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Foreword


In the decades after the Great War Australians generally, but especially ‘Returned Men’ who had served as members of the Australian Imperial Force, recognised many familiar names. Smith’s Weekly, ‘the Diggers’ paper’, and RSL journals like Mufti and Reveille, published tributes to celebrated soldiers, many of which generated anecdotes, stories and comments. In these exchanges the names of battalion commanders were prominent. Among these household names was Lieutenant-Colonel Terence McSharry, CMG, DSO*, MC. McSharry was certainly numbered among Arthur Bazley’s ‘Celebrities of the A.I.F.’ column in Reveille.


His standing as one of the force’s exceptional figures may be judged by the fact that Charles Bean, who had known him since they had met at Quinn’s Post in May 1915, included him among the notable figures whose portraits were commissioned for the war memorial museum he had proposed and was guiding. That McSharry’s portrait was painted posthumously by the prize-winning artist William McInnes suggests his contemporary reputation. That McSharry is no longer a household name is suggested by the sad fact that the portrait is not only not on display, but it is not even visible on the Australian War Memorial’s website, not having been digitised. We hope that this book might prompt the rectification of that omission. (It can, however, be viewed illustrating Merrilyn Lincoln’s Australian Dictionary of Biography online entry on McSharry.)


Lewis Frederickson and Vic Nurcombe’s Come on Australia! will surely lift McSharry from the unwonted obscurity into which he has fallen. As they show, well does he deserve our interest and regard, as one of the AIF’s finest fighting colonels, whose front line service makes his death in action (on 6 August 1918, while retrieving a wounded member of his battalion) seem inevitable, long postponed only by chance.


Terence McSharry took part in most of the great trials of the AIF: the defence of Anzac, the ordeals of Pozières, Bullecourt and Ypres, the holding of the German Spring offensive of 1918, only to die on the eve of the great advance that began two days after his death. His biography mirrors that of the AIF as a whole, but also tells the story of one battalion, the 15th, composed of men from both Tasmania and Queensland (who, coming from states whose people had barely met before 1914, found a sense of Australian-ness intimately connected to the experience of their battalion). While Australians still mistakenly attribute the AIF’s effectiveness to the supposed abilities of bushmen as natural soldiers, it is clear from this book’s careful explanations for the 15th Battalion’s quality that that expertise rested on both leadership and on training as much as on the management of its growing skill of its citizen volunteers. In that, the leadership of McSharry (like them also a citizen soldier) over two hard-fought years was crucial.


McSharry was an unusual infantry battalion commander, and not just because he had gone to war in 1914 as a Light Horseman. That he was a Catholic marked him out. As William Westerman’s study of Australian battalion commanders in the Great War, Soldiers and Gentlemen, reveals, only 8.7% were of that faith, a serious under-representation of a population in which one Australian in four was Catholic. Westerman’s book also suggests that McSharry was exceptional: it includes more references to him than all but one other AIF battalion commander, a considerable distinction given that Westerman dealt with such a galaxy of talent, including notable officers such as Owen Howell-Price, Ray Leane, Norman Marshall, Harry Murray, John Peck and Maurice Wilder-Nelligan.


Lewis and Vic’s Come on Australia! explains clearly and in detail, based on diligent research and exceptional insight into the nature of the Australian contribution to and experience of the Great War, why Terence McSharry was regarded so highly at the time, not just by men of his battalion, but by Queenslanders especially and indeed across the force and the nation. They ask us to reflect on why he has fallen from awareness, and make a strong case that his name should once again be known and remembered.


I first encountered Terence McSharry when researching my 2005 book, Quinn’s Post, Anzac, Gallipoli, and this book tells the dramatic story of his crucial role in the defence of what Charles Bean called ‘the most critical position’ of the Anzac line. Come on Australia! does more than this. It follows McSharry and his battalion to Pozières, Stormy Trench, Bullecourt, Messines, Polygon Wood and Hamel, and finally to his death on a hillside above the Somme-side town of Corbie.


Lewis Frederickson and Vic Nurcombe are to be warmly congratulated for bringing such a key figure in the AIF’s history to our attention and regard. Come on Australia! indeed.


Prof. Peter Stanley, FAHA


UNSW Canberra




Introduction


When Great Britain declared war on Germany in August 1914, the news was met with immediate enthusiasm across Australia. Soon-to-be Prime Minister Andrew Fisher pledged his country’s full support to Britain, the Mother Country, and young Australian men flocked to recruiting centres around the nation. Few at the time considered the conflict would become the Great War of 1914–18, and that the Australian commitment was to be one of the most significant in the nation’s history. From a population of fewer than five million, 330,000 men deployed. Sixty thousand were killed and 156,000 wounded, gassed or taken prisoner. The sacrifice made by the new nation represents a defining point in Australian history.


On 25 April 1915, Australian troops landed on Gallipoli to take part in a campaign that has come to shape Australia’s perception of its nationhood, at a time when it was less than 15 years old. It is difficult now to understand that the Australians who fought on Gallipoli, or who nursed nearby on hospital ships, were older than the nation they served. Yet, it was their service, and the qualities of character they displayed during the conflict that the modern nation holds so dear. The soldiers who served on Gallipoli, and the many more who followed, went on to serve in the great industrial battles of the Western Front and their perseverance still resonates today. In the last months of the conflict, Australian sailors, soldiers and aviators went on to participate in a series of decisive battles that would ultimately end the conflict.


Australian soldiers on Gallipoli and the Western Front displayed great courage, endurance, initiative, discipline and mateship. Their qualities forged a national legend, and their exploits set a standard for modern Australians. The loss to the nation during the Great War was so significant the Australian Government commissioned the Australian War Memorial, which opened in Canberra in 1941. In the same year, the Official Historian, Charles Bean, concluded his seminal work, the Official History of Australia in the War of 1914–1918 with an acknowledgement to these men:


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 … 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.1


Bean’s admiration for these men and women was profound. He committed his life’s work to their commemoration, and he felt that ‘Anzac stood, and still stands, for reckless valour in a good cause, for enterprise, resourcefulness, fidelity, comradeship, and endurance that will never own defeat’.2 He was correct. These are worthy traits for all Australians to emulate; they remain so today.


It was equally true the Great War was a defining event for Australia. The nation’s contribution to defeating militarism fostered a sense of national pride and unity that surely resulted in Australia’s emergence as an independent nation with its own identity on the world stage. The Australian contribution to the Great War certainly earned the young nation a place at the Paris Peace Talks after the conflict. When US President Woodrow Wilson asked why Australia, as a small country of five million people, had a seat at the conference, Australian Prime Minister Billy Hughes replied simply, ‘I speak for 60,000 dead.’3 These sentiments stand the test of time.


Acknowledging the indescribable tragedy of war, this work seeks to highlight the enduring positive characteristics displayed by one Australian soldier. Terence Patrick McSharry served on Gallipoli and the Western Front. He was one among the hundreds of thousands of Australians who soldiered in an Imperial Army. The Australian contribution to this whole was small though significant. On the Western Front alone, the nation furnished five divisions of fighting infantrymen (each of about 15,000 men) that fitted into a British Expeditionary Force (BEF) of 60 divisions. Each division had three brigades. Each brigade had four battalions. A battalion at full strength comprised 1,000 men. Organising, directing and realising success in an organisation so large took leadership. Leading men through the crucible of these events took all the qualities of Anzac which had to be hard earned and reinforced.


