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Here in New South Wales and probably in all Australia we have the liquor trade against us; we also have the Irish Catholics with few exceptions; we have the trade Unions, very largely; and we are making bitter enemies of the Sporting fraternity …


Sir Joseph Carruthers, 1918
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Introduction


Sport and war put on a wonderful show in Australia. Led by the Australian Football League (AFL), the professional sporting community hosts a series of dazzling commemorative matches each Anzac Day. One particular fixture, the Anzac Day eve blockbuster, provides a particularly awe-inspiring spectacle. The eternal flame at the Shrine of Remembrance lights a torch, carried by a Creswick Light Horse Trooper, into the Melbourne Cricket Ground (MCG) before the match. After a lap of the ground, the torch ignites a cauldron located in the grandstands, which burns for the duration of the contest. The crowd is encouraged to participate in the special occasion. Fifty thousand finger lights are distributed and held aloft in silence as the countdown to the game begins. The intended effect of these theatrics, according to Brendan Gale, CEO of the Richmond Football Club, is to reimagine some of the ‘dark’ elements of the 1915 Gallipoli military landings, when ‘the Anzacs would have been crossing the Dardanelles in darkness’.1


It is not all light shows and corporate functions, however. Anzac sporting fixtures are designed to honour the sacrifices of Australian service personnel throughout history, as well as the triumphant national legend they helped to forge. The playing of the ‘Last Post’ and the silence of 90,000 fans crammed into the MCG on Anzac Day is a moving experience for anyone who has witnessed it. The stars of these contests, aside from the soldiers, of course, appear to cherish the meaning behind the occasion. Writing before the 1997 Anzac Day ‘clash’, James Hird, captain of the Essendon Football Club, remarked upon the significant contribution the Anzacs made to the nation, ‘They fought for Australia and what it stood for and for the right of Australians to make decisions about how their country would develop’.2 The power of this sport and war paradigm is not constrained to any one moment or place. Australian representative teams travel long distances to honour battle sites etched in national folklore. In 2001, the Australian men’s cricket team participated in a pilgrimage to the trenches of Gallipoli. While there, the team was photographed wearing Anzac-styled slouch hats and war medals. This was followed by the re-creation of Charles Bean’s famous photo of Australian soldiers playing cricket at Gallipoli (Figure 1).


[image: image]


Figure 1 A game of cricket on Shell Green, Gallipoli, 1915.


The players appeared overwhelmed by the emotional significance of the trip. Some described it as life-changing and others were brought to tears.3 The intense reactions had much to do with the scale of life lost there, while tales of the distinguished performance of Australian soldiers also aroused the team’s patriotic sensibilities. Wade Seccombe expressed admiration for the soldiers who ‘forged our identity’, while Ricky Ponting remarked the trip had made him ‘feel proud to be Australian’. Patrick Farhart, the team’s physio and son of Lebanese immigrants, tearily conceded to the group the visit was ‘the first time he had felt truly Australian’. Team captain Steve Waugh, reflecting on the experience, hoped the squad would continue to draw inspiration from the exceptionality of the Australian character forged on Gallipoli. ‘Everybody talks about the Anzac spirit. To me, it means being together, fighting together and looking after your mates. These are Australian values, which I want the Australian cricket team to always carry.’4 The team’s 2019 return to Gallipoli prompted similar remarks from fast bowler Patrick Cummins, ‘I guess all the values we hold as Australians, learning that a lot of them originated from here … I think it sets a pretty good framework about how we want to conduct ourselves and play our cricket.’5


Despite the positivity of this sentimental nationalism, there has been growing apprehension that corporatised sport has appropriated the Anzac legend for its commercial and public relations value.6 Sensitive to these criticisms, the proprietors of sport are quick to placate their detractors through the validation of cultural inheritance. Just as the descendants of soldiers often express a self-appointed right to speak on the Anzac legend,7 so do sporting codes justify Anzac fixtures on the grounds their predecessors sacrificed themselves for the nation. In 2011, the National Rugby League hired Victoria Cross recipient Corporal Ben Roberts-Smith to promote its Anzac Cup. When asked about the appropriateness of conflating sport and war, Smith sanctioned the concept, anointing it a fitting tribute to sport’s historical patriotism: ‘if you go back to World War I … All elite sportsmen used to volunteer because they thought it was their duty.’8


The sporting community has not merely become a vehicle to stimulate national war memory. It has forcefully integrated itself into the fabric of the war’s history, and with it, the Anzac legend. Government institutions charged with promoting remembrance of the conflict have adopted this narrative with great enthusiasm. In 2006, the Australian War Memorial, with funding from the Australian Sports Commission, created a travelling exhibition to tell stories that personify the importance of sport to Australians serving overseas, as well as the wartime experiences of some of the nation’s most loved sporting stars. Honouring this connection remained crucial, according to the exhibition’s webpage, for their amalgamation entailed an integral part of what it means to be Australian.


Qualities we associate with both sport and war—courage, teamwork, leadership, physical prowess, mateship, loyalty—are readily seen to be a fundamental part of the ‘Australian identity’ … Both activities have determined not just how Australians see themselves, but how the world sees them.9


Contemporary Australians are thereby encouraged to remember World War I as a moment in which a young and untested people, assisted by their innate sporting spirit, arose as one, fought the good fight, and forever established themselves as extraordinary among the nations of the world. The playing of sport on Anzac Day honours this sacred relationship. Yet its significance is also instructional: Anzac sport provides a patriotic blueprint on which citizens should base their conduct in everyday life. The exceptionality of Australia and Australians is projected as evident and eternal, a comforting reminder of unity through conformity. This doctrine fits neatly with Joan Beaumont’s understanding of the Anzac spirit as an affirmation of the behaviour that a materialistic and individualistic society requires to achieve social cohesion and security.10 In other words, the need to subordinate one’s own desires to the collective interest of the national community.


