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CHAPTER 1


Australia’s Great War: Contemporary and Historiographical Debates


Michael JK Walsh and Andrekos Varnava


In comparing an article entitled ‘ANZAC Day: The Birth of a Nation’ in Freeman’s Journal on 27 April 1916, with the speech made by prime minister of Australia, Tony Abbott at the Dawn Service to commemorate the one-hundredth anniversary of the Gallipoli landings, one could be forgiven for thinking that commemoration has followed a consistent, uninterrupted, linear path. The article in Freeman’s Journal (today known as The Catholic Weekly) argued that the failed Gallipoli landings had constituted, or enabled, the birth of the Australian nation and that ‘the price of nationhood must be paid in blood and tears’.1 Before Gallipoli, Australians were Australian only in name, but:





Anzac Day has changed all that. The Australian flag has been brought from the garret and has been hoisted on a lofty tower in the full sight of its own people. No matter how the war may end—and it can only end one way—we are at last a nation, with one heart, one soul, and one thrilling aspiration. There is mourning in our homes and grief in our hearts, and the flower of our youth will not return to us; but there runs through the Commonwealth a lifting spirit such as it never knew before. Australia is no longer merely a prosperous country in which it is good to live. The blood of our dead heroes was shed afar from us, but their spirit has come home across the seas to dwell for ever among us to whisper that we have taken our place among the nations, and to inspire us to be ever faithful and ever true to the land that gave us birth and to the glorious banner which waves over it. Anzac Day and Australia Day, honoured by hundreds of thousands of deeply-stirred people—what a great change is this! What a miracle it seems to those who not so long ago noted with sadness that the name of our country practically had no meaning!2


The sentiment embedded in this long, nationalistic and emotive contemporary paragraph is not dissimilar to the short, yet virtually identical, focus of Abbott’s speech in Turkey when he concluded: ‘In volunteering to serve, they became more than soldiers; they became the founding heroes of modern Australia’.3 It is tempting therefore to take these two views, from the first Anzac anniversary and from the one-hundredth, and assume continuity. But as Professor Christina Twomey, Monash University, recalls, as a teenager in the 1980s, she ‘would not have been seen dead wrapped in an Australian flag on ANZAC Day’.4 It seems then that the Anzac legend not only predates Charles Bean and subsequent politicians, but has also played an inconsistent, somewhat unresolved, role within the Australian national psyche throughout the duration of its one hundred year history. Today, we must also note, this is far from a peripheral debate played out in the corridors and lecture halls of the academy. A salutary lesson relating to its mainstream, and sensitive public status, may be found in the sacking of the Special Broadcasting Service (SBS) sports journalist Scott McIntyre for tweeting ‘inappropriate’ and ‘disrespectful’ comments on Anzac Day. It is worth, for the sake of the historical record, quoting McIntyre’s four tweets in full:





Wonder if the poorly-read, largely white, nationalist drinkers and gamblers pause today to consider the horror that all mankind suffered.


The cultification of an imperialist invasion of a foreign nation that Australia had no quarrel with is against all ideals of modern society.


Remembering the summary execution, widespread rape and theft committed by these “brave” Anzacs in Egypt, Palestine and Japan.


Not forgetting that the largest single-day terrorist attacks in history were committed by this nation & their allies in Hiroshima & Nagasaki.5


Professor Philip Dwyer, of the University of Newcastle, wrote a stout defence of McIntyre premised on two fundamental pillars: that he was not entirely inaccurate, and, that in a country that has freedom of speech as a core value, he had every right to say what he pleased so long as he did not break any laws. Dwyer concluded:





Historically speaking then, McIntyre is not all that far off the mark, but he has been sacrificed on the altar of populist outrage. I try to teach my students to see the world differently, to think differently, to always question accepted opinion and then, when necessary, to speak out. The decision made by the managing director of SBS is disappointing. Are journalists, academics and public figures only ever to tell people what they want to hear? The response to McIntyre’s tweets is a demonstration that the popular perception of Anzac is completely out of step with the historical reality—but his remarks are also timely. We should not forget that war is never a one-sided affair in which our boys are squeaky-clean heroes and their boys murdering, raping villains. War brings out the worst (as well as the best) in people. Some Anzacs were neither heroes nor particularly likeable characters—and some behaved little better than thugs and hooligans. I certainly would not have wanted to meet some of them in the back alleys of Cairo in 1915 after they had been on the piss all night. But in the atmosphere of nationalistic chest-beating that surrounds the Anzac commemorations, there are not likely to be too many dissenting voices.6


