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Introduction





There IS NOW A considerable body of literature examining the impact of the First World War on Australian society. Some are general works, national in their focus: others have concentrated on an individual state. Yet others are thematic in nature, examining specific elements: recruitment, the churches, nurses, prisoners of war, German Australians, and gender and war. Analysis of the experiences of the men who ‘took the risk’ (and to a lesser extent, the women) between 1914 and 1918 has also become a major part of the literature. For many coming to grips with the multi-layered aspects of a war that still sees the bodies of men, long dead, brought to the surface by the currents of Picardie’s mud, the individual experience remains the most accessible way of understanding the war. Anzac and digger are contentious subjects in the literature and will probably remain so for many years to come, simply because both, for better or worse, raise the vexed question of notions of national identity. The issue that still commands the largest share of the literature remains conscription. Books, pamphlets and articles on conscription have appeared regularly since 1916, often as part of the broader study of Labor Party and trade union history because of the link between anti-conscription sentiment and the labour movement. The themes of the Australian experience of war between 1914 and 1918, then, have been well and comfortably established. Or have they? Most of the literature relies heavily on metropolitan sources, and implicit in much of it is an assumption that the war in rural Australia simply reflected the war in metropolitan Australia.


This does not mean that rural Australia has been entirely ignored. Most of the literature acknowledges rural Australia, but often in passing or as an interesting sidelight. It is only with the conscription controversy that rural Australia has received any systematic attention. Histories of shires and country municipalities usually include a chapter on the First World War. Specific aspects of the war in rural Australia have appeared occasionally in both article and thesis form, for example the role of women in the Illawarra’s war effort and the characteristics of the Illawarra’s volunteers who served in the AIF between 1914 and 1918. Soldier settlement is the one area where rural Australia has received its due attention, although it is worth noting that even here the emphasis on the metropolis (both Australian and imperial) is marked. There are three ironies worth noting here. The first is simply that Australian history, once dominated by a rural focus, has, in this field at least, shown a reverse trend from the beginning. The second is the place of the Official War Historian, C. E. W. Bean, in the historiography of the First World War. As his critics have pointed out, Bean tended to couch his references in rural terms: the digger from the bush was his quintessential Australian. The third is that where rural Australia does appear, it tends to support an observation made by Michael McKernan.


In his book, The Australian People and the Great War, McKernan argued that the war in rural Australia was a different war. Men responded earlier to the call to arms, partly because the smaller communities could bring greater pressure to bear on ‘eligibles’ to enlist. Rural Australia had a very different view of the conscription controversy. For instance, labour issues were couched not in terms of the feared ‘coloured’ labour invasion that dominated metropolitan meetings, but in terms of the skilled labour needed to ensure farming could continue. The personal touch was more evident in rural communities where classes were not separated by distance and the sheer population size characteristic of the cities. It had its positive side, like the farewells given to volunteers that brought men and women from opposing political parties and different classes together in a community event. It also had its negative side, like the sending of white feathers. Perhaps provocatively, McKernan concluded by suggesting that the ‘city-country distinction had less meaning at a moment of national crisis’. And therein lies the genesis for this book.


Rural Australia is, of course, a broad canvas. I decided, therefore, to take one rural region, North Eastern Victoria, as a case study to examine the impact of the war on rural Australia. Historians and geographers have long used the regional case study as a tool for analysis and as an alternative means of studying the past. It is an approach that allows the researcher to test arguments presented in the general literature and through the prism of place to suggest a different picture. It also often provides some of the building blocks for the historians interested in the general picture. It is difficult, for example, to think of a history of pastoral Australia without the works of Margaret Kiddle or G. L. Buxton; or agrarian history without the works of Joe Powell or Duncan Waterson; or the dispossession of Aboriginal Australia without the works of Henry Reynolds or Jan Critchett; or the nature of working-class and middle-class communities without the works of Janet McCalman.


