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Foreword


Australia’s Army chaplains have been waiting just on a century for Dr Michael Gladwin’s aptly-titled and finely observed history, Captains of the soul. Its publication, marking the anniversary of the formal appointment of Army chaplains in Australia, will satisfy all those seeking to understand the Australian soldier’s long relationship with those who embody faith in uniform.


Many of the individuals whose stories Dr Gladwin tells are already legendary. In the Great War, he reminds us of William ‘Fighting Mac’ McKenzie, Walter Dexter, Gerald Tucker, founder of the Brotherhood of St Laurence and Community Aid Abroad, or William Maitland Woods (whose acquisition of the Shellal mosaic makes him surely the most brazen looter in Australian military history). Many others, known to faith (and Army) communities, are revealed here for the first time. For every subsequent war and peacekeeping commitment Dr Gladwin introduces us to the men (and from 1992 women) who have accepted the challenge of nurturing religious faith in circumstances that so often conspired to diminish or destroy it.


Captains of the soul is a history of both chaplains’ ministry and experience, and of the department to which they have belonged. The witty chapter title, ‘In this sign administer’ (a pun on the chaplains’ motto, ‘In this sign conquer’) suggests that this is no mere administrative chronicle, but a vivid history that shows how denominations and the Army strove to reconcile the churches’ desire to serve their adherents and the Army’s need to integrate chaplains into a command structure.


Dr Gladwin’s history is, in the best traditions of military history, a study of more than its ostensible subject. In many ways it shadows the spiritual history of the nation that sustained both the Army and its chaplains. It traces the evolution of military chaplaincy from a time when all recruits unquestioningly declared a denominational adherence, to our increasingly secular nation. This book offers clues to what I have come to think of as ‘The Strange Death of Sectarian Australia’. Sharing the trials of the battlefield, Army chaplains embodied ecumenism from the great test of the trenches to the shared ministry of padres in Timor-Leste. Ahead of their denominations, chaplains often co-operated, offering absolution for dying men, regardless of formal adherence: the collaboration of Protestant chaplains from 1943 pre-figured the establishment of the Uniting Church in 1977. In this the bitterness of the inter-denominational squabble over who could consecrate colours (resolved only by Prime Minister Robert Menzies in 1956) marks the last gasp of sectarianism, in the Army as well as the broader community.


Captains of the soul reveals the continuities of military ministry. The Army has seen, as Dr Gladwin notes, a ‘long line of boxing padres’, and chaplains in Palestine in the Great War and in Iraq after the intervention of 2003 both drew crowds in speaking about Biblical and ancient sites on the spot. Carol services on the Western Front and in Tarin Kot might have looked dissimilar, but the carols were probably the same, even though in Afghanistan they were sung in accompaniment to an iPod. The essential continuity, however, remains the chaplains’ mission to minister to men and women facing the extremities of life and faith, and in responding to the most profound of the existential challenges war offers.


While chaplains now as ever offer solace in the face of death, wounds, grief, despair or suffering, chaplains have revised and reinvented their roles over the decades, sloughing off the role of entertainments officer (‘Charlie Chaplain’), grappling with the challenge of ‘Character Training’ in the Cold War and in our own day offering sophisticated ethical guidance to an Army serving in Islamic societies. A constant has been chaplains’ pastoral care, even when a Defence Community Organisation exists. In this chaplains have served their faith, the force whose uniform they wear and, most of all, soldiers and their loved ones.


Captains of the soul excels as a work of insight and depth. Michael Gladwin writes powerfully of the experiences, tensions and dilemmas faced by military chaplains over a century of war. This is a history for those who seek to understand the relationship between religious belief and military experience, regardless of individual adherence. A book written by a committed Christian has moved even a convinced humanist. The author’s descriptions of a young rifleman in Vietnam asking, ‘Padre, where is God in all of this?’, the trials of padres in captivity or Glynn Murphy ringing the angelus bell at Balibo touch the emotions, reminding us that the historian’s essential skills are to understand and convey a human experience they have not necessarily shared.


At Pozières Kenneth Henderson worked at forward dressing stations, comforting men facing death and dispensing endless urns of coffee, duties that spanned the extremes of the padre’s work. Like all his clerical colleagues Henderson mused whether their efforts were worthwhile. ‘How far do we succeed?’, he asked, and could only answer, ‘God knows’.


For Captains of the soul we can answer Henderson’s question more definitely. Michael Gladwin’s book does justice to a complex and often contentious historical experience, one hitherto largely unrecorded. It will enable the Royal Australian Army Chaplains’ Department to enter its second century with a deeper understanding of its past, one that can only benefit its future.


Prof. Peter Stanley


University of New South Wales, Canberra


General Editor, Army History Series




Preface


In early October 1941 the Reverend Hugh Cunningham arrived in Singapore. Earlier in the year the 39-year-old Presbyterian Army chaplain (or ‘padre’, as they were more commonly known) had farewelled his wife Beatrice, then pregnant, and their five-year-old daughter. The Glasgow-born chaplain had been a draper and commercial traveller before migrating to Australia in 1925 to pursue a vocation as a minister in the Presbyterian Church. He had offered for chaplaincy service in May 1941. Appointed to General Base Depot Malaya, Cunningham was one of 22 Australian Army chaplains working there among Australia’s 8th Division troops. Cunningham’s first few months in Singapore were idyllic. One fellow Australian padre described Singapore during those days as ‘that gay Eastern city’.1 The monsoon season was over and social life was undisturbed. For chaplains there were only routine tasks among the hospital and base units to which they were attached allowing time for sightseeing.


During 7–8 December 1941, Japan launched two huge assaults, the first on Malaya and the second on the United States naval base at Pearl Harbor. The British, Indian and Australian land forces in Malaya were thrown into disarray by the sheer power and speed of the Imperial Japanese Army’s vastly superior air force, armament and three divisions of troops. Australians fought bravely during January and February 1942, holding back a Japanese division at Muar and sustaining nearly three-quarters of all battle deaths. But by February the Allied forces were bottled up in Singapore, now a city of over a million inhabitants under siege, pounded by Japanese ground and aerial bombardment.2


Cunningham was among the Australian chaplains who were kept busy providing an encouraging presence, prayer and cigarettes in the forward areas, or stationed at Regimental Aid Posts and hospitals where they looked after the bodies of the dead and ministered to the wounded and dying during the ensuing carnage in the siege of Singapore. One padre recalled nine Australian soldiers being killed by shells landing in the makeshift wards that had formerly been the dress circle of the Cathay theatre. The ‘fellows were dying like flies’, recalled another chaplain, ‘the sick and injured were all over the floor … I set to going from bed to bed … administering last rites to many and closing the eyes of others in death’. Chaplains helped turn a tennis court into a cemetery for 40–50 men.3 On 15 February 1942, Lieutenant General Arthur Percival, the commander of British forces in Malaya, ordered his troops to lay down their arms and surrender. Australian chaplains were spared the barbarity of the massacre that took place when Japanese soldiers raced through the Alexander British Military Hospital, bayoneting staff and patients including a surgeon and a patient who was on the operating table. Some Japanese commanders were more humane, however, allowing the movement of wounded men and hospital equipment to the Prisoner of War (POW) camps that were set up at Changi.4 Following the fall of Singapore, Cunningham was one of 34 Australian Army chaplains and 22,000 Australians who went into Japanese captivity during 1942–45. A third would never return.
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Presbyterian padre and Second World War POW, Hugh Cunningham. This photograph was taken around the time of the Second World War. (RAAChD archives).