This volume brings together some of those academic voices to discuss not only the Anzac legend, but also Australian identity, memory and mythology associated with the Great War. In fact, the conference from which this collection emerged, The British Empire and the Great War: Colonial Societies and Cultural Responses (20 February–22 February 2014), embraced a plurality of academic disciplines and methodologies, utilising a wide range of sources to investigate the structures of knowledge associated with recovering, analysing and commenting upon marginalised histories. Comparative studies were especially useful for linking Australian experiences and representations to other significant imperial presences in South Africa, Canada, Newfoundland, India, and also to informal imperial relations in Argentina and Shanghai. Many corners of the globe were touched upon, from Cyprus to New Guinea; German East Africa to Heligoland; Turkey to Mesopotamia. Within Australia itself the experiences of foreign nationals and ethnic groups such as Serbians, Greeks and Irish were foregrounded, as were imperial feminists, society elites, the clergy, school textbooks, sportsmen and composers. Australian comic book art, fine art, propaganda, and even the humour of its front-line soldiers, were discussed, as was an extremely convincing eco-history of pesticides and the crucial role they played in the imperial war effort. The centenary meeting also offered a timely opportunity to present invigorating revisions and debates on the creation of ‘Australianness’, and in observing the Australian and British involvement in creating the legend of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk in the fledgling Republic of Turkey long after Anzac troops had withdrawn from its shores. New spaces for discussion were opened up and new platforms for dialogue created, in what Jay Winter called a ‘point du depart’ in his closing comments.


It is worth pausing for a moment here to tease out a little more of what the closing plenary yielded. Participating were Jay Winter, Joy Damousi, John McKenzie, Melanie Oppenheimer, Andrekos Varnava, Tim Barringer and Michael Walsh, debating the nature of remembering, forgetting and historicising the relationship between empire, culture and war.7 John MacKenzie spoke optimistically of a new era in which the phenomena of ‘fluidities and stabilities’ associated with global turmoil, could be revisited, and re-thought by historians who, he believed, needed ‘to complicate, if not replace, the Foucault-ian and Said-ian paradigms which have held sway for such a long time’. He concluded:





We’ve had an era of imperial certainties, then we had a period of anti-imperial, post-colonial, Marxist certainties perhaps. And I think we have got through both of those. We’ve arrived at something more complex, more nuanced, on which we can build many new ideas.


Winter agreed that ‘a challenge for the next generation [is] to make the history of a global world truly global. A global history of a global war’. He went on to reiterate the importance of such a project insisting that: ‘There is a lot of the world that needs to know that the world that they live in was set in motion, in disorder, in commotion, as a result’.8


And yet for all of the merits of these eminent historians’ ambitious views, the discussion seemed to drift inexorably towards the choppy waters associated with public histories, ritualisation and the sensationalism associated with the centenary, not least in Australia. Carolyn Holbrook asked ‘How can we explain the fact that one hundred years after the Great War, a minor combatant nation is its most prolific commemorator?’ and Joan Beaumont would subsequently write: ‘The war memory “boom” is a tsunami that shows no sign of receding’.9 One of the panellists (Walsh) attempted to prise this open a little further by asking the panel and audience to consider the fact that Singapore (our host and also a former British colony) had hardly acknowledged the centenary of the war at all, and that very few Singaporean academics and public scholars had actually attended the conference. He drove the point home with a surprising quote from the recently published British Council report, Remember the World as Well as the War, which announced that: ‘The revised national curriculum for history to be implemented in England from 2014 does not include the First World War as a statutory requirement, but as an option for 11–14 year olds’.10 This provoked a response from Peter Stanley that is worth reproducing in full here:





Maybe places like Britain and Australia which are clearly still obsessed with the First World War are the aberration. Maybe most people in most countries, in most of the world don’t think that the Great War is as important as we clearly do. I think we ought to question our assumption that there is something so important about the Great War that a hundred years on people ought to be thinking about it. I honestly think it would be a good thing if it were removed from the curriculum, and that only people who really want to study it would study it; if we did that then at least we would stop the inculcation of the Anzac ethos which unfortunately pervades Australia.11


This is certainly not a unique point of view in the Australian academy, as can be seen in Rhys Crawley’s recent article:





Frustratingly, public discourse within Australia has not evolved in line with these developments in the international scholarly literature. Popular histories, with little basis in archival research or the wider literature, continue to flood the bookshelves.12


Peter Herborn was even more direct, saying: ‘Gallipoli and Anzac need to be rescued from mythology and restored to critical historical scholarship’.13 Sir Hew Strachan, when reviewing Beaumont’s Broken Nation: Australians in the Great War, joined in, saying, ‘Professional historians are wont to complain about the difference between their own understandings of national history and those writing for a popular market’,14 before going on to set out the ‘facts’ as simply and concisely as possible:





The Commonwealth was formed in 1900, not at Gallipoli; the experience of the war divided rather than united Australian society, particularly on religious and political lines; and the country’s leaders justified Australia’s participation in terms not of Australian identity but of the British empire.15


Having set out his stall, he commended the author for doing the same, while acknowledging that: ‘Joan Beaumont has stepped into this minefield’.16 She had, after all, clearly pronounced ‘it is unhistorical to see the First World War as the birth of Australian nationalism’,17 a sentiment that ran contrary to the editorial in Freeman’s Journal of April 1916 and to the speech made by Tony Abbott ninety-nine years later.