North Eastern Victoria itself was chosen for two reasons. First, it built on material already researched and published that covered the first sixty years of European settlement in the region. Second, the North East shared many of the characteristics of much of rural Australia. The regional economy was a mixed one, a combination of mining, agriculture and pastoralism. It faced major problems as the regional economic base changed and as the realisation that provincial Australia was no longer an alternative to metropolitan Australia began to strike home. Although the aggregate number of the population grew, the region was losing its population share. Politically, it was in a state of flux. Labor was a new, and vital force, in rural politics, threatening the dominance of the Liberals and the People’s Party. A sense of community pride, community obligation and community consensus underpinned the day-to-day workings of regional society. The regional hospitals and the benevolent asylum, for example, could count on working-class subscriptions during their annual campaigns for funds. Regional society actively dampened the sectarian quarrels that had surfaced in Melbourne in the pre-war years. The country–city divide was clearly evident in a range of issues: from the half-day holiday to the frequent closure of country pubs by Melbourne’s Licensing Court and the government’s refusal to allow the development of a regional hydro-electric scheme because it would compete with the coal-powered system already in place in the city. All these characteristics were to influence the regional war effort between 1914 and 1918.


Structurally, the book falls into three sections. The first sets out the characteristics of North Eastern Victoria in 1914. The second examines chronologically the inter-related major public issues that dominated the war years: recruitment, conscription and politics. The third is thematic in nature, examining the meaning the war had for different sections of the regional community, the role of women and children in the war effort, the story of the ‘disloyal’ Catholics and German Australians, and aspects of the war overseas as recorded by men and women from the region. An analysis of the immediate post-war years rounds out the book.




Harold




In 1920, the Yackandandah branch of the Returned Sailors’ and Soldiers’ Imperial League of Australia (RSSILA) brought rather desultory plans for a local war memorial to a head. They approached the shire council with a plan to purchase the ‘Waterloo’ block, a vacant block in the main street in town. A pub had once stood on the site but had burnt down during the war. Council voted £65 towards the fund. A public meeting followed and decided to build a memorial park and gardens: a four-pillared gate would grace the entrance to the park, a rotunda would be built in its centre. A committee was set up to raise the £700 needed to buy the block and turn it into a memorial park. Returned men, councillors, and men who had been prominent in the shire’s patriotic effort, sat on the committee.


The project was plagued by disputes from the beginning. RSSILA members objected to ‘civilian’ members on the committee and in 1921 forced two to resign. In 1922, the RSSILA forced the withdrawal of a contract awarded to a civilian to undertake preliminary work on the park, arguing that the contract should have gone to a returned man. The fact that no returned man had put in a tender was deemed irrelevant by the league. Civilians accused the RSSILA of ‘looking for too much’. The league retorted, ‘it appeared that the digger did not get much chance in Yackandandah’.


The committee could reach no agreement on whose names should appear on the marble honour rolls planned for the gates at the park’s entrance. ‘Returned soldiers did not want their names on the roll’, the president of the local branch of the RSSILA declared flatly: only the dead should be honoured. Other members of the committee objected: all Yackandandah’s volunteers, they argued, should be honoured. The families of the men involved became embroiled in the argument. The matter was referred to the shire council for a decision. The council recommended that the names of all who had served overseas should be inscribed on the marble honour rolls. The names of the dead would placed on the two central pillars of the gates; the names of the men and women who had returned would be placed on the outer pillars.


Funding for the memorial park was dogged by controversy from the start. Councillors Clutterbuck and Riddington put a motion to council voting an additional £75 towards the cost of creating the park. Councillor Crosthwaite, representing the Kiewa Riding, objected. The cost of the park was the town’s problem. Districts in his riding, like Kergunyah, had paid for their local honour rolls and their memorial halls without assistance from the shire’s coffers. It was unfair to expect the rural districts to contribute towards a project that was ‘of benefit only to the town’. The debate became acrimonious, with Clutterbuck claiming, ‘Some people were born mean and would die mean, miserly —, who absolutely would not contribute anything but would allow the loyal citizens to put up this memorial’. Clutterbuck’s outburst was prompted by a firm belief that many in Yackandandah had been found wanting during the war. The motion was held over. After tempers had cooled, the council decided to contribute additional funds for the memorial park. The park, with its memorial gates, was finally opened in 1924.1


Harold Croucher’s name is listed on the memorial gates. He was born in 1893, the son of Henry Joseph and Annie Elizabeth. He knew that his father was the first ‘white boy’ to be born in Myrtleford in 1854 and had been a stockman in the region for years. He did not know that he was the grandson of a man transported to Australia during the final years of the convict system. His father kept his father’s secret for as long as he lived. Harold did know, however, that his grandfather had been named by the police as a Kelly sympathiser2—and took a perverse pride in the fact.