The deployment of this behavioural doctrine was apparent in the prelude to the 2003 invasion of Iraq. With considerable opposition to the war brewing at home, several politicians and media outlets placed the conflict within the lineage of Australian wars stretching back to 1915, in the hope of mobilising patriotic support. Disembarking soldiers were fashioned as the latest generation of Anzacs, entitled to respect and beyond criticism.11 A special edition of the cricket magazine Inside Edge attempted to honour Steve Waugh’s career by equating him with the revered image of the Anzac soldier. Mention of his ‘Anzac face’ and suggestions Waugh ‘could easily have been one of those Anzacs’ are littered throughout the issue. The presence of such ‘military allusions’ was condoned by the magazine’s editor, who placed ‘the camaraderie he (Waugh) would bring to the trench’, within the context of the Iraq war.


So in the world going to hell in the quest for peace, does Steve Waugh playing his 157th Test on April 10 and so breaking the world record really matter? Certainly the answer must be yes … Just as he defied the odds to bring a nation to its feet … so too has he the power to lead us off the field … So, on Anzac Day this year, salute our troops in Iraq but spare a thought for the other Waugh, who keeps fighting harder, longer and straighter for Australia than anyone ever has. And feel safer for that at least.12


Amidst the raging tide of war fever, small voices within the sporting community expressed their reservations. Twenty-year-old AFL footballer Robert Murphy, in a show of solidarity with the worldwide anti-war protests on 14 February 2003, painted ‘No War’ on his arm for the official team photo, instigating a wider discussion about the intersection of sport, politics, and free speech.13 But many others were swayed by the government’s call-to-arms. A Herald Sun poll taken days after the invasion found 77 per cent of readers wanting the AFL to make a show of support to Australian soldiers by having goal umpires wave Australian flags instead of their customary white ones. Essendon football coach and father of the Anzac clash, Kevin Sheedy, castigated the anti-war movement by conflating protesting with forsaking those sent to fight, ‘you support your country and the men and women that are over there … you don’t not support them’.14 The message was clear. Just as sport prepared the Anzacs to face their enemies on Gallipoli, so was it now encouraging Australians to embrace the latest test of their nationhood on the streets of Baghdad.


But what was made of sport and patriotism at home during World War I? The outcome of war was inexorably linked to the maintenance or collapse of the civilian war effort. Yet the function and experience of life in Australia between 1914 and 1918 receives less popular attention compared to the incessant fascination with the exploits of the soldiers. Australians, David T Rowlands argues, are routinely exhorted to remember the ‘mateship’ of the ‘diggers’, but seldom that spirit of solidarity exhibited during the General Strike of 1917.15 Sean Scalmer, too, asserts that the divisive legacy of the 1916 and 1917 conscription plebiscites remains overshadowed by the ‘vast cliffs of the Gallipoli shore’.16 These moments, histories, and stories fail to align with nationalistic patriotism the Anzac narrative so conveniently offers. But the war was as much a nation-breaking exercise for Australians as it was a nation-making event: the intense pressure the war effort placed on civic life aggravated existing ideological, political, class, sectarian, and other divisions, while simultaneously stoking new tensions between returned soldiers and civilians. The war ultimately tore at the heart of society, and the wounds festered long after the declaration of peace, an aspect of the story of World War I in Australia that remains neglected in the national consciousness. Consequently, what understanding there is of the war at home is often blanketed in mystery and ignorance.


The integration of sport into the commemoration of Anzac reinforces this deficient memory. Scouring of promotional material for Anzac fixtures reveals little trace of sport’s involvement in the social conflict that characterised life at home. Efforts have even been made to distort wartime accusations of its disloyalty. In 1996, when the commercial potential of the Anzac clash was yet to be fully realised, the AFL commissioned a history of the competition entitled 100 Years of Australian Football. It spoke openly about the existence of conflict between football and the war effort, as well as the unpopularity of the game among patriots.17 Twelve years later, and with Anzac ‘clash’ firmly established as a profitable cornerstone of the football calendar, the AFL produced another history titled The Australian Game of Football. A celebratory publication released in conjunction with the game’s 150th anniversary, it barely acknowledged the turmoil football created, instead rejoicing in the military exploits of enlisted players. The considerable outpouring of scorn against the game, meanwhile, was brushed aside as ‘rare’.18


Historiographical research exposes sport’s divisive past. The first focused study on the topic came long before the emergence of Anzac-themed fixtures that praised sport’s historical patriotism. Michael McKernan’s 1979 paper ‘Sport, war and society: Australia 1914–1918’ uncovered the social divisions that played out in the spiteful debate over the continuation of sport at home19 and inspired significant interest in this previously untouched field of research. In the 1990s Murray Phillips investigated not only sport’s reflection of wider social turmoil but also how specific ideological notions of sport influenced the design of Australian mobilisation efforts.20 Several publications have since accompanied Australia’s passage through the centenary years, many of which enlighten us as to sport’s role in both patriotism and social disruption.21 Yet this research still struggles to gain traction in the face of Anzac mythmaking and popular conceptions of sport and war.


