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‘With Lest, Mark Dapin transforms his trademark humour into serious history: a beguiling blend of erudition, insight and wit. Lest forces us to look again at stories we think we all know – or should know – and reframe them with intellectual rectitude and rigour. Never a piss-take (the lazy writer’s way to make history fun), Lest offers new perspectives on the past from one of Australia’s most interesting and provocative thinkers. This is one for the savvy book club and for the classroom. I loved it.’

CLARE WRIGHT

‘In Lest, Mark Dapin trains a wry eye and an acute historical bullshit detector onto the “sacred” shibboleths of Australia’s highly contestable but largely unchallenged birthing story – Anzac. He lifts the veil on its myths, its bizarre cosplay, and the cheap political jingoism that has long inoculated Anzac from the scrutiny good history demands while allowing commemoration to transmogrify into celebration. It’s a fabulous book – intelligent, witty, but most importantly, earthed in fact. It should be fast-tracked onto the national curriculum.’

PAUL DALEY, AUTHOR AND JOURNALIST
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FOR BEN AND SARA






Before We Start…

This is a book about separating truth from myth in Australian war history. It’s salted with jokes – because I can’t seem to help myself – but it has a serious purpose. It’s about questioning received truths and realising that the most widely accepted are often the most woefully misguided. It’s about accepting that historians (especially this one) have flawed personalities and eccentric agendas and that our opinions and interests are coloured by our own experiences. The scope of the book is shaped by my own knowledge. I know little of significance, for instance, about the Second World War and much of insignificance about the Emu War.

By training, I am a journalist as well as a historian. Small sections of this book formed part of my Radio National show, Myths of War, in which I interviewed historians who knew more than me about – well, everything, really. I realise that it is unusual in a history book to quote conversations with historians rather than their writing, but this is an unusual book. It’s driven by the conviction that a document can be found to support any proposition that is accurate, and that anything unprovable is likely to be untrue. Most of all, it’s about loving history and having fun with it, and using the past to understand the present – which you can only do if you’ve got your facts straight.






The Myths of Anzac Day


That Anzac Day has always been commemorated rather than celebrated. That Anzac Day developed unchallenged. That only a tiny activist fringe questions Anzac Day.



It’s always dangerous to make a claim for historical singularity, but I’m willing to take a risk and say that this is the only book ever to have been inspired by a statement by Alan Tudge, who was Minister for Education and Youth in Scott Morrison’s Coalition government between December 2020 and May 2022.

While it’s difficult to pinpoint any of Tudge’s achievements in the field of education, he was able to attract a fusillade of publicity when he criticised what he claimed to be planned changes to the national curriculum. He was particularly troubled by the proposal that Year 9 history students might study ‘contested debates about the nature and significance of the Anzac legend’ and perhaps consider ‘the difference between commemoration and celebration of war’.

In fact, this was not a change to the curriculum. The only significant alteration to the existing wording was the insertion of ‘contested’ before ‘debates’ (which is offensive, true, as it’s tautological) but the thought of it nonetheless made Tudge angry.

If these revisions were to be made, Tudge declared, children would be taught to doubt the sanctity of Anzac Day, ‘the most sacred of all days in Australia’. In an interview with the ABC’s youth radio station, Triple J, he said that Anzac Day was ‘not a contested idea, apart from an absolute fringe element in our society’. He believed that the new national curriculum was advocating that ‘instead of just accepting these for the things which they are, such as Anzac Day’, students should ‘really challenge them’.1

But Anzac Day, like so many other ‘sacred’ days, has always been a contested idea. As has Christmas Day: there is little intellectual or theological support for the proposition that Jesus Christ was born on December 25. Good Friday is another contested idea: certain Christian denominations believe Christ to have been crucified on a Wednesday. Australia Day is publicly and vigorously challenged by First Nations people and others, some of whom nurse the ambitious goal that it will one day be commemorated as Invasion Day.

Anzac Day has a history. It is marked today differently from the way it was in 1916. War is thought of differently. The Anzacs are remembered differently. The ways that events are remembered have histories themselves – even histories have histories – and, as any high-school history teacher knows, the history of Anzac Day is a story of the tension between celebration and commemoration.

Tudge’s comments were unworthy of an education minister. But in his confected exasperation, he was acting as a man of the people – or, more accurately, a man with an MBA from Harvard University mimicking the way that he imagined ‘the people’ might be: incurious, uninformed and reflexively belligerent. The celebration of pugnacious obtuseness has been the fashion among populist politicians for a while, and one unmistakable characteristic of militant ignorance emerges when privately educated Australians such as Tudge adopt the common tongue. This anti-Anzac malarky had really got his goat. ‘I can tell you, I’m not putting up with it,’ he told presenter Chris Kenny on Sky News. ‘I won’t have a bar of it.’

He may have been a Haileybury old boy with an Ivy League education, but bonza bloke Tudge was ridgy-didge.

Kenny was ropeable too. He described the wording of the curriculum as ‘the demolition of Anzac Day’ and demanded of Tudge, ‘Can you explain to me why I should be ashamed or guilty about Anzac Day?… And who are these people who think that we should?’

‘Chris, I cannot explain that to you,’ said Tudge.

Fair dinkum.

By then, Tudge had refined his critique and invented a statistic. He said that the draft curriculum pandered to a possible ‘0.1 per cent of fringe activists’ who believed Anzac Day was ‘about warmongering’.2

This is a myth, so we may as well start here.



The Anzacs are still with us, in effigy. More than a century after the Armistice, there are Anzacs in our cities, young men with shoulders squared and jaws set tight – tough, unaffected and 25 per cent larger than life. At the western end of Sydney’s Anzac Bridge, a bronze statue of a digger (unveiled on Anzac Day in 2000) stands with head bowed, sightless eyes following the barrel of a Lee-Enfield rifle to the handful of sand from Gallipoli that is buried beneath his boots. On the other side of the bridge is a newer Anzac, the digger’s Kiwi comrade in arms (unveiled on Anzac Sunday in 2008), similar in build and bearing but about five centimetres taller because he’s wearing a bigger hat. The statues are often described as ‘standing guard’, although they’re not: they’re both frozen in the ‘rest on arms reversed’ position. In the event of a surprise attack, they would be as slow to respond as the security guards who listlessly patrol the walkway below.