Harold grew up in the confident belief that he was the descendant of free immigrants, Protestant, British and proud of the Empire. He attended a bush school and reluctantly did the military service training introduced by a Commonwealth Labor government, serving in the 16th Light Horse at the end of his training as a cadet. Like his brothers, he found permanent work difficult to find in the district. He took regular seasonal work with the harvest and occasional jobs where he could find them. Like many of his generation, he sometimes sought work outside the region.


When war broke out, he enlisted in the second call for volunteers, joining up on 16 November 1914. He gave his occupation as ‘laborer’, his age as twenty-one. Why did he volunteer? He never explained. He was not a member of the urban middle class who often put their reasons for enlisting to paper, but his personal circumstances offer some clues. According to family memory, his father had developed a fondness for the bottle. When he enlisted, his mother was, ironically, the licensee of the Dederang Hotel and ran a few cows on the side. In his attestation papers, Harold assigned 40 per cent of his pay as a member of the AIF to his mother. Perhaps his home life, the need to support his mother and the attraction of a ‘permanent’ job prompted him to enlist. Yet the recollections of those who knew him suggest that he was also something of a larrikin. As he reached his adolescence, he became known for his flashness, his horsemanship and his footballing skills. In the triumphant photograph taken of Dederang as premiers in 1912 he sits with the other members of the team, although he looks slightly withdrawn. He was also known for his ability to tease all and sundry, especially brothers and sisters. Perhaps a sense of adventure and a desire to see the world also lay behind his decision to enlist.


The decision to volunteer may well have been a bone of familial contention because he chose to enlist not in Yackandandah, the nearest urban centre to his home, but in Bright, across the range that divides the Kiewa and Ovens valleys. In Yackandandah, he was known to the shire president who acted as the attesting officer. In Bright, he was not.


Harold’s departure for service overseas was virtually anonymous. His enlistment was noted in passing by the local paper. Harold was originally allocated to the general reinforcements of the AIF but transferred to the 8th Light Horse. He left Australia in April 1915 and arrived on the Gallipoli Peninsula on 4 June. Harold died of shrapnel wounds to the abdomen at 7.25 a.m. on board HMHS Gascon on 20 June 1915. He was buried at sea, three miles off Gaba Tepe. His effects were sent home in a brown paper parcel—a disc, a knife, a pipe, a pencil, some cards, a wallet, some letters, a prayer-book and a testament. The local newspaper awkwardly described him as a ‘hero son of the Empire fallen on the field of honor’.3


Harold had left his horse in the care of his family. It had been kept and pampered after his departure and had grown somewhat fat. After some debate the family sold his horse. It had become a reminder of a son and brother who would not come home. Harold’s mother was awarded a pension of £13 per annum from September 1915. In 1917, she applied for the medal her son had earned.4


Harold was not the only member of his family to enlist. Two brothers, Alick and Neil also volunteered. Neil died of wounds in the hospital at Boulogne. Alick never embarked. Another brother George, however, lodged an application for exemption in the call-up during the 1916 conscription campaign. It is possible that his mother was one of the women who helped organise the anti-conscription meeting at Dederang in 1917. And, although considered to be likely premiers in 1915, the Dederang Football Club did not finish the season. Under pressure from local patriots, the competition folded for the duration in August. The Crouchers’ story represents in microcosm the central themes of this book: the impact of war on family and community and why so many of the region’s young men enlisted to fight in a war half-way across the globe.










1 The Region in 1914





Perhaps IRONICALLY, there were many in North Eastern Victoria who believed that they had reached a turning point in their history by 1914.1 For a decade the men and women who had come to the region in the immediate aftermath of the gold rushes (and even before the 1850s) began to ‘cross the bar’. The columns of the newspapers were filled with respectful in memoriam notices for the ‘pioneers’ who had laid the foundations for the region’s European settlement. The North East was also reminded of the passing of a more notorious aspect of its history in 1914, the Kelly Outbreak. Three men associated with the Kelly story died that year: amongst them was Sergeant Steele, the policeman who had brought down the bushranger at Glenrowan with shotgun blasts to the legs.2


