was born and raised as a young man in Ballarat, Victoria, Australia, a prosperous goldmining town 70 miles (115 kilometres) north-west of Melbourne, Australia.


Nelson taught art at a school in Ballarat until his early twenties. He joined the AIF in July 1915, travelled to England, and was then sent to the Western Front in France, and to Belgium. He performed stretcher-bearing work in major battles in World War I: at the Somme, Northern France (late 1916); at Bullecourt, Northern France (April and May 1917); at Ypres, Belgium (the Third Battle of Ypres, September/ October 1917); and at Villers-Bretonneux, Northern France (April 1918). He returned to Australia in early 1919.


Upon return to Australia, Nelson Ferguson lived in East Malvern, a suburb of Melbourne. He did not return to France but retained the utmost affection for its people.
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Part I








Towards War








The Cornet and Sussex by the Sea—March 1911




The mighty military brass band fanned itself across Ballarat’s generous Engineers’ Hall. The King of England regally watched on, suspended from a nail.


The hall was now a hive of hectic activity: cases opened to glistening instruments; odd warm-up notes hit walls; scales scarpered up and down; music parts bustled onto stands.


A baton’s tap brought silence. The 17th Rifle Brigade Brass Band, Ballarat readied itself. Young fit and strong Australians, with toughened hands from country work, and proud hearts from their musical heritage prepared for action.


The hall was off Ballarat’s grand Main Street. Other cousin buildings pressed against it. They too had come from 1850s Australian goldrush money.


By a willing horse, Victoria’s main city of Melbourne was some five hours south-east. It was only three hours by reliable motor. And (at least according to the local timetable) only two hours by train.


Ten years earlier, the British Parliament had federated Australia as a new nation; a commonwealth of States, including Ballarat’s State, Victoria. Britain’s roots in the new nation ran deep. In May 1901, the Duke (later, King George V) and Duchess of Cornwall and York officially opened the first Federal Parliament. And an exconvict gave the first parliamentarian’s speech. Even after its birth, the nation proudly remained a Dominion of the British Empire (along with others such as New Zealand and Canada). And all Australians remained British subjects (and regarded themselves as such). When the queen died a month after federation, the whole nation sagged. Every brass band in Australia struck mournful hymns.


Before federation, the territory covered by Victoria (named after Queen Victoria) had been a British colony for some 65 years. In 1836 it had only 230 white residents.


Since the early 19th century, wool had driven Victoria’s strong economic growth (and, for that matter, across rest of Australia’s). In 1822, Britain lowered the duty on wool from Australia; overnight, the nation could compete with German wool prices. By 1839, Victorian wool was reaching England. The opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 and a cable link later meant even more trading opportunities, including wheat. By the late 1890s, even with the severe drought, wool was the nation's chief export.


It was now 70 years since Britain had ceased housing criminals in Victoria (and the rest of the mainland, but not Tasmania until much later, in 1853). But Australia’s population had continued to grow (despite the emigration in the depression of the 1890s), including across the Ballarat region.


Now, in 1911, Victoria’s white population was just edging over 1.3 million people (with 650 Aboriginals, down from 10,000 when Victoria was first settled). Ballarat itself now had nearly 50,000 people, servicing vast prosperous sheep and wheat-farming activity. It was the largest inland city in Australia.


The brass band sat stone-like awaiting the next command. The bandmaster shifted grip on his pencil baton.


‘Before we begin, gentlemen, may I introduce our new leader of the cornet section: Mr Nelson Ferguson.’


A short, fit, young man with an olive complexion rose. He smiled at his new colleagues. Nelson’s bright silver cornet clinked his shiny buttons.


‘Thank you. I’m delighted to be here.’


Nelson sat back down within the cornet section.


‘As many of you know, this fine local was in Prout’s Ballarat Band, the winner of the 1910 National Brass Band Eisteddfod. He’s pretty handy with the willow and ball too—one of the quicks at the Ballarat East Cricket Club. And like some others here, he’s now an art instructor at our School of Mines, in the Art Department.’


The bandmaster was right. Nelson was a star cornet player and had been part of winning brass bands in national eisteddfods from a young age. And it was also right that he was a talented young art instructor at the principal secondary educational institution in Ballarat. It conducted broad-based teaching, including mining, engineering, technical studies, and art classes. Nelson was now a second-generation Ballarat resident, heavily involved in music, art and sport across the town’s community.


And now he was an integral part of the 17th Rifle Brigade Band itself. Brass bands were at the core of Ballarat’s musical character. The town’s national reputation was in holding (and often winning) annual brass-band competitions.


‘Gentlemen, would you please all now welcome our new first cornet.’


The musicians tapped on their instruments and cheered. Nelson was a strong addition and the band members knew it; his future solo performances might just put them into the finals of the national eisteddfod.


Nelson settled his sparkling silver-plated 1905 b-flat Boosey & Hawkes cornet on his lap. It was a first-class instrument, imported from the best source of brass instruments, England. Most of the marches played on it came from the mother country too.


‘It’s time to put you blokes to work,’ shouted the bandmaster. His steely stare pressed into the band. He had the necessary military leadership techniques to extract the most out of his musicians, which, if the band gave its best, would be duly recognised. His army leadership was uncompromising; if standards fell below the minimum required, there would be unnerving consequences. This afternoon’s rehearsal was likely to display these traits.


A flourishing baton rose sharply and then stabbed the air, producing a clear and stable chord. Under the bandmaster’s command, and with a drum line now at pace, the Ballarat 17th Rifle Brigade Band launched into one of the great British military marches: ‘Sussex by the Sea’.


Despite the verve and crescendo, over the top of his music Nelson could see red fury on the bandmaster’s face. The left arm fell abruptly and with it the march’s beat.


‘Come on, you lot. This march must have a forward force. Like the troops for which it was written! Boys, it must empower. It must show whose side is on the go. All I can hear is the sorry sounds of parttimers making part-time music. Do you have any idea how a military march should, in fact, be played?!’