Every morning, columns of tradespeople and hot-deskers drive haltingly to work beneath the statues’ unseeing gaze. At the turn of the millennium, I lived in a unit overlooking the bridge and passed under the Australian digger each day. I found him quietly comforting, and it was his statue that sparked my interest in Anzac. Until then, I had not thought much about the Anzacs outside of Anzac Day, when the city I loved turned abruptly into the town where I grew up – Aldershot, the home of the British army – and drunken soldiers dressed in civvies spilled out of crowded pubs to claim the pavements by right of conquest and force of numbers. I did not fully grasp the point of what appeared to me to be one massive regimental reunion: I did not learn much about the First World War (or anything else, really) at school, and I had only heard of Gallipoli through Eric Bogle’s ballad ‘And the Band Played Waltzing Matilda’ (and although the song mentions a parade of veterans ‘every April’ and famously predicts that ‘someday no-one will march’, I had no idea it was about Anzac Day).

There are other motionless Anzacs forever at their posts in Melbourne, Sydney and Canberra (and Beersheba, Bullecourt and Fromelles), all cast – sometimes literally – from the same rugged mould. The Centenary of Anzac and the years that followed saw a new generation of statuary born, more than a decade after the last Anzac had died. As I grew older and more boring, I found that I wished I knew more about them, and I began to investigate their histories through journalism.

I became interested in unknown soldiers, an idea I was familiar with from England, where the grave of the Unknown Warrior lies in Westminster Abbey. On Remembrance Day 1993, to mark the seventy-fifth anniversary of the end of the First World War, the remains of an Australian unknown soldier exhumed from Adelaide Cemetery near Villers-Bretonneux in France were reinterred in the Hall of Memory at the Australian War Memorial. In his eulogy over the body, Prime Minister Paul Keating – aided immeasurably by his speechwriter, Don Watson – described the Anzac story as ‘a legend of free and independent spirits whose discipline derived less from military formalities and customs than from the bonds of mateship and the demands of necessity… a democratic tradition’.3

Like all traditions, Anzac was invented over time and has to be reinvigorated regularly. ‘I sometimes wish we could withdraw the unknown soldier speech,’ Don Watson told me, ‘because it seems to have triggered the rebirth of Anzac, in a way. I think it’s grown into 60 per cent bullshit these days. It’s awful what’s happened to it.’

Alec Campbell, the last remaining Australian to serve at Gallipoli, passed away in 2002 at the age of 103. At Campbell’s funeral, Prime Minister John Howard made a ‘silent promise’ (out loud, somehow) to protect the values by which Campbell had lived – even though Campbell’s lived values were those of a trade unionist, republican and socialist. When Howard later endowed Campbell and his comrades with ‘courage, valour, mateship, decency… a willingness as a nation to do the right thing, whatever the cost’, Watson wrote that he ‘may as well have emptied his old sock drawer on the cenotaph’.4

Curiously, as the First World War has become more prominent in our daily lives, the modern military has virtually disappeared from public view. In the early twentieth century, militia units could have been seen drilling in every country town. During the world wars, hundreds of thousands of uniformed men swamped the cities. In the 1950s, a national service scheme saw almost every young male in the country engaged in military training. Selective conscription was introduced to quickly expand the army in the 1960s and early 1970s. About one-third of ‘nashos’ from the later national service scheme were sent to fight in Vietnam, and the public was acutely aware of their plight. Despite bizarre claims to the contrary, huge welcome-home parades greeted the return of battalions from Vietnam to Sydney, Brisbane, Adelaide and Townsville. But today, most Australians outside of Seymour/Puckapunyal, Wagga Wagga/Kapooka, Townsville, Darwin and Canberra barely see a soldier and seem to have only a hazy idea of what the armed forces do.

As the Australian Defence Force increasingly lost its connections with civilian society, we came to remember past wars with a greater urgency, and in a strange cultural shift, everyone who’d ever served in any branch of the military, at home or overseas, with or without New Zealanders, became an Anzac.

James Brown, a veteran of Australia’s wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, wrote about a Sydney Anzac Day parade where he had asked a woman marching behind him whereabouts she had served: ‘She hadn’t, it turned out, but was marching to support her husband, who had spent a brief moment in the Army Reserve.’ After the marching bands, cadets, boy and girl scouts, widows’ guilds and Legacy clubs came what Brown felt was ‘the strangest sight of all: military enthusiasts in period costumes, some standing alongside their jeeps or trucks from bygone wars.

‘I couldn’t help but wonder,’ wrote Brown, ‘on a day dedicated to respecting military service, what made these men and women dress up in uniform despite never having served a day themselves. They may as well put their arm in a sling, or wear an eye patch to simulate war wounds. Some people will do anything to be a part of the Anzac legend.’5

There isn’t room in the military for everyone – as diehard advocates of a return to national service might do well to bear in mind – but if you cannot be an Anzac, you can at least find an Anzac in your lineage. Towards the beginning of the late twentieth-century family-history boom, many Australians were animated by the idea that they might be heirs to a ‘convict past’ – often in riotous contrast to their law-abiding present – and went in search of forebears in the desolate transports of the Georgian and Victorian eras.6 In the years leading up to the Centenary of Anzac, it became more fashionable for IT specialists and HR managers to seek out an Anzac to stiffen their family tree.