After being transferred with other Australians from Changi to the Thai border in November 1943, Cunningham was sent to a camp on the bank of the River Kwai. Prisoners there had been charged with the formidable task of building in one year a Burma-Thailand railway which even Japanese engineers said would take six years to construct. Here POWs faced unimaginable horrors of captivity and forced labour. They were treated brutally: beaten, bayoneted, shot, drowned and beheaded on a whim. Those who were kept alive as virtual slaves faced death by starvation and disease which included dysentery and eventually cholera. Ernest Gordon, a fellow Scot and POW, recorded the arrival of Cunningham and a British padre in his camp on the Burma-Thailand railway in 1944:


The Australian chaplain, Padre Hugh Cunningham, did not fare so well. The Japanese surprised him in the act of thumbing through a school atlas. For two days they confined him in a bamboo cell so low that he could not stand up in it, and so narrow that he could not sit down. To make doubly certain of his discomfort, a guard came by at certain intervals and prodded him with this bayonet.5


The padres’ captors initially had little conception of a chaplain’s officer status and his apparently unique relationship with the troops. This was not helped by the fact that prior to September 1942 Australian chaplains wore no badges of rank (only black bars on their epaulette). Years after the war a fellow padre recalled listening to Cunningham’s post-war account of his treatment in captivity:


The Japanese were bewildered by [Cunningham’s] status and role of chaplain … He was treated just as firmly and harshly as all the other prisoners. The prison guards constantly brought him in for questioning to try and determine who he really was … being shown great respect … [yet] not holding any rank … Because of their uncertainty about him, he was kept in virtual isolation and given restricted access to his fellow POWs. Eventually one of his Japanese guards was able to gain an inkling of his position and special status. He was given an arm band to wear with green Japanese characters written on it and instructed to wear it at all times. Soon he began to be treated with great honour by the guards … and he was allowed unfettered movement amongst his fellow prisoners. His captors did not tell him what was written on his arm band and he did not discover its meaning until after he was freed and returned to Australia. The translation read simply, ‘Captain of the souls of men’.6


The arrival of the two padres, however, completely altered the dynamic in the camp. ‘Between them’, wrote Gordon:


they built up the church, and, with it, the morale of many in the camp … Abruptly, our captors issued an order forbidding religious services, of which they had become increasingly suspicious. They had sworn to bring us to complete subjection; they had not done so. We were bent but not broken. Out of a condition of no purpose had appeared men with purpose. If this improvement continued, the guards reasoned, our gatherings could become a potential focus for revolt.7


The significance of Cunningham, and his status as a rallying point for morale and resistance among the troops, is undeniable. Yet chaplains and religious activity served as a focus of morale in several other camps, as Gordon and Australian POW Geoffrey Bingham have shown in their accounts of the quiet but powerful religious revivals that broke out among prisoners.8 Contemporaries and later historians have also highlighted the remarkable discipline, stoicism and will to survive of Australian soldiers and their padres in captivity.9 It says much about the underlying significance of Christianity in Australian society during the Second World War. Yet the importance of men like Cunningham and many of his fellow chaplains (who were remembered by fellow prisoners with enormous affection and respect) was not simply due to the residual strengths of Australian Christianity during the war, or to their personal dedication and individual charisma. As I will attempt to show, Cunningham personified a model of practical service and religious and moral leadership that had been forged by the Australian Army Chaplains’ Department during the Great War, and by the generation of chaplains before them in South Africa.10 The epithet that Cunningham wore around his arm is also a potent symbol that gestures towards the chaplain’s dual role in the Army: first, as a spiritual and moral leader; and second, as a military officer.


The history of the Royal Australian Army Chaplains’ Department (or Australian Army Chaplains’ Department as it was known before the ‘Royal’ prefix was granted in 1948) is undeservedly obscure.11 The first historian to look systematically at Australian Army chaplains was Michael McKernan, although his influential Australian churches at war (1980) and Padre (1986) concentrated only on Great War chaplains.12 Likewise Robert Linder gave generous attention to chaplains in his study of Australian Evangelicals and the Great War, but his focus on that war alone, like McKernan’s, means that Great War padres have received the lion’s share of scholarly attention. The only historical study of chaplains in the Second World War is an unpublished dissertation. Even here the focus is restricted to chaplains in the South West Pacific campaign at the expense of the North African and Middle Eastern theatres of the war.13 There is a sprinkling of brief scholarly articles on Army chaplaincy in the post-Second World War period. The only historical study of chaplains throughout all phases of Australian history is Tom Johnstone’s Cross of Anzac (2000). Nevertheless, its scope is limited almost exclusively to Roman Catholic chaplains.14 The late Douglas Abbott, a long-serving senior chaplain, produced an unpublished study of the Australian chaplains-general who served between 1913 and 1981, although his approach was limited by its top-down biographical focus and by Abbott’s personal disapproval of their policies.15 A much larger body of historical study exists for overseas chaplains and their departments, notably those of the British, American and Canadian armies, including denominational, official and modern critical histories, as well as a tradition of sociological and theological studies since the 1970s with discernibly pacifist sympathies.16


This modest presence of Australian Army chaplains in the historical record does not reflect a lack of recognition of the importance of the chaplains or their department. The historian of Australians in the Great War, Dr Charles Bean, originally conceived of a separate volume in his official history that would deal with chaplains and other non-combatants who, in his opinion, contributed so signally to the legacy of the AIF. Bean even collected material for the purpose (now held in the Australian War Memorial) but the planned volume never eventuated.17 Additionally, the Chaplains’ Department is among the most senior corps of the Australian Army in terms of both age and precedence. Unlike many other Australian Army corps, however, the Chaplains’ Department does not possess a corps history.18 Notwithstanding the fact that 2013 marks the centenary of the Chaplains’ Department’s formation, there is clearly scope for a major critical history of the Chaplains’ Department and its legacy.


This book charts the origins and history of the Royal Australian Army Chaplains’ Department (RAAChD), the role and experience of its chaplains, and the contribution of chaplaincy to the Australian Army from 1788 to the present. This trinity of themes lies at the heart of my research and this narrative. In pursuing these themes, I have adopted a ‘bottom up’ and ‘top down’ approach. The ‘bottom up’ approach deals with religious support for soldiers at the grass-roots unit level of battalion and brigade, with particular emphasis on the padres’ experience of major deployments and the home front. The ‘top down’ approach deals with the evolution of the RAAChD from its inception to the present. In these separate chapters the focus is on the relatively mundane issues of command, administration, organisation, doctrine, policy formation and service conditions. As institutional history, these sections are inevitably (although not exclusively) a top-down study from the chaplains-general and senior chaplains’ perspectives.19


The two world wars, the Vietnam War, the administration of the RAAChD after 1945 and the Army’s more recent involvement in peacekeeping and combat operations in the Middle East, form the structural core of Captains of the soul. The first chapter provides the historical background for the development of Australian chaplaincy by outlining the development of British Army chaplaincy, the taproot from which the Australian and other Commonwealth army chaplaincy branches would grow. There follows a chapter on Army chaplaincy in colonial Australia before 1913, including the important experience of Australian chaplains in the Sudan conflict (1885) and the Anglo-South African War (1899–1902). This chapter also examines the foundation of both the Australian Army and the Chaplains’ Department between 1901 and 1913. Next comes the Great War and an account of how Australian chaplains forged a tradition of chaplaincy in the crucible of one of the most devastating conflict in world history. The evolution of the Chaplains’ Department between 1913 and 1939 is then considered. The chaplains’ immense and influential contribution to Australian society, first during the inter-war years and then during the Second World War, constitutes the focus of the next chapter. During 1939–1945 over 750 chaplains served the largest military force that Australia has ever mobilised. The Second World War also saw the Chaplains’ Department placed on an adequate footing for the first time. Two chapters are devoted to the Cold War era between 1945 and 1975. Here chaplains rendered devoted duty to Australian soldiers in the occupation of Japan, in the Korean War, the Malayan Emergency, the Indonesian Confrontation and the controversial conflict in South Vietnam. A subsequent chapter charts the evolution of an increasingly professional Chaplain’s Department—through the changes and chances of the post-war world and the creation of Australia’s first regular army—from 1945 to the present. The final chapter takes the story of the chaplains beyond 1975 to the present, with particular emphasis on the chaplains’ role and experience in operations in East Timor, the Second Gulf War and the war in Afghanistan.


In keeping with Michael McKernan’s recent reminder that the Australian military historian ‘cannot separate the homefront and the battlefront’, attention is given throughout this history to the chaplains’ role and contribution on the homefront, a context which has been further shaped by profound changes in church, society and state.20


Although this study encompasses the whole of the first century of the Chaplains’ Department’s history in addition to its colonial antecedents, a caveat is necessary regarding the final chapters which deal with developments after 1975. As Rowan Strong has observed in his recent history of chaplains in the Royal Australian Navy, any attempt to go past the history of the 1970s into the era of currently serving chaplains does not have the benefit of full and free access to official records, which are closed for thirty years. This makes a critical history difficult because of the need to rely heavily on personal records such as diaries and personal interviews, freshly written unit histories and the accounts of journalists and contemporary observers. Without ‘the critical distance offered by official records for a more balanced assessment’, cautions Strong, ‘such personal sources are difficult to interpret accurately’.21 This is not to say, however, that the attempt is not worth making. The historian must also take care to avoid going to the other extreme of championing official sources as the most accurate source of information or as the paragon of objectivity (which they are most certainly not). Moreover, Army chaplains have made a substantial contribution to the Australian Army since the Vietnam War. It is a period, particularly after the early 1990s, in which an increasingly professionalised Army has dramatically transformed its strategic focus in train with multiple combat, peacekeeping and humanitarian operations. Chaplaincy has profoundly shaped—and in turn been shaped by—these new roles and transformations. Nevertheless, there exists a degree to which, in the absence of official records, the narrative after 1975 which forms the final two chapters of this book can only be sketched in broad outline, with any historical assessments drawn only provisionally. If journalism is the first rough draft of history, as the saying goes, then perhaps the chapters dealing with events after 1975 are the second.