The North East was a predominantly Protestant society. The Church of England claimed the largest number of adherents, 37 per cent of the population. Catholics accounted for 27 per cent of the population, a proportion above the state average. The denominations, however, were not evenly spread throughout the region. The Church of England was particularly strong in the eastern reaches, especially in the Upper Murray. The Catholic population was concentrated in the central and western reaches, where there were several clearly identified ‘Catholic’ communities—Greta, Moyhu, Myrtleford, Whorouly and Chiltern, for example. Within one local government area, North Ovens Shire, they were the largest denomination. Heavy concentrations of Methodists were found in the Ovens valley, especially at Wandiligong, where Cornish immigrants had brought their skills and their faith to the mines of the Upper Ovens, and in Rutherglen borough.3


In terms of birthplace, the region was overwhelmingly native and Victorian born.4 However, two distinctive ethnic minorities had established themselves in the region during the nineteenth century. The Chinese had come to the region with the gold rushes of the 1850s, and there were still pockets of Chinese settlement in the regional mining towns, especially Beechworth and Rutherglen, and the mining communities in Bright Shire. The majority were miners although some combined mining with store-keeping or market gardening. A number had taken up land as selectors, like the Quonoeys, and had intermarried with the local community. German settlers had arrived in the region from South Australia during the 1870s, taking up land under the Selection Acts. They brought with them their Lutheran faith and their German-language schools. They settled mainly in the Kiewa and Mitta valleys covered by parts of the Wodonga, Towong and Yackandandah shires. The barriers between the Germans and the general community had substantially crumbled by 1914. The children and grandchildren of the original settlers had Anglicised their Christian names and married outside the ‘German’ community. Many were members of the loyalist and nativist organisations in the North East, like the Australian Natives’ Association (ANA), and served as shire councillors. Even the Kaiser’s sabre-rattling did little to disturb the high regard the region generally held for its German Australians. The majority were farmers although some, like Dr Rudolph Schlink in Wodonga and Bernhard Wilksch in Yackandandah, were professional and business men.


Branches of national and state organisations, like the ANA, were found in most towns. Religious and mutual help societies, like the Masons and the Oddfellows, were also well represented. Both the Loyal Orange Lodge and the Hibernians had branches in Beechworth. Many towns boasted mutual improvement and literary and debating societies and some, like Rutherglen, ran eisteddfods that attracted entrants from Melbourne. Extension lectures offered by the University of Melbourne were well attended. Each town had its Athenaeum and public library. Temperance organisations, like the Band of Hope, the Mayflower Lodge and the Junior Rechabites, also had chapters scattered across the region but were strongest in the mining centres. Ladies’ Benevolent Societies dispensed frugal assistance to the deserving poor in the major towns, and each year the region’s two major hospitals in Beechworth and Wangaratta, and Beechworth’s Ovens Benevolent Asylum, ran successful appeals for funds.


The staple of social life in the region, especially in rural districts, was the combined euchre and dance night. These evenings were usually run as fund-raising ventures although the new dances managed to rattle some. Scriptus, a columnist for the Ovens and Murray Advertiser, hoped that the new American dance crazes, like the Turkey Trot, the Chicago Hug and the Romping Booster, would remain in Melbourne where they belonged!5 Visiting entertainments were always well patronised. Concert parties, the newly discovered medium of film, midgets, tenors and baritones, chamber and symphony orchestras, touring repertory companies, demonstrations by the legendary Walter Lindrum—all did good business in the region. The highlight probably belonged to Dame Nellie Melba, who toured the region in a series of farewell concerts in 1906, although Peter Dawson’s tour in 1913 ran a close second, despite the fact that the regional press described him as English (one paper even described him as a soprano).6 The local show was also an important part of the region’s social calendar. Once a year, the region’s farming and mining achievements were put on public display, farming innovations and new technology were disseminated, and concerts and dances were held.


Sport played a major part in regional life. Cricket was the dominant summer sport although tennis, golf, polo and bowls were also popular. Rutherglen ran a nationally recognised regatta on Lake Moodemere every New Year’s Day and had done so since 1861. Rifle clubs conducted regional competitions, which were often hotly contested. Horse-racing was an important part of the regional sporting calendar and the North East held over 150 meetings each year. St Patrick’s Day was a popular date for race meetings, and the towns and rural districts where they were held reflected the presence of a strong local Catholic population. Football was the pre-eminent winter sport and regional teams often played teams from Melbourne’s Victorian Football League. When the local triumphed over their Melbourne rivals the regional papers were insufferably smug. The game, however, worried regional leaders of the temperance movement, especially when Sunday matches were introduced. Drink, gambling and desecration of the Sabbath were seen to go hand in hand with Sunday football.7 Easter was also a major sporting date in the regional calendar and most towns ran Easter sports. Events included the woodchop, pony races and foot racing. In some districts, like Tallangatta, these sports were run by the local Catholic church, in others by the miners. Rutherglen, for example, had been running an Easter Miners’ Sports Carnival since the 1890s.