Australians are fantastically lucky that every military service record from the First World War has been digitised and is available from the National Archives of Australia website, instantly and at no cost. The digitisation of Second World War records is an ongoing process, and any not-yet-digitised files can be ordered through the Archives for use in its reading rooms. Vietnam War records were once available too, until they were withdrawn from public access to protect the privacy of surviving veterans, in a setback for historians that was probably my fault.7 Other documents have been exhaustively collected and catalogued by the Australian War Memorial, whose website promises: ‘Our collection contains a wealth of material to help you research and find your connection with the wartime experiences of the brave men and women who served in Australia’s military forces.’8

Once Malcolm from Marketing has tracked down his uniformed forebear, he will ideally discover that his ancestor was a hero – and, happily, this has recently become a more attainable goal. An idea has sprung up that once would have been risible: anybody who has ever worn their nation’s uniform is a hero. Anzac creep has been accompanied by medal creep. Australian National University professor David Horner, a Vietnam veteran and official historian, told me, ‘People want more recognition for what they have done than was ever the case in the past. Guys who serve in the ADF now, and who’ve been overseas, have got more medals than guys who served in World War II. We’ll have a medal for volunteering, a medal for national service, a medal for being in the army for four years. I’ve got more medals for serving in Vietnam in the past four years than I ever got when I was there. Every time there’s an election, the government comes up with the bright idea of a new medal: they’ll get more votes. And why do they get more votes? Because everybody wants to be an Anzac.’



By the 1930s, Anzac Day on April 25 had become a funeral mass for the 60,000 who died in the First World War. Solemn marchers walked through silent cities, with thoughts of the butcher, the postman and the railwayman whose names were engraved on the memorial plinths in every country town. After the Second World War, a new generation of former servicemen marched as the Sons of Anzacs, the inheritors of the mantel. But what must it mean to actual war heroes when they hear that reluctant, conscripted, stay-at-home base troops were heroes too?

In 1995, the Keating government launched the Australia Remembers campaign to mark the fiftieth anniversary of the end of the Second World War. From the late twentieth century until recently, the heroes of that war were considered broadly unimpeachable, as they were held (quite reasonably) to have helped save democracy from fascism, Nazism and Japanese imperialism. But the people behind Australia Remembers did not necessarily support every other military adventure – including their own.

Vietnam veteran Noel Turnbull was a principal of Turnbull Fox Phillips, a PR agency that worked on Australia Remembers. Turnbull, who once marched in a Vietnam moratorium demonstration, told me that he ‘wouldn’t march [on Anzac Day] in a fit’ (although he has done since) and that he regretted ‘the notion that Anzac Day and Gallipoli shaped Australian society’. He said, ‘I feel sick in the stomach when I see some young guy wearing an Australian flag and saying, “The people at Gallipoli died for our freedom.” No, they didn’t. They were invading another country in one of the great military stuff-ups of all time. We’re ending up a bit like America, where we wear our patriotism on our arse.’

More visibly, we wear it in public spaces, in the form of those ubiquitous sculptures in marble and bronze. Modern Anzac statues often have a ‘certain look that First World War volunteer soldiers had’, Victorian sculptor Peter Corlett told me. ‘It was probably due to the fact they were posing in front of a camera that had a long time exposure, so they had to sit very still. There was a strange, jovial formality about all the images.’

Corlett’s bronzed soldiers can be found at memorials and museums all over Australia, as well as at Beersheba in Israel and Bullecourt in France. His Anzacs are all tall, fit, handsome and physically complete. ‘You’re trying to capture national characteristics,’ he told me, ‘and it’s probably quite inaccurate.’ They are statues of an idea, an Anglo-Celtic ideal, rather than men as they were.

Corlett also created the statue of John Simpson Kirkpatrick and his donkey at the Australian War Memorial, the statues of Ernest Edward ‘Weary’ Dunlop that stand at the AWM and in Melbourne’s Kings Domain gardens, and the statue of John Monash at Monash University. Corlett told me that he was proud of his work and the acknowledgement it offers to the sacrifices of a lost generation, but remained troubled by a statue he cast of ‘Mad’ Harry Murray, who won a Victoria Cross for leading fearless and bloody raids against German trenches on the Western Front in 1917. ‘I didn’t get to design this sculpture,’ he said. ‘It’s not the concept I had.’

Corlett wanted to sculpt Murray the farmer, sitting on his porch after the war. He saw Australia’s most decorated soldier as a ‘reluctant hero’ back on the land, but the commission stipulated he be shown in the act for which he was cited for his medal: throwing a grenade and rushing forward, pistol in hand, to take an enemy trench.

Corlett said, ‘I thought, Bugger this, I don’t want to do someone with weapons. I was going to walk.’ But he felt bound to the job by his respect for a retired officer who had spent years lobbying for the statue. ‘I ended up sick, with really high blood pressure, and the only issue was me making a sculpture I really didn’t want to make. I made it, but didn’t sign it. But they’ve put my name on it since. And I didn’t stop them. I’m not proud of it at all,’ said Corlett. ‘I won’t get into that situation again.’

But in fact Murray was not a reluctant soldier. He landed at Gallipoli at the age of thirty-four, a trained fighting man with six years’ service in the militia. He wrote, ‘I am cursed with a vivid imagination, and before going into battle I went through it all, had blood, brains, “innards”, limbs etc., spattered all over me, and I fought my fight with self then, fixed my code, and it only remained to prove it. The real thing being less terrible than pictured, and an intense curiosity as to how I would react, got me through. The dominating factor was curiosity.’ He added, ‘My one wish before I landed was that I would not have to kill a man. This went at the sight of our dead and wounded.’9

Harry Murray was decorated for fighting – for killing human beings – not for farming, and fighting he stands outside the Memorial Hall in the town of Evandale in northern Tasmania, in death as in life, hurling destruction at Germans.

But most military statues are about remembering soldiers as men, not what they did in battle. Otherwise the Anzacs on the bridge would be limbless, blind and screaming. And nobody wants to look at that driving to work. It would put us off our breakfast. It might even put us off our wars.

