

[image: imgaa0973ba040d]




THE GLASS
CRICKET BALL




WAR • ART • SACRIFICE














JAN WILLIAM SMITH







Copyright © Jan William Smith


First published 2022


This book is copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purposes of private study, research, criticism or review as permitted under the Copyright Act, no part may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without written permission.



All inquiries should be made to the publishers.



Big Sky Publishing Pty Ltd
PO Box 303, Newport, NSW 2106, Australia
Phone: 1300 364 611
Fax: (61 2) 9918 2396
Email: info@bigskypublishing.com.au
Web: www.bigskypublishing.com.au


Cover design and typesetting: Think Productions



[image: ]

For Cataloguing-in-Publication entry see National Library of Australia.


Author: Jan William Smith


Title: The Glass Cricket Ball: War. Art. Sacrifice


ISBN: 9781922615398




THE GLASS
CRICKET BALL




WAR • ART • SACRIFICE














[image: imgdba464827c0c]


JAN WILLIAM SMITH







CONTENTS



















	
One







	





	
Two







	





	
Three







	





	
Four







	





	
Five







	





	
Six







	





	
Seven







	





	
Eight







	





	
Nine







	





	
Ten







	





	
Eleven







	





	
Twelve







	





	
Thirteen







	





	
Fourteen







	





	
Fifteen







	





	
Sixteen







	





	
Seventeen







	





	
Eighteen







	





	
Epilogue







	





	
Notes







	





	
About the Author





































The one-armed Melbourne artist Napier Waller OBE CMG created the great Hall of Memory at the Australian War Memorial in Canberra. Waller died in 1972 without knowing that 20 years later his greatest work would be the place for a tomb that would be central to Australia’s remembrance of war dead. The Glass Cricket Ball is a story of Waller’s life, the creation of a great artwork and the bringing home and re-burial of the remains of an Unknown Australian Soldier from a French World War I battleground.




ONE




I came for a funeral – and a parade. I saw an escorted motor-drawn gun carriage with a coffin and black-plumed horses skittering on the bitumen like girls in tap shoes warming up for a dance. The horses, always part of man’s ceremonies and bizarre entertainments, had come for a field marshal’s funeral. Except there was no field marshal. The burial was for an Unknown Australian Soldier.


It was 11 November 1993 and the funeral of this unknown and perhaps unremarkable man would seem to draw the line under nearly a century of remembrances and commemorations of the wars that have taken more than 100,000 Australian lives since 1914.


And there was the tomb. But before there was the tomb I had been searching for another man – the man who created the place for the tomb. He, too, had been an unremarkable soldier. But he was to become a remarkable artist. His name was Mervyn Napier Waller.


***


I had first journeyed to the place where Waller was born in 1893. I knew I was trespassing when I climbed a padlocked steel gate beside the Kolor Road near the little Victorian western district town of Penshurst, but I was not likely to be challenged. The house that had been called Grand View, was no longer there. Now the ground was scattered with pinecones from an ancient Monterey pine that would have stood beside the garden gate of the homestead that had been there 100 years before.


Before me was scattered evidence of the artist’s childhood, tumbled over, rusting and blowing in the wind. There remained only some stone blocks in rows, where once the bearers of the house had lain. The old pine tree, its bark like the shingles of a giant grey saurian, would have seen the fire that destroyed the house one day in 1977. But by that time the artist who had been a boy there would have been five years dead.


In town, I had talked to the Farrells and had been told the bushfire had started on the Macarthur Road, to the south-west of Penshurst village on a Wednesday night in mid-January and had burned northward through the black soil flats. It was smoking there for days, concealed in the deep cracks in the black earth and smouldering in the tussock grass, with no-one paying much attention. On the Saturday morning the wind returned and the fire was easily fanned into life. It travelled fast through the thick pasture grass down behind the house.


Foyster Farrell, who lived there then with his wife, Ellen, thought it had missed Grand View by at least a quarter of a mile. But in the afternoon the wind changed and there was nothing they could do. The house was built of weatherboard, with a corrugated iron roof. It had not stood a chance. And there was no time to save the pictures.


Oh yes, there were pictures, even then. Before the boy had gone to Melbourne to study his art, there were pictures. In the little house he had begun very early to express himself with mural decoration. He would have read about murals in the books he borrowed. There would be murals in his life and the obvious place for him to start was on the farmhouse walls.


To the people of Penshurst village, the murals were just the fancy of a boy. Some medieval bucolic scenes. When the fire came they were of least concern. Of course, there were those in town who said they had always meant to photograph them because the boy they thought they once knew had become famous. But they had never gone and now they shook their heads as though these were their personal loss.