The subject of this history, McSharry, was an Australian battalion commander in this massive army. Despite his lack of height, he exhibited the qualities of Anzac in spades, and he stood head and shoulders above those with whom he served. McSharry’s story is a story of Queensland and Australia. His service as an officer in the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) set a standard in the finest traditions of the Australian nation. Educated, engaging, wise, tireless, practical – but above all, courageous – McSharry was venerated by the Australian troops with whom he served. He was the rock of his battalion, and his death in the last months of the Great War was a poignant ending for years of outstanding leadership; he succumbed to wounds sustained while trying to rescue a wounded man under fire. McSharry very much represented his generation and era. He was the apotheosis of the young nation’s potential, and his character set a splendid example for all time. It is no small matter to nominate him as the nation’s finest fighting battalion commander, but the epitaph is justified.


McSharry’s rallying cry of ‘Come on, Australia!’ after the Turks exploded a mine beneath Quinn’s Post on 29 May 1915 is among the quintessential moments in the history of the AIF.4 When it occurred, McSharry was the first to move forward in response, and his leadership prevented disaster only a month into the Gallipoli campaign. From this time, McSharry rose to prominence in the annals of the AIF as his inspiration remained undiminished. Charles Bean sought him out on numerous occasions in the coming years to gain his perspective on events as they unfolded on Gallipoli, and then the Western Front; McSharry was a fighting commander whose story closely mirrored the history and development of the entire Australian force. There can be no more fitting title for a volume on McSharry’s life than his call to arms at Quinn’s Post so early in the war.


In June 1915, McSharry was among the first Australian officers to be awarded the Military Cross for gallantry in action. Transferring from the 2nd Light Horse Regiment to the infantry in the same month, McSharry went on to serve with the composite Queensland and Tasmanian 15th Battalion for the remainder of his war. He rose to command the battalion a little over a year after he joined it and served throughout the maelstrom learning process of 1917. There, the battalion earned honours at Bullecourt, Messines and Passchendaele. By 1918, he commanded a highly professional and competent unit, well-trained individually and collectively, and one technically and tactically versed in the latest British combined-arms doctrine. The 15th Battalion’s contribution to the demonstration operation at Hamel on 4 July 1918 represented the apogee of such processes; McSharry and his men excelled during this battle. It is arguable Australian troops have never been more integrated with their allies than during this period in the nation’s history. Indeed, Hamel and the subsequent Hundred Day Offensive set a standard for going to war Australia has hoped to emulate ever since. McSharry was central to it all: brave, resolute, indefatigable.


Appointed as a Commander in the Order of Saint Michael and Saint George, twice awarded the Distinguished Service Order for his leadership on operations on the Western Front, recipient of the Military Cross, and four times Mentioned in Dispatches for service on operations, McSharry was one of the AIF’s most highly decorated officers. The event of his death reportedly left the 15th Battalion stunned with dismay. He gave way on 6 August 1918 and was laid to rest the same day beside the River Somme. It was almost exactly three years since the bleakest of days experienced by the AIF on Gallipoli; McSharry had weathered and learned and experienced it all in the time since. The horrors of the Great War showed in his face; the images of him from 1914 to 1918 depict a man aged beyond his years, but he never once stepped back from his responsibilities. His duty to his men and his battalion came first, and it took its toll. However, one sees in McSharry’s approach to the hardships of soldiering a certain approach that is timeless.


Although McSharry was one of the outstanding junior commanders of the AIF and his death was keenly felt, his memory faded into relative obscurity in the aftermath of the conflict. His portrait, held by the Australian War Memorial, was completed by William McInnes post-war.5 A superb rendition, McInnes captures McSharry’s essence completely: an enquiring gaze, purposeful, keen, intelligent. Historian Tom Chataway pays testament to McSharry’s fine leadership and bravery in the battalion history,6 and Bean’s Official History is munificent in its praise.7 However, a century on, McSharry is not remembered well. This is understandable. He was unmarried and his loss is just one on a list of mind-numbing statistics associated with the Great War. Although a million young men died in the service of the British Empire, it is time to celebrate this particular one.


McSharry is a very interesting study. His paternal heritage was Irish, as was a great proportion of Edwardian Queensland. This seemed not to matter because McSharry was in every sense a representation of the very British world in which the newly federated dominion of Australia prospered. He lived in a world underpinned by a network of cultural, financial, trade and defence integration that had a basis in mutual collaborative effort. His wartime service as a battalion commander is a microcosm of Imperial Britain. One sees immediately that McSharry’s élan was very much shaped by his belonging to this period in history, and by the outstanding educational institutions he attended in his formative years, notably, the St Joseph’s Christian Brothers’ College on Gregory Terrace in Brisbane. It was, though, in the crucible of Gallipoli and the Western Front that the young man’s incredible focus and energy came to the fore.


McSharry’s distinction as an officer in the AIF is measured in the short four years of the Great War during which it has been claimed Australia came of age. Certainly, the Australian integration into this effort contributed to victory in 1918. The same may be said of every other colony, dominion and nation that contributed to this Imperial effort. While the time of the British Empire is past, the lessons of such collaborative effort remain. Terence McSharry’s contribution to this was significant. He served from the beginning to almost the end of the conflict and was involved first-hand in the tribulations of the learning process experienced in the British Army. He led from the front, he never faltered, and he was intrinsic to the realisation of the highest standards of efficiency attained by the AIF in the last month of his life. This work will show that McSharry was a manifestation of the character and qualities associated with realisation of such success.


Australia suffered grievous losses on the Western Front. Yet, it was in this environment that the methods of contribution to a coalition force were realised. McSharry was at the leading edge of these developments. By the time of his death, the Australian contribution to the BEF comprised a homogenous corps of infantrymen trained in the superb British pattern. McSharry was not a controversial figure like many of the famous figures of the AIF around him. He was not privately educated; he was not a prominent public figure. Nor was he commissioned from the ranks, the pattern from which so much popular history is derived in the Australian view of its First World War. McSharry was, in fact, a self-made man and soldier. He came from the grassroots of his native state, and he seemed to have had qualities well suited to the profession of arms: self-discipline, fortitude, courage, physical and mental toughness, a sense of humour, resilience, and above all, a love for his men.


This begs the question as to what measures one applies in giving McSharry the title of Australia’s finest fighting battalion commander. Immediately, he was a leader. He inspired and motivated those around him through personal example. This was established from his earliest days on Gallipoli. He led by example and the men with whom he served implicitly trusted his skills and tactical acumen. He shared in their privations, and he fostered a sense of camaraderie. McSharry’s behaviour, particularly his courage as a leader, set a standard for all around him.


Physical courage might be defined as the ability to confront fear, danger, or adversity while maintaining the commitment to push on. Inspirational courage goes further. In McSharry’s service, his courage under fire not only demonstrated his personal valour but also rallied and motivated his subordinates. He sometimes led his men in circumstances where they faced overwhelming odds, but he invariably stood firm to provide support and direction. It is a mark of his courage that he made the ultimate sacrifice while rescuing a wounded man. McSharry’s personal diary and the record of his performance reveal a pragmatic and composed leader, even though his 15th Battalion was involved in some of the most difficult fighting experienced by Australians during the Great War. It certainly had the highest number of casualties of any unit in the AIF. McSharry was with this unit from the beginning to almost the end of the war. His calmness under pressure was legendary and he inspired his subordinates to perform at their best. He was unflappable. McSharry took and conveyed orders clearly and concisely and he listened to his subordinates. He held his men to high standards that he equally applied to himself. He often placed himself in the same danger as his men, even if he did not need to, and the 15th Battalion knew this. He gained their trust.