James Brown believed that Anzac Day began as ‘a well-deserved day of rest for returned servicemen’ but is now ‘a holiday for all but the serving military’.10 He was glad to see Anzac Day respected – insofar as respect played a part in the festivities – but felt that its current form might help to extend ‘a cycle of jingoistic commemoration that does little to help the way we think about war or to stitch veterans back into the fabric of the society from which they came’.11

In 2016, Tom Frame, a former naval officer and Anglican bishop to the defence force, edited an anthology of essays in which he ‘confessed’ to ‘being uncomfortable with many aspects of contemporary commemoration and to feeling less than free to share my anxieties about the Anzac Day “experience”.’ He argued that ‘the identification of historical fallacies and the questioning of historical interpretations… are, at times, painful necessities if Anzac Day is to avoid descending into empty sentimentality or being hijacked for nationalist propaganda’.12

So, the ‘0.1 per cent’ of ‘fringe activists’ rounded on by Tudge for questioning the spirit of Anzac Day included the former speechwriter for a prime minister; a Vietnam veteran who helped promote the commemoration of the Second World War; a former bishop to the Australian Defence Force; and, fringiest of them all, James Brown, a former army officer, the former son-in-law of former Liberal prime minister Malcolm Turnbull (in whose government Tudge served), former president of the New South Wales branch of the RSL, and president of the Paddington branch of the Liberal Party.



The prime-ministership of Scott Morrison – like the tenure of Alan Tudge as Minister for Education and Youth – was somewhat overshadowed by the COVID-19 pandemic. This left Morrison with comparatively few opportunities to coopt the Anzacs into whatever his peculiarly opaque value system may have been. However, a few weeks into the pandemic, at the Anzac Day service at the Australian War Memorial in 2020, Morrison used the occasion to promote national unity through social distancing. He cast his mind back to 1919 and the first Anzac Day after the First World War when, he said, ‘There were no city marches or parades for the returning veterans, because Australians were battling the Spanish flu pandemic. Though our streets were empty, the returning veterans were not forgotten.’ He spoke of a small group of men who had held a service for their mates on the beach at Gallipoli, with ‘no dignitaries, no bands, just the sound of lapping water on a lonely shore.

‘And so our remembrances – small, quiet and homely – will be today,’ said Morrison.

However, Morrison’s characterisation of Anzac Day 1919 was not entirely accurate. While there were no big marches in Sydney or Melbourne, many smaller cities and towns staged days of solemn commemoration and unashamed celebration. In Byron Bay in New South Wales, for example, most of the population assembled at the railway gates to express ‘pride for the glorious deeds of the living and sorrow for the splendid dead’.

Although the extent of the casualties of the war had become clear – the 60,000 Australians killed and 156,000 wounded, gassed or taken prisoner – and the memories of the dead were still fresh in the minds of their families and friends, the townsfolk of Byron Bay saw no reason to put on a glum face. Their Anzac Day procession was led by schoolchildren and trailed by adults in fancy dress: Charlie Chaplin marched with the comic character ’Ard Luck and the fictitious bush patriarch Dad Wayback (the mainstay of a 1918 Dad and Dave-style movie farce) on a painted horse. Their costumes were judged and ranked. Prizes were awarded for guessing the correct height of a pole and the length of a ribbon. A soldiers-versus-civilians tug of war was won by the military team.13

Gatherings like this were always reported in meticulous detail by the relevant local newspaper. A similar spectacle took place in Euroa in Victoria, where a procession from the Post Office was led by two flag-bearing soldiers, followed by returned men, the emergency services and a ‘miscellaneous collection of Indians, stockmen, swagmen, gollywogs, Waybacks, boot-grapplers [and] hair-raisers… the best fancy-dress procession yet witnessed in the town’. At the showground, the slow-horse race and the tilting-of-a-bucket-from-a-wheelbarrow event offered uncommon amusement.14 The Waybacks won the prize for most original turnout, but lost the tug of war.

Bearing in mind the facts of 1919, it would have been just as appropriate historically if Morrison had announced that he planned to celebrate a pandemic Anzac Day by rolling around in a Bluey onesie and dyeing his pet schnoodle green.

Nor did the unlikely association between the hugely popular Waybacks and the Anzacs end with the passing of the pandemic. People dressed as the Waybacks won the best humorous turnout at Lawloit in northwestern Victoria on Anzac Day in 1920, while at Waikerie in South Australia the Waybacks were joined by an associated group of ‘aboriginal’ people on a truck.15 At Tamworth in New South Wales, ‘a queer combination on a horse lorry’ styled as ‘Dad Wayback’s Chocolate Wheel Company’ sadly failed to capture best individual turnout.16 Finally, in Mullumbimby, the diggers themselves dressed as ‘The Waybacks in Town’.17

Customs do not appear fully formed and continue untransformed through the generations. There was no template for the observance of the first Anzac Days after the Armistice, and communities did what they felt was best to raise money for servicepeople’s charities such as the Wounded Soldiers Fund. Just as early Christmas Day celebrations absorbed the Roman Saturnalia and the December 25 festival for the sun god Sol Invictus, the first Anzac Day in South Australia was incorporated into the October 13 public holiday for Eight Hours Day (Labour Day).

In Adelaide, Eight Hours Day was traditionally marked with a trade-unions pageant. In 1915, the principal organiser resolved to hold a patriotic parade instead, and involve the government and prominent (that is, wealthy) local people in the planning. The parade organising committee originally conceived of a ‘Monster Procession, Pageant, and Carnival’, but appealed to the public for a more appropriate name. As always, there was a prize for the winning suggestion and, when ‘Anzac Day’ was ‘sent in by a number of competitors’, lots were drawn to choose the winner.18

Adelaide’s Anzac Day Committee was supported by a motley collection of stakeholders, notably theatre managers, commercial travellers, and the Shopkeepers Defence League.19 The South Australian League of Wheelmen took charge of the bicycle races to be held at Adelaide Oval.20

On this first Anzac Day many Anzacs were still dug in and pinned down on the beaches at Gallipoli, but there remained hope that the Dardanelles stalemate might end in a victory for the Allies. The march in Adelaide was led by the Naval Brigade, followed by wounded men from Gallipoli, 2,281 soldiers from the nearby camps, the traditional trade-union procession, more than forty young ladies on horses, and then seasoned entertainers such as ‘Mr. Freeman’s Nigger Minstrels’.