Needless to say, the reactions against these viewpoints were extreme, as they were against McIntyre, with accusations abounding of an ‘academic Taliban’ at work in Australia. It was clear in the conference, and now in this collection of essays, that this divisive topic could not, and should not, be ignored or downplayed. Instead, we are compelled to ask whether memory and history, commemoration and education, reverence and critique, historical inquiry and sentiment, can converge meaningfully. Martin Crotty and Christina Spittel, in discussing Bill Gammage’s Broken Years, identified a ‘work [which] is part history and part memorial; its genius is that it fulfils both roles brilliantly’, then lamented that much of the scholarship which followed merely presented unproductive dichotomies which ‘flatten’ and ‘simplify’.18 Accordingly, the editors have divided this volume into two major sections: Identities and Australianness, and Memory and Mythology, which taken together examine the war as anticipated, experienced and remembered, using comparative and/or trans-disciplinary intersecting narratives.


Historiography of Australia and the Great War


It did not take long after the Anzac landings at Gallipoli for professional and amateur historians alike to get to work in detailing and making sense of the event. In the first forty or so years that followed, two diametrically opposed interpretations emerged. The first had its origins with the eminent professor of history from the University of Melbourne, Ernest Scott in A Short History of Australia, published in 1916. Scott, an Englishman and an imperialist, contextualised the Anzac story within a wider picture that he wished to paint of the defence of the British Empire against German imperial expansion and militarism. Australia, while a pivotal part of that defence, was nevertheless not a distinctive nation.19 Professor Keith Hancock, a Melbourne-born professor of modern history at the University of Adelaide 1927–33 (later at the universities of Oxford and London, and finally at the Australian National University), agreed with Scott in his 1930 book Australia.20 Neither the Great War nor the Anzac story seemed important, or at least central, in forming, what he called, the ‘independent Australian Briton’. The alternative interpretation of Anzac and the Great War was represented by Charles Bean in his Official History of Australia in the War of 1914–1918, published in twelve volumes between 1921 and 1942. Bean emphasised the distinctiveness of the Australian nation at war, united by a unique bond of mateship, and was the most fervent and committed proponent of the Anzac myth. It seems inconceivable to the modern historian to realise that both he, and the Anzac story he was so instrumental in creating, were largely ignored for decades after the Armistice.


It was only after the second global conflict, and throughout the early years of the Cold War, that Australian historians began to address and readdress the previous works on Anzac, championed by Ken Inglis (presently emeritus professor at the Australian National University), who suggested the rituals performed each Anzac Day were secular replacements for traditional Christian ones.21 Inevitably perhaps, Inglis was soon championing Bean’s work, reappraising the function of Great War commemoration on Anzac Day as symptomatic of the birth and growth of Australian national history.22 The controversy over the Australian government’s introduction of conscription in 1964 for the Vietnam War also inspired historians such as Geoff Serle and Lloyd Robson to better understand the Great War conscription debates and to revisit the role of the Great War in forging Australian nationalism.23 Subsequently, or perhaps contemporaneously, Bill Gammage, motivated by an aversion to the conservative propaganda of the 1960s that equated the Vietnam-bound soldiers and returned veterans with the Anzacs of five decades earlier, examined hundreds of letters and diaries of Australian soldiers during the Great War. Gammage found himself, to a large extent, agreeing with Bean’s analysis. Additionally, his focus on the personal experiences of the soldiers sowed the seeds of a new focus on personal and familial stories of remembrance.24 Inspired by Gammage,25 Robson (Thomson’s PhD supervisor) and Inglis, and by emergent international scholarship on memory studies, Alistair Thomson’s thesis-cum-seminal-book Anzac Memories, based on oral interviews, showed how public commemoration and memory of the Anzac story, in particular, had ‘contaminated’ the recollections of the soldiers.26