The baton thrust towards the wall. ‘Our king is appalled.’


The bandmaster stared at Nelson.


‘I want to hear the cornet section only, and from the beginning. No, forget that, I want to hear the first cornets only. Ferguson, lead the way.’


Lips pressed against mouthpieces.


The baton took aim at Nelson and then rose again. Held high and long it then struck. Cornet upon cornet rang out across the band room. A blue-ribbon chord bounced off walls.


As the balance of the band kicked in, a declaration could be heard over the top: ‘Yes! The sound is powerful. Vigorous. Stirring. Keep going. Push forward, boys. Push!’


The final chord held until two swift arms guillotined it.


‘Listen to me, boys. This sound has to take troops into battle. You can be sure it will have to do so one day. Play with this military purpose and this band will be doing its work.’








The Band’s Fit




The band sat dumbstruck from the impact of the military’s most powerful weapon: recognition.


‘Ferguson, outstanding leadership. Well done to all. Keep it up,’ rewarded the bandmaster. ‘Right, let’s pick it up one more time.’


Nelson again pressed his lips to the mouthpiece and returned his eyes to the sheet music, then the bandmaster.


‘Before we begin again, would you now please pay particular attention.’ The bandmaster looked determined. ‘You are required to demonstrate the standards necessary to be an effective part of the Australian Army within the great British Empire. This band is young, but its true history is one of Australia and Britain joined unhesitatingly at the hip in defence, and for all other matters. I want you to remember that, boys. I want you all formed as one too!’


On the day of Nelson's welcome, the brass band had turned only one year old, as had the rifle brigade that it supported. But the history the bandmaster spoke of was long and deep. The origins of the brigade and its band and, for that matter, Nelson’s membership of it, could be traced as far back as the 1880s; all the way back to king and country. When the new nation awoke in 1901, Ballarat men and those from all over Australia were fighting in the Boer War in aid of the motherland. Three Australians had won the highest British military award, the Victoria Cross for valour. Ten of the town’s boys died in the conflict. The War Memorial next to the Town Hall said so.


In his bars’ rest, Nelson splashed the floor with spit from his cornet. He spotted the king’s gaze: it was not disapproving.


The bandmaster’s role was to make the band competent. The band’s role was to stimulate purpose and pride in young Australian reserve soldiers from Ballarat. Like other rehearsals, today the bandmaster would demand a high work rate.


But there was a much larger task underway across Australia; for some years the young nation had been developing the systems and structures to support Britain in war, should it ask. And these young reservists were now part of Australia’s growing national reserve army.


‘All right, let’s take it again from the second-time bar chaps and charge to the end.’








Ready Set—1912




‘Pick that up,’ barked the brigade sergeant, pointing to a large wooden barrel of water.


‘Yes sir,’ said Nelson.


‘Now bloody well carry it right across that bridge over there and down into that waterhole, then over to the other embankment. Then put the bloody thing on top of that pile. And I want it done alone and with haste, Ferguson.’


Nelson heaved the barrel onto his short but sturdy frame and marched off towards the bridge. He could see a huge pile on the far side. Salty sweat drained into his eyes as he pressed on under the sergeant’s fierce gaze.


‘Hurry up, Ferguson, you haven’t got the whole bloody morning.’


Nelson soon found himself waist-deep in a stinking waterhole, driving himself forward to the next obstacle. He suddenly sank deeper then launched himself out of it, heaving the barrel onto the bank. Nelson’s chest searched for rich country air.


‘Ferguson, you’re making progress! Remember, the army doesn’t let up in the home straight! It drives forward!’


Nelson shouldered the barrel again, grinding his way to the end of the task. He then strained to lift it above his head for one last time, jamming it on top of the pile.


A wry smile appeared. ‘Now, go again.’








Support for the Empire




The waterhole exercise was being run by the combined operation of what had been the Ballarat 17th Rifle Brigade, now the 70th Infantry Brigade, and the associated Bendigo brigade. The militia group Nelson was part of had been re-formed, with the Ballarat East unit being allocated to the 70th Infantry Brigade.


The various exercises the young men had to undertake would get them fit, give them discipline, and teach teamwork. All of that might defeat an enemy. And save lives.


Nelson’s military training was part of a national drive. In 1911, military training was instituted for all Australian boys born in 1894, and in the following year, boys aged 12 to 17 began compulsory training. The ultimate aim was to have a militia strength of 80,000 men in Australia by 1916. The government was on track to achieve this.


All this building of embedded community soldiers across the newborn nation of Australia was being driven by a number of influences: a natural inclination that the nation should have its own ‘internal defence’ force; Japan’s defeat of Russia in 1904-05 and the threat she might pose in the future; and broad Empire support, encouraged by the motherland herself.


Britain and Australia’s ‘cooperation’ in relation to defence matters was now well established.


In 1909, Australia’s naval fleet was put under the Royal Navy and Australia agreed ‘to take its share in the general defence of the Empire’ (one in five people in Australia in 1901 had been born in England).


The following year, Lord Kitchener visited Australia, endorsing more military spending and creating a ‘mobile striking force’. Australia then agreed its troops could be mobilised to ‘certain overseas’ ports.


And now in 1912, at a further conference on ‘mutual assistance’, Australia and New Zealand agreed to supply Britain with 12,000 men if requested. Australia’s general defence scheme would shortly be ‘endorsed’ by the British Committee of Imperial Defence, discouraging mere ‘local defence’ and urging ‘active defence’.


In Nelson’s fitness and training, and those of thousands of other young Australians, lay the supreme military purpose.


The defeat of an enemy of the British Empire.








A Developing Storm—the Period to 1914




For Nelson, at 23, Ballarat seemed as safe as houses and was the perfect place to teach, to start a new family, and to enjoy music and sport. Ballarat was the largest inland city in Australia with much wealth. It had two daily papers, The Star and The Courier. It had an electric tram. It was part of the new prosperous and safe world of the Antipodes.