This study draws on a rich seam of sources—official, personal and biographical—for the study of Australian Army chaplaincy. Many of the official sources consulted for this study had not been opened since their use by contemporaries and had to be cleared formally for access by the Australian Government. These sources, hitherto unexamined by scholars, shed valuable new light on the history of the chaplains, their department and its relations with church and state. They are further complemented by multiple interviews with serving and past-serving chaplains, soldiers and church leaders. One further aim of this study is to allow the reader to hear the voices of the chaplains themselves, a task which is aided by the fact that chaplains have long been among the most articulate and well educated members of the Army, trained further by habits of reflection, self-examination and pastoral awareness of the foibles and complexities of human nature.


Scores of chaplains served as honorary and commissioned chaplains prior to Federation. Well over two thousand priests, pastors and rabbis have served the Australian Army as chaplains for a century since the formation of the Department in 1913.22 Known affectionately as ‘Holy Joes’, ‘Salvation Joes’, ‘God Botherers’, ‘Sky Pilots’, or most often simply as ‘Padre’ or ‘Pard’ (and now sometimes ‘Madre’), this is their story.




1


CHAPLAINCY ANCIENT AND MODERN:
BRITISH ARMY CHAPLAINCY BEFORE THE GREAT WAR


1


Chaplaincy ancient and modern: British Army chaplaincy before the Great War


Military chaplaincy is thought to have its origins well before the time of Christ. Assyrian armies were possibly the first to include religious officials as functionaries within their formal organization.1 The Christian concept of a ‘chaplain’ is believed to have its origins in the life of St Martin of Tours (316–97), a soldier turned monk-bishop who became one of the most popular saints of the Middle Ages. Born in Pannonia (now Hungary), Martin’s father was a pagan officer in the Roman army. Martin also joined the army, most probably as a conscript. According to legend, he cut his cape in half to clothe a half-naked beggar at Amiens. Afterwards Christ appeared to Martin in a dream, wearing the cloak Martin had given to the beggar. Martin was baptised shortly afterwards and was influential in missions to convert the rural areas of Gaul (now France) to the Christian way. Martin’s cape was preserved as a relic in a church which came to be known by the Latin term capella (church of the ‘little cape’), while the Latin term capellanus (from which we derive ‘chaplain’) was the name given to the priest who was custodian of the relic. When later Frankish kings took the relic into battle with them, the tent in which it was enshrined was known as a chapel, and the dedicated band of clergy who guarded the relic were termed ‘chaplains’. In time European kings appointed their own chaplains who said Mass for the royal household but also wielded significant influence as advisers in both ecclesiastical and secular matters. Chaplains are recorded in Britain during the reign of Edward I (1272–1307) and priests accompanied expeditions against the Moors in the twelfth century. Historian Michael Snape observes that:


[w]hile military chaplains evolved from the eighth century into an important and conspicuous feature of medieval warfare throughout western Christendom, their significance did not diminish with the Reformation or with the wars of religion in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.2


Indeed the early leader of the Protestant Reformation in Switzerland, Ulrich Zwingli, was, among other things, a Swiss army chaplain who lost his life on the battlefield of Kappel in 1531. Eventually chaplains received permanent government commissions as members of standing armies and navies in the wake of the national unification and widespread de-privatisation of military units during the seventeenth century.3 In the modern period the usage of the term chaplain has broadened further to designate clergy or ministers appointed to various institutions such as prisons, hospitals, cemeteries, universities, hospitals and the armed forces.


British chaplaincy before the Great War


In the British context, out of which Australian military chaplaincy would later emerge, chaplains were influential figures in all armies during the British civil wars of 1642–49. Contemporary European military structures meant that chaplains were usually appointed by colonels to regiments, although chaplains could also be found on the establishments of troops of horse, trains of artillery and in individual garrisons. It was during this time, within the Royalist armies, that the first British attempts were made to create a cohesive ‘Chaplains’ Corps’. There were sufficient numbers of chaplains in Flanders during the Nine Years War (1688–97) to warrant the appointment of a local ‘Chaplain-General’. Thereafter British military chaplaincy remained ‘a largely regimental affair, with each regular, militia and fencible regiment having a chaplain on its establishment’. Nevertheless, only chaplaincies in senior regiments of the regular army were permanent appointments. In addition to regimental chaplains, chaplains were appointed to major fortresses and garrisons both at home and overseas. Coupled with the expansion of the so-called ‘Second British Empire’ during the eighteenth century, Crown regiments were deployed overseas to parts of the empire. Chaplains of the British East India Company (EIC) were also given responsibility for the spiritual care of the British soldier. It was in this context that the term ‘padre’ (Italian, Spanish and Portuguese for ‘Father’) was first associated with Roman Catholic missionaries in India. By the early 1800s padre was also being used to denote Anglican clergymen who served as salaried chaplains of the EIC. One returned EIC chaplain explained to English readers in 1827 that ‘padre’ was a ‘term invariably applied to the Clergy by Europeans as well as natives’.4 Padre has become the universal appellation of both British and Australian army chaplains since this period.


The British Army Chaplains’ Department


The system of chaplaincy that emerged during the eighteenth century has been described by its modern historian as one of ‘wretched inefficiency’.5 It was hampered by a variety of problems: the lack of a proper command structure and oversight of chaplains (several of whom were notable for their drinking, whoring or absenteeism); a long-term decline in the value of chaplains’ pay; and a system riddled with corruption because regimental commissions, like presentations to parochial livings in the Church of England, were a form of property that could be bought or sold by an entrepreneurial colonel or, for that matter, an avaricious clergyman. In 1796, in the tense context of the French Revolutionary Wars, the Duke of York, Commander-in-Chief of the Army, undertook a ‘radical re-modelling’ of the army. One component of this program of wholesale reform was the creation of the Army Chaplains’ Department, the forerunner of Britain’s current Royal Army Chaplains’ Department (RAChD) and the model on which the Australian Army Chaplains’ Department would be based more than a century later. Because the evolution of the British Army Chaplains’ Department would have important implications for the way in which the later Australian Army Chaplains’ Department would be structured and administered, it is worth considering its emergence in some detail.6


The creation of the British Army Chaplains’ Department, given effect by a Royal Warrant of 23 September 1796, was significant from both a military and an ecclesiastical perspective. Clergy were ordered to join their regiments by Christmas Day or retire from the service on a small pension. Commanding officers were to submit biennial reports to ensure that clergy were engaged ‘in the personal discharge of their duty’. Pay deductions were instituted for those clergy who did not comply. By the end of the year regimental chaplaincies were abolished, thereby taking a lucrative piece of patronage out of the hands of well-connected colonels. In any event, only two chaplains returned to their regiments. This was a poor reflection of the regimental chaplains’ priorities. The rest took the inducement of a modest pension.


The Royal Warrant also outlined a complex new organizational structure for the British Army Chaplains’ Department. In place of appointments to regiments, the Royal Warrant stipulated that chaplains were to be appointed to armies or large garrisons overseas ‘in the proportion of one to each Brigade, or to every three or four Regiments’. Pay was regularised at a daily rate, with differing pay structures for those serving domestically and those serving overseas. Chaplains appointed to overseas garrisons of one or two regiments had the prospect of promotion to brigade chaplain on the basis of merit. Overseas chaplains served full-time on the staffs of their respective armies and garrisons, while troops in barracks at home were to be provided with Divine Service on Sundays from a neighbouring clergyman for a small fee. Those regiments at home that were not stationed in barracks were to attend a local parish church with their Commanding Officer. Such clergymen were to be paid a ‘just compensation’.7


The position of Chaplain-General was also created by the Warrant. All regular chaplains were now subject to his orders while the Chaplain-General was, in turn, subject to the Secretary of War, a junior government minister who oversaw military administration from within the War Office. The newly appointed Chaplain-General and chief architect of the new department was the Reverend John Gamble, a former regimental chaplain with an interest in telegraphy and military signalling who had accompanied the Duke of York to Flanders before becoming the Duke’s domestic chaplain in 1794. Proving himself to be a brilliant administrator, Gamble reordered finances into a centralised fund which through shrewd investments put the department on a solid financial footing.