Since Thomson’s book the field has broadened yet further to incorporate feminist critiques, veteran issues, trauma, family grief and ‘hard-core’ military history of the war, to name but a few sub-disciplines. Scholars such as Patricia Grimshaw, Marilyn Lake, Marian Quartly, Adrian Howe, Melanie Oppenheimer, Joy Damousi and Peter Rees have foregrounded, for example, the role of women in the Great War, criticising the dominant Anzac and digger mythology, and the associated discourse of martial baptism, on the grounds that women, too, gave birth to the nation.27 The role of trauma in giving rise to Anzac Day was studied by Christina Twomey,28 while Stephen Garton’s The Cost of War explored the postwar experience of veterans and their families,29 and Joy Damousi’s The Labour of Loss looked at personal and private grief through letters and diaries.30 The ‘disenfranchised grief’ of families whose soldier relations died or had physical and psychological scars after the war was analysed by Tanja Luckins, Marina Larsson and Jen Roberts;31 Michael Tyquin’s study explored psychological breakdown among Australian soldiers;32 and an edited volume by Crotty and Larson pulled together many of these, and other, postwar themes under a single cover.33 Monuments and battlefield-tourism were explored respectively by Ken Inglis and Bruce Scates;34 David Carter argued that the Anzac story had constantly been reinvented;35 Mark McKenna and Stuart Ward analysed the government’s role in creating the Anzac legend as a push factor on young Australians going to Gallipoli;36 and Bart Ziino studied longing caused by the distance between the battlefield and the home front, ruminating on how Australians grieved for their war dead.37 Military historians have not remained silent either, with Jeffrey Grey and Peter Stanley both breaking down various Anzac myths, and centring taboos such as homosexuality and suicide within academic discussion.38 By the close of the first decade of the twenty-first century Robin Prior had rejected the common perception that incompetent British military officers bungled the landings, arguing that they were doomed to fail because the entire operation was misconceived from the outset39—a viewpoint rejected by Stanley.40


In the lead-up to the centenary, the debate about the prominence of Anzac commemoration in contemporary Australia became more acute. A forceful academic critique came from Marilyn Lake, Henry Reynolds, Joy Damousi, Mark McKenna and Carina Donaldson in 2010,41 condemning the ‘militarisation of Australian history’ by various federal governments since the early 1990s, and asking why Australia needed a martial myth at all. Although the critique of the Anzac legend by ‘left-wing academics’ was condemned by conservative commentators, it was actually supported by James Brown, a former army captain who had seen active service in Iraq and Afghanistan. Brown called the Anzac legend a ‘national obsession’ that negatively affected the contemporary defence force, especially economically (because of what was spent on the centenary) and psychologically (because of the pressure of the martial myth).42 Nevertheless, the academic and popular interest merely intensified with the publication of Professor Joan Beaumont’s Broken Nation, which explored the tensions between the battle and home front;43 Carolyn Holbrook’s Anzac: The Unauthorised Biography (which focused on the history of Australia’s remembrance of the Great War since 1915),44 and two further publications dealing with how the Australian public and government treated Germans and South Slavs (Serbs, Croats and Slovenes) migrant to Australia, and naturalised and Australians born to parents born in Germany, Austria-Hungary and Serbia.45 Finally, in 2015, the two leading journals of Australian history published special issues on the Great War. Beaumont led a team of contributors, in a special issue of Australian Historical Studies titled ‘Remembering Australia’s First World War’, three of whom (Jo Hawkins, Margaret Hutchison and Mark Sheftall) had presented their papers at the Singapore conference.46 History Australia had a special feature entitled ‘Remembering Gallipoli in a Global Context’, with brief communiqués on those places fighting on the allied side, as well as the Ottoman Empire.47 The debate, it is clear, remains vigorous, emotive and far from resolved.


Part I: Identities and Australianness


War and empire are all too often assumed to be masculine in nature, or at least driven and controlled by men. Expanding on her work on the Red Cross and ladies of rank,48 Melanie Oppenheimer’s essay affords the reader a closer look at the crucial roles of women in the context of this war, and in particular relation to the Australian Red Cross. Her semi-biographical study is especially important as these ladies of rank, often domiciled against their personal desires, created ‘imagined imperial communities’ almost as a proxy for the metropolitan centre, and in so doing have become the object of interest for gender, class and imperial scholars. This chapter also demonstrates, perhaps surprisingly, that even in the benevolent industries, rivalries and conflicts were nevertheless bitter and omnipresent. Continuing with the medical theme, and that of rivalry within it, but approaching it from a different perspective is Alexia Moncrieff’s chapter, which concentrates on the Dardanelles Commission, and therefore plays out in the manner of a courtroom drama. It also emphasises the almost inconceivable idea that there was struggle, mistrust and one-upmanship in the business of caring for wounded. So long as medical professionals were educated in Britain, or possibly within a British education system in Australia, there was little cause for concern. Australians were, after all, merely Englishmen living in Australia, were they not? The tireless efforts of Neville Howse to allow Australian medics to tend Australian wounded is therefore a history worth recovering, then recounting.