But on the other side of the world the picture was now completely different. There was little to celebrate. The European race to war could be traced back to the Franco-German conflict of 1871. Germany had defeated France, taking large parts of her as part of the prize of victory. Germany's military leadership had since then signalled that European domination was the next goal.


And it was prepared and able to threaten Britain too. Since 1900, Germany had been building a naval force to rival the Royal Navy. Britain’s supremacy at sea had been central military policy since the Battle of Trafalgar. From 1906, Britain’s central foreign policy was to outbuild Germany in battleships.


On land, the scent of conflict was in the nostrils of every European soldier and citizen. Both the German High Command and France had since 1911 been planning vast mobilisations, including the timetabling of thousands and thousands of trains across Europe to bring troops efficiently to battle.


And European countries had since the early 1900s developed huge embedded civilian armies, to be deployed when required. Compulsory training for European adolescents was widespread. By 1913, France was attempting to meet Germany’s huge number. Hundreds of thousands of horses were also being trained for imminent war.


By 1914, the Europeans, Britain and Russia had ordered themselves into two camps: Germany, Austria and Italy on the one hand (the Triple Alliance); and France, Britain and Russia on the other (the Triple Entente).


Each camp had now developed a colossal vitality to engage in war on immediate notice. All of these nations were staring at each other, either planning for, or wondering whether there would be, war.


All that was needed to start a global duel was a flashpoint.


One that might just take Nelson out of the safety of rural Ballarat and into the terror of combat in Europe.








Flashpoint—Mid-1914




On 28 June 1914, the spark for war was lit: the Austrian Archduke, Franz Ferdinand, and his wife, were shot dead. A month later, Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia. Three days later, Germany sent Russia an ultimatum, declaring war on her the next day. Under the Franco-Russian convention of 1892, if Germany attacked Russia, France had to defend her. France mobilised against Germany and, on 3 August 1914, Germany declared war on France too. The intoxication of impending violence was about to be realised. Sharpened national differences would soon cut down the lives of nations of young men.


The next day, the heavily trained German cavalry crossed into Belgium. Border-breaching young soldiers sat trained and tall on handsome horses. Under Germany’s so-called Schlieffen Plan (first developed in 1908), Belgium would be Germany’s entry point into France, with the intention of entering Paris within a short six weeks and securing a swift victory accordingly.


Deep in the night of 4 August 1914, Britain declared war on Germany. The steel-helmeted German army had invaded a small country, Belgium, unprovoked. Britain told her allies (following a narrow Cabinet vote) it would not stand for it.


The British Parliament made no formal decision to go to war. The ‘great crusade for democracy’ would formally start not with fragile parliamentary judgement but rather by royal prerogative writs. At 10.35 pm at Buckingham Palace, acting as a tiny Privy Council, His Majesty King George V and three Lords (all un-elected) tipped Britain into global warfare.


No European nation dilly-dallied. Military leaders seized earlier war-planning papers and began acting on them. Millions of men were now being mobilised across Europe for wholesale war and slaughter.


A staggering number of horses were also being mobilised: one for every three soldiers. Germany alone mobilised 715,000 horses; Russia, over a million; and Austria, some 600,000. Farms had now been stripped of their horsepower. Napoleonic notions of warfare retained currency.


Some two weeks later, British troops in small numbers crossed the English Channel in aid of France. As they bobbed in small boats, officers carried swords as had been wielded at Agincourt in 1415. The essentially unarmed and untrained island nation, with no real defence except its navy, was about to face the strongest manifestation of military power in human record. According to the Kaiser, the British troops were a ‘contemptible little army’.


And within those same two weeks, Britain illegally blockaded all food sea bound for Germany and, where possible, seized it. The enemy would be brought to its knees by every mean.


Germany was moving huge numbers of trains to carry troops charged with destroying century-old buildings and killing the enemy’s young men—some 2150 fifty-four wagon trains full of German troops now rattled over the bridges of the Rhine.


Those troops had now been tasked to conquer France quickly and then defeat the British Empire and her allies thereafter. Over a decade of preparation had now been unleashed.








Australia Joins In—July 1914




All of this maelstrom was far from Nelson’s weatherboard home at 52 Peel Street, Ballarat, Victoria.


Yet unbeknownst to the Fergusons (or any other Australian family), on 30 July 1914, Britain urgently sent telegrams to Australia and the other dominions warning of imminent war. Germany sent a similar ‘threatening war’ proclamation.


The conflict was not now European but global—with Australia being promptly pulled into it.


Days earlier, on 26 and 28 July 1914, without British Cabinet approval, Churchill concentrated the Royal Navy out to sea, positioned at war stations. Before Britain had even asked for it, Australia’s governor-general (commander-in-chief of all of Australia’s military forces) ‘unofficially’ offered Australia’s navy for Britain’s purposes.


On 31 July 1914, Canada offered a force of men, and in Australia the opposition leader declared that, if elected, he would support the mother country to ‘our last man and our last shilling’. New Zealand also offered support on the same day.


North-west of Nelson’s hometown of Ballarat, in the town of Horsham, the Prime Minister of Australia, Joseph Cook, declared: ‘It is no use to blink our obligations. If the Old Country is at war, so are we’. The Opposition soon matched that commitment to Empire. Both sides of politics had now indentured young Australian sons to serve the British Empire by killing its enemy.


At 6 pm on 3 August 1914, the Australian Government offered 20,000 men who were yet to volunteer (out of a pool of some 45,000 young Australians who had received basic military training). But because Australia’s citizen soldiers were largely composed of youths, it was decided a ‘special force’ of enlistments, chosen from elite volunteers across the whole population, would be created. According to official estimates, Australia might ultimately be able to give something like 820,000 men to the war effort from its population of five million. The Australian offer was made some 40 hours before the British Government had even declared war on Germany and was not in response to Germany’s declaration of war on France.