The Miners’ Sports reflected the growing importance of organised labour in the region. The Amalgamated Miners’ Association (later the Amalgamated Mining Employees’ Association) had strong branches in Rutherglen and Chiltern. The Federated Engine Drivers’ and Firemen’s Association had branches in the Bright district. The Victorian Railways Union had branches in the towns along the North Eastern railway line and was particularly strong in Wodonga. Rural labour, however, was not highly organised, and the Rural Workers’ Union (later incorporated into the Australian Workers’ Union) began a long campaign in 1900 to recruit members. Their principal targets were the men involved in seasonal work like harvesting and grape-picking. It was slow going, mainly because most of the labour used was local, and local loyalties blunted the drive to unionise these men.


The regional press was deeply ambivalent about the place of organised labour within regional society. Although most papers accepted that unions had a right to exist, they consistently condemned industrial action like the strikes that had become endemic in the mining industry as miners sought better conditions. The activities of the Rural Workers’ Union and the Australian Workers’ Union were viewed with even more alarm because they threatened the harvest. The attempted strike by some grape-pickers at Rutherglen in 1914 was viewed seriously enough for extra police to be posted to the town, especially when local winegrowers set up a vigilante group of 100 armed horsemen to repel union representatives attempting to enter vineyards declared ‘black’. The strike was easily broken. Logs of claims submitted by the unions were invariably seen as unreasonable, threatening the regional economy, and workers were urged to think of the greater regional good. ‘Labor and Capital were allies in the march of progress’, not enemies, Thomas Drenen argued in his paper, the Rutherglen Sun.8




The Regional Economy




The regional economy was a mixed one in 1914, based on dairying and butter, fat cattle, wheat, wool, viticulture, mining, timber and tourism. The region boasted no major industrial works. The largest industrial enterprise was Zwar’s tannery in Beechworth, which had been founded in the nineteenth century when the town’s population was larger and poor transport connections with Melbourne had provided a measure of protection from metropolitan competition. There was marked variation within the region’s pattern of economic activity. Farming was the predominant economic activity in the eastern shire of Towong and the western shires of Oxley and North Ovens. The farming shires were separated by a belt of shires with mixed farming and mining economies—Rutherglen, Chiltern, Yackandandah and Wodonga. In Chiltern, mining was still an important part of the local economy. Wine production was particularly important in Rutherglen. To the south lay the two shires still dependent on mining, Bright and Beechworth, especially Bright where miners accounted for 34 per cent of the male workforce. But the regional economy in 1914 was a troubled one. Mining, which had been the mainstay of economic activity in the latter half of the nineteenth century, was in decline. Gold resources were dwindling and other minerals, like tin, faced stiff international competition. The farming shires, however, welcomed the decline. Tons of infertile subsoil and tailings had been swept into the region’s river systems and dumped on farming land beyond the mining districts. Farmers had mounted a vigorous campaign against the pollution of their environment, forcing the government to set up a Sludge Abatement Board. Feelings could run high on the issue. In 1914, for example, Bright State School cancelled its annual excursion to Wangaratta because of the activities of Wangaratta’s Anti-Sludge Association.9


Sludge was not the only environmental problem facing the region’s farmers. The sparrow had long ceased to be the ‘cheerful little companion’ introduced by the Victorian Acclimatisation Society to remind people of home. It had become a major pest. Local councils solved the problem by offering a bounty for the number of birds killed. Sparrow shooting clubs were formed in the towns and many a boy learnt to shoot (and to earn pocket money) through them. Rabbits had been a problem since the late 1870s, destroying valuable farming land. Governments had made some half-hearted attempts to control the plague, mainly by insisting that landholders take responsibility for the destruction of the vermin. However, they took few, if any, measures to control rabbits on Crown lands, much to the irritation of regional farmers. Still, eradicating rabbits did provide work for many of the rural working class, and the rabbiter became a regular fixture in rural communities. The meat was sold for food, the skins were cured for use by the leather and clothing industry. Noxious weeds like the blackberry, thistle and bracken were also a constant problem. Once again, the government insisted that landholders bear the responsibility for their eradication—and did little about the weeds on Crown land. The most intractable weed was ‘the Wort’. St John’s Wort was planted at Wandiligong and Harrietville in the 1850s. By 1914, it was found in every shire across the region. Once established, it proved almost impossible to eradicate. Salt was used to control the pest, a measure that did little for the quality of the soil.


