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The MUP Masterworks series celebrates distinguished Australian writers and ideas. Manning Clark On Gallipoli, the first in the series, is drawn from Chapters 10 and 11 of Volume V of Manning Clark’s History of Australia, first published in 1981; it relates the Australian experience of the early years of the First World War. Clark focuses particularly on the failed Gallipoli campaign and the terrible weeks in 1915 when the Anzac legend was forged, but his lively eye also ranges across the broad canvas of national life, vividly depicting how Australians lived and thought and argued and believed during the war.


The extract includes Clark’s famous distinction between the ‘enlargers’ and ‘straiteners’ of public life: the men of passion and swift action, versus the cautious ones who had read their history and learned to fear dramatic change.


Throughout the History, various romantic figures recur, responding to larger events as they follow their personal doomed or glorious arcs through politics, the arts and letters, and public life. Two troubled poets, the visionary, Henry Lawson, and his younger contemporary, Christopher Brennan, are present in this excerpt, as is Alfred Deakin, slipping from his star turn as Prime Minister into a retirement clouded by a growing mental confusion sadly in keeping with the cosmic madness of the Great War.
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On the last Sunday of June 1914 the Anglican Archbishop of Melbourne, Henry Lowther Clarke, preached the second in a series of sermons on the biblical account of creation. The Archbishop accepted evolution as a manifest working of divine forward planning. He also had a word to say about the early days of humanity as narrated in the book of Genesis. Referring to the verse ‘and they were both naked, the man and his wife, who were not ashamed’, the Archbishop explained to the congregation that clothing marked man’s attempt to hide his shame. Desire did not wholly account for the use of clothing: climate also contributed. There was a damp wintry chill in the Cathedral that day, as the Archbishop concluded that the Genesis story impressed the truth that things in man’s nature which were good and natural had been turned by his sins into what was base.


A day later† in Sarajevo, the capital of the province of Bosnia-Herzegovina, Gavrilo Prinzip, an eighteen-year-old whose heart was on fire with a desire to avenge the wrongs committed against his people by the Austrians, shot dead the Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife, formerly the Countess Sophia Chotek. Intense grief and horror were expressed in Austria-Hungary where the Archduke was greatly loved. When told the news the old Emperor, Franz Joseph, who suffered much, became deathly pale and murmured: ‘I am spared nothing’. The Emperor of Germany, Kaiser Wilhelm the Second, stood gravely silent when he heard the news. The Pope was deeply shocked.


In Australia there was widespread sympathy with the Habsburg family. The Archduke had endeared himself to Australians during his visit to Sydney in 1893 on the Austrian warship Kaiserin Elisabeth. He delighted Sydney-siders by telling them their women were superlatively beautiful, and their men light-hearted, unconventional and pleasing exponents of Austrian Gemütlichkeit. The kiss of the hand, the sparkle in the eye and the compliments charmed the women of Sydney: the men were possibly not so impressed. When the Age reported the assassination on 30 June they reminded their readers of those endearing expressions of affection for the dead man. The Argus reminded its readers that the break-up of the monarchy in Vienna would be a disaster for the whole of Europe: the monarchies stood between Europe and the revolt of the masses.1


The assassination at Sarajevo was like a smell which would not go away. A solemn requiem mass was sung in the Catholic cathedral in Adelaide for the repose of the soul of Franz Ferdinand. The choir asked God to have pity on all human beings for their folly. From South Africa there was a report that the white minority might not enjoy their privileges for much longer. The Australian press reported the departure of the first air mail service from Melbourne to Sydney on 12 July. They saw this as evidence that material progress would promote the spread of civilization: the whole world was about to become one. But the news from Vienna still hung around. In mid-July public men in Vienna called for punitive action against the Serbs. They talked of an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth. In St Petersburg and Moscow men in high places said that if Austria did not stop being haughty to the Slavs of Bosnia-Herzegovina then Holy Russia would protect her Slav brothers.2


Some feared that the days of the belle époque were drawing to a close. Europe reminded observers of the point made by Gloucester in King Lear: ‘We have seen the best of our time’. In Asia, according to the Jeremiahs, Japan was about to jiu-jitsu white supremacy. The radical press accused the bourgeoisie of Europe and the British Empire of war preparations to give Tsarism a chance to repel the onset of revolution. This would mean the strengthening of the most bloody conservatism both in Europe and in parts of the British Empire like Australia. The bourgeoisie were preparing to shed rivers of blood to forestall the revolt of the masses. In Spain Ortega y Gasset foretold just such a revolt. In Zurich Lenin again reiterated his theme that world capitalism was staggering drunkenly from crisis to crisis, that the coming imperialist war would spell the doom of capitalist society. The workers would seize the opportunity to destroy the capitalists, who would dig their own graves. After the war and world revolution, communist society would be created.3