This study seeks to challenge this trend. Sport in wartime Australia did not unify the nation. Documents from the time show that it contained bitter divisions and conflicts, wherein various social groups clashed with one another to secure their own personal and sectional interests in a period of national crisis. Though sport was embraced as an Australian cultural pillar from the early days of British colonisation, competing class, ideological, and ethnic groups sparked vigorous debate as to its primary social function. Sport, for the Anglo Protestant-dominated middle-class, retained a higher purpose beyond the simple entertainment or fiscal value Irish Catholic and working-class Australians assigned to it. The playing of games, these social elites argued, should serve the needs of the national community, and beyond that the British Empire. With concerns growing over the destabilisation of international relations from 1900 onward, the notion that the playing field was a potential training ground for a generation of imperial warriors became common in middle-class sports, schools, and newspapers. The outbreak of war in 1914 resulted in the explosive spread of this belief, and through propaganda, recruitment drives, fundraising, and other wartime instrumentalities, these voices sought to hone sport’s patriotic influence. Historians have designated this tool with many labels: the ‘games ethic’, ‘athletic Anzacs’, and a new term formulated for this study, the ‘sporting appeal’. Yet they all represent middle-class usage of sport’s popularity to help all Australians realise their shared obligation to defend a nation and Empire under threat.


Sport, however, possessed the capacity to divide with as great a force as it did to unite, and its incorporation into the war effort facilitated its embroilment in wider social conflict. The scale of anger directed at sport’s continuation after 1914 is proof that conformity with middle-class hegemony had its limits, particularly when it conflicted with the interests of marginalised social groups. Sports-themed propaganda and recruiting drives proved unable to arouse the required enthusiasm from working-class Australians and Irish Catholics, who believed they were disproportionately bearing the war’s financial and human cost. As increasingly aggressive demands for loyalty further alienated them, the playing of sport emerged as a means of escaping the all-consuming tide of militarism. Sport consequently incited a divisive public debate over the appropriateness of games at home. Code turned against code and club against club, with socio-economic, ideological, and ethnic identities acting as fault lines in this discourse. The clash became not merely a rational discussion about the appropriateness of sport in a time of national crisis but a bitterly fought contest between competing groups and their values, interests, and place in the social hierarchy. Physical altercations were often the by-product of this conflict, indicating the determination of these groups to defend and impose their views on one another.


Faced with unprecedented levels of agitation, the more jingoistic elements within the middle-classes, who conflated players and spectators with openly subversive groups, began to call for sport’s forcible termination. Campaigns to curb sport’s preeminent position in Australian life, previously expressed from the margins of society, came to the forefront of public discourse, absorbing ordinarily moderate voices in the process. State and federal governments, with an invested interested in the war’s outcome, also deemed it necessary to curtail certain fixtures, in the hope of winning over patriots and bringing the rogue factions of the sporting community under control. Instead of rectifying the situation, the restrictions only prompted further political and industrial backlash from the affected codes. Though the declaration of peace brought about a resurgence in sport’s popularity, not to mention powerful myths about its patriotic response to the crisis, the divisions forged during these tumultuous years lingered long after the war’s end. When viewing these developments from afar, it is clear that sport, while providing the middle-classes with the basis for a homogenous national identity that could entice large sections of the population into supporting their sectional interests, simultaneously acted as a means of resisting class hegemony and aggressive nationalistic patriotism.


This study, however, resists yielding completely to generalisations that cloud understanding of the past as a complex setting. Pam McLean, in writing on the war’s impact on Australian society, argues that there was ‘an interplay’ between the various claims of patriotism, imperial loyalty, racism, national identity, socialism, and feminism during World War I. These ideologies often ‘cut across’ social categories with at times ‘contradictory results’.22 Confronted with questions of monumental importance, personal views often overruled allegiance to social grouping. Many working-class Australians and Irish Catholic sportsmen responded enthusiastically to the call-to-arms, both on the directives of others and when it aligned with their own interests. Conversely, middle-class patriots of a more liberal outlook continued to recognise sport’s wartime value, as well as the sanctity of individual conscience. As such, they departed in approach, if not objective, from their fellow middle-class patriots, who considered sport’s presence in all shapes and forms as antithetical to defending national and imperial interests. McKernan has remarked upon the ‘confusion’ amidst this mixed messaging, with some patriots ‘damning sport’ and others ‘appealing to its noble instincts.’23 Yet it was far more acrimonious than that. The failure of the conciliatory approach to align with the more aggressive understanding of loyalism resulted in pressure to conform. Accordingly, social conflict did not merely reflect an effort to impose cultural hegemony onto those below but also a contest to define exactly what this hegemony meant.