The Farrells moved into town after the fire, leaving only the tangle of twisted corrugated iron roofing and two brick chimneys pointing skywards like the stiff burned legs of an animal carcass. In time the grass grew over it all, and the wind blew the blackened roof iron away and rolled the two burst corrugated iron water tanks off their stands. The remains of a fallen windmill lay in a rusting tangle.


The young Mervyn Waller had liked living ‘in the stones’, as Penshurst people called the land that was littered with ancient volcanic residue. The volcanic soil in the lava country was rich, but when sufficient of the Mt Rouse stones were shouldered out of the way, the boy’s father could farm scarcely 11 of the 200 acres he had for that purpose. ‘Stone Waller’ is what William Waller sometimes called himself, which is a clue to how he might have pronounced his own name. The boy’s mother, Sarah Napier, had come from a line of Scottish Napiers and could trace them back as far as the Magna Carta. One was John Napier, who invented logarithms.


To the south-west across the grassy plain was the scoria cone of the extinct Mt Napier volcano. But the boy had his own volcano less than a mile behind the house, the thumbprint of a much more ancient event, the crater at Mt Rouse. The crater was round and filled with water surrounded by reeds, sedges, thistles and swamp buttercups. Local folklore said it was bottomless. The boy had heard the legend of an Aboriginal woman called the White Lady, who was believed to have supernatural powers. According to Aboriginal stories, some of the White Lady’s body had been deposited in a cave after her death. It was said that the superstitious Kolor natives had parted the lady’s head and hands from the body and taken them to another secret place to prevent her spirit returning.


The tower of the bluestone Kolor homestead dominated from across the road. The Victorian folly had been built by John Twomey in 1868 and would have been the boy’s first tangible example of a castle – his Camelot. The fair Guinevere would have been more in the boy’s thoughts than the Aborigines’ White Lady.


The people of Penshurst who had ‘lost’ the boy Waller’s murals in the bushfire and who would later treasure a meagre collection of the adult artist’s woodcuts and water colours in the nearby Hamilton art gallery, would have more to tell about their favourite son. But not now. I would return to Melbourne with the chronology in mind and a love story.


***


In 1915, Christian Yandell and her mother Emily moved from Bendigo to Parkville to take a lease on a house beside a lolly shop.


The terrace house faced the church of St Michael across the way, on the corner of Dryburg and Brougham Streets. The church was too large, as churches mostly are, for its humble purpose and the girl Christian would have noticed that its rose window had only plain glass. This would have disappointed her as she hurried to catch the cable tram to attend her studies at the National Gallery School.


At the school, marble and plaster figures faced one another across the timber floor of the high-beamed sculpture room with its even higher bas-relief wall decorations. The sculptures offered their cold lifeless bits and pieces of hands and feet for the girl sketchers to draw. Protocol and decency and the dictates of the ascetic Director, Bernard Hall, would not permit life studies to be drawn from the flesh. Talk in the Savage Club had ‘Barney’ Hall far too stiff and faultlessly dressed ever to be found in flagranti with a female nude. Yet Hall could paint a nude – had, indeed painted a nude. With Hugh Ramsay he had shared the same model – the two artists watching each other while they both watched the shivering girl. One would have wondered who had chaperoned whom.


When Christian was at last allowed to paint from life, Director Hall still regarded even faint praise of the undraped figure on sketchbook or canvas as a transgression. His students in the painting class, mostly young women like the 16-year-old Miss Yandell, would paint only the partially draped nude.


Christian was at the school in 1910, before she met the boy from Penshurst, Mervyn Waller. Now she would find a kindred classicist in the boy who had arrived from the western districts farm. They were to enjoy each other’s company and each other’s experiences of classical reading, dreams and mysticism.


The boy was a romantic like her and read Mallory and studied the Arthurian legend. He had shown her his first serious portrait. It was of St Cecilia, the Christian martyr and patron saint of music. He had sent it to Hall and the amateurish painting had opened the doors of the gallery school for him. He was finding Christian to be a warm companion in the cold common room that smelt of spilt milk and stale sandwiches and in the frigid sculpture gallery with the dead plaster and cold marble figures on plinths.


There was another instructor. He wore an old green overcoat. On a cold Melbourne winter’s day he had even been seen to wear two overcoats, plus a black velvet cap. He was Frederick McCubbin. Christian and the young Waller had seen McCubbin’s paintings. One of them was of a bush burial, the stony earth turned up from the grave of a child. There was a discarded pick and shovel and a coil of rope, symbols of a sad event. The rope had lowered the coffin into the earth and now lay discarded.