British newspapers soon praised the dominion support, recording that ‘Australia will fight for the Empire to the last’. This was true. Within the week, enlistments began at the Ballarat Drill Hall. On 7 August 1914, Nelson’s Ballarat military regiment was sent to Fort Queenscliff, outside Melbourne, along with other country regiments. Three days later, official recruiting opened for what was now being called the ‘Australian Imperial Force’ (AIF). Elite young Australians would shortly volunteer, then be selected for service abroad—only the nation’s strongest and best would go to war.


On 1 November 1914, 20,000 such men, formed as the 1st Division of the AIF, sailed with 8000 champion horses from Western Australia, set out for war in aid of the British Empire and her allies.


But Nelson was not on that first shipload. It was not his turn for the ‘adventure’ of war.


Yet.








Art Instruction—Early April 1915




The Ballarat School of Mines marked the entrance to Ballarat. Like many other buildings, it was a product of gold-rush money (Victoria produced most of the gold mined in the rush).


The building housed the art school and, within it, a large number of students, trainee teachers, and permanent staff.


Nelson had been an ‘art instructor’ at the school since the age of 18. A Ballarat boy all his life, he was now waiting to be assigned elsewhere in Victoria as an art teacher. It was likely to take him from Ballarat. He hoped it would be in the lights of Melbourne.


By April 1915, no less than tens of thousands of young Australians had volunteered to assist the British Empire support France and Russia to defeat the enemy. Large numbers of Ballarat boys were now fighting. Many had been shot or wounded. Many would yet suffer those fates.


Nelson looked up at the large art studio’s high ceilings and expansive windows. They were in fine condition and excellent for receiving a large light flow and therefore for delivering art instruction. The late-morning sun now streamed into the studio through old handmade windows set high in the room, their square panes each joined by substantial leadlight cross supports.


Nelson’s students were not only from Ballarat but also from the greater goldfields region, including another wealthy goldrush town quite nearby, Bendigo.


‘I thought we might try something special today, class,’ said Nelson enthusiastically. He held high an AIF hat. ‘This is more difficult to draw than you might think. Its dimensions might just challenge you.’


Nelson carefully placed it on the desk at the front of the classroom. The light struck the ‘Rising Sun’ badge on the brim. The badge was the third pattern of the Rising Sun, introduced onto the hat in 1904. It carried a sun rising over a scroll inscribed with the words ‘Australian Commonwealth Military Forces’. An earlier special version had been struck in 1902 for the coronation of King Edward VII of England.


The students pressed charcoal into paper.


‘You have one hour to complete two sketches this morning. You need to draw from at least two angles to learn perspective.’


‘Is this yours, Mr Ferguson?’ asked a student.


‘No,’ said Nelson, ‘I volunteered, but the AIF told me I was too short.’


Nelson was right. For him, entering the conflict was not possible. He certainly met the AIF’s age requirement of 19 to 38 years. But at 5 feet 5¼ inches, he was 3/4 of an inch too short to be ‘one of the finest’. And with a chest measurement of 32½ inches, his trunk was also out by 1½ inches. The army upheld strict standards. True, a young boy could offer a false age. But body size or height could not be fabricated.


Nelson quietly paced the classroom, studying the students’ early workings.


‘It’s just a question of lightly developing the outline, and then refining the shadowing.’


Nelson passed by another work in progress. ‘Very good,’ he said. ‘You have shown the form, but always look for the character of the object. There is a whole nation behind that hat. Care in your work will show respect for your subject and help reveal its substance.’


Nelson moved to another student flipping the white paper on his easel. The sun through the leadlight began to impose the shadow of a cross on his page. Using it as a frame of reference, the student’s charcoal drew surely across the page, revealing a brim.


‘Class, I will give you some more time. Please complete your work by noon,’ said Nelson.








Opportunity




Nelson quietly walked through the studio door. Boards creaked under heavy boots towards the Head of Art’s office.


‘Come in, Ferguson, I’ve been expecting you.’


Nelson stepped forward. Harbrow’s office was sunlit and messy. Barricaded behind a clogged desk, Harbrow sat motionless, peering.


Harbrow looked up at a handsome face with a strong jawline. The summer had given it a light tan. Nelson’s large twilight-brown eyes were clear and kind. Harbrow could see his office window in them.


Harbrow mechanically tapped an envelope on the desk. ‘I’m afraid I have some news to relay to you, Nelson’.


‘Yes sir.’


Harbrow slowly pulled the letter from its envelope. Earlier in the year he had taken Nelson up to Melbourne for an interview for a position as a full-time first-year art teacher in the State school system of Victoria. He now held the result. Harbrow unfolded the letter and stretched it to arm’s length, lowering his half-rimmed glasses.


Harbrow’s face slowly produced a wry smile.


Dear Mr Harbrow, I am pleased to inform you that we wish to offer Mr Nelson Ferguson a position as an intern art teacher at our school commencing at the beginning of July this year, 1915. Would you please confirm his availability in due course. (Signed Principal, Warrnambool Junior Technical School, Warrnambool, Victoria)


‘It’s not quite Melbourne,’ said Harbrow, ‘but it’s on the coast and you can train down to Melbourne in about four hours. Pretty close really.’ Harbrow smiled and rose from his chair. Willing hands shook.


‘I’m excited about this, sir.’


‘You’ve been offered a place at a fine regional school, Nelson. You should take this up and count yourself lucky—you are one of only a select few from the school to receive an offer this year. The Department obviously thinks you have marked observational ability. I thought that when you first came here. And you have, as I expected, proven me correct I am delighted to say.’


Harbrow handed over the letter. ‘Show this to your folks Nelson— they will be very proud.’


‘Thank you for all you have done for me, Mr Harbrow.’


‘That is the responsibility and privilege of this fine school, and especially my privilege,’ said Mr Harbrow.


Nelson looked down at the letter. He was full of mixed emotions: part excitement, part wonder, and part sadness to be leaving his hometown.


He returned the letter to its envelope. His future now sat in his shirt pocket.