Less than a minute of fitful film survives of the watching crowd, all frocked up and behatted for a fine day out – councillors in bowlers, men in trilbies, women in bonnets, cadets in slouch hats, John Bull in his top hat – and a bareheaded performer in blackface, kneeling in front of what appears to be a Joan of Arc, tipping back his head to best show off his prosthetic nose. The young ladies trot in formation on their mounts and the war seems as distant as the Dardanelles.21

Several of the trade-union floats illustrated Gallipoli themes, and all the unions would have had members in the Australian Imperial Force. The Builders’ Labourers Union apologised: ‘Our numbers are small. Two hundred fighting at the front.’ The Federated Theatrical Employees made Australia’s largest-ever papiermâché sculpture: a model of the rugged heights of Gaba Tepe, as stormed by the Anzacs on April 25, defended by Turkish soldiers whose ‘spiteful-looking machine gun… cracked out death and defiance’ while ‘the gleaming bayonets of the Australians in a declivity below spoke of the glorious charge that was to come’. The tableau was co-designed by the union’s branch president, J. Till, who had lost his eldest son in that same charge.

Servicemen, tradesmen and minstrels aside, the Adelaide Advertiser judged the highlight of the procession to be the ‘curious tribe’ that came dressed as cavemen and prehistoric animals, and included ‘a chief and his followers, attired in skins, wielding stone and wooden weapons, carrying shields of hide, and looking the very picture of ferocity’.

When the march reached the oval, the cycle races were overshadowed by the diversion offered by ‘The Great Tramway Crash’, ‘a real American novelty’ in which two obsolete, formerly horse-driven tramcars were set against each other ‘at something approaching top speed on a single line of track’ which was elevated at both ends. According to the Advertiser, ‘The effect of the collision was startling. Explosions of detonators placed on the rails added to the din’, causing the cars to burst into flames and thereupon melt into ‘a shapeless mass of twisted iron and splintered wood’. The movie rights to the smash were sold for £25, which was put towards the total of £3,157 raised throughout the day (equivalent to about $380,000 today).22

Patriotic committees throughout the state organised similar Anzac Day diversions. At Kapunda in the Barossa Valley, the centrepiece of the afternoon tea stall was a ‘Gallipoli cake’ designed and baked by Mrs B. Standen, who ‘with the aid of chocolates and other confections built an admirable representation of the cliffs of Gallipoli augmented by pictures of soldiers among the rocks’.23 At Onkaparinga, south of Adelaide, a fleet of vehicles from miles around took part in a pageant, where the prize for most humorous turnout was awarded to a tableau representing… the Waybacks. Members of the Adelaide Gollywog Company ‘amused young and old’.24 Meanwhile in Renmark on the Murray River, ‘a projected nigger minstrel group was arrested by influenza and had to go to bed’.25

Nor was the extreme oddness of wartime Anzac Days confined to South Australia. In Ballarat in Victoria, Anzac Day was declared on 14 January 1916, and the procession was led by a wrestling champion dressed as a Norse war god, followed by a woman in costume as the goddess of peace. After the returned wounded came groups of citizens dressed as ‘Red Indians’ and, of course, the Melbourne Gollywog Club – this time on motorcycles.

By the time the first anniversary of the Anzac landing dawned at Gallipoli, the AIF was back in Egypt, enjoying an Anzac Day of its own making. After a memorial ceremony, wrote the Commander of the 4th Brigade, Brigadier General John Monash, ‘We spent the morning in cricket matches and other amusement, and in the afternoon the whole Division went down to the Canal to swim and take part in a great Aquatic Carnival… [B]oth sloping banks of the Suez Canal for fully a mile north was one teeming mass of naked humanity – at times there were over 15,000 men in the water.

‘Of course, we had many comic items not on the program, including a skit on the memorable landing by a freak destroyer manned by a lot of corked blackfellows hauling ashore a number of tiny tin boats full of tiny tin soldiers. It was screamingly funny.’26

In 1916, April 25 was officially recognised as Anzac Day, but arguments continued over whether it should be marked with sombreness, frivolity or an AIF-style mixture of the two. The day was used to promote recruitment during the war years and was not observed as a national holiday in all states until 1927, by which time the ritual silence, the old soldiers marching, and the beery reunions with former comrades had become established features. But the strangeness lived on in South Australia as late as 1929, when Port Lincoln’s local newspaper insisted that, while some people called for solemnity on Anzac Day, ‘most were for rejoicing’. In Port Lincoln, Anzac Sunday had been kept as the day of the remembrance. Since April 25 marked the anniversary of the birth of Australia as a nation, suggested the West Coast Recorder, ‘let Anzac Day be a genuine birthday and rejoice’. In Port Lincoln the nation’s birthday was celebrated with a carnival. A local man ran second in the 75-yard Somme Handicap but was not officially placed as he was ‘in his negro minstrel costume and the judges evidently thought he was having a run for fun’. Competitions were held to guess the weight of sheep and the quantity of wheat in a bottle. A Queen of the Carnival was crowned to great applause, and dancing went on to ‘the wee small hours’.27

The truth about the early Anzac Days has been genuinely forgotten – except by certain painstaking historians – and replaced by the mythological idea that things have always been the way they are, and therefore that is the way they always should be. There are all sorts of problems with remembering Anzac Day as a sacred day when people dressed up as gollywogs – but that is how it was.



In this book, I frequently use the word ‘myth’ to describe a story based around a misunderstanding of an event, or an alleged occurrence that did not actually happen, and then used as a cautionary tale to promote a fallacy.

It has been suggested to me in private correspondence that I have called veterans ‘liars’ when I have pointed out that they have misrepresented their experience, but I contend that a myth can represent an honest attempt to give flesh to a feeling. When some Vietnam veterans claim to have been physically spat upon, what they mean is that they felt their service, their values and their sacrifice were metaphorically spat upon by the society that sent them to war. They attach this feeling to an allegory to make it easily understood. Whether or not the feeling was based on fact – and even whether they felt this way at the time, rather than in retrospect – is another matter. But I do not believe that veterans who claim to have been spat upon are lying – even when they were not spat upon.