In Berlin drunken officers drank toasts to ‘Der Tag’: patriots exulted over Germany’s historic destiny. The initialling of the agreement to permit Germany to build the Berlin-Baghdad railway was imminent: Germany would soon be knocking at the door of India. In St Petersburg and Moscow the Slavophiles boasted that the flag of Holy Russia would soon fly over Constantinople: Russia would acquire territory and markets in Persia and India and on the shores of the Pacific. Holy Russia would save Europe from those Catholics and Protestants who had corrected Christ’s work, and those liberals who had corrupted the European with the idea that everything was allowable. The Russian peasant had kept alive the image of Christ in his heart. God would save Russia as He had saved her many times in her history. In the British Isles men and women put their faith in the Lord of Hosts. In France generals, admirals and politicians hungered for revenge for the defeat at Sedan. Intellectuals were fascinated by the new world of aeroplanes, motor cars and professional sport. Some foretold that the decadence and hypocrisy of France could be cured only by the sufferings of war. War would show that religious and moral sanctions were an illusion: war would put human beings where they belonged—in the jungle.4


The admirals assured the citizens of their countries they could sink the ships of any other country. In February 1914 the British Admiralty claimed that the 15-inch guns on the battleship Elizabeth would send any ship to the bottom of the sea. German admirals retorted that the guns of their ships would inflict tremendous harm. Some Australians had their own special terror: if war broke out in Europe, the Japanese navy would seize both Australia and New Zealand. The white man’s dream of the Europeanization of the world had turned into a nightmare. Through the blind and fatuous folly of the white man in teaching the Japanese the secrets of industrial technology and supplying them with essential tools, the Japanese now had the power to smash European civilization.5


Archbishop Kelly of Sydney accused Protestants of encouraging generations of children to be educated in the State schools in a ‘general kind of natural or Bible sentimentality’. Protestants, he claimed, had settled for the delusions, mockeries and snares of a vague secular humanism rather than Christ the King. Australians had a morality without faith. The salvation of souls had given way to a society ensnared by hedonism. That July the members of the Orange Lodge denounced the members of the Church of Rome as slaves to their priests, and to a vulgar superstition. The Catholics retorted that Protestants had muddied the waters of Catholic truth so that they might wallow in a materialist sty. The evil of freemasonry was again stalking the land. Tension over the future of Ireland inflamed the bitterness. The Protestants belligerently defended the Act of Union: the Catholics wanted an independent Irish state and some compensation for all the wrongs committed by the Anglo-Saxons against the Irish people. Ireland was on the rim of a maelstrom. Ireland was about to be torn asunder: the ghost of sectarian warfare was about to make another appearance in Australia.6


No such descent into the lower depths blemished the election debate. When Joseph Cook delivered the policy speech for the Fusionists on 15 July 1914 in the Parramatta Town Hall he promised to apply ‘business methods to the huge expenditure of public moneys’. He promised to slash all those sops and palliatives administered by Labor to ensure a stable capitalist society. Labor had wickedly used the Senate for the promotion of its own party interests. He promised that the Fusionists would preserve the principles of responsible government. Under a Liberal (i.e. Fusionist) Government the people would again control their legislative and administrative affairs in a parliament unfettered by outside agencies alien to the constitution. He was saying what all bourgeois politicians had said since 1901: the federal constitution and responsible government would be preserved as bastions of bourgeois political power. To minimize the chance of a repetition of the 1913–14 political crisis the Liberals proposed proportional representation for the Senate and preferential voting for the House of Representatives. He also said that Australians believed in purity of blood to preserve their ethical, social and industrial standards.7