The fledgling Chaplains’ Department was nevertheless beset by other significant problems in its early decades. The most pressing was the shortage of brigade chaplains and the difficulty of having them appointed to field armies. This was largely due to administrative confusion and indifference within the Adjutant-General’s Department whose job it was to ensure the appointment of general officers in the field. This administrative inefficiency ensured that, in the aftermath of the short-lived Peace of Amiens (1802–03), large bodies of Britain’s troops overseas received little or no pastoral care or spiritual oversight. It was reported, for example, that Sir Arthur Wellesley (later the Duke of Wellington) departed for Portugal with a force of 9,000 men but without ‘any Clerical Officer of any description’. The quality of the few brigade chaplains was also questionable, as one veteran officer recalled of the chaplains he encountered in Malta:


[T]he two persons who called themselves Chaplains at Malta, were discarded surgeons of the Navy. I saw one of these worthies one Sunday morning before going to church in such a state of nervous weakness from being drunk the night before, that he could not carry the spoon to his mouth –and at the funeral of Sir Ralph Abercromby these two respectable divines had nearly fallen to fisty-cuffs to decide who should have the honour of officiating, neither of them being sober at the time.8


Some contemporaries linked the poor calibre of chaplains to the declining relative value of chaplains’ pay and the declining opportunity for professional preferment, which meant that more able and highly gifted clergymen were not being attracted to chaplaincy. Consequently there were further reforms to the Department after 1809, owing much to the pastoral and evangelical zeal of the second Chaplain-General, Archdeacon John Owen, and the patronage of Britain’s first (and only) evangelical Prime Minister, Spencer Perceval. Recruitment was undertaken with greater care, pay was increased and chaplains were made eligible for half-pay upon leaving the service. A new system of ‘staff chaplains’ was also created, so that clergy could live with and get to know troops, rather than just have a local clergyman provide a Sunday service. Staff chaplains also ensured that, as the Secretary of War put it:


a certain number of Chaplains, adequate to the Duties of a Brigade, would at all times be in readiness, who might, as occasion required, be ordered to proceed on Foreign Service.9


In 1811 a new category of chaplain, the ‘Home Chaplain’, was created so that clergy without a parish could minister to the larger garrisons in Britain on a full-time basis although Home Chaplains could not receive a commission until they undertook overseas duty. This arrangement had the added advantage of giving the Chaplains’ Department a chance to trial every chaplain before he was received on the permanent establishment of staff.10


In the aftermath of its victory over the French at Waterloo in 1815, the Army was plagued by chronic retrenchment and massive demobilisation. The Chaplains’ Department felt the impact of these changes in the form of a severe shortages of chaplains and the temporary downgrading of the office of Chaplain-General to Principal Chaplain (although the departmental head still exercised control over chaplains’ appointments and duties). By 1844 there were only four staff chaplains serving with the Army, forcing the department to rely heavily on the services of non-commissioned garrison chaplains and officiating clergymen. Change did not come until the 1840s when chaplaincy was invigorated by its foray, under Chaplain-General George Gleig, into the then fashionable arena of the moral and intellectual reform of the British soldier. This was achieved through a large-scale system of education, coupled with a building program that created cheap and functional chapel-cum-schoolrooms called ‘chapel-schools’. Because chapel-schools were unconsecrated, they were available for the services of all the Army’s recognised denominations. They soon proliferated across Britain and the empire. The Department’s involvement in education and moral reform also set a precedent for an expanded role for chaplains that would find expression a century later in Commanding Officer’s Hours and Character Guidance schemes.11


The Crimean War (1853–56) was the catalyst for some of the most significant reforms of British Army chaplaincy. The Department’s shortcomings were exposed during the war by a desperate shortage of commissioned chaplains, a situation exacerbated by the absence of commissioned Presbyterian and Roman Catholic chaplains upon which the Army could call. A further problem faced by soldiers and chaplains alike in this blighted campaign was the spread of infectious diseases, dysentery and ‘Crimea fever’, in part due to the inadequacy of sanitation and hospitals. The situation was partially alleviated by the heroic efforts of Florence Nightingale and her intrepid nurses, although this did not prevent twelve chaplains (six Anglican and six Roman Catholic) from losing their lives during the conflict as a result of their work in the disease-ridden hospitals. In the end the Chaplains’ Department was only rescued by a series of expedient material factors which included the temporary employment of dozens of ‘assistant’ and ‘acting’ chaplains drawn from the clergy of Roman Catholic, Presbyterian and even Nonconformist churches. Anglican chaplaincy was saved by one of its civilian missionary arms, the United Society for the Propagation of the Gospel (USPG). Within months the Society was able to mobilise twelve chaplains. Eventually 60 chaplains would deploy.12


As a result of lessons learned during the war, another Royal Warrant implemented a program of re-modelling and expansion of the Chaplains’ Department after 1859. New pay rates were linked to a reorganised system of ranking, a promotional structure based on seniority, and eventually a uniform. The two classes of chaplain (chaplain and assistant chaplain) were replaced by four new classes of ‘Chaplain to the Forces’, each of which was endowed with a relative rank: the Chaplain-General had a relative rank of major general; chaplains of the First Class that of colonel; the Second Class that of lieutenant colonel; the Third Class that of major; and the Fourth Class that of captain. The pay and allowances of entry-level Fourth Class chaplains were increased to around twice the stipend of a curate, while First Class chaplains had an income comparable to the wealthiest livings in the Church of England. Two years later chaplains were provided with a black uniform, in addition to which all soldiers were required to salute chaplains as a compliment to their relative rank. Rowan Strong observes that in terms of its military status, as measured by rank, pay and uniform, chaplaincy was now being accepted and valued as an integral part of military life and culture. Nevertheless, by the end of the century there was an apparent shift among many chaplains towards a more informal and populist style of pastoral ministry. Many chaplains began to identify more personally with the rank and file, deploring the so-called ‘officer’s chaplain’ style of ministry. This was coupled with increasing unease about the chaplains’ closer integration with the officer corps and concerns that a chaplain’s rank might be a pastoral stumbling block in the ‘strongly hierarchical milieu’ of the Victorian army. Further concerns were generated by chaplains’ apparent lack of critical distance in evaluating the ‘scorched earth’ policies of British combatants during the Boer War (1899–1902).13 Given the chaplain’s vaunted role as moral guardian of the soldier and the bellicose imperialist sentiments of some chaplains, there were fears that ‘the nature of their role on active service and the rigours were liable to generate a strong and often overweening identification with the army’.14


Sideways glances were cast to Royal Navy chaplains, who, despite holding commissions since 1843, held no relative rank and wore no official uniforms. The rationale for this model of chaplaincy was that it enabled naval chaplains (while issued with a commission) to better fulfil their role of being ‘the friend and adviser of all on board’. As a result of the prevailing unease over chaplains’ relative rank and status, the Army Chaplains’ Department’s peacetime uniform was quietly mothballed in 1902.15
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A nineteenth-century RAChD chaplain in uniform. After 1902 the uniform was only allowed to be worn on active service and was replaced by khaki drill after the Boer War. Note the Maltese Cross on collar and rank insignia on epaulettes. (RAAChD archives).