Hall and McCubbin never seemed happy together. Christian had been drawing for two years and was now painting under Hall, of whom she saw little except when it was to dispense criticism. The tall dry Englishman offered little more than ‘you’ve got it wrong!’ before he elevated himself to his upstairs studio. Christian missed the smallish, pale, balding McCubbin who, in the drawing class the year before, would hover about with suggestions as they broke pieces of fresh bread and rolled them into balls to rub shadings into charcoal lines.


Theosophy was fashionable and sometimes it was discussed. Theosophy seemed to suggest to Christian Yandell a gentler world at a time when modernism and war were gaining a disturbing prominence. She was gentle and was beginning to see how she may admit the spiritual to her art. Many of the young women were discussing the possibility of such spirituality and they prayed for McCubbin when one day they learnt that his brother had gone down with the Lusitania. A war a world away, which they were barely able to comprehend, was already reaching out to touch them and their beloved teacher.


***


The Army had bivouacked in Royal Park, near the zoo, for training and enlistment. Art seemed an ineffectual excuse to put against the clamour of patriotism. An artist unprepared to go to a war a world away would cut little with the recruiting sergeant.


The young man was referred to as the Person Enlisting and was handed a form. He learnt a word he has not heard – ‘attestation’.


‘What is your name?’ He sloped his signature with practised ornaments when he wrote M, N and W and ‘attested’ that he was born near the town of Penshurst, Victoria, was a natural born British subject, aged 22 years and two months, and whose ‘trade’ (or calling) was Artist.


‘Are you married?’


‘No’


‘Will you swear. . .’


‘I do swear ... that I will well and truly serve our Sovereign Lord the King in the Australian Imperial Force from 31 8 15 until the end of the war and a further period of four months thereafter unless sooner lawfully discharged dismissed or removed therefrom and that I will resist His Majesty’s enemies and cause His Majesty’s peace to be kept and maintained, and that I will in all matters appertaining to my service faithfully discharge my duty according to law so help me God.’


‘Who is your next of kin?’


‘William, of Kolor Road, Penshurst’ (Father always liked to call it Grand View).


He walked with Christian by the church of St Michael and asked her to marry him. The ship was leaving, he had given up the art course and could not finish the year. At St Andrew’s Presbyterian manse at Carlton, on 21 October they exchanged ‘I will’.


Beside ‘next of kin’ on the attestation, accusing red ink assaulted and crossed out William of Kolor Road and boldly declared ‘wife’.


‘Are you prepared to undergo inoculation against smallpox and enteric fever?’


‘Yes.’


Description on enlistment – Height 5 ft 9½ inches. Weight 13 stone. Chest measurement, 39 inches. Complexion, fresh. Eyes, blue. Hair, dark brown. Religious denom, Meth. Distinctive marks, two, left. Birthmark left forearm.


It was like measuring a cadaver, which by 1915 was already becoming a well-practised occupation ‘over there’.


The ship sailed. The young wife, Christian, would write about what the Melbourne publisher Vidler was doing. Vidler wanted her to do bookplates. She would do them and the money would be theirs. But she wondered how she would ever know if he would get her letters. He had sailed on a troop ship called Medic and she hoped he might have received post at Durban and again at Salisbury Plains. But she thought her letters might just as well have been cast into the vast sea that separated them.




TWO




At the Australian War Memorial research centre in Canberra, I sat at one of seven numbered desks beneath seven high windows, each paned with wire-reinforced security glass. I watched other researchers prospecting in file shelves while I waited for the document I had requested. Others were using the computer terminals. Beyond them, clustering around endless collections of war memorabilia, people had come, as they do every day, to gaze into computer screens and puzzle over wars that have occupied Australians so painfully for a century or more.


Sunlight filtered through the seven windows and I waited. An attendant came with a folder containing what I took to be a small diary. With it came a pair of white cotton gloves.


When I opened the small book I saw it was not really a diary, but an artist’s sketchbook covered in fabric over board with the small green sticker of Geo Rowney and Company, London W. England. The makers described it as number two of its kind. It contained, by the makers’ description, ‘30 leaves of good white paper, each sheet eight and a half by five and a half inches’.


I flicked the back cover over. On the inside the artist had written his name – Bombardier Mervyn Waller, 118th Howitzer Battery, 23rd Brigade (his Depot Battalion) Field Artillery, AIF. He had dated it September/October 1915.