McSharry was, of course, present as the AIF’s greatest achievements were realised in 1918. He was central to this and demanded his unit achieve the highest standards of efficiency in its preparation for operations. This is most evident in the routine of his diary entries, but also in the record of the 15th Battalion’s successes. He trained his men with the notion that innovative habituation resulted in excellence; by 1918, this was fact. Bean’s private notes corroborate such practices as he viewed the AIF in its entirety during the closing months of the war:


One never realised before today what a difference training has made to the Australians. I sometimes find myself wondering whether our men now, with their experience will be capable of dashing far into fearful losses such as they faced, half trained at Pozières; but one or two instances show well enough that losses don’t deter them. Their great value as soldiers now is the manner in which they achieve their results while avoiding the losses which they used to have.8


McSharry arguably served in the most trying combat conditions ever experienced by Australian soldiers. He did so over nearly four years, enduring wounds and illness. His resilience was remarkable – he bounced back and recovered from setbacks – and he pressed on. Other officers and soldiers served through the entire conflict, were decorated, or reached higher rank, but it is McSharry who was arguably the most consistent over this period. It is perhaps only his equally unsung commander, Lieutenant-Colonel Jim Cannan, who sets a similar record of commitment. But this is a story for the future. In any case, both officers had the ability to remain composed during crises and they encouraged their soldiers to do the same. In a word, McSharry’s skills were prudential. He was concerned with matters of pragmatism.


More than this, there is also an ethical abstraction in considering the role of a battalion commander. McSharry was a man of faith, and this was in an era of sectarian division in Australia, though this is perhaps not as pronounced as many modern viewpoints would like to hold. His Catholic Christianity seemed to sustain him and contributed to the man’s fine character and qualities. He embodied the Kantian notion of universality in his approach to his duties; and he applied the cardinal virtues to his everyday responsibilities.9 McSharry enjoyed life, though his diaries never once betray a sense of licentiousness, predilection to heavy liquor, or shirking responsibility at all. Nor does his service record. This is remarkable given the pain and suffering he witnessed and endured with his men during the conflict. In short, McSharry’s command was underwritten by his integrity. It is implicit in his diary and in the 15th Battalion’s achievements that McSharry considered integrity as a non-negotiable element of his command. He upheld ethical standards, he took responsibility for his actions, and he held the 15th Battalion accountable for its work, too. If such matters are the benchmarks of excellence, then Terence McSharry met them all.


McSharry’s biography is, by necessity, chronological. His service as an officer in the AIF mirrors the development of the wider force. This is important. He survived through a period in which one in five of the men he served with were killed, and three in five were wounded. The tragedy is that he, too, was killed so close to the end. McSharry witnessed the AIF’s development from an amateur volunteer force to a professional army in a four-year period. This record of contribution and service can now be recognised. Fortunately, much of McSharry’s service history is available through the records of the National Archives of Australia and in the various operational and unit history files contained in the Australian War Memorial (AWM). The Australian Great War unit commanders’ diaries are recorded from formation to battalion level, and they offer an excellent insight into technical and doctrinal developments during the conflict. They also contain a myriad of staff and planning records associated with the various operations detailed throughout the work.


The AWM also contains a vast repository of papers from senior officers and other ranks across the British Empire. These offer detail on any number of operations from a variety of perspectives and specialist viewpoints. The Official Historian’s diaries, papers and notes offer an equally insightful first-hand account of Australian and allied operations from 1914 to 1918. Bean was prolific in his correspondence and his work invariably points to McSharry’s courage and leadership on the operations in which he was involved. He interviewed McSharry directly and was photographed with him in the aftermath of the Battle of Hamel in the weeks before his death. McSharry’s exploits feature prominently throughout Bean’s Official History of Australia in the War of 1914–1918, and he is mentioned in action in each of the six volumes pertaining to Gallipoli and the Western Front.


To add to these primary sources, McSharry also kept a comprehensive diary relating to his wartime service. This, in five detailed volumes, is also housed in the AWM archive. He was disciplined in his diary entries in the same way as he was to his work as a leader and soldier. One sees a workmanlike quality to his practical wisdom in small, neat, pencilled inscriptions. The hallmark of McSharry’s consistency was that he did not miss an entry for any day until his diary suddenly stops in mid-1918. The diaries are also revealing for their pragmatic candour. McSharry despises the slaughter around him, but revels in the comradeship of his mates and the experience. He records everything he sees and does, but there is little introspection. This is the work of a practical and resilient man, and it stands the test of time. McSharry makes his story easy to share.


This work is detailed in six chapters. Chapter One contextualises McSharry’s place in colonial Queensland and a newly federated Australia. This was a time of profound change in Australian society and McSharry was very much a product of his era. The subsequent five chapters offer a view of McSharry’s service across the four years of his service in the Great War. He commissioned into the Light Horse at the outbreak of war and deployed to Gallipoli with his unit. After service at Quinn’s Post, he transferred to the 15th Battalion as adjutant. McSharry went on to serve during the disastrous August offensives on Gallipoli, from which he emerged wounded and sick with malaria. He was evacuated and returned to Gallipoli in time to become the battalion’s executive officer before the withdrawal. A reconstituted 15th Battalion subsequently deployed to France where the tactics, techniques and training of the BEF were significantly more advanced than the AIF had experienced in the Middle East. During 1916, McSharry assumed command of the 15th Battalion in the aftermath of the Somme campaign, and he led it through the tribulations of 1917. He was with his battalion during the early months of 1918 as the BEF fought the Germans to a standstill on the Western Front. His leadership was instrumental to the success of the operation at Hamel in 1918. This was his final engagement.


In four years of dedicated service, McSharry stands among the most distinguished and the bravest of the original Anzacs. He set a standard for courage, leadership and indefatigable perseverance that still resonates today. McSharry was an Ajax among men; the nation’s finest fighting battalion commander who gave the last full measure of all that he had for his men.
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The 4th Australian Brigade’s movement during the battle of Sari Bair: 6–8 August 1915


[image: image] 6–7 August: 4th Brigade intended line of advance after departing Rest Gully


[image: image] 13 & 14 Battalions to detach and provide flanking cover to the north


[image: image] Gurkha Battalion to proceed up confluence of Aghyl Dere and assault Hill Q


[image: image] 15 & 16 Battalions to proceed up confluence of Aghyl Dere and assault Hill 971


[image: image] 6–7 August: 4th Brigade actual line of advance through Taylor’s Gap and Australia Valley


[image: image] 7 August am hours: 4th Brigade’s supposed position


[image: image] 7 August am hours: 4th Brigade’s actual position


[image: image] 8 August 0300–0700: 15th Battalion moves to climb Abdel Rahman Bair, encounters Turkish Maxim guns on Alai Tepe and breaks south under withering fire


[image: image] 8 August 0300–0700: 14th Battalion (on 15th Battalion’s right) moves towards Hill 100 before withdrawing south under fire from Alai Tepe


[image: image] 4th Brigade’s final positions on 8 August


[image: image] 6 August The New Zealand assault along Rhododendron Spur to Chunuk Bair
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The battle front of the 15th Battalion from 5 – 11 August 1916 facing Mouquet Farm. The battalion lost half their fighting complement just in reaching the front at Brind’s Road. Between A and C Companies the front line took a right-angle bend to form a mini-salient. Lt. David Dunworth, commanding 11 Platoon on the right assisted Albert Jacka’s legendary action in repelling the German attack on the 14th Battalion front. The battalion then assaulted and captured Park Lane Trench; however, the failure of the 7th Suffolks to take the Point 78 strongpoint forced them back on that flank. Only C Company on the right precariously remained. On the evening of 9 August, the 15th Battalion attacked again with great success. However, in just a few days in the line the Battalion lost 90 killed and 370 wounded.
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The first attack on Bullecourt, 11 April 1917. The Australians were ordered to “punch a hole” into a re-entrant just to the east of the fortified village of Bullecourt. The 4th Brigade began their attack from the railway embankment (heavy dashed line). The few accompanying tanks (H) were quickly knocked out. That men took fire from their front and from Riencourt, as well as from Balcony trench and Bullecourt village. The men of the 15th Battalion fought their way past belts of barbed wire into first OG1 and then OG2. Despite holding a substantial swathe of OG1 and OG2, without artillery support the men could not keep resisting the ferocious German counterattacks. Compelled to retire, the men had to suffer intense fire to get back to their start line. The 4th Brigade suffered a casualty rate of over 80%.
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The Battle of Hamel took place on 4 July 1918. The 15th Battalion had the hardest of the fight, as Pear Trench, tucked in on the reverse slope, avoided the preliminary barrages. As the tanks were late in coming up, McSharry ordered A Company with its complement of Americans, to go straight at the strongpoint. There Harry Dalziel won the 15th Battalion’s only VC. The battalion then swept up the hill past Vaire Wood to its final objective.