‘Go and tell your parents—they will be very proud I am sure.’


‘I will. Thank you again, sir.’


‘I know your mother will be sad you won’t be going to Melbourne, but that is how it is—you have to take this up, it’s a very good school and a good start for you for a long and distinguished career.’


‘Yes, I’m fortunate to have this chance.’


Mr Harbrow was not overstating it. The opportunity was a good one which could ultimately take the young art teacher far in the Victorian education system; young teachers who spent time in rural Victoria were well recognised for their dedication, commitment and broad experience. Currently only holding a temporary art instructor’s position, Nelson knew he could not stay on at the school in Ballarat; the Warrnambool position would provide him with an excellent opportunity for a long-term art teaching career.


But leaving his hometown of Ballarat meant leaving the close Ferguson family. And his teacher was right. There could be no doubt Nelson’s mother would be proud of his achievement but also sad to see him leave home.








Leather Meets Willow




Nelson turned out of the school building, righting his bicycle leaning against the wrought-iron gate. Straddling the seat, he realised the journey home with his Warrnambool news had to wait for an important commitment.


Dancing pedals powered through the back streets of Ballarat. The bucolic countryside opened itself to the young teacher. Old tyre tracks marked the journey’s line along dusty roads. The broad sweep of sunlight across the countryside was as bright as the adventure in Nelson’s pocket.


The bike shuddered across the cattle grate. Nelson could see a young man bobbing in long grass under labour.


It was Roy, Nelson’s younger brother. Roy was pounding makeshift stumps into dry dirt with an old cricket bat.


The smell of woolly sheep lay in golden paddocks. A kookaburra perched on a fence pole laughed then flew off.


The long, dry summer grass tickled Roy’s hand as he set and reset his batting grip. ‘Come on Nel, you’re late—time to play!’


‘I’m coming over.’ Nelson’s bike disappeared in the grass and he picked up the well-worn ball. Cricket was summer’s ritual for the brothers..


Across from the pitch, Roy could see the beginnings of a strong afternoon of brotherly mateship and rivalry.


‘Come on Nel,’ ‘let her rip. I’ll go easy on you today’.


‘We’ll see about that!’ declared Nelson.


Holding the ball tight, Nelson studied the pitch, then leant forward. A long enthusiastic run-in gathered pace.


Roy gripped, and then re-gripped the bat; the pounding on the hard paddock quickened.


The willow raised itself high and volleyed the ball straight over Nelson’s head, out beyond the paddock’s distant barbed-wire fence.


‘Great shot,’ called Nelson, turning briskly to recover it. ‘Your eye's in already Roy!’


The boys had been playing across the summer and so it was a level of intuition coupled with a good dose of fairness which governed who would bat first. The spirit of the game was well respected; Roy’s innings were longer but that was fine—the benefit of any doubt would always be with the younger brother.


The afternoon haze was gracious to the brothers. As they took turns time was lost. And sometimes the ball with it.


After many self-declared successes with bat and ball, and a fair exchange of innings, the afternoon’s light told them to call it a day and to head home for tea with the family.


‘Nel, Mum will want us home very soon.’


‘The Poms would declare “bad light” so we may as well,’ called back Nelson.


Roy leant over and strained to pull the stumps from the baked dirt. ‘Nothing to aim at now, Nel,’ called Roy, ‘but how ’bout one more ball in my favour to get me over 50?’


‘Right mate,’ agreed Nelson.


Turning for his run-in again, Nelson roared down towards the pitch as if it was the first bowl of the day.


Roy could bat but this particular delivery had a speed and sureness to it: like a bullet, it went quick, straight and, against Roy’s best bet, dead on target, just where the stumps had been.


Roy prised his head high and, with a twisting of the right shoulder, heaved his bat at the ball.


The red dot arched long and high into Ballarat’s sky.


‘Bet that’s a six,’ yelled Roy.


‘Bet it’s not. But if it is, it’s six and out over the fence!’ cried Nelson.


Nelson about-faced, straining his eyes to see the projectile now disappearing into wide white clouds. The sun’s rays then burst through, blinding him temporarily.


‘I reckon I’ve got it,’ shouted Nelson in disbelief.


‘This one’s no chance for out,’ shouted back Roy.


With keen sight and the willingness of a racehorse, Nelson dived under the ball, his left hand fully stretched.


‘You can get this, Nel,’ Roy shouted, cheering Nelson on.


‘I bet you I can’t!’ gasped Nelson.


Nelson heaved himself towards the ball with one last surge. As paddock grass flew everywhere, the ball shot itself into Nelson’s open hand.


And stuck.


‘Great catch, but still a six,’ declared Roy.


‘Great hit, but I’m afraid you’re out!’ Nelson shouted back, rolling through the paddock and ending on his back in laughter.


Roy ran over, reached down, and pulled his brother up. Dust swallowed wide smiles.


‘That was one of the best catches of the day, Nel. Hang on, maybe this summer.’


‘Wish I could claim that one, Roy, but it was a fluke.’


‘Nah,’ said his brother. ‘You lost it in the clouds. But you chased it across from nowhere. It might have fallen into your hand, Nel, but that was no chance. God willed it, I reckon’.


‘That may be right, Roy, but I could have used him earlier in the day!’ said Nelson.


The teammates dusted themselves off. Roy tucked the old stumps under his armpit. Nelson spotted peeping handlebars and pushed the old bike upright.


The stroll home took the brothers down a narrow dusty track lined by large mature oaks. The evening continued to cool. A flock of redtailed black cockatoos screeched loud, flew in the direction of the track, then perched themselves in the eucalypts.








Catching the Light




‘Hang on,’ said Nelson, stopping. He turned back and looked through the fence in the direction of the pitch. The sun’s rays had covered the field with a late-afternoon golden haze. Nelson took the envelope from his shirt pocket, unfolded the letter and began sketching on the back.


‘Roy, do you mind if I catch this light? It’s beautiful. It’ll only take a minute and I can finish it off later tonight.’