The strongest indication of a troubled regional economy was the region’s steady loss of its share of Victoria’s population from the 1890s. Local government bodies with a mining component in their economy were the worst affected. Some, like Rutherglen Borough and the Chiltern and Beechworth shires, registered net losses between 1890 and 1914.10 The drought in 1914 also contributed to outward migration although its impact, especially in farming communities, was often overstated in the regional press. Changes in the farming sector of the economy, where farmers increasingly invested their capital in labour-saving machinery, also played their part. As a consequence, unemployment and underemployment became common in rural districts. Outward regional migration was dominated by the younger men. Not all drifted to Melbourne. Men from the mining districts preferred Western Australia, the Philippines and South Africa, where their skills could be used.


The region’s urban centres were small. Wangaratta, with a population of 3482, was the North East’s largest urban centre. Beechworth (and its suburbs) with a population of 3409 was the next largest town and was followed by Chiltern, Rutherglen and Wodonga. Smaller towns, with a population between 500 and 1000, included Bright, Corryong, Harrietville, Myrtleford, Oxley, Tallangatta, Wahgunyah, Wandiligong and Yackandandah. Yackandandah, Bright and Oxley were all the seats of local government areas.11 Electricity and a reticulated water supply had been introduced to boroughs like Rutherglen.


The region mounted vigorous campaigns seeking government help to solve the North East’s problems. Councils and progress associations lobbied their local members of parliament; they pushed for an extension of the rail net into the Upper Murray and Kiewa valleys; they argued against the Factories and Shops Acts, designed to serve the needs of a metropolitan working class, not the needs of a rural community. Above all they called for decentralisation to diversify the regional economy and boost regional urban growth. They had little success. Despite lip-service to the contrary, especially during elections, Melbourne’s politicians had little interest in the problems of rural Victoria. Regional interests were, and would remain, subservient to the needs of the metropolis.




Politics




Echoes of nineteenth-century political controversies still haunted the region during the early 1900s. Selection was capable of stirring passions, especially in Towong Shire. Any attempts to reduce the size of grazing commons in the mining districts because of a decline in population were accompanied by allegations of preference for the district’s squatters. Indeed, Towong’s larger landholders had even invented a new form of dummying. They side-stepped the limits placed on the number of stock any individual could graze on the commons by employing men and women who had no stock at all to graze livestock for them.12 Yet these were old issues. The North East also looked forward.


Branches of the Political Labour Council (PLC) were established in the region from 1903, beginning with the mining centres like Rutherglen, Chiltern and Bright. The PLC had twenty branches in the North East by 1909. Some had been founded by leading Labor men including Thomas Mann, Frank Anstey and a future prime minister, J. H. Scullin. Others were founded by locals. Membership of PLC branches was broad enough to include local farmers like John Moyle in Tallangatta and one of the district’s largest property holders in Walwa. PLC members were found on most regional shire and borough councils. Thomas Howes combined his activities as president of the Amalgamated Miners’ Association branch in Chiltern with his role as shire president. The regional branches of the PLC tended to be conservative in tone. They supported the creation of a Labor Party paper and they donated funds for the families of men on strike, but they rejected out of hand nationalisation and other proposals put by the ‘extreme Socialists’ within the labour movement. From the beginning, women were found on the executive filling the jobs of secretary and treasurer (although never president).13


Liberalism, however, was on the wane. The Liberal League and other liberal organisations had become moribund by 1910, incapable of resisting the inroads made by Labor. Leading regional liberals, like Thomas Porritt who ran the Chiltern and Howlong Times, found Labor distasteful with its emphasis on party, platform and the pledge, yet found the old liberalism stale and tired. The People’s Party was formed in 1910 to revitalise Liberalism and to counter the growth of the PLC. People’s Party branches co-existed with branches of the Liberal League, sharing common members, and by 1913 the People’s Party had become the organiser for the Liberal League. The founders were not the local Liberal members of Parliament like John Bowser and Arthur Billson. They preferred to remain affiliated with a broader liberalism that eschewed party. Regional branches were founded by businessman like Albert Zwar in Beechworth (who sat on the Central Council) and the grazier Charles Paton in the Upper Murray.14 The liberalism of the People’s Party’s was broad and the party quite happily endorsed many of the policies put forward by the PLC, especially those pitched towards decentralisation, land tax and the promotion of rural industries. This ruffled a few Labor feathers, and accusations of poaching were aired in the local press.15