CHAPTER 1


This British World: Victorian & Edwardian Australia


August 1880 – August 1914


This history begins in the Antipodes, far from the future battlefields of the Western Front. Terence Patrick McSharry was born in Townsville, in the Colony of Queensland on 9 August 1880. His birth record indicates he was the Catholic son of Matthew McSharry, native of County Leitrim in Ireland, and Australian-born Margaret McSharry (nee Pottinger).1 Despite his heritage, the young Terence would be profoundly influenced by the British world in which he was raised. Situated almost 1,300 kilometres north of Brisbane, Townsville was frontier country at the very edge of the British Empire. By 1880, the small settlement was enjoying a period of expansion and rapidly establishing itself as Queensland’s tropical ‘capital’.


It was here the elder McSharry established himself as a contractor in support of a burgeoning colonial railway infrastructure. As northern Queensland was opened, a pastoral industry expanded west from Townsville, and the Queensland sugar industry grew in settlements both north and south along the coastline. A comprehensive rail connected these various centres to Townsville’s Cleveland Bay port facilities and the district became the major service centre for the Charters Towers goldfields. The entire length of the extensive Queensland coastline was to benefit from such rapid and concurrent development during the second half of Queen Victoria’s reign.


When it separated from New South Wales in 1859, Queensland was the last of the eastern Australian colonies to be established. It had rich potential, a tropical climate and diverse natural resources. The coastal ports also enabled decentralised simultaneous settlement. In 1860, the population was small and there was an urgent need for skilled workers for new infrastructure, transport and communication projects.2 A rapidly rising population and substantial capital investment subsequently set the pattern for development for more than 30 years until depression hit in the 1890s.3


Queensland’s numbers expanded rapidly, growing from 30,059 people in 1861 to over half a million by the turn of the 20th century. Half of them were born overseas. Indeed, until 1890, immigration in Queensland ‘made by far the greatest contribution to population growth, providing almost 70 per cent of the new population, in contrast to about 40 per cent for Australia as a whole’.4 The largest contingent, nearly half, originated in England, with the Irish contributing a quarter and the Scots and Germans about 13% each.5


Early in the 1880s, Queensland amended its Immigration Act to ensure migrants were directed to suitable avenues of employment. Government assistance for immigrants even targeted specific occupational categories considered most in demand.6 What resulted was an economic and territorial network linked and enabled to function by rapid advances among steamships, railways, postal and communications services and, of course, by the English language and British banking, business and governmental organisation.7


Queensland’s geography facilitated the immediate dispersal of this large influx of people. Instead of the capital being the first port of call as it was in the other colonies, ships used the Suez Canal to approach Queensland from the north. Townships along the eastern seaboard established reception depots with the result that the colony was able to populate its territory concurrently as shipping offloaded passengers at Cooktown, Cairns, Townsville, Bowen, Mackay, Rockhampton, Bundaberg and Maryborough before arriving in Brisbane.


Such matters are an important background to the war service of McSharry. He was born at the apogee of the British Empire and could not help but be influenced by this. It was a global phenomenon in which British values were transposed onto societies filled with British subjects the world over. Nationality – English, Scottish or Irish – mattered not as much for the individual as did belonging to the ‘Neo-British’ Imperial values system with all its associated opportunities and drawbacks.8 The British Colonies – and later Dominions of Australia, Canada and New Zealand – were very much a part of this framework. Migrants flocked to these nations conscious of the new freedoms, but equally aware of the strength offered by bonds to the Empire. Later, the qualities of such pioneering stock would greatly influence the Official Historian of Australia in the Great War, Charles Bean, as he developed the mythology surrounding Australian soldiers.


Terence McSharry was the oldest of six children born during the 1880s and early 1890s. His siblings were Mary Amelia (1881), Charles Joseph (1883), Kathleen Emily (1886), James Robert (1889) and Eileen Olive (1892). The family moved often as Matthew tried his hand at many trades. Kathleen was born 350 kilometres north of Townsville in Atherton, and Charles in Tiaro near Maryborough, 1,100 kilometres south. In 1890, the family relocated to Brisbane. Matthew was initially connected with the building of the railway line in the ranges beyond Cairns in northern Queensland, and later as a storeman in Rockhampton, before moving further south as a worker in the construction of a section of the railway on the Toowoomba range west of Brisbane. His 1918 obituary also states that for a time he was employed as a mounted policeman at the Roma station in southern Queensland before engaging as a tipstaff, an officer of the court, to the Brisbane judiciary during the 1890s.9 Until the 1890s, this was itinerant work, and undoubtedly tough on a family of eight.


Terence was enrolled at St Joseph’s Christian Brothers College, an all-boys Irish-Catholic Institution on Gregory Terrace, inner Brisbane, on 10 October 1890. He was ten years old. Queensland’s Catholic schooling system had its roots in the centuries old, troubled English–Irish sectarianism. Australia had escaped much of the associated trouble, but some remained. On a state visit to New South Wales in 1868, Prince Alfred, second son to Victoria, was shot and wounded in a public gathering by Irish immigrant Henry O’Farrell,10 who was quickly detained, but not without the police having difficulty in stopping the crowd from tearing him to pieces.11 Alfred’s wound was slight and he fully recovered, but it was as grave an act of terrorism that has ever occurred in the nation. O’Farrell was tried and hanged.


Other notable events of the era resonate even today. In 1876, the United States’ Fenian Brotherhood organised a prison break of six Irish rebels, from Fremantle Prison in Western Australia, who sailed to America on the whaler Catalpa.12 The event caused strain between the British and American governments. More well known, the outlaw Kelly gang rode in the Colony of Victoria in the late 1870s. The son of an Irish convict, Edward ‘Ned’ Kelly was a manifestation of the rebel Michael Dwyer who, after, the brutal suppression of the Irish rebellion of 1798, rode through Ireland in a tireless guerrilla campaign. To this day, Kelly conjures ‘an imperishable image of outlaw heroes who were friends to ordinary folk and enemies to their oppressors’.13 By 1878, the Kelly gang rode with impunity in northeastern Victoria. They had an élan unique to colonial Australia: a blend of superb horsemanship and bushcraft, and a grievance honed by a sense of social justice. There is no doubt that Kelly viewed himself as a Victorian Robin Hood.14 However, the three policemen killed by the gang in Victoria’s Wombat Ranges in 1878 were, ironically, Irish immigrants, and Kelly was eventually apprehended for their murders and hanged.


Despite their prominence, these events were not representative of a new and growing Australian secular society. That there was sectarianism is not in question. In matters of faith and culture, before the waves of 20th century immigration, Australia had the Irish. Strains of sectarianism were even apparent in non-metropolitan Queensland well into the 1970s. It certainly showed in the schooling system. However, in 1880, for every Ned Kelly, there were tens of dozens of settlers of Irish and Catholic heritage likely to be in the colonies for the prospects that Australia offered. Certainly, Matthew McSharry was representative of this demographic.