Army chaplaincy gradually embraced greater equality for non-Anglican denominations over the course of the nineteenth century. Although the Church of England was (and remains) the legally established church in England, there were official dispensations in 1813 to recognise Roman Catholic priests as officiating clergyman. This was primarily because Britain maintained Irish regiments whose members were predominantly Roman Catholics. Such official recognition was significant because it predated by sixteen years the Catholic Emancipation Act of 1829 (which repealed centuries-old legal restrictions on Roman Catholics such as the right to serve as military officers). By 1858 the Roman Catholic Church and Scottish Presbyterians were allowed to nominate their clergy for commissioning as Army chaplains. Wesleyan Methodist ministers were recognised officially in 1862 and worked as full-time ‘assistant chaplains’, although their church’s traditional scruples about being identified too closely with the state meant that their assistant chaplains were denied commissions until the Great War. Jews joined the Department in 1892. Sensitive questions of church order and ritual divided high church and Anglo-Catholic Anglicans from low church and Evangelical Anglicans within chaplaincy and throughout the wider Army and Church. The period was also marked by a more general decline of the Anglican ascendancy in British national life.16 In this context the inter-denominational character of Army chaplaincy is remarkable. By way of contrast, an Anglican monopoly prevailed in the Royal Navy until the early years of the twentieth century. The interdenominational character of Army chaplaincy is all the more remarkable given that the second half of the nineteenth century was, as Strong observes, a period of perceived ‘papal aggression’ and virulent anti-Catholicism. There were fears that Anglo-Catholicism was a fifth column assisting Rome in undermining Britain’s Reformation character. Such fears were buttressed by centuries of antagonism between Protestant and Roman Catholic adversaries in Britain, Europe and now in the ‘New World’, where the Anglican and Protestant missionary movement had expanded dramatically since the eighteenth century.17


The British inheritance


By 1901, when Australian Army chaplains and military leaders began to think seriously about establishing a fully-fledged chaplaincy department, they naturally looked toward the British model that operated throughout the empire of which they were an integral part. That model had undergone over a century of refinement in relation to the chaplains’ leadership and staff structure, the development of a brigade system and inter-denominational cooperation. The Australians inherited both the problems and the possibilities associated with the British Army Chaplains’ Department. The former included questions such as whether chaplains should be given relative rank and a uniform, the implications of a decision in this area on relations with their uniformed comrades, and the potential confusion about role and responsibility resulting from the chaplain’s identification with both the soldier and the officer. Yet the Australian Army also inherited a proud tradition of devoted ministry and selfless commitment to serving Britain’s army during the nineteenth century. In 1879, during the Second Afghan War, James William Adams became the first clergyman to be awarded the Victoria Cross after he rescued several members of the 9th Lancers who had dismounted into a water-filled ditch while under fire from approaching Afghan tribesmen. Over a dozen chaplains lost their lives on active service during the nineteenth century while the service of hundreds of others established chaplaincy’s permanent place and potential within the Army. How Australian chaplains appropriated and refashioned this inheritance is the focus of the next chapter.
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The genesis of the Australian Army Chaplains’ Department, 1788–1913


Chaplaincy in Australia from 1788 to 1885


Just nine years prior to the creation of the British Army Chaplains’ Department in 1796, the First Fleet embarked for Botany Bay. Sailing with the fleet was one Anglican clergyman, the Reverend Richard Johnson, who was expected to minister to the whole fleet of free settlers, convicts and a contingent of Marines. Notwithstanding Johnson’s commission, which charged him to ‘observe the rules and discipline of war’, clergy like Johnson who served in the Australian colonies before the creation of settled parishes in the 1820s were referred to officially as ‘colonial chaplains’. After the introduction of Church Acts in NSW and Tasmania during 1836–37, which afforded to the Anglican, Roman Catholic, Presbyterian and Methodist churches equal access to government funding and which clarified the non-privileged status of the Church of England in the colony, the title ‘colonial chaplain’ came to designate clergy attached to the convict establishment. All other clergymen were designated ‘ministers’ and assigned to parishes or pastoral districts.1


In 1791 Johnson was joined by the first Army chaplain to serve on the continent, the Reverend James Bain. Probably of Scottish descent, given his old Scots name and his MA from Edinburgh University, Bain was commissioned as chaplain to the NSW Corps (102nd Regiment), the first unit raised specifically for Australian service, on 5 June 1789. Bain sailed with the Corps in HMS Gorgon arriving at Sydney on 21 September 1791. Bain assisted Johnson by taking worship services in Sydney and acted creditably as a magistrate on Norfolk Island. The chaplain then went back to Sydney but sailed for England in December 1794 for health reasons. He appears to have resigned from Army chaplaincy in 1797.2


Over the ensuing century the spiritual care of soldiers was conducted on an ad hoc basis, mostly by local clergymen in whose parishes Army regiments or elements of dispersed units were stationed. A total of 24 British infantry regiments and several smaller artillery and engineer units were stationed in the Australian colonies between 1788 and 1870. Throughout this period the territorial defence of the Australian colonies was the responsibility of the British Army.3 Given the short-term nature of Army deployments, local clergymen were appointed as honorary or temporary chaplains, while others acted as garrison chaplains for which they received small allowances. These were unofficial appointments and were not formally gazetted on Army lists.4 This situation was not very different from that prevailing in Britain at the time.5 Not unlike the military officers who provided colour and controversy in Jane Austen’s novels, the military had a prominent place in the Australian clergy’s (and clergy wives’) social round of picnics, expeditions and dinners.6 Army and Navy chaplains were also an important source of local pastoral ministry in the colonies’ formative years. Royal Navy chaplain Robert Knopwood, for example, secured his Hobart post after serving as a curate for Admiral Lord Nelson’s clergyman father where, somewhat remarkably, he is recorded as having preached to the young Horatio Nelson on the theme of duty!7


The first mainland military units raised from the local colonial population appeared in 1800. These were volunteer Loyal Associations formed to suppress militant Irish convict rebellion. But there was no serious attempt to recruit and maintain a local Australian militia until after the Crimean War of 1854–56 and the series of wars between Maori and pakeha during the 1860s. Likewise, it was not until 1862 that chaplains were commissioned for a military force indigenous to Australia. The first was the Reverend Rowland Davies (1805–1880), Archdeacon of Hobart. An Irish Anglican clergyman with an advanced Anglo-Catholic theological bent, Davies brought to chaplaincy an ‘engaging Irish wit, genial temperament and liberal mind’—surely useful character qualities for an Army chaplain. He was commissioned as chaplain to Tasmania’s Volunteer Force and posted to the Second Rifles, Southern Division. In the same year the second Australian military chaplain was commissioned. He was a Presbyterian minister, the Reverend John Storie, a scholarly controversialist who served as chaplain to Hobart’s City Guards Unit. In the ensuing decades Davies and Storie were joined by Roman Catholic, Methodist and Congregationalist chaplains.8


Sudan (New South Wales Contingent), March–June 1885


The first conflicts in which Australian colonists served overseas were the Anglo-Maori Wars in New Zealand (1845–46 and 1863–64). More than 2,500 colonists volunteered to fight in 1863 but no Australian chaplains accompanied them.9 In February 1885 the Stuart-Dalley colonial government in New South Wales offered Britain a contingent of colonial troops to assist in the conflict with the radical Islamic Mahdist movement in the Sudan. General Charles Gordon had been killed by Mahdists in Khartoum just weeks earlier. The Anglican, Roman Catholic and Wesleyan churches made successful representations to the government to allow a chaplain to accompany the contingent.10 Initially reluctant, the government soon bowed to significant public pressure and acceded to the churches’ nominations of two chaplains. The Anglican Bishop of Sydney, Alfred Barry, nominated Herbert John Rose. Rose embodied a muscular kind of Christianity in his Sydney parish which translated well to military life. For the young men he conducted the choir, organised gym training, taught boxing and patronised a church rugby team.11 Roman Catholic Archbishop of Sydney, Patrick Moran, proposed Charles Collingridge of Sacred Heart Convent at Rose Bay, the scholarly scion of an old English Roman Catholic family.12


Rose served men of all Protestant denominations in the contingent and Collingridge served Roman Catholics. Both men appear to have worked well together, on one occasion jointly organising a St Patrick’s Day concert and acting as entertainments officers, arranging games and concerts for the troops in their ship as it steamed toward the African coast. They took separate worship services and Rose conducted a Bible study class. One soldier thought Rose ‘a very nice and friendly gentleman … I like his service’.13 Once they arrived, the chaplains accompanied the soldiers out to Handoub and Otao for Sunday services during April (in Red Cross tents), and conducted services at Suakin after that.14


The first two men to die overseas while serving in an Australian expeditionary force, Private Robert Weir and Gunner Edward Lewis, succumbed to dysentery in May. Rose took both burial services and their names were inscribed by mates on modest mounds of stone. In the event the Australians saw little of the fighting—a few suffered gunshot wounds at Tamai—and the bulk of the contingent were back in Sydney by June. The padres were kept busy visiting the sick and wounded in hospital, on board ship and in the hospital ship Ganges.15 The chaplains appeared to have proved their worth among Australian troops overseas, particularly on the voyage and among the medical officers in the hospitals. The success of the Sudan chaplains’ efforts also offered a precedent that was pointed to by church leaders in the next major imperial conflict in which Australians would take part.16
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‘The departure of the Australian contingent for the Sudan.’ One of the earliest extant depictions of an Australian chaplain, painted by Roman Catholic padre Charles Collingridge’s brother, Arthur. The occasion is the departure of the NSW Contingent for Sudan, 3 March 1885. Prominent at left of picture, Padre Collingridge kisses his sister-in-law (in white) and holds the hand of his nephew, the son of the artist. Note the symbolism of the chaplain holding the hand of a person rather than a weapon. (AWM ART16593).
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Roman Catholic padre Charles Collingridge officiates in a Red Cross tent at Suakim, Sudan, on 5 April 1885. (Illustrated Sydney News, 4 July 1885).