He had also written words unfamiliar to me: ‘One who dared do all that may become a man – a man too fine to stoop to a meanness. Too great hearted to profit through another’s hurt.’


I learnt, through no great scholarship, that the bombardier artist was quoting the 18th century English poet John Philips. He had noted the date of the entry as 20 December 1917, writing on board TS Anchises when the troop ship was bringing him home from the war in France. The two dates, 1915 and 1917, confirmed that this was the book he had carried to the Western Front – and had carried home again two years later.


If the book had been a diary, my task would have been easier. As it was, dates were vague or not noted at all. French place names were random and not made easy by the hurried and fragmentary notes. The artist had no reason to be precise. The sketchbook was not for any eyes but his own. There were names of villages throughout rural France and Belgium. There were notes about his thoughts. There were sketches, some no more than jottings an artist might find useful later when putting colour and detail to a painting. There were notes about colours and pigments and the shapes of things.


In the days that followed I asked the research centre staff for files and records. I absorbed myself first in the Rowney notebook and then the files. Page after page of letters, notes for file and all kinds of fragments were transcribed.


I discovered that Bombadier Waller had fallen in May 1917, at the second battle of Bullecourt. He had written the Philips quotation with an unaccustomed left hand. He had left his right arm in a hospital furnace in France.




THREE




There is a time when the writing style of a lifetime will not fit the subject chosen. Many are the war stories told with questionable historical accuracy by some skilled narrators of the genre. But to deal honestly and authentically with the subject of Napier Waller’s war, I was to be guided by the words of the artist himself. I held in my hand the Waller sketchbook and knew that his notes must tell the story.


I saw in the pages of the sketchbook two worlds. One was bright with optimism, the other descending into chaos, the bad becoming worse and the worse becoming unspeakable. Sometimes the artist wrote and sketched what he saw, as a boy would on summer holidays on a walking tour through the country lanes of France. So began the story of Waller’s war – a story beginning in 1915.


***


First, the young artist notes something about a Madonna and some crucifixes he has seen in glass cases attached to the brickwork in a French village. He is surprised that with the bombardment the glass is still intact. A battery of anti-aircraft guns hidden in the farmyard near them has opened up as an enemy flying machine comes above their heads, just around dusk. Their group will bivouac at night with some bales of hay and a pen of pigs. This will be comfortable, he writes, although he notes that a rat that threatened them the night before would probably visit again.


Then the notes record ‘glorious moonlight and fine weather’ as in the morning they move to fresh horse lines. He is sketching in his notebook while they wait for the horses to settle. He draws with a pencil an impression of a villager with a big primitive wheelbarrow and another man leading a whopper of a pig down the road.


Someone has brought back four bottles of rouge and two quarts of Champagne from the village and there has been talk. Waller gets to sketching an old windmill which he notes will turn 50 horsepower. The Germans had previously been using it as an observation post and the artist has promised to give the sketch to the miller.


Everything is dominated by the machine noise of war, the crump and rush and thud of shells. What trees he might sketch are already stripped by winter and war, their trunks standing like broken thistles attacked by a boy with a stick. He looks at the tethered animals with nosebags and the mules tied up beyond them in the darkening evening. He muses about the patient eyes of the horses as they pull guns and limbers loaded with high explosives.


A lot of long, low limbers are being drawn up, some of them with mules in harness. The mules have a larrikin look but also a larrikin cunning that tells them something bad is coming. The artist soldier, a farmer used to the ways of horses, may have wondered at the law of nature that keeps from the animals the awful intention of man. There can be no greater trust, yet we betray them every time.


In the morning the men watch an aerial duel and see a couple of aircraft brought down. The dawn is lit with strands of golden red coming irregularly through the silhouette of the village towers. The artist writes that the glorious sunshine ‘brings him home’.


The glass reading is around zero and the snow has thawed into irregular formations on the roofs of barns. He writes, like a code for later when he will get to use his paints . . . ‘tones of indigo will produce the atmosphere of distance’.


Perhaps no-one questions him about the paints. Noone has time or interest enough to wonder at the ability of a fellow soldier to see things differently – to see black and grey, mud and ice, sludge and smoke and turn it into shades of indigo or any other kind of colour.