Progressive Australian minds during the 1870s sought a schooling system in which such sectarian prejudices played no part.15 The two colonies with the largest pro rata Irish populations, Victoria and Queensland, acted first. The establishment of compulsory secular schooling in Victoria in 1872 was quickly followed by Queensland in 1875. The others – New South Wales (1880), Tasmania (1885), South Australia (1891) and Western Australia (1895) – all followed suit. A genuine desire for good, to unite the colonies through a system of education without of religious or political influence, irrespective of locality, had the opposite effect.


The Catholic church was vehemently opposed to the prospect of secular schooling in Queensland. Queensland legislation imposed a tax on its citizens to pay for secular schools. The Catholic population opposed this tax because they refused to send their children to schools which did not educate the Catholic faith. This had an immediate effect. In the last decades of the 19th century, a separate Catholic schooling system with the same curriculum (other than religious education) was established in Queensland. Nuns and an entire order of Brothers were sent from Ireland to teach in these schools.16 Young Terence McSharry was very much a product of this environment.


However, schooling remained essentially British. The Gregory Terrace school records indicate McSharry’s father’s occupation as ‘shopman’ and their address as Duncan Street, Fortitude Valley.17 Until recent decades, Fortitude Valley was a working-class suburb. Today, the school has evolved to be one of modern Queensland’s outstanding academic and sporting institutions. However, school archives show that boys in the 1890s came from working families with their father’s occupations listed as labourers, artisans and clerical workers.18 By the 1890s, the boys were increasingly Australian born. Most walked to school, though some rode their horses. A stable had been provided in 1888 and, during this period, there were reports of boys enjoying racing their horses down a hill adjacent to the school. This may have interested young Terence; the Australian Dictionary of Biography states he loved racehorses, and his family nickname was ‘Jockey Jim’. McSharry’s father was certainly known to members of the Brisbane Racing Club.19
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Christian Brothers residence, St Joseph’s College, Gregory Terrace, during the early 1900s. (courtesy Bianca Anderson and the Terrace College archives)
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Terence McSharry’s School, St Joseph’s College, Gregory Terrace, during the 1890s. (courtesy Bianca Anderson and the Terrace College archives)





The Terrace curriculum comprised lessons and play as well as daily prayer at the chapel. Formal subjects included the humanities and sciences, and comprised mathematics, geometrical and free drawing, mechanics and geology, in addition to English, French, Latin, ancient history and Greek. Sport was central to the curriculum and one of the many positive benefits of the Imperial connection. Wherever the Empire extended, it brought along team games and sports as part of the embedded institution. What is more, the British ideology of sport – its values, attitudes, assumptions and class bias was carried with them all over the world.20 Behaviour on the sports field reflected British values.


The ideals of fair play, honesty and modesty in victory, cheerfulness in defeat, and manly courage and co-operation still retain meaning in the school grounds and wider societies across the British Commonwealth. Phrases such as ‘good sportsmanship’, ‘play the game’ and ‘it’s not cricket’ resonate still and reflect their literal meaning. This is not to say the young sportsmen at Terrace were not competitive. Handball was a most popular sport, brought to Australia by the Christian Brothers. It was a fiercely contested game and is still played by large numbers of boys every lunchtime in the college grounds. Gymnastics was another highly competitive and popular sport. Soccer and rugby were also popular at the time, although rugby league – reflecting the school’s working demographic – was played at Terrace before union.21 Terence was a keen rugby union player, playing for the Brisbane Harriers in his later teens, and swam competitively in the local competition.


This was a developing society that spanned the greater proportion of Terence’s life. With the passing of over a century, one can still catch a fleeting glimpse of the young man and his family. He grew up in a homogeneous, yet paradoxically diverse, British world, with its sectarian divides, colonial loyalties and vibrant progress. Certainly, in adulthood, he had no qualms in reconciling his Irish Catholic faith with his service in the British Army during the Great War. His diary speaks clearly of attending mass on one day and fighting in the trenches the next. Young Australian men like McSharry, born in the two decades leading up to 1900, would come to personify the Anzac ideal of the Great War.


In 1892, tragedy struck the McSharry family. The summer Queensland weather was typically hot that year. On Saturday 27 February and Monday 29 February, Brisbane temperatures were recorded as 95° and 88° Fahrenheit (35° and 31° Celsius) respectively, with associated rain and thunderstorms.22 In the era before electricity, hot and humid conditions were a dangerous combination in the Antipodes. Among the young, high rates of physical exertion coupled with dehydration could lead to the rapid onset of heatstroke. Terence’s brother, Charles Joseph, only eight years of age, succumbed to this condition on 27 February. He slipped rapidly into a coma and languished for several days before dying at home on Tuesday 1 March. Charles McSharry was laid to rest in the Toowong Cemetery the next day23 and his obituary was listed the same evening.24


In Queensland, the boom of the 1880s was coming to an end. While the rapid developments of this decade had been sparked by the large influx of immigrants and massive colonial public-works programs, these events also ensured government spending was high. Indeed, gold discoveries in Gympie, Charters Towers and on Cape York Peninsula seemed as though they could underwrite the economic and physical development for years to come. Further, the extensive Queensland railway system was also ensuring a demand for housing and construction up and down the coast and inland. Local financial institutions emerged to meet this demand, and the sugar and pastoral industries grew in a few years fuelled by the ready availability of local and British capital. The boom was particularly intense in the latter half of the 1880s, but it was speculative. It was also unsustainable.25 Banks closed and Australia slipped into depression. In 1893, the Queensland National Bank, the Bank of North Queensland and the Royal Bank of Queensland closed their doors within three days of each other. The government was forced to cease of its public-works as it was unable to continue borrowing against what was very quickly becoming an extravagance.


Then, in early 1893, sub-tropical Queensland was devastated by flooding. Built on the low-lying lands around the meandering Brisbane River, floodwaters rose to swamp the capital, and there was further widespread damage from the Tropic of Capricorn south. The capital suffered approximately £2,000,000 damage.26 Over 600 houses were inundated or carried away, crops were destroyed and animals drowned. Public assets including roads, bridges, telegraph lines and railway tracks received widespread damage. The gold mines in Gympie were flooded and put out of operation.
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Children playing in the receding floodwaters, Brisbane, 1893.
(Image API-033-01-000 John Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland).
https://www.slq.qld.gov.au/blog/1893-brisbane-flood





Hit by natural disaster in the south, and faced with economic ruin, the Colony of Queensland reeled. As the availability of work in the north’s mining interests was curtailed, the North Queensland Register recorded:


Depression has lessened speculation in mining, and production this year may be checked, but it is probable that prospecting by men who have found wages not obtainable in their usual occupations will be a good set off.27


Circumstances were bad and men were compelled to a nomadic lifestyle to make ends meet. Such conditions had profound influence on large families such as the McSharry household.


Young Terence remained in school at the Terrace Christian Brothers College as these calamitous events unfolded. Boys in the Terrace who continued with their schooling to age 15 would generally move on to clerical or commercial positions.28 Civil service examinations were held for Christian Brothers’ boys as many of them headed toward this career path. In earlier years, Catholics had not been allowed to apply directly to enter the British civil service. To get around this, a curriculum based on academic merit was introduced at the Terrace which prepared the boys for service in the colonial administration. Accordingly, pupils were prepared within the school for the junior and senior public examinations and for the Queensland Public Service examinations. This then enabled them to apply for government employment.


This is the path on which Terence embarked. The Sydney Morning Herald of 26 July 1895 records he passed the junior public examinations, the equivalent of Year 10, at the University of Sydney.29 He was a youth with some acumen with a predilection towards athleticism. Wartime descriptions of him – sharp, quick-witted and possessive of great situational awareness – were qualities undoubtedly honed on the playing fields of his teens and twenties. His sister Mary, a year his junior, would soon finish school herself to commence training as a teacher, ironically in the secular Queensland education system. Kathleen, Eileen and James were still under ten years of age.