The Boer War (Anglo-South African War), 1899–1902


In October 1899 a contingent drawn from all Australian colonies went to fight in South Africa as part of a British campaign against the forces of the two Boer republics, the Orange Free State and the Transvaal. More than 16,000 Australians served in South Africa over the next two and a half years as part of an imperial force numbering 450,000.17 It was a bitter and bloody war. In June 1900 the British entered Pretoria, the capital of the Transvaal, but the war was prolonged for two more years by the Boers’ resort to mobile guerrilla war tactics. Imperial forces responded with a ‘scorched earth’ policy that denied the Boers shelter and assistance, erecting blockhouses, operating flying columns of mounted colonial troops (including Australians) and incarcerating civilians in concentration camps. A total of 606 Australians were either killed in action or died of wounds, illness or disease (although casualty figures are not recorded for the thousands who served in South African irregular or imperial units). Two junior officers, Lieutenants Harry Morant and Peter Handcock, were also executed by the British for war crimes. More than 700 Australians were wounded.18


Australian chaplains in the Boer War


Historian LM Field notes the significant extent to which the three most articulate groups in colonial society—the pressmen, preachers and politicians—raised their voice in support of the expedition. The churches in particular fortified the contingent with their blessing. Most leaders, including those of the Jewish faith in Australia, supported the conflict and the deployed force.19 Dissenting voices among Australian churchmen were a small minority, a pattern that would be repeated in the twentieth century.20


Eighteen chaplains accompanied the Australians.21 Their work during the war set the template for later chaplaincy on overseas service: providing church parades and voluntary worship services; ministering to the sick and wounded on the battlefield and in hospitals behind the lines; and administering last rites, burying the dead and arranging for their internment in war cemeteries. Given that two-thirds of the British Army’s fatalities were due to disease (principally typhoid or enteric fever), the greatest burden for most chaplains was their work in hospitals that resembled canvas towns.22 Australian chaplains soon realised that hospital and medical work provided unrivalled opportunities for ministry among a generally receptive audience. This was especially the case among men who were in extremis. Chaplains identified such grievously wounded men by the green tags which stretcher-bearers and medical officers pinned on their tunics. The majority, including even the ‘roughest diamonds’, appeared grateful for the padre’s care. Methodist padre James Green recounted an oft-repeated scene:


A gunner was brought to the hospital during the heat of battle by his comrades, who remained around whilst the doctor fixed the first temporary dressings. Then he waved them away, saying, ‘Chums, thank you for bringing me in. Go away now; come again. I want to talk to the padre.’ I listened for what he wanted to say, and at last, with a great effort, he faltered, ‘Padre, I’m a coward now.’ I didn’t understand at first, for he had performed a brave deed at his gun, for which, had he lived, he probably would have been rewarded. But when I heard the story of his life, I did not wonder that he was afraid to die. I was able to guide him to a faith in the merits of that one perfect Manhood which, though sinless, was made sin for us … [W]hen he died three days afterwards his mind was full of that trusting penitence which kills fear.23
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Methodist padre and war correspondent, James Green, on horseback during the Boer War. (James Green, The story of the Australian Bushmen, Sydney, Willliam Brooks, 1903, facing cover).


Even the fittest padres battled against disease. Anglican padre Frederick Wray was six feet tall and an accomplished rower, marksman and Australian Rules footballer who was described as a ‘splendid type of a muscular Christian’. He was nevertheless struck down by two bouts of enteric fever so serious that they delayed his departure for Melbourne until mid-1901.24


The chaplains’ work on the battlefield was no less onerous. Green was shocked by the bloody realities of modern warfare and its increased technological capacity to deal death. The recent invention of the Maxim machine gun, which could fire 500 rounds per minute, unleashed a destructive power never before seen in warfare. ‘It is easy to generalise’, wrote Green about the famous siege of Eland’s River Camp, in which he took part:


[and] easy to throw a glamour over an engagement, but the truth should be told. One has to be in an engagement to see what ‘the glorious death of the soldier’ really is in these times of modern artillery. One man was lying with an arm blown away, and a great hole in his side such as is made in the earth with a shovel. As I lay by his side, the shells flying over us, he rocked from side to side in agony. The other wounded man was lying with a leg completely shattered. I had to go to the waggons to bring the stretcher-bearers, and having seen the wounded carried away I lay with Lieutenant Cope to regain my breath. Then I made a desperate rush back, and whilst I took cover under an ox waggon I saw one shell take down six horses. This is but an illustration of what was happening all round. Two out of a crew of four men were shot near their gun, and four out of the five in charge of the Maxim.25


Medical care on the battlefield was equally perilous:


Often we had to crouch and crawl when handing [our surgeon] things during the shell-fire of the enemy … I could see bullets striking the wheels above my head and pick them up as they fell flattened out upon the ground.26


Chaplains led burial parties out under the safety of night, as one of their number recalled. They also supervised the creation of cemeteries and had the unenviable task of collecting the personal effects of the dead and ensuring they were returned safely to families.27


The ‘church van’ was one of the innovations in chaplaincy during the campaign. Because of a shortage of chaplains for ministry among the numerous garrisons, chaplains were appointed to certain lengths of railway line, upon which they visited the posts regularly, conducting church parades and communion services at every opportunity. The church van was shunted off at the request of a chaplain. One Australian padre noticed that his had been pierced by a shell on a former occasion, so that it was now ‘armoured a good height all round with sheets of steel’. It could be a mixed blessing to work in, as he recalled:


Our van was very comfortably fitted up –something after the style of a ship’s saloon cabin, with a berth, table, and book-shelf, and was sufficiently large to admit of a communion service being held in it … After a very busy day, during which he may have had to trot around several camps or hospitals in hurried visits, and conduct several services, the chaplain has retired to rest on his narrow couch … when suddenly the locomotive … stealthily pulls the church van away from the train, from which it has been uncoupled … then, with a mighty crash, the van runs into a train or the buffers on a siding. The chaplain is hurled out of his bed; he strikes the armour-plated side of his car … [and] rubbing his bruises, is left wondering whether it is sudden battle or the train has run over a mine. My host, Chaplain Hill, has more wounds caused in this way than ever the Boers inflicted upon him.28
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A chaplain officiates at the burial of two Australian privates on the South African veldt in July 1900. The artist based his illustration on the sketches and photographs of a Boer War correspondent. (AWM ART19685).
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Anglican padre Herbert John Rose, smoking a pipe outside his tent, flanked by a servant boy. Rose served as a chaplain in both the Sudan and Boer Wars. (AWM A05403).


A more unusual role for Australian chaplains was that of war correspondent. Following the death, illness or evacuation of embedded journalists (including AB ‘Banjo’ Paterson), Green became the sole Australian news correspondent. His regular reports for the Sydney Morning Herald became the basis for the book he published in 1903 on the history of the Australians’ campaign.29 Another chaplain, Roman Catholic Francis Timoney, was a founder and director of Sydney’s Catholic Press newspaper prior to embarking for South Africa. Timoney became the paper’s ‘special correspondent’, graphically and powerfully relaying every phase of the war and his role within it.30


An ecumenical spirit appears to have prevailed among the Australian chaplains. Anglican padre John Rose wrote to Cardinal Moran upon his return to Australia, testifying to:


the cordial relations which always existed between myself and the chaplains of your communion. More than once, when a soldier lay dying, I have ministered (in the unavoidable absence of his priest) to bring him to fix his thoughts upon the teaching of his Church, and above all, upon the cross of our lumina Redeemer, and I have been thanked by the authorities of your church for such obvious action. The same line of action has been taken … by the chaplains of your communion with regard to our own men. I cannot speak too warmly of the great and generous kindness I have always received, on Active Service, from both priests and laity.31


Likewise, Padre Timoney’s devotion to all irrespective of denomination elicited the comment from one officer of high standing that ‘if Father Timoney continues at his work long enough the whole garrison will be converted’.32