Some men are washing in the accumulated water in the shell holes and shaving in their tepid tea. They hear the rumble of the far battle in the night and in the morning see the gas clouds paling in the rising sun. They hear no birds. The mosquitoes they hear – and the blowflies (which here they call bluebottles). When they can, they search themselves for lice and fleas. When the acrid smoke is not drifting they lie beside the howitzer, listening to the boom and thunder, the toc-toc-toc of Maxims. A dull fetor inflicts the earth and air and everywhere there are the dead, but the young artist soldier continues to make his notes for later watercolours, seeing only a brilliant moon, the salmon pink sky, ready for the moment when the black smoke will drift away and the blackbird will sing its beautiful song again.


They take the horses farther north, into the province of Calais and a lot of the work is to do with restoring railway lines that were torn up by the Germans in their retreat last year. The horses are having trouble with the ice on the road and all hands are needed. The intense cold has made the roadway like glass and the animals can scarcely stand for a few yards in draught with the guns. Some of the gunners go with the horse handlers to lay gravel in the way to give the horses footing. The drivers have to walk and even then, there is great danger of injury beneath a falling beast.


Waller had got his provisional bombardier rank in April of the year before. Months would pass before the men would become a cohesive unit, long after they had left Salisbury Plains and taken the horses and guns to France. He has never seen snow before and now he is learning about how the cold on the gun metal can strip the skin off a gloveless hand. He remarks to someone that the wind is a ‘lazy bugger. It won’t go round. Cuts you right in two. Got one at home just like it – off the Grampians.’


On a February morning the rain and the chaotic racket holds off for a while and the artist and some companions go looking for breakfast. But the villagers thereabouts seem inhospitable, and they move off with the horses and limbers across the fenceless fields. The strong wind is blowing the snow like frozen dry white salt into every crevice and corner. The men look at the thermometer and note 29 below. The young artist says something about Dante’s Divine Comedy: ‘A bitter place. Death could scarce be bitterer. We’re the ones in purgatory.’ Purgatory or not, he again describes the mystic colour of the setting sun and writes ‘these are beauties that will not be forgotten’.


He pencils in a sketch of a crucifix mounted on a pedestal and three soldiers in greatcoats and writes:


Grey road – mix bluish brown and cobalt. White fields with faint blue tone. Ice here. Opalescent in the middle distance and warmer towards the sun and the sky – the glorious sky – use purple, blue, warm rich red.


They pass St Pol on the Etaples/Arras line and come to a bivouac at four in the morning. They see shells bursting to the south over the line at Amiens and park their guns on the roadside, with the horses lined, resting.


A lot of the men sleep until midday on the Sunday. There is a church service and a breakfast of a portion of a biscuit, a drink of water and a smoke. The fog of early morning has frozen before dawn and they see little bowls of ice reflecting the grey sky. There is a sound of birdsong, but it hushes briefly as a heavy shell whispers overhead in the morning, to land somewhere beyond Amiens. Then the bird resumes its song.


The artist talks about mornings on the Penshurst farm which his father likes to call Grand View, although the view, he says, is not so grand. He talks about the architecture of the villages here. The centre of one village is marked by its chapel tower and he wonders how anything at all has remained perpendicular in the chaos around them. The rows of houses are broken by V-topped walls of mixed brick and stone, the coping crowned with lengthwise broken glass. He notes it all in his Rowney sketchbook.


They are seeing the first mud of the thaw on the Somme and it is raining at night, turning the mud to the consistency of thin cream. Trench foot is beginning to be the constant and will be until the spring. There are cases of moist gangrene.


The artist has received a letter that tells him his brother Eric was wounded and is in hospital at St Albans. Eric had enlisted before him, had already been in the Gallipoli campaign and now has been wounded at Ypres. The artist has a photograph of Eric in his wallet and when he finds it he has a rush of home memories. The army wallet is of khaki cloth, with a place for a photograph, a loop for a pencil, a small pocket for postage stamps and two large pockets for whatever a soldier considers useful or personal. In one pocket there is an envelope on which he has written ‘Mrs William Waller, Grand View’, to ensure that its contents will not be left to lie in the mud if anything happens to him. It contains a piece of his mother’s brown hair. Sarah Waller had given both her boys a piece of her hair to carry through the war.


He takes out his notepad again and writes about a dream he has had. It is not a dream, so much as a vision. He writes:


A strange incident happened late last night. The first time a mystery has come into my life. To come in the form of a vivid vision, the seemingly solid existence of figures, or rather heads of figures grouped together in a trio and illuminated with a great light – then the strangeness changed to forms more ethereal and I could see strange faces grow into the centre of a circle of mist. It appeared so real ... the forms alarmed me greatly. Then I saw the face of my mother and, after it, new faces less distinct. During this trance my eyes were opened and it became so unsettling that it was long before I fell asleep.
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