In 1897, at 42 years of age, Matthew McSharry cracked. While working in the Queensland courts, he was charged with  having forged the name of his supervisory judge on a cheque for £5.30 Matthew was remanded and he pleaded guilty. Given he was in secure employment, the reason why he had forged the cheque was a mystery to the several character witnesses called. This also included the judge whose signature he had copied. One man, speaking on McSharry’s behalf, indicated he had known the prisoner for 17 years and that they had worked together in Rockhampton. He believed him to be of excellent character and submitted he would repay the money as McSharry could not.31 The judge whose signature had been forged stated:


… that McSharry had probably suffered already. He did not think he intended to swindle the person who cashed the cheque, but it seemed he wanted to get a loan under false pretences. He would take it that the affair would be a lesson to him.32


Matthew was sentenced to 18 months’ imprisonment, suspended under the Offenders’ Probation Act conditional to him entering a good behaviour bond, and to further repay the money he fraudulently obtained. There were wider consequences than the sentence. Being guilty of a crime, Matthew was no longer employable within the colonial judiciary. A father of five, undoubtedly shamed, both officially and by Victorian societal standards, McSharry senior then did what was understandable, but also reprehensible. He took to the roads north, to northern Queensland, as far from the capital as he could be. There is no record he ever returned to reside with his family in Brisbane.33


In 1897, approaching 17 years of age, Terence’s childhood was now complete. With McSharry senior’s departure, he was probably the partial breadwinner for his mother and his four siblings. Whatever the circumstance, it was certain he took on greater responsibilities. Later, in 1912, when Kathleen married and relocated to New South Wales, Matthew McSharry was recorded as deceased in the newspaper announcement of the wedding.34 He was not listed on Terence’s subsequent military record as next of kin. The bond among the two older children, Terence and Mary, and their mother was indeed strong. The 1903 Queensland Electoral Rolls list the three of them still residing in Fortitude Valley at No 41 Warry Street.35 The other children – Kathleen 17, James, 14 and Eileen 10 – still minors, lived at the same address. Matthew’s address for the year was in Cairns.


For those of Irish heritage in Queensland, 1898 was a significant year. On 13 April, Premier Sir Hugh Nelson made way for his young protege, Thomas Joseph Byrnes, Queensland’s first native-born premier.36 Byrnes was a very public Catholic and first-generation Irish–Australian who not only had the patronage of his predecessor, but also the support of the earlier, and highly influential, Premier Sir Samuel Griffith. In time, the memory of Byrnes would acquire legendary status; he was hailed as a man of outstanding integrity and political acumen.37 It was perhaps because he died in office, young and full of promise, at the age of only 37, that the Queensland community deemed him worthy of such distinction. In his short life, Byrnes rose from his underprivileged Irish background to become a barrister, cabinet minister and premier. Moreover, his office embodied the cherished contemporary ideals of patriotism and progress; this helped to breach the deep sectarian divide between Catholics and the Protestant majority.


 As Queensland approached the turn of the 20th century, over a quarter of Brisbane’s population, and just under a quarter of the entire population of colonial Australia, comprised Catholics (mostly of Irish descent).38 For many of them, despite the British world in which they lived, significant loyalty still lay with Ireland and the Catholic Church. In some ways, this did not sit well with the Protestant majority in Queensland, but Thomas Byrnes changed much of this.39 Supporters cited his life as evidence that lowly origins did not preclude a Queenslander from rising to prominence; his success was proof that social mobility was possible even for the poor Irish.40 Byrnes’s founding work cleared the path for the next generation of young men, including McSharry, who went on to become wartime leaders.


Byrnes knew of the resources of the part of the world in which he lived were central to the reversal of Queensland’s fortunes. The colony had an economy dominated by rural industry, both pastoral and agricultural, and by a bourgeoning mining sector. Though smaller than Western Australia, Queensland was still larger than the Mother Country. It possessed vast resources that were a rich source of income for the realm.41 There was gold from Gympie, Mount Morgan and the Cape York Peninsula. Pastoral beef and sheep properties stretched inland from Rockhampton. The Darling Downs west of Brisbane was a sea of plains from which flowed wool, wheat, cotton and sorghum. The other colonies offered similar benefits to the empire. Federation offered a pragmatic and sensible evolution in the young nation’s development. As the new century dawned, the Brisbane Courier declared:


The Australian nation is a fact. Now is accomplished the dream of a continent for a people and a people for a continent. No longer shall there exist those artificial barriers which have divided brother from brother. We are one people – with one destiny.42


When Federation occurred in 1901, the new Commonwealth of Australia naturally identified with a British world.43 Indeed, Australians were British subjects in what was a vibrant and spirited association of Britons the world over.44 The British Empire was a global economic and territorial network linked by the latest technologies and tried and tested establishments.45 Contemporary historians view this framework as a global identity. Of course, Australians had a notion of their distinctiveness, but this existed within the ideal of the broader British world; a Queenslander was British in the same way a person could be a Yorkshireman and British at the same time.46 The arrangement benefited both nations.


Australia’s contribution to the British Empire was untold wealth in wool, wheat, sugar, beef – all manner of agrarian produce; equally, gold, coal and other minerals. Capital flowed back into Australia through investment and the latest advancements in technology and architecture.47 One consequence of this means Australia still enjoys one of the highest standards of living in the world. The arrangements underwrote Australia’s early 20th century security, but it was not just physical security. Security also encompassed economics, cultural values, treaties and the interests of those in power.48 Imperial ties ensured Australian economic interests would be secured against foreign competition. On the nation’s first day, grand military parades celebrating the birth of the country ‘helped to remind the onlookers that the new Commonwealth was at war in South Africa’ where Imperial Britain was putting down the Boer rebellion.49 Australia committed over 16,000 men to the conflict.50 Five hundred and sixty-one of them paid the ultimate price in the nation’s first major war, and the force was distinguished with the award of five Victoria Crosses.51


Terence McSharry lived as a young man in Brisbane as these events were unfolding. He was trained as a bookkeeper and a telling description of his character and perseverance remains from these times:


When he was about 22, he entered for the Amateur Bantamweight Boxing Championship of Queensland, then under the direction of the Brisbane Gymnasium. He won through to the final, when he bumped a tough lad named Frank Coomber, and they put up a great contest. At the close the verdict went to Coomber, but this was not generally endorsed, and the Hon. E. J. Stevens, M.L.C., promptly presented McSharry with a special trophy, equal in value to that received by the winner, in recognition of his pluck. Terry is known here as a good, all-round sportsman: a runner, swimmer, and boxer, as tough as wire, with laughing eyes, and one of those square jaws which tell of his determination …52


The Brisbane of the McSharry’s era was also growing rapidly. It was proclaimed a city in 1901 when its population reached 120,000.53 The young capital’s population growth stemmed primarily from the growth of the Queensland economy. Notwithstanding this, Brisbane was still a city escaping its status as the capital of a frontier society with a primitive way of life. In the capital, modernity brought a commensurate growth of factories, shops, warehouses, banks, offices and an expansion  of domestic housing.54 Development was also reflected in the building of more and more schools, and in the growth of the technical and university education sector.55 Quality streets and lighting, proper sanitation and drainage, health services, parks and gardens, public transport, sewerage and town planning all followed as Brisbane moved on.