The next group of chapters investigates the home front, propaganda and the ingenious devices used to evoke and inculcate imperial loyalty. Myths, it is clear, are made during war, not always after it is completed and the victors established. Accordingly, Emily Robertson offers an account of how historians have exaggerated the importance of jingoistic imperialism to the war effort, and emphasises other factors, such as liberal humanitarianism, to explain why some sections of the population, for example the majority of the labour movement, supported the Great War at the beginning of the conflict. While imperial loyalty was central to support for the war, what that loyalty was constituted of was far more than jingoistic slogans, and drew upon complex ideologies rather than simplistic patriotism. Additionally, it was through atrocity propaganda that liberal ideals were conveyed, not jingoistic imperial propaganda. Through certain newspapers and their editorials, we observe how the Great War was fundamentally different from the Second Anglo-Boer War: now the issue was that of barbarism (German and Austro-Hungarian) and the violation of small nations (Belgium and Serbia)—both of which the British had been accused of in South Africa. A just war was different from an imperial war, and the empire was more robust than any flighty jingoistic sentiment. The official history of the Australian effort in the South African War was not, however, published until 2002.49 Brett Holman takes a different path to demonstrate how a distant war could be brought ‘home’ to Australia, making it a reality. To digress momentarily, this is reminiscent of a humorous and yet important scene in Peter Weir’s 1981 film Gallipoli where the patriotic Archy explains to a camel driver his motives for going to fight in the war on the other side of the planet:


CAMEL DRIVER: Where you headed?


ARCHY: Perth.


CAMEL DRIVER: I nearly went there once. Thought I should see one big city before I die. You looking for work?


ARCHY: No, I’m off to the war.


CAMEL DRIVER: What war?


ARCHY: The war against Germany.


CAMEL DRIVER: I knew a German once. How did it start?


FRANK: Don’t start him.


ARCHY: Don’t know exactly, but it was the Germans’ fault.


CAMEL DRIVER: The Australians fighting already?


FRANK: Yeah, in Turkey.


CAMEL DRIVER: Turkey?! Why’s that?


FRANK: Ask him.


ARCHY: Cos Turkey’s a German ally.


CAMEL DRIVER: Ah, well, you learn something every day. Still, can’t see what it’s got to do with us.


ARCHY: We don’t stop them there, they could end up here.


CAMEL DRIVER: And they’re welcome to it.


This was hardly an attitude that would have been encouraged during the war years, and so, the notion of total war had to be created: the ‘home front’, spies, traitors and, in the case of Holman’s essay, mystery planes. Of course, vulnerability had to be peddled too, not least as Australia had sent away its men, resources and its equipment to other fronts. This was all part of what Winter referred to as ‘The mobilization of the imagination’50—a triumph of propaganda, generated from a mere kernel of truth.


The next three chapters offer alternative readings of hitherto marginalised issues far from the battlefield. Daniel Segesser presents an eco-history to consider the impact of nature within an industrial conflict: natural history and human history are, after all, bound up together. Perhaps in today’s era of eco-awareness and global warming we can see the logical link between climate developments and natural cycles, but that would have been less clear a century ago. And through this, we can now see clearly the power of the lowly farmer, at the very edge of empire, and his ability to negotiate with the imperial centre. To be allies was one thing, to maintain market value (and in turn win or lose crucial votes) was quite another, especially at a time when there were strong elements of both anti-British and anti-war sentiment that were best kept suppressed. Stephanie James and Joy Damousi explore similar themes to those Steve Marti examined in his 2014 article on the South Slav context.51 James examines the case of the Irish—the source of much of the aforementioned anti-Britishness—who made up a startling percentage of Australia’s population, and were of considerable concern to authorities, not least after the Easter Rising in Dublin in 1916. How might the Irish population in Australia yet swing sentiment relating to the conscription failures, or might they even be involved in spying? And what of other nationalities, such as Greeks, permanently domiciled in Australia. Joy Damousi demonstrates the personalisation and regionalisation of global affairs, right down to small businesses and the destruction of fruit shops. This was a political climate that viewed neutrality almost as dimly as it did opposition; so individuals, and Australians, had to bear the brunt of reactions to decisions taken thousands of miles away in Athens. Impassioned crowds, collective punishment, ‘regrettable attitudes’ all meant that ethnic Greeks, many of whom were born in Australia, had to suffer for something that was entirely beyond their control.