Nor do I think that disregard for facts is necessarily nefariously motivated. When the authorities in Australia and Turkey continue to promote the idea that Kemal Atatürk decreed that there was ‘no difference between the Johnnies and the Mehmets to us, where they lie, side by side’ – even in the face of overwhelming evidence that Atatürk said no such thing – they are expressing a feeling, sometimes a hope, that Australia and Turkey are friends and allies who have put the enmities of the past behind them. However, while there must be few Turks who begrudge the Anzacs their lonely graves on the Gallipoli Peninsula, that does not mean that there are many who hold that there is ‘no difference’ between the invaders and defenders of their nation.

A myth may thus be created and nurtured out of a simple desire for something to be true. The impossible story that John Simpson Kirkpatrick rescued hundreds of seriously wounded men on the back of a donkey gives Australians a war hero who did not kill anybody, permitting even pacifists and anti-militarists (that phantom ‘0.1 per cent’) to remember his life and memorialise his death with pride.

‘Weary’ Dunlop was another Australian hero who saved lives – but perhaps not in the way most people imagine. The inaccurate portrayal of Dunlop as the surgeon-rescuer, rather than the administrator-protector, of POWs on the Burma Railway attributes his success to his medical prowess instead of his astounding strength of character. But it’s easier to understand a doctor helping sick men than a leader shielding them from their captors’ savagery.

Most of the myths examined and debunked in this book have been propagated by journalists, or journalist-historians, not academics. While I wear my PhD from the Australian Defence Force Academy like body armour, I am a journalist too, and as guilty as any other of sensationalising and oversimplifying complex and nuanced stories. When I criticise a journalist, it is not because they misname a military unit, or mis-rank an officer, or misspell a surname. This can happen to anyone. Certain idiots might even have called the distinguished military historian Professor David Horner by the name ‘Derek Horner’ in a newspaper feature, only to have David Horner examine (and fail) their doctoral thesis seven years later (spoiler: he passed me in the end).

When I take a writer to task, it is because they do not check their sources. People often remember events incorrectly; this is not the interviewee’s problem – anybody is entitled to say whatever they like about their own lives – but it is a historian’s responsibility to verify their testimony. I learned this the hard way from a number of academics, including David (aka Derek) Horner: a writer who fails to check the facts is not a historian, but a storyteller.

I used to think that exposing myths was an important, amusing but futile exercise. I did not imagine that I could really alter what people thought, but another impetus for this book was a rare and unexpected success. In an earlier work, Australia’s Vietnam: Myth vs History, I had prosecuted a wearying and wearisome campaign against the ideas that Vietnam veterans were routinely rejected and insulted upon their return to Australia, and that they did not receive a welcome-home parade until 1987.

I was surprised to discover that the rejected-veteran folklore was taught to students. For example, in the absence of a suitable textbook in Victoria, use was made of Australia and the Vietnam War, a lively primer and workbook published by the Department of Veterans’ Affairs and distributed free to every school. Depressingly, the first edition included an anecdote about a schoolteacher from the anti-war group Save Our Sons who spat on a soldier who was once her pupil, and a story from a soldier ‘who remembered’ being met at Sydney Airport by ‘people waving placards and someone [holding] up a page out of a newspaper about women and children being killed’. The book also made the argument that the ‘first significant act of commemoration’ of Australia’s Vietnam War was the famous Australian Vietnam Forces National Reunion and Welcome Home Parade in Sydney in 1987, which was for many veterans ‘the admission that they should not have been shunned or abused on their return from Vietnam’.28

However, in 2022, I was mailed a copy of Cambridge University Press’s Analysing Australian History: War and Upheaval 1909–1992, in which a section headed ‘Perception versus evidence’ includes eight quotes from my own book describing how returned men were enthusiastically welcomed home by cheering crowds at least sixteen times before the 1987 parade – and no mention of the previously ubiquitous spitting stories.

It is exciting for me to be quoted anywhere, but Analysing Australian History is the textbook series for the new Victorian Certificate of Education Australian History syllabus, and I was told that my work was pivotal in the reframing of the Vietnam War homecoming section. Amazingly, I seemed to have succeeded in getting changes made to a history curriculum.

Which, I believe, is more than Alan Tudge ever managed to do.






The Myths of White Feather Women


That white feather women did not exist. That women are more peace-loving than men. That white feather women handed out feathers to disabled war veterans. That white feather women were always serious. That only women distributed white feathers.



The white feather women of the First World War were a phenomenon that some historians believe to have been a myth, but which certainly did exist in Australia – even though many of the anecdotes told about white feather women are probably mythical.

White feather giving seems to have been born in the imagination of Alfred Edward Woodley Mason, a popular English author at the turn of the twentieth century. Mason’s 1902 novel The Four Feathers tells the story of British army officer Harry Faversham, who resigns his commission during the Mahdi rebellion in the Sudan and is accused of cowardice by three fellow officers, who each send him a white feather. When Harry’s fiancée learns of his spinelessness, she is revolted by the very thought of him (and particularly the idea that ‘their lips had touched’). She returns her engagement ring and plucks Harry a fourth feather from her fan. Harry then secretly travels to North Africa to wage a private war against the Mahdi. When his friends find out what he has done they take back their feathers, and his fiancée marries him.

The family-history boom that saw many Australians embrace a rediscovered Anzac ancestor came almost a century after the publication of The Four Feathers, and the fact that every man in the 1st AIF was a volunteer was a source of pride for many descendants. But few arborists of the family tree would have enjoyed the thought that their great-grandmother might have cried ‘shirker’ at young men reluctant to enlist in the war that eventually killed 60,000 Australians. This is probably part of the reason that so little is known about the Australian women who used white feathers to shame men into going to the front.

Nicoletta Gullace, a historian of the white feather movement internationally, told me, ‘Even today I get feminist scholars who’ll come up to me and say, “Oh, you’re that woman who writes about white feathers. It didn’t happen. Don’t you know it was a myth?” In fact, all my research suggests it wasn’t a myth,’ said Gullace. ‘And I think one of the reasons feminist scholars have shied away from it is that they wish to claim more laudable aspects of the feminist movement; there’s been a lot of scholarship on feminist pacifism, and women who opposed the war.’ Genealogically, the white feather women have no living descendants who want them; ideologically, they have no living descendants at all.