Queen Victoria’s death in 1901 ushered in the Edwardian era. It was to be a decade shaped by tension among the European powers. Within this dynamic, Australians perceived themselves as a small British enclave in the South Pacific that would be easily swamped by Asians if steps were not taken to prevent this from occurring.56 Russia’s defeat by Japan at Tsushima in 1905 only galvanised such thinking. Australian fear of the Imperial Japanese Navy, ironically modelled on the Royal Navy, gave rise to the concern the young nation stood in danger of attack by the powerful and culturally hostile Japan and that, consequently, strong naval and military defences, and maintenance of close relations with Britain and the Empire, were necessary.


At the time of Federation, 29,010 soldiers were available from the colonies to form the Australian Army.57 The troops were a mix of permanent and militia, of varying quality, and trained to different standards. On 26 December 1901, Major-General Sir Edward Hutton, a British officer, was appointed to command the Army, and he immediately effected profound changes.58 Hutton had previously commanded the New South Wales military and, during 1902–1903, he personally contributed to the writing of Australia’s 1903 Defence Act. This Act continues to underwrite the modern Australian Defence Force well over a century later. Hutton’s task was incredibly difficult, though by the time he had completed his command  appointment in late 1904, he had established an Army Council, a Military Board of Administration and the Army’s Inspector-General’s Branch.59


King Edward VII passed away in 1910 and was succeeded by his son, George V. In the same year, the Chief of the Imperial General Staff of Great Britain, the legendary Lord Kitchener, was invited to inspect Australia’s defence forces. They were found wanting. Kitchener’s recommendations resulted in amendments to the Defence Act in December 1910 and in the establishment of the Royal Military College, Duntroon, in 1911.60 The Australian minister responsible for defence, George Foster Pearce, went further. He facilitated the passage of the 1911 Naval Defence Act which resulted in the formation of the Royal Australian Navy by Royal decree on 10 July 1911.61 Both services sought to align doctrinally with Britain’s forces at all levels of training. The intent in such thinking was to contribute an interoperable capability to the wider empire should the nation be called on to do so.62 Standardised Imperial musketry training was an ideal case in point.63


Pearce came to office in 1909, the year the British War Office promulgated Musketry Regulations. Although he was an unashamed advocate for Australian independence, Pearce nevertheless recognised the need for interoperability even before the Great War. He had been in office only three days before he received media pressure to adopt the Canadian Ross Rifle as the standard weapon for Australia’s military.64 The Ross was the superlative hunting and marksman’s rifle of its day. The craftsmanship employed in machining its components was exquisite. Pearce simply and immediately rejected any pressure brought to bear on his portfolio over the issue. His rationale was canny. If Australia was to contribute in a British Army coalition, then it would employ the British Lee-Enfield rifle as its standard ‘weapons system’. The Lee-Enfield was more robust, it was accurate enough, and it was the pattern adopted by the Imperial Army. The Canadians differed in their thoughts. They understandably adopted the Ross, only to find the weapon’s function and lack of interoperability with the Imperial Army early in the Great War vexed them.


In 1908, Terence, now 28 years of age, sought more substantial professional employment. He applied to the Queensland Metropolitan Water and Sewerage Board as a trainee surveyor. The unglamorous nature of the organisation belies the advantages it offered to a man of McSharry’s talents. It was steady and reliable work, largely conducted outdoors. Terence took to it and was duly licensed as a surveyor. Mary McSharry had qualified as a Queensland junior primary school teacher, and she continued to be employed in the State School system in Brisbane. Both siblings remained unmarried, and Mary was eventually posted in her duties to the suburb of Sandgate, 16 kilometres north of the city.


By 1910, their mother, Margaret, was ailing. At 50 years of age, she had endured a difficult life during a period of tumultuous change in Australian society. What she had achieved, though, was remarkable. During an era when infant mortality typically sat around 10–15%, she had defied the odds and nursed six babies into childhood in colonial Queensland. Despite her husband being an absent miscreant, she had kept her surviving brood together. The elder two of her children had now risen beyond the difficulties of their upbringing, and the younger three were entering their working lives.


 Margaret had indeed achieved much, but she was exhausted. In the mid-1910 she had been diagnosed with pleurisy, an inflammation of the lungs, undoubtedly exacerbated by the damp and relatively unsanitary conditions of the 1900s Fortitude Valley district. She declined rapidly. After she was visited by a doctor in late August, her condition continued to deteriorate. Margaret’s liver was enlarged and, in the era before antibiotics, could not cope with the infection entering her system. By the end of the first week in September, she was bedridden and exhausted. On 8 September, Margaret McSharry passed away at home in Kyabra Street, Fortitude Valley. The attending doctor recorded her death had been preceded by three months of illness.65 The next day, the mother of six was buried beside her beloved son Charles in the Roman Catholic section of Brisbane’s Toowong Cemetery.


Terence remained with the Metropolitan Water and Sewerage Board throughout these difficult times, and he did not mellow as he entered his thirties. In late 1912, a disciplinary infraction resulted in him being dismissed; no doubt this was related in some way to the strength of the man’s personality. Notwithstanding this, the circumstances seem not to have been clear cut. He appealed, and the case was raised by a board meeting reported in The Courier in February 1913.66 There was enough merit in his application to have it heard twice more during March. Finally, in the middle of May, the board’s decision to dismiss him was confirmed.67 It was, on the one hand, a hard blow for any person to endure. However, there was an unintended positive to the circumstance; McSharry had been appointed a provisional lieutenant in the Australian Militia on 25 March 1912.68 Now his focus turned to a burgeoning career as an officer in the Australian Intelligence Corps (AIC). It is easy to surmise what drew McSharry to the militia.


Physically fit, eminently practical and intelligent, Terence was ideal material for the Army to shape into a junior leader. Certainly, his wartime diaries would later indicate the sense of belonging he felt on being commissioned into the Army.69 This aside, he was a qualified surveyor and this skill was central to the role of the pre-war AIC. When it formed in 1908, the AIC’s function was topographical survey in support of establishing nationwide military infrastructure.70 This was important work for a nation federated only a few years earlier. Its role covered survey, preparation of maps and charts, transport infrastructure and any other matters imperative to the new defence force. Indeed, Defence Minister Sir Thomas Ewing widely lauded the utility of the organisation on its formation: ‘There are many men … who by reason of their vocations, will be able to give valuable service to the new Corps’.71 McSharry was one of these men.


When Australia federated, the nation was apportioned into six military districts: 1st Military District (Queensland); 2nd (New South Wales); 3rd (Victoria); 4th (Tasmania); 5th (South Australia); and 6th (Western Australia). The districts naturally fell along the lines of the former colonial demarcation and have survived in various guises during the century since. The AIC, nominally headquartered at Victoria Barracks in Melbourne, had a cadre of units and staff in each of the other state capitals. McSharry found himself under the command of Major Thomas Pye, a well-known Queensland architect and citizen soldier. It was a fortunate appointment for indeed, the AIC was a remarkable nationwide network of likeminded individuals. It included among its number James Whiteside McCay, the inaugural commander, and, more significantly, John Monash.


Pye’s influence on McSharry was significant, and Pye is worthy of note in the annals of historic Brisbane. He served for 33 years in the Queensland Department of Public Works and numerous examples of his architectural design remain around the capital.72 Born in 1861, Pye was too old for frontline service during the Great War, though he served as a commander of Australian Imperial Force (AIF) reinforcement troops sent by ship during the conflict. When he died in 1930, his many accomplishments were widely reported by the Queensland press.73 He was a robust and practical man, and his qualities as a leader were evident. The Brisbane Courier recorded that McSharry and several other junior officers accompanied Pye on an AIC surveying exercise north of Brisbane in March 1913.74 It may have been Pye who encouraged McSharry to join the Queensland United Services Club (USC), thereby welcoming the younger man into the sanctum of an officers’ club.