Part II: Memory and Mythology


In considering the second half of this collection, it would be wrong to separate ‘Identities and Australianness’ and ‘Memory and Mythology’ as definitively as the two halves of the book suggest. In actuality there is an enormous area of overlap. As early as 29 May 1916, for example, the Daily Telegraph was referring to Anzac as ‘a national heirloom’, and within five months of the retreat from the Dardanelles the word itself had become protected by Australian law. Jo Hawkins, in the article based on her talk at the Singapore conference, states that ‘By acting quickly to enshrine the word Anzac by law, the federal government confirmed this sacred status through decidedly secular means’.52 Beaumont observed that, a century later, ‘the “national” memory of war, as manifest in the rituals of commemoration, domestically and internationally, serves to validate contemporary institutions, values and political priorities, and thereby tells us as much about the present as about the past’.53 With time and distance comes, on the one hand, forgetting, and on the other, interpretation, over-interpretation, and accidental or intentional misinterpretation.54 It is to this process that the final group of essays turns.


The lead essay in part II presents a fascinating revisionist account of how Australian and British historians participated in the creation of the legend of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk in the modern Republic of Turkey. Ayhan Aktar demonstrates that identity construction takes time; it does not necessarily happen in the ‘here and now’; and it does not always follow events exactly as they happened. History is written years after the event with new needs in mind. It can even miss a generation or more, and be reinvigorated by new stimuli coming from outside the country itself. Might his study, in some way, help us to understand the moving, emotive, forgiving words that Atatürk offered in 1934 and which are now read by tens of thousands of tourists and pilgrims to Anzac Cove every year:





Those heroes that shed their blood and lost their lives … You are now living in the soil of a friendly country. Therefore rest in peace. There is no difference between the Johnnies and the Mehmets to us where they lie side by side here in this country of ours … You, the mothers, who sent their sons from faraway countries wipe away your tears; your sons are now lying in our bosom and are in peace, after having lost their lives on this land they have become our sons as well.


[image: image]


Figure 1.1: Anzac Cove, photograph courtesy of Michael Walsh.


One is left to wonder whether national history writing is as regimented and as orderly as the troops that created the history itself, or whether it is as easily manipulated, directed and disposed of. It also makes one wonder how insubordination would be viewed. The question of authenticity seems in cases such as this one to be moulded by the era and political setting (and geographical location) in which the words are ordered on paper. The historian today, with the benefit of hindsight, and with a much more catholic vision of the world, must establish an understanding of such ‘histories’ (even when the findings prove unpopular).


Sylvia Mergenthal’s essay touches upon the vital notion of contemporary visual and textual coding—of the social life of images and the concept of remediation. Allowing ourselves to become detached from the subject depicted, and even the method of its creation, we are encouraged to immerse ourselves in retrospective contemplation on hypertextuality and the media environments in which images are subsequently embedded (and consumed). The chapter tells us much about the longevity and potency of art, the painted image and the hastily constructed sketch, in making, and reinterpreting history (through fact or indeed fiction). It is a study that strongly suggests that meaning changes, and as such, Mergenthal argues convincingly, these were, and are, not ‘remote visual artefacts’. This connects with Daniel Schacter’s maxim that ‘we recreate or reconstruct our experiences rather than retrieve copies of them’.55 In keeping with these ideas, Sarah Midford demonstrates that, while a country may be young, the discipline of writing history is not; while fledgling nations at the other side of the globe are creating their first histories, those who write them were in fact educated within an age-old European tradition. The case is perfectly made with the Oxford-educated Charles Bean, who did so much to turn the Anzac experience into an embodiment of what being Australian meant, using classical, historical and mythological exemplars. It was poetic that Gallipoli was so close to where the great Homeric tale of Troy was played out by the ‘great-hearted’. Bean was writing about great deeds that had been performed neither by Gods nor kings, but by ordinary Australian men; he was writing for a future generation who could and should learn from this example—this was his monument. Ashleigh Gilbertson departs from Gallipoli to investigate the Western Front, and in particular, Passchendaele, where in 1992 the then Labour government opened the Franco-Australian Museum in Villers-Bretonneux. Here, Bean’s personal experiences (almost autobiographical), his meticulous note-taking, his biographies of individual troops, offer a vital perspective of a campaign that cost more Australian lives than Gallipoli. It is again fascinating to read of the interdependence that existed between historians in the United Kingdom and Australia (as Aktar so convincingly demonstrated), whose academic discipline seemed to rise above political, social and emotional differences, as they struggled to make sense of, come to terms with, and historicise what had just been. Within this context, Carolyn Holbrook’s chapter walks us through the organic development of nationalism in Australia, from martial nationalism and colonial parity, to the zenith of the Anzac legend in 2015, via the laconic and stoic ‘Australian Ideal’. This essay demonstrates logically that nationalism and trauma flourish in each other’s company—even one hundred years on. Ryan Johnston provides a powerful note on which to end this collection, reminding the reader of how our commemoration of the past largely determines what our future might be. It is also a potent discussion on what Anzac Day might be masking or obscuring in terms of Australia’s own history. His medium in the creation of that public memory is contemporary art, misunderstood by so many, and his subject is Palestine—a location that has not as yet seen its political present or future resolved. Johnston’s insightful comments may be provocative, but they are undeniably relevant, and the medium as the vehicle of such opinion proves to be as efficient as ever it has been in the history of art. It also, coincidentally, sets up a striking contrast to the WWI: Love and Sorrow exhibition at the Melbourne Museum and Australia Will be There: Victorians in the First World War at the Melbourne Shrine of Remembrance (both touring until 2018).