There exists substantial empirical evidence to expose this struggle in all its varying forms. Newspaper clippings, in-house records of sporting leagues, official federal, state and other government sources, school journals, popular literature, illustrations, photography, personal diaries and correspondence, as well as a plethora of other materials, all help to reconstruct this period and shine a light on its being. An effort, however, should be made to address one perceivable bias within this study. There is an unmistakable focus on the elite male sporting leagues of Australia’s metropolitan hubs. Local, regional, and other traditionally marginalised codes, including soccer and women’s sport, regretfully receive less attention. This focus on the major male metropolitan leagues has occurred because they featured most prominently in war propaganda, fundraising, and recruiting campaigns, and even more importantly, in the works of pro- and anti-sports campaigners. Golf, tennis, lawn bowls, and sailing were traditionally enjoyed almost exclusively by the middle-classes, while soccer remained most popular among recent British migrants with embedded loyalties to the motherland. This fact made these sports almost exclusively institutions of imperial patriotism,24 negating their exploration as centres of intense social conflict. Meanwhile, the existence of women’s sport may have attracted intense debate pre-1914, but was less controversial during wartime, given women were unable to enlist for service. It therefore did not arouse the scale of hostility that male sporting codes incited.


The Anzac legend, with all its accompanying threads, remains an important facilitator of communal bonding, as well as a source of civic pride for Australian’s past and present. Nevertheless, a crucial responsibility of the historian is to confront mythology, for ‘history that perpetuates myths and falsehoods (as truth) particularly when of national significance, borders on propaganda’.25 Sporting-inspired political rhetoric justifying military action in Iraq is just the latest example of efforts to conceptualise national worth through jingoism and social conformity. When it comes to the appeal of patriotic nationalism and willingness to fight in defence of core national values, even when this fight occurs far from our shores, the Australia of today is not so far removed from its 1914 predecessor.26 It is therefore crucial to challenge Anzac-centric assumptions that nations are and should be homogenous entities, and that war is a nation-making endeavour that serves the best interests of all citizens.


Notes


1Age, 24 April 2015, pp. 43–44.


2Herald Sun, 25 April 1997, p. 100.


3Gilchrist, pp. 271–72.


4Waugh, pp. 78, 80; Gilchrist, pp. 271–72.


5Pierik, ‘World Cup bound: Gallipoli visit “priceless”, says Cummins’, Sydney Morning Herald, 17 May 2019, https://www.smh.com.au/sport/cricket/world-cup-bound-gallipoli-visit-priceless-says-cummins-20190517-p51obp.html.


6Fotinopoulos, ‘Lest we exploit’, ABC News, 24 April 2009, https://mobile.abc.net.au/news/2009-04-24/30650?pfmredir=sm&pfm=sm.


7Damousi, ‘Why do we get so emotional about Anzac?’, pp. 87–88.


8Daily Telegraph, 23 April 2011 cited in Blackburn, pp. 114–15.


9‘Sport and War’, Australian War Memorial, 2006, https://www.awm.gov.au/visit/exhibitions/sportandwar.


10Beaumont, Broken Nation, p. 553.


11Ibid., p. 554; see also McKenna, pp. 124–25.


12Inside Edge, 2003, pp. 39, 9–10.


13Age (sport), 21 March 2003, p. 1; ‘No war in footie please’, Sydney Morning Herald, 28 March 2003, https://www.smh.com.au/opinion/no-no-war-in-footie-please-20030328-gdgief.html.


14Herald Sun, 28 March 2003, p. 89; Age (sport), 22 March 2003, p. 3.


15Rowlands, ‘Remembering the 1917 General Strike’, Green Left Weekly, 5 April 2008, https://www.greenleft.org.au/content/remembering-1917-general-strike.


16Scalmer, p. 188.


17Ross, pp. 88–93.


18Main, p. 314.


19McKernan, ‘Sport, war and society: Australia 1914–1918’; reference to McKernan’s findings will also use an updated version of his original study, McKernan, Australians at Home: World War I.


20Phillips and Moore, ‘The champion boxer Les Darcy’; Phillips, ‘Football, class and war’; Phillips, ‘The unsporting German and the athletic Anzac’; Phillips, ‘Sport, war and gender images’.


21Blackburn, pp. 27–33; Coe and Kennedy; Blair and Hess.


22McLean, pp. 68–69.


23McKernan, Australians at Home, p. 114.


24See Syson, The Game That Never Happened, pp. 99–123.


25Blair, Dinkum Diggers, p. 4.


26Beaumont, Broken Nation, p. 554.





Chapter 1



On the playing fields of Australia: social division, sport and national defence, 1900–14


When the tocsin sounds the call to arms not the last, but the first, to acknowledge it will be those who have played and played well, the Australian game of football, before they play the Australian game of nation-making and nation-preserving to stand by the old land.


Prime Minister Alfred Deakin, 19081


I was carving out a football career, and I refused to train on Saturdays.


A boy registered in compulsory military training2


Divisions within the Australian sporting community reached their apex during World War I. The emotional intensity of the period saw disputes break out on the sporting field, in the grandstands, the committee rooms, and the press. Spiteful verbal attacks were common, and often ended in violence. The war, however, was not the originator of this turmoil, but rather its exacerbator. In the two decades preceding 1914, sport both revealed and instigated various social tensions that simmered beneath the proud declarations of its contribution to a unified national consciousness. The bitterness with which ideological, class, ethnic, and political conflicts were waged under the pressures of total war, therefore, cannot be fully understood unless an effort is made to appreciate their entrenched nature in Australian life.