The myths around white feather women are contradictory, often framed as cautionary tales, but their origins seem clear. Myths often start out as fiction and become accepted as history. And in the case of the white feather, Mason’s literary creation appears to have inspired later events – but with a particularly gendered outcome.



In the years before the vote was granted to women in Australia in 1902, some politicians feared that the extension of the franchise might lead to the end of state-sponsored slaughter (not to mention popular sports). ‘Woman suffrage would abolish soldiers and war,’ warned Victorian MP Frank Madden, ‘also racing, hunting, football, cricket and all such manly games.’1

Many early feminists also held the view that women were innately peace-loving and that warfare was ‘the ultimate destruction of femininity’.2 In 1914, on the outbreak of the First World War, the Women’s Political Association of Victoria expressed the hope that ‘women everywhere, the life-givers of the world’ would work together to ‘destroy the perverted sense of national honour’ that led to wars between nations, and demand instead that international disputes be ‘adjusted by arbitration’.3 Campaigners believed that women were ‘created to care, nurture and harness the fruits of peace, pacifism, tolerance and co-existence in the world’, an idea that continued to hold strong appeal for later generations of feminist activists.4

But it is a myth.

The findings of a major 2021 empirical analysis of cross-sectional national public-opinion surveys in twenty-one countries confirmed previous studies that could pinpoint virtually ‘no difference between men and women with respect to war and peace perceptions and behaviors’ anywhere in the world.5

There is no reason to believe that the balance was much different in the past. When Britain declared war on Germany on 4 August 1914, Australian forces were automatically included in the British order of battle. Men literally fought to be among the first recruits to the 1st AIF. Newspapers reported Victoria Barracks in Melbourne ‘besieged’ by insistent volunteers. The population of Australia was only about 4.9 million, but more than 52,000 men enlisted in 1914 alone.

Hostilities began well: the closest enemy territory, lightly defended German New Guinea, fell to Australian troops after not much more than a scuffle on 21 September. The troops of the 1st AIF were sent to train in Egypt, whence they embarked for Gallipoli, often via the Greek island of Lemnos, in April 1915. Partially fraudulent newspaper dispatches about the heroic deeds of the Anzacs in the Dardanelles fuelled a fresh recruiting frenzy, which reached an all-time high when more than 16,000 men enlisted in the single month of June.

Very few Australian women went to war. Three hundred volunteer nurses helped care for the sick and wounded on Lemnos, but women mainly contributed to the war effort through the patriotic-funds movement, involving organisations ranging from the Lady Mayoress’s Patriotic League in Victoria to the League of Loyal Women in South Australia, which ultimately raised an incredible £14 million of Australia’s total wartime defence expenditure of £188.5 million.6 By such means as running market stalls and patriotic parades, and knitting 1.35 million pairs of socks, more women worked voluntarily to raise money for the patriotic funds than ever joined the paid workforce.

Historian Joan Beaumont writes that it was ‘troubling to later generations of feminists’ that the war ‘did not transform prevailing ideas about femininity in Australia’. Instead, ‘traditional gender stereotypes were, if anything, reinforced by the war – that is, Australian men were expected to fight while women remained at home, “waiting and weeping” and “keeping the home fires burning”. Whereas in Britain the war offered women new employment opportunities, in Australia women generally did not replace men in factories, transport and public administration… By one estimate, the percentage of women in paid employment in Australia actually declined between 1911 and 1921.’

Feminists, writes Beaumont, tend to see the First World War as a ‘lost opportunity’ to challenge patriarchy, and therefore the labour of the patriotic women has been neglected. ‘Even more significantly, the values that these middle-class women espoused were not those of later generations. Rather, they spoke the language of imperial loyalty and militarism, and supported with a growing passion official efforts to persuade more men to enlist.’7

As a consequence, their efforts are generally not even derided but neglected, as if the patriots were in the minority and historically favoured figures such Vida Goldstein, founder of the Women’s Peace Army, were somehow more influential.

The Order of the White Feather was founded in England in August 1914 by Admiral Charles Cooper Penrose Fitzgerald, who organised a group of women to hand out feathers to eligible-looking men in the channel ports. The event was widely reported in the press and imitated elsewhere in Britain. Word reached Australia of the young men of Deal in Kent accepting feathers from smiling women and girls in the belief that they were ‘favours’, or tokens of affection. According to the consistently mendacious London Daily Mail, the town’s bachelors proudly wore the feathers in their buttonholes and hatbands until, at noon, the town crier announced: ‘Oyez! Oyez! Oyez!’ (Of course.) ‘The White Feather Brigade Ladies wanted to present, to the young men of Deal and Walmer who have no one dependent on them, the order of the white feather for shirking their duty in not coming forward and offering their services to uphold the Union Jack of old England. God Save the King.’ At which point, the men supposedly removed the gifts.8

The first calls for white feathers to be handed out in Australia seem to have been published in the Brisbane Courier in November 1914, in support of a letter writer calling herself ‘Town Girl’, who said young Australian men were unwilling to bear their fair share of the burden of the war. ‘I should love to see “Town Girl” and her girlfriends make a raid in a Queensland street some Friday night,’ wrote a correspondent, ‘Jelly’. ‘There are such a lot of pretty lads there doing nothing but enjoying themselves [while] British heroes lie weltering the trenches… Each man who hasn’t come forward to help might be induced to, if he had a present of a feather.’9 Another pro-white-feather writer suggested that young women should ‘refuse to have anything to do with’ young men who did not join up.10

White feather giving was not widely supported, even by those newspapers that delighted in reporting on the process. A typically intemperate editorial in the Brisbane Truth rained hell upon ‘the feminine furies [i]diotically insulting the young men of the community, by indiscriminately imputing cowardice to those who do not enlist for the war to please them’. According to Truth, white feather women were ‘merely seeking to gratify the primitive sexual desire, which is innate in every woman, to see the men slay each other for the sake of a smile from their foolish and false lips’.11

The feminist historian Clare Wright admitted to me that the editorial was correct. ‘The only reason women ever do anything is that they’re driven by their animal desires,’ she confessed. ‘It’s the same reason that women wanted the vote, apparently: they wanted to see more handsome men in parliament.’12

Back at the Truth, the call was made for the likes of the white feather women to be ‘smacked or bastinadoed’ and it was argued that they would be happy to share the fate of the Sabine women (that is, rape) if it meant they would become the property of the victors. Furthermore, they were probably no good at housework: ‘We have an idea of the way these “tarts” take on at home,’ thundered the Truth. ‘No doubt a peep under their bed would disclose months of unswept fluff.’13

Wright told me, ‘These are the kind of standard, archetypal arguments pulled out any time that women show a degree of power or influence, either for or against the cause that you want them to show it for: they are either oversexed and therefore under-rational or the sky is going to fall in – in that women will no longer want to marry or have babies or have sex with their husbands if they are allowed to do things like vote or work or give out white feathers.’