The USC offered a level of patronage to its members allowed the establishment of connections. If these men were ever to go into combat, they would know each other, their strengths and weaknesses, and they would share a pre-war bond. In these respects, the commissioned officers of Australia’s militia were no different to any other group of individuals with a shared sense of service and likeminded values. McSharry flourished in the comradeship of these men and in his service in the Army. In October 1913, he was confirmed substantively in rank.75 He was concurrently appointed board secretary for the governing committee of the USC,76 an administrative role that would give him further professional connections. Indeed, among his fellow Queensland officers were more than a few who would go on to serve in the AIF. Several of them, including William Glasgow and James Cannan, would distinguish themselves as generals. McSharry was close to both. That he was accepted wholly by his fellows in the USC is a testament to his dedication. They were of his age, although, because he was a latecomer, many were senior in rank.


McSharry’s duties alternated between two locations in Brisbane – Victoria Barracks in the inner city and Fort Lytton further east along the Brisbane River. Situated in the suburb of the same name, Fort Lytton is today an historical precinct, but in McSharry’s day it provided overwatch to Imperial interests. Fort Lytton was indeed built for such a purpose in 1882. It is situated near the Port of Brisbane east of the city, and adjacent to the modern international airport. At the turn of the 20th century, any attempt to approach Brisbane from the coast would have had to negotiate the fortifications at Lytton. In the years after 1901, the establishment served as a training camp for the militia and large exercises were conducted there for many decades.


One of the earliest images of Terence in uniform dates to 1913 and portrays him on exercise with five fellow officers of the AIC and the Australian Volunteer Automobile Corps. The group photograph was taken at Redbank, a suburb of Brisbane, and reported by the Queensland press.77 The photograph is in sharp focus and captures something of McSharry’s personality. The men are smiling, and Terence appears to be oldest in the group. He was by this time well into his thirties but has a wry grin on his face and appears comfortable sharing the camaraderie of his mates. His gaze is intent and is the look of a man of great strength of character.


 The Queensland Times reported only the names of the four AIC officers present: Lieutenants Frank Hayman, William Jones, Sydney Robertson and, of course, McSharry. In the photograph, these four officers are discernible from the lighter-toned cap bands of the AIC.78 McSharry is in the front seat with Jones on his left. Hayman and Robertson are in the back. Now over a century old, the photograph presents a poignant image; Hayman and Robertson were killed serving with the Queensland 9th Infantry Battalion on Gallipoli and Jones was a tunneller gassed at Hill 60 near Passchendaele. He survived the war but died in 1928. McSharry’s fate was, of course, no less sad.79




[image: image]


Redbank, Brisbane, October 1913. Lieutenant Terence McSharry (second from right) is pictured with a group of fellow officers of the AIC (in light cap bands) while training with the Australian Volunteer Automobile Corps. (AWM AO1933).





What training junior officers such as McSharry received was based on the British model. In fact, the training pamphlet description of the qualities desired among junior officers may have been describing McSharry. A regimental officer:


…requires a clear mind and a strong character which commands the respect of his subordinates with whom he should be in close touch and sympathy. He must have sound military knowledge which can only be gained in peace by a study of how military situations have been dealt with in the past and by constant practice in thinking and deciding how best to meet definite military problems with which he is likely to be confronted in war. He needs imagination to have the power of anticipating probable future requirements and developments, and organising ability in order to make the necessary provision to meet them … He needs a healthy body capable of long continued exertion, a capacity for overcoming difficulties and for always appearing confident and cheerful, and finally a cultivated will power and determination strong enough to impress itself upon his men in the stress of battle.80


To assist in the training of officers, the USC in each state was subsidised by the Department of Defence to provide lectures and to conduct desk-top exercises.81 The utility of the arrangement was not lost on the government, and the Military Commandant of Queensland, Colonel John Sanderson Lyster, wrote of the scheme:


The Advantage to the Commonwealth Government is immense. The Institution invites Citizen Officers to enter an atmosphere impregnated with Naval and Military subjects. Once inside the building citizen business is suspended, and the exchange of Naval and Military thoughts and ideas becomes constant by force of habit. It results in increased Naval and Military knowledge and cohesion, co-operation and camaraderie, all beneficial to the service.82


 A junior officer’s initial appointment was probationary, and confirmation in rank to lieutenant was through examination. Training courses for the part-time militia officers ranged from one to three weeks and were conducted frequently enough so that some officers were serving in the military for at least several months of the year. McSharry’s service during the financial year of 1913 to 1914 was probably longer than this. In February 1914, in addition to his duties in the AIC, he had been appointed a staff officer in the Queensland District, which meant he also undertook duties as an instructor.


On 28 June 1914, Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria–Hungary was assassinated in Sarajevo. It was a complicated matter, even by Balkan standards. The assassin, Gavrilo Princip, was an ethnic Serbian living in Bosnia, which was under Austrian rule. The Serbs were allied to Russia, ethnically and politically, and the Austrian–Hungarian Empire was aligned with Germany. Russia had an agreement with France, and Britain had a pact with Belgium, which lay between France and Germany. It all but guaranteed the situation would escalate. It did. In July, Russia mobilised its army against Austria–Hungary in support of Serbia. France mobilised its army in support of Russia. In response, Germany declared war on Russia and France to support Austria–Hungary. Germany then invaded France through Belgium.


While the British Government was debating whether to participate in the conflict, the Australian Government was prematurely pledging commitment and the transfer of control of the Royal Australian Navy, only two years old, to the British Admiralty.83 The sectarian divide seemed to narrow when, in Brisbane, Archbishop James Duhig stated that as ‘an Irish–Australian I would say that if the Mother Country found herself in trouble she would find her Catholic and Irish–Australian sons loyal to her cause’.84 On 3 August, the Australian cabinet ratified the decision to send an expeditionary force of 20,000 men, to anywhere, for any objective, under British command. Lloyd Robson, in his 1982 study of the AIF’s recruitment, wrote ‘Australians everywhere anticipated with excitement the glory that war might bring to the young nation’.85


Britain declared war on 4 August 1914; the decision reached the Australian prime minister at 12:30 pm the following day. The Australian press was notified within 15 minutes. In Brisbane, on the afternoon of 5 August, Lieutenant-Governor Sir Arthur Morgan broke the news to ‘several hundred’ outside The Courier building that Great Britain was at war with Germany.86 The next day, The Courier published King George’s gratitude:


I desire to express to my people of the Overseas Dominions with what appreciation and pride I have received the messages from their respective governments during the last few days. These spontaneous assurances of their fullest support recall to me the generous self-sacrificing help given by them in the past, to the Mother Country. I shall be strengthened in the discharge of the great responsibilities which rest upon me by the confident belief, in this time of trial, that my Empire will stand united, calm and resolute, trusting in God.87


There was only minor opposition. The socialist elements of the Labor movement disagreed with Australia’s involvement. Typical reactions included: ‘It is unthinkable to believe because an archduke and his missus were slain by a fanatic the whole  of Europe should become a seething battlefield’; ‘Socialism is the enlightened doctrine of the century. We do not believe in settling differences by slaughtering the people. The days of such antiquated ideas of killing one another to satisfy a king or a party are surely numbered’; and ‘What glory is there in today’s warfare? None, whatever; it is only slaughter and carnage’.88


Such feelings were in the minority. In this British world, whatever their reasons, Australians volunteered for service in the Army in greater numbers than before or since. The reality was there was almost no argument over Australian involvement.89


McSharry watched keenly as events unfolded. He had just completed a three-week period as temporary commander of the AIC in Queensland while Pye was on leave between 13 July and 2 August.90 He was acting in that capacity when Britain advised the Australian Government that its military should take ‘precautionary measures’ given the imminent danger of war.91
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