Organised sport played a critical role in the development of Australian society and culture long before 1914. Often described as religion of sorts, sport’s popularity resided in its hundred years of practice by settlers in a foreign land, not to mention its British antecedents. From the inner-city streets and suburban backyards of Australia’s major metropolitan hubs to its rural farms and central deserts, people were enamoured with organised games. Men and women; Anglo, Scottish, Welsh, Irish, and Indigenous; Catholic and Protestant; poor and wealthy; sport dominated the lives of millions, regardless of social affiliation. Historian Gordon Inglis observed in 1912, ‘When one writes a book about Australian sport people may say “Oh that is all very well, but it seems to us that this country thinks about nothing else.”’3 Sport obtained the love and affection that other cultural pursuits could only envy. Australian social commentators have regularly debated whether the bush, goldfield, or city contributed most to the emergence of a collective national identity during the nineteenth century, however, avid participation and noteworthy achievements in athletic games stand alongside more conventional explanations.4 American author Mark Twain, impressed by the sporting obsession of the locals, even designated the running of the Melbourne Cup ‘the Australian National Day’ six years before the Federation.5


Assisted by this sporting mythology, popular understanding of white Australian history envisions an egalitarian paradise void of division and conflict. In 1915, Sir Frederic Eggleston, a conservative Australian politician and writer, declared ‘workers are generally content in their position … class loyalty, let alone consciousness, can hardly be said to exist. The class war may be a reality in England, America, or Europe, but in Australia it is a figment of the imagination.’6 But this claim failed to align with reality. The beloved narrative of a nation founded by convicts, workers, bushmen, and sportsmen, which already overlooks the violent nature of frontier conflict with the Indigenous population, simultaneously ignores the momentous presence of social tensions within the settler society.7 This conflict pitted a social establishment against a variety of intertwining oppressed and marginalised groups.


Class division was a powerful force in late nineteenth and early twentieth-century Australia, even if commitment to class war was less so. An economic crash and subsequent depression in the 1890s prompted employers to force salaries down, instigating unrest among wage earning workers (skilled artisans, unskilled labourers, and unemployed). As the financial gap widened the physical distance between employer and employee also increased. The factory owner no longer lived on the site; more and more of the middle-class abandoned the inner suburbs, leaving them to develop a distinctive working-class character.8 This character took on a notable militancy as the depression worsened and economic tension became acute. The national maritime strike of 1890 was followed by strikes involving shearers in 1891 and 1894, the Broken Hill miners in 1892, Victorian railway workers in 1903, Sydney tram workers in 1908, New South Wales coal miners in 1909–10, and the mass of Brisbane workers in 1912. The failure of direct action forced the labour movement to take a parliamentary route to better wages and working conditions, including the formation of several colonial labour parties and later the Australian Labor Party (ALP). The political representatives of such organisations were supported by a substantial trade union power base. By 1912, over 50 per cent of male employees in New South Wales and nearly 44 per cent in Victoria were unionised.9 The Australian egalitarian myth produced a certain pride in a life of honest labour, yet it grated against a recurrent dissatisfaction with poor salaries and subordinate place on the social hierarchy.10 Thus, a jaded, if not radical, Australian working-class consciousness developed.


Opposite to the labour movement was the ‘middle-class’. This group’s designation should not be confused with contemporary notions of the term. It was in fact the dominant Australian social class, or what John Rickard labels the ‘power elite’, and was not a recognised ‘upper’ class of society as there was in England.11 This loosely connected group comprised not merely employers, united in concern of the growing labour militancy, but also affluent professionals (doctors, lawyers) and lower wage-earning professionals (clerks, teachers). Educated in elite schools and beneficiaries of the system that produced them, white-collar Australians were concerned by the belligerence of the labour movement and its destructive impact on social stability, producing an improvised yet tangible middle-class solidarity.12 This social group was represented politically by the Liberal Party, a product of the 1909 fusion between the conservative free-traders and protectionists.


There was an ethnic and cultural dimension to this socio-economic divide. Rowan Ireland and Paul Rule, with excerpts from Richard Ely, have outlined the intersectional nature of national ancestry and religious denomination in the construction of Australian class consciousness. On one hand existed the ‘Catholic world’, which cherished its own, distinctively working-class, values.


Irish culture and Liberty (variously interpreted), religious-national festivals (such as St Patrick’s Day), the right to work, to unionise and strike, mateship among workmen … (and) the right of the ‘people’.13


The Irish population, 75 per cent of whom were Catholic, were indeed under-represented among top-income earners and over-represented in low-income earners and the unemployed.14 Consequently, Irish Catholics, as a result of this economic disparity and accompanying prejudicial stereotypes, struggled to ascend to positions of political and civic influence. Just 13 of 88 colonial premiers between 1855 and 1900 were of Irish decent. Of these 13, only five were Catholic.15 Against this group stood the ‘British Australian Protestant’, who awarded sacredness to traditional middle-class ideals.


The British Empire and Britishness, the monarchy, the Bible … self-improvement and work ethic, the rights and duties of property, freedom of contract, civil and religious liberty, the ‘British Sunday’, national development (and) law and order …16


Individuals originating from this group occupied key leadership roles in the political, civic, economic, and cultural life of Australia. Post-war census data, for example, reveals Protestant men to be overrepresented in high-income earners and under-represented in low-income earners. Meanwhile, English, Scottish, and Welsh men made up 85 per cent of colonial premiers between 1855 and 1900, another numerical over-representation.17 Through such roles, the Anglo Protestant middle class axis was able to impress their ethnocentric worldview on the rest of the country. Admittedly, these boundaries were not fixed. There was social mobilisation between these groups, including substantial Anglo Protestant poor and wealthy Irish Catholics. Nor does this social model entirely accommodate the divide between the city and the country. Yet the primary source of social and political tension in pre-war white Australia revolved around the relationship between class, ethnicity, and religion, one recognised by both sides of the divide. This ideological and economic discrepancy, as well as the diametrically opposed cultural ‘objects’ of identification they produced, fuelled real-world conflict. As these two communities, however inclusively conceived, struggled for supremacy in Australia, they also clashed in their shared cultural pastime: sport.