‘Fine,’ said Roy, ‘but make it quick. We are just about past tea-time. I’m starving.’


Nelson sketched quickly but with care. His sure hand conveyed the field onto the paper. He held a small pencil delicately and crafted a setting sun on the right lower edge of the page.


‘That looks just like where we are,’ said Roy.


‘That’s the idea, Roy. But it’s just a start so I can build the scene in colour later,’ said Nelson. ‘I want to show my students some sketches at the school next week. As I keep telling them, capturing the outline and then the light is half the trick.’


‘Yeh, and beating the bloody dark on our way home is a pretty good idea too—let’s go, Nel’.


Quickly finishing the outline, Nelson pocketed the letter.








Catching Adventure




As they turned into their street, Roy flicked the ball in the air once more. ‘We should tell Mum we’re ready to play for Australia against the bloody Poms.’


‘A lot of young chaps are already playing for Australia anyway, but against the Germans,’ said Nelson. ‘This war in Europe might just take plenty more of our mates there too.’


‘Yes, I know,’ said Roy. ‘It sounds exciting; I’m going to find out more about it tomorrow. But it’s on the other side of the world, Nel, and I think Mum and Dad are keeping that idea away from the dinner table. Unless I ask my mates at school, I can’t seem to find too much about how to join up.’


Roy’s country boot kicked another stone.


‘But I know the army’s in town, Nel—recruiting like mad. They want strong lads like us—well maybe even you, Nel.’ Roy laughed.


‘Yeh, perhaps they might if they fall short on numbers,’ said Nelson. ‘But anyway, you’re too short, Roy. They’re not going to let you join up.’


‘We’ll see about that. I reckon I can easily make myself look older— lots of mates have got through that way,’ replied Roy.


Nelson stopped suddenly, raising road dust. He turned to Roy. Nelson patted his shirt pocket. ‘I’ve been offered teaching work full time in Warrnambool—Mr Harbrow gave me the offer letter today.’


‘I thought you wanted to go to Melbourne.’


‘I did, but the Department reckons it has grander plans for me outside that city first.’


‘Forget Warrnambool, Nel, wherever that is. Come to town with me tomorrow and we’ll see if the army will take us both.’ Roy thought it was time for some proper English: ‘And let’s join up with the Australian Imperial Force, old chap!’


‘Very funny, Roy—war is no laughing matter. Harbrow’s cousin is a senior officer in the British Army. He tells me the fighting has been appalling so far. We don’t know what might be in store for those who join up.’


‘But we could go bright and early to the Town Hall.’


‘The place we’re going is home for tea.’ Nelson laughed. ‘But if you really want to have a run at the idea, talk to Mum and Dad about it tonight at tea.’


‘No way’ said Roy. ‘I’m not up for that level of conflict! They’ll stop me if I tell them what I want to do. My mates are either joining up with their parents’ consent or joining up then they’re telling their folks. Either way, they’re bloody joining up, Nel.’


‘Let’s see,’ said Nelson.


The front door closed on the remaining summer light. The two brothers charged down the hall for a wash and family tucker.








Serious Family Concerns




James Ferguson turned into Peel Street, Ballarat. Large white and blue hydrangeas decorated the weatherboard cottage. James loved his hometown; he was a Ballarat boy, born there in 1874.


The train driver’s boots were heavily worn but well kept and still strong. They came off slowly and took their usual resting place just inside the front door.


‘I’m home, love,’ he called down the hall.


‘Good, the boys are just in too.’


Nelson’s mother, Lucretia, was of European descent, born in 1869 in the small town of Smythesdale, 10 miles south of Ballarat. Her father was from Croatia but had become a naturalised citizen of the colony of Victoria in 1897. Lucretia was beautiful, as was her singing voice. Audiences at Ballarat’s Her Majesty’s Theatre, built in 1899, had heard it regularly. Lucretia had come from a long line of European artists and musicians. She drew her children in that direction whenever she could. All of her children, including Nelson, had responded to her encouragement and had natural talent as artists and musicians.


Lucretia carefully placed the soup on the table. Nelson and Roy were now joined by their siblings: young John aged 10, Hilda, 15, and Alice, 20.


‘Dad, you should have seen Nel’s catch out in the back paddock. It was a ripper,’ said Roy. ‘I reckon he should play for Australia.’


‘I’m sure it was,’ said his father.


‘What happened on the track, Dad?’ asked Roy.


‘It was a long journey out to Learmonth, then back home in the afternoon. Then we went to the pub. The AIF was there recruiting lads by shouting beers.’


‘A mate at school told me you can enlist this Monday outside the Town Hall,’ said Roy.


‘You won’t be doing that,’ said Lucretia firmly. ‘You have better things to do. Anyway, the papers are saying the war will be over very soon.’


Nelson’s father agreed. ‘Roy, you must know you should not be joining up. Anyway your mother is right; this war will end soon enough. It’ll be over before you get there, son. The papers all say so. Europe will return to normal and as far as this family is concerned this strife abroad is no business of ours.’


‘But some of my mates have already joined up,’ declared Roy. ‘They say there’s a lot left in this fight. And I’ve heard from a mate that the AIF might end up letting anyone in.’


‘War is not for this family,’ declared James.


‘Yes,’ agreed Lucretia. ‘I don’t want you going anywhere near it and certainly not near the army’s recruitment activities. They have particular ways of getting the numbers up, and they’re good at it.’


Lucretia looked at both boys. ‘You have to build your lives. This war will only destroy them. I don’t want to discuss it anymore and I don’t want it mentioned in this house or between you.’


Roy glanced across to Nelson, then studied his soup.


Nelson took the envelope from his pocket. ‘I’ve got some news, Mum and Dad. I’ve been offered a job in Warrnambool starting as soon as possible. Mr Harbrow gave it to me this morning.’


‘That’s wonderful news!’ said Lucretia. Nelson’s father reached across the table and placed his hand on Nelson’s shoulder.