When army recruitment numbers dropped off during the bloody stalemate on the Western Front, Prime Minister William ‘Billy’ Hughes called a referendum on his intensely held view that men (although not politicians) should be conscripted to fight overseas. He knew that a parliamentary vote would split his party, so in October 1916 he appealed directly to the people, who rejected compulsory military service by a narrow margin. Hughes and his fellow travellers left the Labor Party but continued to govern in coalition. The coalition itself later became the Nationalist Party of Australia.

The white feather women were one expression of female patriotism and martial zeal, but more formal and respected bodies, such as the National Council of Women, the Women’s National League, and the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, played far more significant roles in pro-conscription campaigns, although some of their arguments seem a little eccentric today. Women’s National League President Eva Hughes appeared to take curiously semantic issue with those who objected to compulsion. ‘Why has the word become so objectionable?’ she asked. ‘Only because implied in connection with the word military. Every action of our daily lives is more or less compulsory from the day we are born.’14

She was echoing comments made by Labor MP Frederick Bamford (essentially that citizens were already compelled to register the birth of a child, go to school, vote and so on) who also fielded objections to sending troops to a distant war with an argument more familiar to modern Australian ears (as it has been employed by every wartime prime minister since): ‘Where else will they fight in the defence of this country except on foreign battlefields? Where is Australia now being defended, if not on foreign soil?’15

But the sterner case for compulsion was best summarised by the Church leader who declared the principle of voluntarism to be ‘wrong in conception, unfair in its incidence and inadequate in its results’, as ‘it treats the supreme question of the preservation of the nation as if it were purely a matter of private inclination instead of being the inalienable duty of each individual’.16



No literature has been left by the white feather movement in Australia. There are only a few vague press reports of anonymous white feather women meeting formally at unspecified locations, the most detailed of which come from Tasmania.

In 1915, women were reportedly seen at a corner of Melbourne Town Hall ‘insulting men’ by passing white feathers in envelopes, but this seems to have been an infrequent occurrence.17 However, many Australian newspaper reports of the time recounted men of military age receiving white feathers in the mail.

While documentary evidence is scant, apocryphal stories abound: ‘A man in Gisborne (M.L.) who got a white feather through the post the other day with a note making violent remarks at him decided that it was about time he got into the argument. Going to the recruiting office he put his services at the disposal of his King and country. He would have squeezed through, too, if his age hadn’t settled him. He was 98.’18

Blame for the feathers often fell – with no deliberate linguistic irony – upon ‘flappers’. One newspaper story had it that ‘a band of flappers who have been carrying on the white feather foolishness in a seaside suburb saw a sturdy-looking young man sunning himself in a deck chair on a front verandah. He had a rug wrapped round his knees, a cigarette in his mouth and a magazine in his hands. The damsel strode on to the verandah and thrust a white feather into the youth’s hand, with the brief salutation, “Cold feet!” The sun-bather grinned. “Well, one of them is, I guess – it’s buried in Gallipoli,” he observed, and from beneath the rug thrust the stump of a leg.’19

Feather-giving lent itself generously to fables of this kind, where the set-up preceded the punchline with uncanny prescience.

A woman on Princes Bridge in Melbourne was reported to have handed a white feather to a lad wearing an eye shield, who returned it with the words, ‘Better take this yourself, madam… I’ve done my bit, and lost an eye in doing it.’20 An Anzac fighting in the Dardanelles turned out to have enlisted – against the wishes of his terminally ill widowed mother – after his sweetheart had sent him a white feather with the message that she planned only to marry ‘a man’. Within a fortnight of his leaving, a newspaper reported, his mother died. He subsequently fell in Gallipoli ‘but before dying asked a comrade to return the white feather to the girl, who had written him by every mail. This the comrade did, and the boy’s sweetheart received the white feather dyed red with her lover’s blood.’21

While the anonymous and dramatic white feather stories were almost certainly invented, less spectacular episodes involving known and named individuals were clearly factual. For example, it was widely reported in February 1915 that the Minister for Defence, George Pearce, had been moved to issue a statement defending two permanent officers of the Commonwealth Military Forces, ‘both of whom occupy high positions in the Defence Department’, who had received white feathers in the mail. Pearce said that both officers had made applications to go overseas with the AIF, but he had refused them because their services were needed in Australia. While most newspaper reports described the names and addresses on the envelopes as ‘printed in rude, uneven lettering in order to ensure the perfect disguise of the sender’s handwriting’, the Geelong Advertiser had them ‘addressed in what appears to be a woman’s handwriting’.22

A dispatch from Wangaratta in Victoria suggested that local men had received their feathers in envelopes on which ‘the handwriting is that of a female’, but other stories show that many recipients believed their tormentors to be men.23 A prominent member of the Moree Recruiting Association in New South Wales apparently received a white feather with the urging that he should ‘get into khaki and not hide behind recruiting schemes any longer’, signed by ‘An Admirer of a Man not a Shirker’. His local newspaper responded with a message for the sender: ‘If he has in his odious construction reasonable comprehension – even though he may have the soul of a gnat – we might inform him that his idea is not original. In sending his message through the post, enshrouded in cowardly anonymity, he has plagiarized the method adopted by other scurrilous skunks of his ilk.’ The Moree Champion does not seem to have even entertained the idea that the sender might have been a woman.24
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