Santanu Das has stated that historically ‘[w]hat are often considered sideshows in the grand European narrative of the war were momentous events with enduring consequences for the local communities’.56 Beaumont complemented this by insisting that the consequences and interpretations of this history, embedded in our present age, are ‘dynamic and contingent, and its rituals enshrine the values of the present rather than of the past’.57 Taken together, both are worthy of this, and further study, as they are reflections of, and on, who we were, who we are and what we have become in the hundred years since the war.
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CHAPTER 2


Red Crossing for War: Responses of Imperial Feminism and the Australian Red Cross during the Great War


Melanie Oppenheimer


In July 1919, Lady Marie Galway, who as wife of the South Australian governor, Sir Henry Galway, was president of the South Australian Division of the Australian Branch of the British Red Cross Society (BRCS) during the Great War, wrote to her former Red Cross secretary, Kathleen Kyffin Thomas, from London, reminiscing about their wartime exploits. In part, she wrote that Lady Stanley, the wife of the Victorian governor during the Great War and therefore president of the Victorian Division of the Australian Branch of the BRCS ‘came to see me and she who is the most anti-committee woman I know, finds she misses her “activities” very much indeed. No wonder really for us women have had a wonderful time in Australia and undreamt of opportunities’.1


In an earlier letter to Kyffin Thomas, Lady Galway opened her heart:





I miss you all most dreadfully and the ocean is barely big enough to drown my sorrow in! I really do feel like a fish out of water, quite miserable and out of work! … the greatest pangs of all was to part from you, the little faithful band in the Red Cross office.2


This chapter focuses on the networks and connections between the so-called ‘new imperial vice-regal women’ and the oldest and largest global humanitarian organisation, the Red Cross.3 Through this nexus, it explores the roles of these women on the periphery of the British Empire, as they led and influenced the activities of women in Australia as part of the broader British Empire’s response to the Great War. Their importance within the colonial and imperial spaces that they occupied has been underestimated by historians, no more so than during that cataclysmic four-year event. These women—or ‘ladies of rank’—were important conduits in the transference of ideas and institutions across the British Empire from the 1880s to the end of the Great War.4 They helped to form communities of women who shaped imperial and national ideologies from the periphery of empire that offered opportunities for women to contribute to society and the public sphere.


When concentrating on this small group of elite women, some interesting similarities and differences emerge in terms of how they engaged with their vice-regal duties. Some were more successful than others. While largely ‘willing’, these ladies of rank were not in Australia by their own volition. Rather, they were accompanying and supporting their husbands in their ‘imperial careers’, which often involved a lifetime commitment of inhabiting ‘imperial spaces’ and creating ‘meaningful connections across the empire’.5 By the turn of the century, unmarried men were considered unsuitable candidates for lifetime positions, so wives became even more important conduits in appointments and the development of imperial networks. As governors and governors-general’s wives, these women found themselves holding key positions within colonial and dominion society, but this was not by their own choosing. They were, in effect, reluctant visitors, on the periphery of empire. Yet, once here, the opportunities to enhance their own spheres was enormous, no more so than during the Great War. This was what Lady Galway refers to in the earlier quote—the ‘undreamt of opportunities’ provided by the wartime activities on the home front.