Lucretia beamed. For Lucretia, Warrnambool was as far away from the conflict in Europe as she could have hoped for.


‘Yes, this is the best news, son.’








Gallipoli and the Anzacs—28 April 1915




On 28 April 1915, Nelson headed down to the newsagent in Ballarat’s Main Street.


‘One Courier, please sir.’


Nelson flipped open the paper. A large lump formed in his throat. He flopped onto the street bench, gasping at the news.


The headline on page 1 read:


‘Attack at Dardenelles. Victorious Bombardment. Disembarkation of Troops. Large Force Established.’


The article told Nelson that Australian troops were now heavily involved in battle in Turkey as part of its effort in supporting Britain and its allies against the enemy.


Nelson read on. According to the newspaper, on 25 April 1915, Australian, New Zealand and other Entente forces had stormed the coastline of Gallipoli before sunrise, despite serious opposition from an enemy behind strong entrenchments.


The landing operations were completely successful, and before nightfall a large force of troops had been established ashore. The landing of the army continues.


‘My God,’ whispered Nelson, head in hands. ‘Roy mustn’t try to volunteer. Christ.’


The British strategy was to take control of the Dardanelles, and in turn to limit the enemy’s main supply route to Russia where Germany had opened up an Eastern Front. Using the infantry to invade the adjacent peninsula of Gallipoli had arisen because the British Navy had failed to secure the Dardanelles some months earlier.


The Australians and New Zealanders taking to the shores on 25 April 1915 were known as ‘Anzacs’. The name ‘Anzac’ had been born in a hotel in Cairo in 1914. Documents were being sent there to the ‘A and NZ Army Corps’, causing a British officer, Lieutenant AT White, to suggest the name Anzac. The leader of the Australian and New Zealand forces at the time, Lieutenant General Birdwood, also a British officer, decided to approve the term. At Gallipoli, Birdwood had requested that Australians and New Zealanders be known as ‘Anzac’ and that the primary landing place there be called Anzac Cove. Soon those who fought there were being called Anzacs.


After the landing, His Majesty the King told the Australian Government ‘that Australian troops had indeed proved themselves worthy sons of the Empire’.


The day after Nelson had read the Ballarat Courier, 29 April 1915, the Assistant Minister for Defence told the Australian Parliament that ‘the Government would send to the seat of war what the Imperial Government require’.


Later in the Gallipoli campaign, when bullets were not whizzing (and sometimes when they were) bronzed naked Australians dipped at the beaches—as they had done back home.


Upbeat Reports and Strong Sentiments—May 1915


Upbeat versions of how the young Australians at Gallipoli had fared were soon everywhere. In the Town and Country Journal of 12 May 1915, the following account of Gallipoli was given:


It was a great achievement to land in the dark on a coast where the enemy’s strength was unknown, and, having driven the Turks back, to hold the country firmly, while reinforcements followed. Every one of those who are taking part in the action against the Turks will appreciate the words of General Birdwood, who said he could not sufficiently praise their courage, endurance, and soldierly qualities. Though the list of casualties has brought grief to many homes, there is consolation in the thought that all our men at the front are fighting gloriously for the defence of the Empire. Many more thousands of young men are giving their services, and in course of time will join their comrades in the battle line. And in the coming years the memory of all those who fought in the greatest war the world has ever seen, and in the severest crisis through which the Empire has ever passed, will be handed down from generation to generation with pardonable pride.


On the same day as the Journal had been published, a fellow teacher of Nelson’s, Jeannie Dobson from Ballarat Agricultural High, wrote to the wounded in hospital abroad. The letter read:


Dear Australian Boys, every Australian woman’s heart this week is thrilling with pride, with exaltation, and while her eyes fill with tears she springs up as I did when the story in this Saturday’s Argus was finished and says, ‘Thank God, I am an Australian’. Boys you have honoured our land; you, the novices, the untrained, the untaught in war’s grim school, have done the deeds of veterans. Oh, how we honour you; how we glory in your matchless bravery, in your yet more wonderful fortitude, which the war correspondent says was evinced so marvellously as your boatloads of wounded cheered and waved amid their pain as you were rowed back to the vessels!


What gave you the courage for the heroic dash to the ridge, boys? British grit, Australians’ nerve and determination to do or die, a bit of primeval man’s love of a big fight against heavy odds.


God’s help too, surely.


The school’s motto was Duty Always.


In the letter the Ballarat teacher noted:


With God the ultimate issue rests. We can only leave you in His hands. Ask Him to soothe your pain, heal your bodies, recoup your lost strength, give you grace and help, that ‘You may live to fight again, and to strike another blow.’


Australia’s newspapers (as early as 1850 there were some 50 papers from Perth to Brisbane) soon published the letter. It was also published in British papers, described as ‘stirring and touching’.


Right across the cities and towns of Australia including Ballarat, Australians had been anxious about how the young Australian soldiers would fare in battle. That anxiety had now vanished with the triumphant news of how the boys had handled themselves abroad.


‘Come on,’ encouraged Roy to his siblings sitting in the Ferguson family lounge room, ‘it’s time for this family to sing together.’


Roy had eagerly bought the newly written patriotic song from the newsagent: ‘What Do You Think of Australia Now?’ which had been written by Felix Le Roy with lyrics by JW Benson.


Lucretia looked ashen-faced at Roy. ‘That’s not a song for this house, Roy.’


‘Come on Mum,’ cried Roy. ‘It’s only a song.’ Roy looked down, studying the sheet music.


They’re missing from the Factory and they’re missing from the Farm.


They’re missing from the City Office too.


They heard the call of duty and they bravely shouldered arms, Like ev’ry true Australian Son should do.


Far away from home and loved ones they have sailed across the sea, To protect our King and country, and our glorious liberty.


Around the Rotunda—Warrnambool, Early July 1915 


By July 1915, Nelson was living on the Victorian coast in Warrnambool. He had just begun teaching at the local junior technical school. The school had a long and proud record (schooling had been free, except for music tuition, and compulsory in Victoria since 1873).