One of the chief criticisms of British chaplains in South Africa was that they identified too closely and uncritically with the British soldier. Like their British counterparts, there is evidence of at least one of the Australian chaplains’ support for the British ‘scorched earth’ policy of destroying flour mills, burning farm houses and placing thousands of Boer women and children in what were called ‘concentration camps’. Methodist padre James Green justified these measures as the ‘least of two evils’ because of the large force which was required to protect women and children, and the loss of a great number of lives through sniping ‘when we attempted to hold populated towns’.33 In contrast, an Australian chaplain became one of the most vocal critics of what he witnessed on the African veldt. Padre Timoney was outraged by punitive British policies that were being carried out by Australian troopers against civilians and infrastructure. Using his platform as war correspondent for The Catholic Press, Timoney sent a flurry of articles and letters exposing the cruel operations and their destructive effects.34 It was in the context of this deteriorating guerrilla war that prisoners began to be shot, the most famous case of which resulted in the conviction and death by firing squad of Harry ‘Breaker’ Morant and Peter Handcock of the Bush Veldt Carbineers. Timoney’s sympathies are clear from a Catholic Press article published in December 1900:


[The Boers] see their country in ruins, their field and crops destroyed, their cattle driven away by the enemy, and the flames from their burning houses rising sky high. I have known instances in which our troopers did not leave in a house a morsel of bread for the women and children. Is it any wonder that among a people so independent a spirit consumes them?35


For publicising such sentiments Timoney was reported to have had a ‘dramatic interview’ with Lord Alfred Milner, British High Commissioner in South Africa and one of the chief architects of the war. The flinty padre refused to withdraw one word he had written.36


The Boer War represented the first major test of Australian chaplains in war. In hospitals, barracks and on the battlefield they forged the beginnings of a proud tradition of devoted service. Although they could not know it at the time, the Boer War was in many ways a ‘rehearsal’ for 1915. Several of the Boer War padres would go to war again as chaplains in that year. Having endured the hardships of campaigning on the South African veldt, they became inured to the realities and privations of war, while discovering an ecumenical spirit that was well ahead of a deeply sectarian Australian society. That the chaplains’ experience in South Africa would prove valuable amid the far greater horrors of the Great War is clear from the letter of one Australian soldier at Gallipoli to his family in 1915:


Chaplain Wray is a regular old soldier, having been chaplain through the Boer war. He was both fearless and wise. He used to walk about the trenches encouraging the men by his cheerful conversation. He was armed with a big walking-stick and always wore a white clerical collar. The men used to wonder why be was not shot, as he was seen to expose himself. But his safety was really accounted for by his experience. He understood the lines of fire, walked in the saps and never took unnecessary risks. He was indefatigable in his efforts to help his troops, and though no longer young, being an old campaigner, he was known for the number of things he could do without.37


Clearly important lessons had been learned. Intimate contact with the British administration of chaplaincy in South Africa, coupled with the creation of the first national land forces just after Federation in 1901, prompted senior Australian chaplains to begin considering a centralised departmental organisation for Australian chaplains. Their efforts after 1901 are the focus of the remainder of this chapter.


[image: images]


Roman Catholic padre, war correspondent and outspoken Boer War critic, Francis Timoney. Timoney’s prominent pistol (on his right hip) was said to be for protection against leopards and other wild animals. (Catholic Military Ordinariate of Australia).


The formation of the Australian Army Chaplains’ Department, 1901–1913


On 1 March 1901, shortly after the celebration of Federation and independent nationhood had subsided, control of the former colonial military forces passed to the Commonwealth represented by the Minister for Defence, John Forrest (there was no separate Minister for the Army until 1939). Political leaders had little appetite initially for a large, costly military force. The Japanese defeat of Russian naval and military forces in the Russo-Japanese War (1904-05), however, imbued Australian political leaders with a new sense of urgency regarding the development of Australia’s military capabilities. In 1905 a modified plan consolidated the Army into a field force and garrison troops.38


By 1909 a general staff system was adopted, putting the higher direction and administration of the Army in Australian hands. Universal compulsory military training began in January 1911 on the advice of Field-Marshal Lord Kitchener during his review of Australia’s defence capabilities two years earlier. The Australian Government committed the young nation to the creation of an Australian Imperial Force. The Army rapidly expanded to cope with the training of over 90,000 youths in 1911 and an annual increase of an extra 20,000 over the next two years.39 Kitchener also recommended the creation of a staff corps and an educational institution to produce staff officers. The Royal Military College at Duntroon subsequently opened in 1911. Although soldiers were not liable for overseas service, the need for some kind of expeditionary force was anticipated. With the spectre of European war casting a long shadow on Britain’s dominions, the Army staff began quietly planning for such a force in 1912 in cooperation with New Zealand military authorities.40 Not surprisingly, this expansion reignited discussion among churches about how best to provide chaplaincy for such a large and rapid mobilisation of men.


Army chaplaincy was never entirely forgotten in the first decade after Federation. One of the earliest proposals for an adequately administered chaplaincy department was proffered by the retired British Chaplain-General, Cox Edghill. In October 1901 Edghill presented a paper during a Church Congress convened at Brighton (England) to discuss Anglican ministry and mission throughout the British Empire. Edghill noted that Australian chaplaincy had ‘suffered in the past from lack of proper organisation’, while there were anomalies in the current Australian arrangements. Some chaplains, for example, were honorary; others were appointed to volunteer forces only, yet others to particular regiments or military forces generally; some were paid; and there was confusion about relative rank and dress regulations. Edghill had conversed frequently with the Australian Minister for Defence, Sir John Forrest, on an earlier visit to Melbourne. Moreover, Edghill noted that Forrest and others considered the ‘proper organisation of the Chaplains’ Department a very important matter and are prepared to consider as soon as other pressing business will allow’.41


Nothing was done until February 1902 when a conference of New South Wales chaplains took up Edghill’s campaign and met to draft suggested changes to the higher organisation of chaplaincy. In a draft document submitted to senior chaplains in other states, they proposed a department in which all chaplains in the Commonwealth would ‘be classified in manner similar to that adopted in the Imperial Army’, with the Senior Chaplain of each denomination having at least the relative rank of a major of ten years seniority. Appointments and promotions were to be made upon the recommendation of each denominational Senior Chaplain in consultation with his official denominational leader. All communications with headquarters were to be through the Senior Chaplain. The Senior Chaplain would also be responsible for calling together all military chaplains in the local military district quarterly ‘for consultation on matters concerning the moral and spiritual well-being of the soldiers of the state’. All chaplains, whether permanent, partially paid or of the Volunteer Forces, were to receive remuneration for specific ‘services rendered to the troops’. Finally, chaplains’ duties were to include holding services for troops and taking a ‘general interest in their physical, moral and spiritual welfare’.42


In November 1904, the most senior Australian chaplain, Sydney Anglican Henry Wallace Mort, visited the Minister for Defence, Robert Collins, and laid before him a revised draft document concerning ‘the organisation of the Chaplains’ Department’, appended with Edghill’s suggestions. In the revised draft were two important additional resolutions. First, the New South Wales chaplains had proposed, but not voted upon, a leadership structure for a new Chaplains’ Department. They envisaged four Principal Chaplains, one from each of the four recognised denominations, as the ‘medium of communication’ with the Federal Commandant and the Minister for Defence. Second, the New South Wales chaplains proposed that the four Principal Chaplains would be overseen by ‘the Senior Chaplain in Australia, of whatever Denomination’, who would be called ‘the Principal Chaplain of the Commonwealth’. This mirrored, of course, the leadership structure employed by the British Army Chaplains’ Department with the notable exception that the British Principal Chaplain was required to be a minister of the established Church of England. It is entirely likely that the Australian chaplains’ resolutions were not put to a vote due to concerns about potential sectarian squabbles. Sectarianism was alive and well—some would have said virulent—in early twentieth-century Australia. In considering the draft, Collins simply crossed out the paragraph about Principal Chaplains and sent Mort a polite acknowledgment of the receipt of his letter. With a stroke of his pencil and the placement of the letter on file, Collins helped to delay the creation of a Chaplains’ Department for almost another decade.43


That there was no practical long-term outcome from these proposals is hardly surprising given the ‘revolving door’ character of early Federal politics. During 1901–04 there were four prime ministers and six Defence Ministers. The issue of the establishment and reorganisation of the Chaplains’ Department was not revived until 1905. Throughout 1905–06 scores of denominational leaders and individual clergymen wrote letters to commandants and the Defence Department seeking clarification of the mechanisms for appointing chaplains and filling vacancies, a problem which appears to have beset chaplaincy since Federation. The Presbyterian Moderator also complained about being forced to communicate with the military authorities via third-party chaplains of other denominations.44