The establishment and marginalised groups understood the purpose of sport in vastly different ways. For the middle-class, sport was primarily a means of preparing adolescent boys for life, an ideology inherited from the English upper-classes, and cultivated in Australia’s elite public schools.18 Athletic contests were believed to impart qualities commonly associated with idealised masculinity: courage, determination, self-reliance, resilience, loyalty, stoicism, chivalry or fair play, as well as physical prowess, all considered attributes necessary to confront the male exclusive trials of public life. Sport was thus an ennobling pursuit that went beyond mere leisure. It even possessed a spiritual dimension, producing muscular Christians who would live a life of moral righteousness. Monetary involvement only acted to taint this purity, for it encouraged selfishness, gambling, and corruption. It was cautioned against at all costs, an easy principle to live by given the general wealth of its advocates. This conceptualisation of sport was widely known as ‘amateurism’, ‘athleticism’, or what James Mangan labelled the ‘games ethic’.19 Its Australian bastions included the New South Wales Rugby Union (NSWRU) and Queensland Rugby Union (QRU) competitions, various tennis, golf, bowls, sailing, and athletics clubs, domestic state and local cricket, the University of Melbourne and the Melbourne Victorian Football League (VFL) clubs, several Victorian Football Association (VFA) clubs, and its most ardent advocates: the public schools.


Sport held less moral value for the working-classes. Games were generally played for enjoyment and recreation, a distraction from the working week. Where amateurism maintained the need for young men to participate in order to assist their moral and physical development, working-class games became synonymous with attracting large crowds of passionate spectators looking for entertainment. They saw no evil in placing a bet on the outcome of contests to momentarily escape the tyranny of wage labour, or the payment of players to offset the hours of lost work. This conceptualisation of sport was termed ‘professionalism’.20 This gave rise to codes and teams including the New South Wales Rugby League (NSWRL) and Queensland Rugby League (QRL), the majority of the VFL and VFA clubs, various athletics and rowing bodies, prize fighting, and horseracing (though not all clubs were working-class orientated).


The conflicting nature of these ideologies, as well as the competition between the codes, ultimately led to their confrontation, as they grappled for control of the emerging Australian sporting landscape.21 Hostilities were usually sparked by amateur denunciations of the professional athletes and leagues, in the hope of warding off their increasingly popular rivals. The Sydney Mail’s rowing correspondent, John Blackman, set about establishing the moral superiority of the amateur athlete over the professional in 1897, with an unmistakable social bias colouring this distinction. ‘The ideal amateur,’ Blackman stated, ‘is a person of education, refinement, leisure and means. He does not count the cost, nor does he question the gain.’ Against this lay the ‘manual man’ and his close relationship with professional decadence.


Would he ‘take a bit’ to go down or row his heart out to win a cap? In my opinion … he would not prefer the better race with the small reward. His model is not the ideal amateur … no, it is the world-famed professional …22


These ideological divergences led to serious incidents of real-world conflict. The major football codes in Melbourne and Sydney split along semi-ideological lines around the turn of the century. Thomas Marshall, secretary of the VFA, was one of the staunchest advocates of amateurism, issuing several tirades against the variable evils of professionalism. In 1897, eight of the stronger clubs broke away to form the more commercially viable VFL. Though Rob Hess outlined several other factors that contributed to the split, the VFL’s decision to make payment of players legal in 1911 indicated a stronger movement towards professionalism compared to its rival body.23


The split in Sydney’s rugby fraternity was more ideologically driven, amounting to a full-scale ‘rugby war’.24 Rugby union travelled within the hearts of British middle-class migrants to the colonies during the nineteenth century, becoming particularly popular in New South Wales and Queensland. Social elites consequently administered and controlled the game. Before long, rugby attracted the attention of the working-classes, both as spectators and players, and subsequently generated healthy streams of revenue while remaining a strictly amateur pursuit. Discontent soon emerged when authorities refused to pay the medical bills of injured players, or time lost from work. A meeting held at Bateman’s Crystal Hotel in 1907 ended in the formation of the rebel NSWRL, after strong backing from the ALP and the Catholic Church. The defection proved controversial from the outset, with rugby union authorities banning anyone associated with the NSWRL. From here, the rival bodies attracted supporters on largely socio-economic and geographical lines, before finding themselves in a state of uneasy co-existence.25 The rugby war epitomised the often-bitter divisions between the two ideological understandings of sport, as well as their entrenched class origins.