The town was the birthplace of one of Australia’s most famous songs. The tune had been played there at the 1894 horse races by the Warrnambool Militia Artillery Band, in the form of an old Scottish tune named ‘The Bonnie Wood of Craigielea’. A month or so later, the Australian poet, Banjo Paterson, put words to it, calling it ‘Waltzing Matilda’.


Nelson now found himself again with cornet in hand, this time under the new rotunda in the beautiful botanical gardens. But now the band was ready for a different tune: a military march in support of the AIF’s current recruitment endeavours, a sound to give dignity to the job of collecting young men to kill others.


The gleaming buttons and badges of the Warrnambool A-grade brass band flashed across the rotunda.


Warrnambool’s rich architectural history was more than just fine local pubs and hotels. The rotunda (built in 1913 at a cost of £297) was a fine structure. It could house many a splendid band or other public event, and often did. Today was no exception.


The army’s large green recruitment tent, diagonal to the rotunda, was makeshift by comparison. Its canvas walls flapped like sheets on a clothes line. In gaps, young men stretched out from it for about 100 yards. Army recruiting had been in full swing since shortly after the outbreak of war some 11 months earlier. The Australian Government had set demanding monthly targets, and they were (at least for now) being met.


This small coastal town was no exception; it had already volunteered many of its strong young men to assist the Empire fight its enemy. Many of the boys from Warrnambool, as with Nelson’s own town of Ballarat, had volunteered early. The AIF’s Gallipoli campaign had started some three months earlier; some of the boys in that campaign had already returned home. Of course the recruits today were not replacements; they were, according to the AIF, part of the ‘consolidation’ of the war effort.


Nelson held his shiny silver cornet high, waiting for the band to fire up again. As the baton swirled so too did ‘Invercargill’. The commanding sound volleyed out of the rotunda and into the generous garden area. The context was now being set for a prosperous army recruitment drive.


As the band turned into the Coda, Nelson’s cornet bell revealed more young local lads joining the volunteers’ line. Nelson could also see an AIF officer entering the rotunda. He was fit and well kept.


‘This bloke’s got one of the army’s most potent weapons,’ whispered one trombone player to another. ‘Yeh,’ said the other, ‘purpose.’


The officer stood next to the band conductor just as the last note of the march struck. The bandmaster then placed his baton carefully on the lip of the music stand.


‘Right, boys. Colonel Briggs of the AIF recruitment section will now say a few words.’


‘Thank you, sir,’ said Briggs, invading the rotunda. Briggs surveyed the young Australian potential recruits. With the full authority of the AIF, his large head slowly pivoted on his muscular neck. Laps held instruments stone still.


‘Gentlemen, may I say you are doing a fine job assisting our work to recruit these splendid examples of the young local manhood within this town. By the end of last year, over 50,000 Australian men had enlisted to assist the Empire. Of course, more have enlisted since.’


‘But this is, I am afraid, still significantly short of the further commitment Australia could make to mother England. According to our estimates, there are some 800,000 more eligible fighting men in this fine nation of some five million people. Those who sailed to Turkey and who are now fighting at Gallipoli are the fittest, strongest and most ardent in the land.’ Briggs again paused. ‘I have every reason to believe that you too fall into that category.’


‘Men, the point has come to consider your own positions.’


‘I want the whole band now to rise and show this generous public how much its members are behind the war effort. By joining that volunteer line over there you will be committing to the Empire’s future.’


The officer took the baton and thrust it towards the recruitment tent.


‘That steely glare under that bloody moustache is go’na put more blokes in France than any call to arms,’ muttered the trombonist. ‘Yeh,’ said the other, ‘that’s the army’s best chance by far.’


‘As band members,’ the colonel continued, ‘you will, if you volunteer, as part of the longest of traditions of fighting men, likely be placed with the medical corps as stretcher-bearers.’


Nelson stared at the recruitment tent, then at Briggs. He had just been told his profile fitted perfectly the role of the stretcher-bearer within an ambulance unit. A unit that might one day be in Europe as part of the Allies’ war effort.


Bearer work was as deadly as infantry due to its close proximity to battle; bearers had to recover the sick and wounded from ‘no-man’s-land’—the ground between the two opposing armies. Frequently, bearers would be expected to work in full view of machine-gunners or artillery observers. They also had to perform strenuous duties on the battlefield. Both character and frame were pressed to the limit in the role.


‘Thank you, Colonel. You heard him boys!’ willed the bandmaster.


‘Off you go then. We want that line as long as the British Government requires,’ demanded Briggs.


Nelson cased his cornet and with the others spilled out of the rotunda and pooled near the volunteer tent.


Until this point, Nelson had no thought that the invitation to ‘volunteer’ would be offered; and in front of the listening public.


Dutifully, one after the other, band members started joining the line into the tent. Nelson fell in behind another cornet player, followed by one of the trombonists.








Time to Volunteer




After some time, Nelson stood in the middle of the flapping army tent, shivering in the wintery conditions.


He then stepped forward towards the recruitment officer sitting behind a long wooden trestle table.


‘Name?’


‘Nelson Harold Ferguson, sir.’


‘Address?’


‘Care of 52 Peel Street, Ballarat. I’ve only just started my teaching duties this month here at Warrnambool Junior Technical School,.’


The officer had a long look at Nelson. ‘I guess that’s why we haven’t seen you in this tent before, Ferguson,’ snapped the officer.


‘That’s right, sir. But I’m also too short for the AIF. They told me that back in Ballarat. I’m only 5 feet 5 ¼ inches.’


‘That may have been correct,’ retorted the officer. ‘But I am pleased to tell you that last month in its wisdom the National Recruitment Office determined that the height requirement would be appropriately adjusted. In the circumstances of Britain’s war effort, and this nation’s contribution to it, the minimum height requirement is now 5 feet 2. You now qualify, son.’
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