Local commandants and the Adjutant-General’s branch fobbed off ensuing enquiries with the convenient reply that ‘the Federal authorities had the matter of chaplaincies under consideration’.45 To make matters worse, the Adjutant-General admitted that his records only went back as far as 1902.46 In reality, however, the priorities of defence and military leaders lay elsewhere in deciding on the structure and composition of the Army itself, and in resolving the larger debate about whether the Army’s strategic priority should be as a land defence force or an expeditionary force with overseas capabilities. There was therefore little political will or interest in establishing a chaplains’ department. In January 1906 Lieutenant Colonel (later Major General Sir) William Bridges, then Chief of Intelligence, indicated that the question of the establishment for chaplains might well stand over pending a settlement of ‘many more important matters’. The Secretary for Defence, Robert Collins, agreed:


Certainly the appointment of chaplains is not vital to the Forces. We have now a large number of Chaplains, and the question [arises] of fixing some limit to the establishment.47


Accordingly when Mort wrote again to his New South Wales commandant in February 1906 with further suggestions for the administration of military chaplains, his proposals were duly noted but no further action was taken.48 No evidence survives of any effort to erect a chaplains’ department between 1906 and 1911 although it is clear from regulations published in 1908 that chaplains had become one of the responsibilities of the Adjutant-General.49


It was not until January 1913, in the context of the massive expansion of military forces by means of compulsory military service, that a concerted effort was made to reorganise the administration of chaplains. In that month the Anglican Archbishop of Melbourne, Henry Lowther Clarke, and Anglican Bishop of Perth, Charles Riley, called on the Minister for Defence, George Pearce, to discuss the creation of a proper appointment mechanism for chaplains. The bishops also suggested a conference with the Adjutant-General on the subject. Pearce wrote to his Departmental Secretary noting that similar kinds of conferences had been held the year before with the Naval Board, one with representative Protestant bodies and one with Roman Catholic authorities. Pearce therefore requested similar conferences for the Army. There is little doubt that the precedent set by the Navy’s earlier meetings and subsequent formation of its chaplaincy branch in 1912 had spurred senior Army chaplains to do the same.50


Consequently, on 31 March and 5 April 1913, representatives of the Anglican, Presbyterian and Methodist denominations met with the Adjutant -General, Lieutenant Colonel (later General Sir) Harry Chauvel. The conference resolutions outlined the final shape of the Chaplains’ Department. There were to be four chaplains-general appointed in the Commonwealth, one for each of the Anglican, Roman Catholic, Presbyterian and Methodist denominations. They were to be elected by ‘the Head of the denomination in Australia’. A Senior Chaplain was to be appointed in each state for each of the four denominations to administer the chaplains of that denomination. The ‘Head of each denomination’ in each state was also requested to accept the position of Senior Chaplain, or, ‘in the event of his not desiring to accept the appointment, to nominate a Senior Chaplain’. All nominations for the appointment of chaplains were to be sent through the Senior Chaplain to the Commandant of each Military District. Chaplains were to attend all camps of training for the whole period, be granted a set field allowance regardless of their relative rank and a travel allowance in keeping with their relative rank, and be allowed the ‘part services’ of a batman ‘on the lines provided for an officer of the Permanent Forces’. Unlike their British counterparts, chaplains were permitted the option of wearing a uniform in peacetime. Finally, periods other than Easter were sought for continuous training, mainly because training at Easter offended ‘a large number of citizens’. Training during Easter also interfered with the usual family arrangements for Easter holidays, while the principle of utilising general holidays for military training was unpopular with most people. It was also requested that musketry training on Sundays should not be counted for pay or efficiency.51


The Roman Catholics, represented by the Dean of St Patrick’s Cathedral, John McCarthy and Father JK King, had likewise met Chauvel just a few weeks earlier on 5 March 1913. Their resolutions were substantially similar. The Roman Catholic archbishop of each state was to accept the position of Senior Roman Catholic Chaplain in the Military District concerned. The brigade system was also formalised. Chaplains were to be appointed to each brigade area and each Light Horse brigade. Chaplains were also, when possible, to attend all training camps for the whole period and granted a consistent field allowance regardless of rank. In addition, chaplains were to be provided with tentage, camp equipment and the part services of a batman.52


Taken together, both documents represent a kind of ‘magna carta’ of the Australian Army Chaplains’ Department. All the resolutions were accepted by the Military Board, including the allotment of one chaplain from each of the four denominations to brigades and brigade areas (except for the 1st and 23rd brigade area, to which two were allotted). The total proposed establishment numbered 116 chaplains. A further stipulation, which would have important future implications, ensured that clergymen of ‘any recognised religious body’ (to be designated ‘Other denominations’) could be appointed chaplains on the authorised establishment on the recommendation of District Commandants and the Military Board. Regulations also recognised the longstanding British practice of appointing four classes of chaplain (First Class with relative rank of colonel, down to Fourth Class with relative rank of captain).


Conditions of service were also formalized: promotions were to be governed by length of service; unfit chaplains placed on the Unattached List (on which reserve chaplains were also appointed); chaplains not performing for consecutive years retired; and chaplains were to be exempted from normal retirement ages. Chaplains’ status demanded ‘those marks of respect which are due to their rank and profession, and Commandants [were] to render them every possible assistance in carrying out their duties’.53


The creation of four Chaplain-General positions was an interesting departure from the British model. Until 1986 there was one Chaplain-General in Britain, deemed to be the most senior chaplain in the Army, and he was always an Anglican. The Australian model of four chaplains-general was clearly a reflection of the absence of any legally established church in Australia, but it would later prove to be a source of embarrassment due to its enshrining of intractable sectarian difference and its departure from the hierarchical leadership structure of the Army.


In any event, on 18 September 1913 the Secretary for Defence, Samuel Pethebridge, wrote to the head of each denomination, seeking his nomination of a Chaplain-General.54 Once the replies were received the four chaplains-general were formally appointed by the Governor General on 1 December 1913. With the publication of the founding instrument, promulgated in Executive Minute 943 of the Commonwealth of Australia Gazette of 20 December 1913, the Australian Army Chaplain’s Department was effectively born.55


The precise date of the birthday of the Australian Army Chaplains’ Department has been the subject of controversy. After a request from the Army Newspaper Unit for the date of the birthday of the Chaplains' Department, the Department’s 1979 conference concluded that the birthday was the commissioning date of the first chaplain who left for Sudan campaign in 1885, if the date could be verified. The historically fickle conference changed its mind the next year, however, after an address from Brigadier Maurice Austin on the appointment of chaplains and the establishment of the department proper in December 1913. The conference promptly resolved to retain the department’s birthday as 1 December 1913. Veteran chaplain Douglas Abbott argued as late as 1995 that the 1 December 1913 date was incorrect, apparently on the ground that attempts had been made to establish and organise the department since 1902.56 This argument, however, carries little weight. While there certainly were attempts to create a department in 1901, a year earlier than Abbott suggests, all the proposals put forward before 1913 for an establishment and a departmental structure came to virtually nothing. Moreover, the historian of the RAChD, Michael Snape, has conclusively dated the beginning of that department from 1796, the year a Royal Warrant established the position of Chaplain-General and an administrative structure under his authority. There is no question, pace the 1979 chaplains’ conference and Abbott, that the birthday of the department is 1 December 1913, as formally promulgated in the Commonwealth of Australia Gazette.


In the event, the creation of the Australian Army Chaplains’ Department in 1913 was not a moment too soon, for within less than a year Australians would enter the crucible of the Great War, the largest and most devastating conflict the world had yet seen.
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The crucible: Australian Army chaplains and the Great War


Introduction


When King George V declared that Britain was at war with Germany on 3 August 1914, Australian Prime Minister Andrew Fisher immediately pledged the Commonwealth’s support for the Imperial Government. The news was received in Australia with enthusiasm. Many Australians believed that the battlefield was where nations were born and the mettle of a people tested. Three days after the declaration of hostilities, the Sydney Morning Herald rejoiced that the war would be ‘our baptism of fire’.1 Australian churches embraced the news with calls for sacrifice and service of nation and empire against German militaristic aggression. The churches enjoyed strong community support for their public sentiments. Some church leaders were convinced that war would serve as a purifying agent to cleanse Australian society and ennoble its people, inculcating sacrifice and spiritual priorities in place of ease and materialism.2
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