Labor behaved with uncertainty. At the declaration of Labor policy in the Queen’s Theatre at Bundaberg on 6 July Andrew Fisher spoke like a believer. Labor would one day liberate humanity from its gaolers and oppressors. Mr Fisher offered the fulfilment of the Australian dream: a society in which every man received a just reward for honest industry. Australia under Labor meant ‘a house of comfort into which the fear of want shall never enter’. Mr Fisher had no suggestions to offer on electoral reform: presumably he was prepared to take a punt on the counting of votes for the Senate. On defence he limited himself to the Labor policy of ‘an Australian owned, manned and controlled navy’. On external dangers Mr Fisher preserved the same silence as Joseph Cook. They both wanted all Australians in ‘houses of comfort’: the only difference between them was on how that bourgeois ideal was to be achieved. Like Labor, Vida Goldstein believed in the ballot box. Like Labor, the Women’s Political Association believed in the bushman’s bible—the creed of loving kindness to promote love, truth and justice. They wanted two equalities for women: equality of pay and equality in the marriage contract. Like Labor they also wanted cheaper food for the people.8


On 22 July prices fell on the stock exchanges of Sydney and Melbourne as relations between Austria and Serbia deteriorated. An explosion in the Balkans, it was said in Australia, might set the whole continent of Europe on fire. There was more to it than just a cry of revenge for the deeds of an assassin. Inherited hatreds of races for each other lurked behind the vitriolic exchanges between the Austrians and the Serbians. The know-alls of human affairs predicted that the dispute would not be confined to Austria and Serbia. Russia would come to the aid of her Slav brothers. Germany would be a knight in shining armour at the side of Austria. France was bound by treaty to declare war on any power which attacked Russia: Great Britain had a moral obligation to come to the aid of France if she were attacked. In the high summer of 1914 Thomas Hardy heard firing across the English Channel.


 


Again the guns disturbed the hour,


Roaring their readiness to avenge,


As far inland as Stourton Tower,


And Camelot, and starlit Stonehenge.


For some in Melbourne the coming encounter between Carlton and Collingwood was all that dinkum Aussies knew on earth and all they needed to know. Up in the Dandenong Ranges near Melbourne, Matt Tankard of Belgrave had bought a motor car and was planning to use it for the carriage of passengers between Fern Tree Gully and Belgrave in opposition to Wilson & Bowden’s coach and horses, which had been in operation in the mountain district ever since the iron rail reached the Gully. On Phillip Island Charlie West and other chicory farmers wondered whether the autumn harvest in a dry year would bring in enough to provide ‘tucker for the kids and the missus’. The men of the Orange Lodge in Sydney and Melbourne huffed and puffed at the embers of sectarian bitterness. Archbishop Kelly’s shrill voice, whistling the sibilants, solemnly told the faithful that outside the Church of Rome there was no salvation. The Bulletin denounced Orangeism as the ‘sly prostitute of Toryism’, just as news reached Australia on 23 July of an Austrian ultimatum to Serbia.9


Four days later anxiety and excitement swept into the capital cities of Europe. Serbia had rejected the Austrian ultimatum. In Berlin mobs cheered wildly in front of the statues of von Moltke and Bismarck. They roughed up the socialists who were distributing anti-war leaflets and spat at those who dared to talk of the brotherhood of man. In Australia the following day the press swung from the earlier sentimental responses to the Archduke to a criticism of Austrian arrogance and bluntness. The beloved old Emperor of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Franz Joseph, announced that he had been compelled by ‘the intrigues of a malevolent enemy to grasp the sword in defence of the honour of the monarchy’. Street fighting was reported from Dublin: blood was again staining the cobble-stones of Mother Ireland. There was one hope left. The Mother Country would act as a peace-maker. The British would perform the role of God: they would still the tumult of the people.10


Vain hope. By 31 July the soldiers of the Austrian army were pitching their tents in the streets of Belgrade: Russia mobilized; Germany mobilized; France mobilized. At Colac on 31 July Mr Fisher urged all Australians to entertain the kindest feelings towards the mother country. ‘Should the worst happen’ after everything had been done that honour would permit, Australians would ‘stand beside our own to help and defend her to our last man and our last shilling’. A Labor leader had borrowed the words first used by the conservative George ‘Bon Ton’ Turner during the Boer War. At Horsham Joseph Cook told the people who gathered to hear him that when the Empire was at war Australia was at war. All the resources of Australia were in the Empire, for the preservation and security of the Empire. Henry Lawson’s great dream of an Australia where Old World errors and wrongs and lies were banished was dying. A roll had begun on a distant drum. The sons of the South were about to be blown they knew not whither. William Holman, speaking for those who believed in Australian sentiment, protested that Australians could not be plunged into calamities merely at the bidding of some irresponsible ruler. Australia had self-government. But he was a voice shouting into a gale. On Sunday 2 August some went to their temples to pray, but heaven sent no signs to add to what the heart did say.11
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