For all the angst professionalism aroused, the fault lines between two great factions of Australian sport were far more blurred than amateur commentators let on. Football incentives provided a handy supplement to the average working-class income, but nothing that equated to a full-time wage. The NSWRL focused predominately on covering players against injury and time lost from work, paying inducements to only a select few.26 Conversely, many middle-class amateurs were dubbed ‘shamateurs’ for accepting prizes and other forms of reimbursement, all the while retaining their more socially prestigious title.27 Far more committed to a pure form of professionalism was corporatised sport, in particular Stadiums Limited, a boxing conglomerate that controlled prize fighting on the eastern seaboard, and numerous proprietary horseracing courses across the country. These publicly traded companies were organised with the open intent of turning a profit for investors, as well as providing full-time wages for competitors and employees. Among the most prominent entrepreneurs behind these endeavours were Hugh ‘Huge Deal’ McIntosh, Reginald ‘Snowy’ Baker, and John Wren. All three had a stake in Stadiums Limited, with Wren also owning numerous racing tracks in Melbourne, Brisbane, and Perth. These entrepreneurs assisted in cleaning up their games from the ‘wild west’ atmosphere of early colonial sport.28 Such nuances were naturally lost on the proponents of amateurism, who decried all monetary involvement as morally corrosive, particularly when organised by those of Wren’s plebeian origins and notorious reputation. Indeed, early definitions of amateurism possessed an element of social exclusivity that hid behind boasts of safeguarding the integrity of sport.29


The claim of moral superiority in amateurism was therefore a system of conservative control over the financial and administrative reins of Australian sport. This does not necessarily make their anxieties any less genuine, however. For the middle-classes there was no real dissonance between public and private life, between their ideology and personal interests. They had captured the domain of public life through their domination of society’s official and unofficial institutions (civil service, state schools, major newspapers), and so identified their values with respectable public rhetoric and behaviour.30 From this perspective at least, the wellbeing of Australian sport and the supremacy of amateurism walked hand-in-hand. Conversely, working-class and Irish Catholic exclusion from the domains of public life instigated a gap between their ideology and public acceptance of respectability. Rejection of middle-class values, in favour of their own, would ultimately draw these marginalised groups into conflict with the social establishment. This rejection represented a legitimisation of alternative viewpoints, and consequently a threat to middle-class dominance in Australia.


Ideological and socio-economic conflict ran deep within the sporting community. However, it was not the only strain observable in Australian life. Regional identification at local and state levels led to divisions of loyalty. Cricketing success against England enhanced feelings of nationalism, though not enough to heal embedded inter-colonial rivalries.31 Sport revealed other social tensions. An important means of fulfilling middle-class expectations of manhood, athletic games simultaneously reinforced the subordinate place of women, either by limiting female participation to sports of a less strenuous nature, or barring women from play altogether.32 Racial and ethnic tensions rivalled this discriminatory reality. Sport often played a role in reducing ethnic conflict by providing an avenue for open cultural exchange.33 Nevertheless, the Indigenous population faced significant roadblocks to participation in Anglo Australian organised sport, as well as abuse when allowed to compete.34 Even more accepted ethnic groups, specifically Irish Catholics, were forced to confront prejudice from Anglo Protestant-dominated sporting committees.35 These quarrels remained relatively supressed in times of harmony. Under the pressure of greater forces, however, social tensions in sport were catapulted to the forefront of Australian life, playing themselves out in some of the hostile debates of World War I.


While the sporting community struggled to cope with internal schisms, its significance in national life was being overshadowed by more pressing concerns abroad. After a century of relatively peaceful co-existence between the Great Powers of Europe, diplomatic relations had begun to deteriorate. Alliances were being formed, armaments hastily prepared, and as one of the preeminent powers in the world, Great Britain would struggle to avoid involvement if it came to general war. If called upon, Australia, with its strong ties to the mother country, was expected to be among the first to defend the Empire, just as it had done during the Boer War. Cecil Healy, the Olympic swimming gold medallist, made remarks expressing these sentiments while in Europe.


I have travelled through Germany several times now, and somehow, whenever I hear the name mentioned, I associate it with the ‘tramp, tramp, tramp’ of soldiers … I think it is the duty of everyone dependent on the Union jack for liberty, who believes as I do, that the power and might of Germany are not realised or sufficiently appreciated by Anglo-Saxons as a whole, to, wherever possible, help a little towards awakening of the fact.36


During the summer of 1904–05, the issue of national security became critical for Australians. In the waters of the Tsushima Strait off the Korean coastline, the Imperial Japanese Navy set about annihilating an entire Russian Fleet, effectively ending the Russo-Japanese War. The strategic and psychological impact of Japan’s victory on Australia cannot be understated. The long passage down the Pacific suddenly appeared shorter and the aura of European white supremacy shattered. Traditional anxieties of Asian invasion were reified. That Britain had signed an alliance pact with Japan in 1902, as a less costly means of protecting its interests in the region, did little to quell fears of what Australian poet Roderic Quinn called the ‘swarming, hungry Orient’.37 National and imperial defence strategy, seemingly at odds, were eventually interlocked. Australian support of Britain in its hour of need would guarantee reciprocal protection at home.