Through the field of ‘imperial feminism’, a term first coined by the historian Valeria Amos and Pratibha Parmar in 1984, a fusion of ‘new imperial history’ and gender history developed in the last decade of the twentieth century. Significant studies on imperial feminism have emerged since the 1990s, especially on the period up to 1914, led by historians such as Clare Midgley, Antoinette Burton, Katie Pickles and Julia Bush.6 Focusing on ‘the value of British women’s family roles for the Empire as a whole’, imperial feminism was an important theoretical tool to explore specific aspects of women’s imperial experiences.7 In particular, the role and impact of women’s voluntary organisations, such as the Victoria League and the Girls’ Friendly Society, have been captured by historians keen to articulate a ‘language of duty’ that confirmed Victorian and Edwardian notions of women’s obligations in the public sphere across the British Empire.8 However these studies tend to stop at 1914, resulting in minimal research on the networks and connections between ‘new imperial women’ and the impulses of wartime philanthropy within the British Empire, especially as it relates to the history of the Great War. Perhaps this is because, as the historian Philippa Levine explained, ‘the British Empire always seems a very masculine enterprise’ and military history most definitely so.9


Wartime charities, as they were known in Britain (patriotic funds in Australia), were a significant feature on the home fronts of these combatant countries during the Great War.10 The various national societies of the Red Cross, in particular, were a beneficiary of a large proportion of the wartime philanthropic activity of civilians, especially women. It is estimated that almost 18 000 war charities were formed in Britain alone during the war, with the British Red Cross Society being the largest.11 The Red Cross in Britain raised around £22 million, the majority of these funds coming from The Times appeal launched on 1 September 1914. The wartime results for the Australian Branch of the British Red Cross Society are, proportionally, similarly impressive, with just under £5 million raised, excluding in-kind support and the volunteer labour of the Red Cross membership.12


This chapter suggests that, through studying the roles of some of the leading female vice-regal protagonists in Australia, a better insight can be gained into how the home front operated and was successfully mobilised for war. This was done, in part, through the creation of an imagined imperial and international community, a place where Australian women, through working with the Red Cross, an organisation with international and imperial connections (Australian Red Cross was first established as a branch of the British Red Cross Society), could carve out a defined space for themselves and their imperial war work. These ‘undreamt of opportunities’ on the periphery of empire, as described by Lady Galway above, helped to provide women with a direct connection to the war being fought on the other side of the world. This study also helps to shed new light on questions of gender, imperial feminism and transnational experiences within the British Empire during a period of unprecedented stress.


The Australian Branch of the British Red Cross Society was formed on the outbreak of the Great War in August 1914 and was led by these ladies of rank at the national and state level. This was somewhat unusual, for in most other parts of the British Empire the national Red Cross Society was controlled by men, at the top at least. For example, the Canadians installed the Duke of Connaught, their governor-general, as their patron: he took a very active interest in all aspects of the Canadian Red Cross. It was a similar case in New Zealand, where his Excellency, the Earl of Liverpool was named president when their branch of the Red Cross was formed in 1915.13 Only Australia, it appears, had the audacity to put a woman at the helm, in the form of the wife of the governor-general, which certainly challenged the gender boundaries of wartime society. This Australian study, therefore, becomes one of women negotiating and navigating between and within the context of strict gendered roles within a heightened, unprecedented and continually shifting situation of a nation at war. It focuses on questions of female leadership and explores how these women shaped, and themselves were shaped by, imperial, national and familial ideologies and experiences. By using an organisation such as the Red Cross, the transnational influences of such organisations that rose to new heights during the Great War and set the scene for the growth of ‘internationalism’ in the postwar period can be examined. The female imperial project was important in the transference of ideas and institutions across the British Empire. By bringing these two themes together, the impact of the Great War and its effects on the British Empire more broadly can be better understood, thus re-evaluating the roles played by women especially on the home front.


At this point, it is important to provide some context in terms of the origins and roles of war charities/patriotic funds. As I have outlined in studies such as All Work. No Pay, charity within the British Empire was effectively ‘militarised’ from the Crimean War (1853– 1856) onwards.14 This was when the concept of assisting soldiers and their dependants took hold with individuals and communities responding to the needs of combatants fighting in British wars. Increasing interest in humanitarian ideals, the growth of the voluntary principle and philanthropy, technological advances in medicine, photography and newspaper dissemination brought the impact of the battlefield to new audiences at home. The establishment of the Royal Patriotic Fund in Britain in October 1855 along with other patriotic funds established in other parts of the empire, such as Canada and the Australian colonies, reflected new and emerging non-government wartime humanitarianism. The creation of the International Red Cross Committee by Henri Dunant and others in Switzerland in 1863, the first Geneva Convention of 1864 (for the amelioration of the condition of the wounded in armies in the field), and the work of the Sanitary Commission during the American Civil War (1861–65) (not connected with Red Cross), all coincided with this moral awakening, building on the ideas of the enlightenment and the anti-slavery movement. The rise of secular humanitarianism has been linked with the emergence of progressive social reforms of the nineteenth century or, as the historian Michael Barnett has termed it ‘a passion for compassion’.15
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