The middle-classes in particular did their best to arouse martial fever in Australia, whether in the name of race, Empire, or nation. Possessing close cultural and commercial links with Britain, it was also no accident that the emergence of working-class consciousness in the 1890s propagated renewed calls of national and imperial loyalty among social elites. Patriotic sentiments seeped through to the labour movement as well, driven by its determination to prevent the influx of cheap, foreign labour into the country. However, militarism was, and remained, a source of tension, rather than unity, on the political left.38 For the common person, meanwhile, abstract notions of duty and Empire were far removed from the struggles of everyday life.39 Middle-class encouragement of militarism was more natural, more instinctual, and less pragmatic than that of labour leaders and their followers, and thus required a variety of carefully constructed images to disseminate it in wider society. Involvement in the Boer War provided hints to social commentators that a special brand of soldier laid within the heart of the Australian people. Some pointed to the introduction of the boy scouts, cadet corps, and compulsory military training as moulding a generation ready-made for war. Others relied on less conventional imagery. In 1907, future war correspondent and official historian Charles Bean famously remarked upon the soldiering instinct of the Australian male, one forged in the bush through battling drought, fires, livestock, and each other.40


The Australian public school system, which educated the offspring of social elites and consequently played a crucial role in the development of middle-class ideology, also went to great lengths to ready the community for war. The schools had always had an interest in the fate of the Empire, one that only strengthened after 1900. And the rise of jingoism was not exclusive to Australia’s elite schools. The Victorian Education Department, which controlled the state’s government schools, encouraged militarism among its students in the name of Empire.41 Educational materials in New South Wales even discouraged the prominence of sport in civic life, in the hope of focusing young minds on preparation for national defence.


There’s a sterner task
Than playing a well-pitched ball;
That the land we love may someday ask
For a team when the trumpets call.42


The public schools took a different approach, by recognising the martial value of sport. As Mangan has outlined, the ‘games ethic’ did not exist in a vacuum. Amateur sport encouraged young men to display initiative and self-reliance, but also loyalty and obedience. It was, therefore, a useful instrument for colonial and imperial purposes.43 With defence concerns on the ascent after 1900, public school teachers, who usually originated from British upper-classes, rapidly reconciled sport’s educational functionality with militarism by modifying its purpose towards war, thus facilitating a conceptual leap between playing field and battlefield. The core attributes that made up the model athlete were effortlessly transferrable, in theory at least, to the qualities required of the ideal soldier. Physical strength was required to tackle opponents on the rugby field, just as it was to overpower enemy combatants in hand-to-hand combat. Cricketers courageously faced fast bowlers, just as soldiers did charging through a hail of bullets. Most of all, loyalty and sacrifice for the team in pursuit of victory was equated to a citizen’s duty to defend Australia and Britain in their hour of need.44 The games ethic acted as a potent vehicle to shore up adolescent attachment to middle-class notions of Empire nationalism and race patriotism. Though not alone in identifying an intimate relationship between sport and combat, the public school system was its champion, owing to both its acceptance of amateur sporting dogma and its fervent imperial loyalism.


Shooting was one such sport where the athletic and the militaristic came together overtly. It had been a popular hobby for years, both in public schools and wider Australian life. The rise of militarism through the cadet movement prompted those within the school community to refine its practice, in order to aid the soldierly capacity of students. A letter to the editor of the Scotch Collegian in 1906, not long after the withdrawal of the British Naval fleet from the Pacific, argued for the expansion of rifle shooting at Scotch College.


… the people of Australia are beginning to realise—none too soon—that the question of the defence of this country, and our homes in it, may fall largely upon ourselves … It is therefore extremely disappointing to read in your last issue that training in rifle shooting is neglected for ‘music lessons, slyde work and home engagements.’


Targets at interschool competitions were later cut to resemble a ‘man’s head and shoulders’, reflecting the shifting purpose of the sport toward war.45


The school community also envisioned material value in games with no obvious military application. The Evening News was assured on the eve of the Boer War that, ‘although no page of Australian history is written in blood yet’, the impressive sight of young athletes at the 1899 Sydney public schools’ sports gathering stood the country in good stead, if ‘any such emergency should arise’.46 Such sentiments only strengthened the anticipation of a larger conflict ahead. In 1908 a guest speaker at Wesley College spoke on the military applicability of sport, one invoked in the name of Empire, ‘As they strove on the football field or on the river, so it might be that in the near future they would have to fight for the motherland, their King and Commonwealth.’47 Remarks such as this were common at Wesley College in the pre-war years, thanks to the influence of school headmaster Lawrence Adamson. Born in Britain and educated in the English public school system, Adamson’s staunch advocacy for amateurism was matched only by his profound devotion to the Empire. As early as 1894, Adamson outlined the social benefits of school sport in a paper written to the Victorian Institute of School Masters. Sport, he argued, developed ‘character’, ‘esprit de corps’, and ‘devotion to school’. Through these qualities a generation willing to ‘make sacrifices for a cause’ would emerge, the kind that invariably ‘makes a great country’.48 There is little doubt, then, with the threat of war brewing, Adamson would have approved of Sir John Madden’s remarks at the Wesley College speech day sixteen years later: ‘we have here an education which teaches its boys not only to be capable athletes, but to be honourable athletes. They are taught at the same time to be the soldiers of their country … (Today I) saw a perfect arsenal of war …’49


The schools used a variety of other creative methods to highlight sport’s martial utility. The celebrated remark of the Duke of Wellington, ‘the Battle of Waterloo was won on the playing fields of Eton’ appeared extensively in middle-class and public school rhetoric in the prelude to 1914. The quote refers to the belief that Britain’s decisive victory in the Napoleonic Wars was owed to the superiority of the public-schooled English officer core. The quotation had previously been used to relay the importance of athletic carnivals and sports days in the moral development of students, with little mind for its militaristic component. As the threat of war intensified, however, the phrase began to take on greater significance. As the Sydneian remarked during the First Moroccan Crisis in 1905, ‘Militant Imperialism—with an eye on bloodshot Germany—clamours for less play and more work … On the other hand our grandmother—or was it the Duke of Wellington? Said that Waterloo was won on the fields of Eton.’50
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