The political allegiance of the region was fluid enough to allow branches of the People’s Party and the PLC to coexist in mining communities like Harrietville, Wandiligong and Great Southern (near Chiltern), in farming communities like Wooragee, Whorouly and Dederang and in the towns like Wodonga and Yackandandah. Guest speakers for meetings held by either group could always rely on a good attendance from their opposition.


The Australian Women’s National League (AWNL) had also set up branches in the North East from 1910. By 1912, they numbered sixteen and were found in both the major towns and rural districts. The league’s four basic principles were loyalty to the throne, resistance to state socialism, the education of women in politics, and the protection of the purity of home life. Despite its claims to the contrary, the AWNL was highly partisan, working for the Liberal League and People’s Party against the PLC. In 1912, for example, it took part in the pre-selection of the regional Liberal candidate for the federal election.16


Although the PLC was a strong force regionally, it was never able to win any of the state seats in the region (Wangaratta, Ovens and Benambra). The consistent return of Liberal candidates could be seen as the natural conservatism of rural electorates finding expression in the ballot box, yet there were other factors at work. Personality was one. John Bowser in Wangaratta and Alfred Arthur Billson in Ovens were effective members. Billson, for example, had finally secured the extension of the railway line from Tallangatta to Cudgewa.17 Provincialism was another. Billson and Bowser were local men who lived in the region. Both actively courted the region’s working-class vote. PLC candidates, however, were chosen by Melbourne’s Central Committee. Rarely were they local men, much to the annoyance of regional Labor leaders.18 When a local candidate did stand, there was a noticeable shift to Labor at the polls. In 1913 A. L. Wright came close to taking the seat of Benambra from J. W. Leckie, a Liberal who lived in Melbourne.19 Elections for the federal seat of Indi showed how important this factor could be.


Sir Isaac Isaacs was the first member for Indi. A distinguished jurist and a Liberal, he had spent his boyhood in Yackandandah. Isaacs was followed by a succession of Liberal candidates, some of them resident in Melbourne, until the election of 1910 when John Parker Moloney stood as the Labor candidate for Indi.


Moloney, born in 1879 in Port Fairy in western Victoria, had been a schoolteacher in Beechworth. A Catholic and a good teacher, he took an active part in local affairs. Moloney ran a strong campaign, visiting towns and hamlets across the region. A loyal party man and a persuasive speaker, he extolled the virtues of the Labor platform. But he added issues of grassroots importance, like the provision of telephone services and an improvement in regional postal services. And he stressed the fact that, as a local man, he knew the problems facing the regional community and was prepared to redress them as far as was possible within the federal sphere. The incumbent, J. T. Brown, had done little to address these apparently trivial concerns, and he did his re-election chances considerable harm by storming out of meetings when his record as the member for Indi was questioned. Moloney took the seat, becoming Labor’s first representative for Indi.20


Moloney was seen as a rising star within the federal Labor Party, both by the prime minister, Andrew Fisher, and, more significantly, by the man who would later become prime minister, William Morris Hughes. Moloney’s speeches in parliament were widely reported in the regional press. Amongst them were a vigorous defence of the maternity allowance and sharp criticism of the contracting of defence works at Westernport to a German firm.21 He was a conscientious member: he frequently visited his electorate and honoured the promises he had made. Regional telephone and postal services were improved, especially in rural districts, because of Moloney’s persistence.


The calling of the federal election in 1913 posed no problems for the PLC. Moloney was re-endorsed. The selection of the Liberal candidate was more troublesome. Leckie campaigned vigorously for pre-selection as the People’s Party’s candidate, but lost out in the end to C. J. Ahern, endorsed by the Liberal League. Ahern was a local man: he was also Catholic. His religious affiliation may well have helped his pre-selection. ‘Fisherite’ in Bright argued that Ahern was chosen to split the ‘Catholic vote’.22 J. T. Brown offered himself as an independent. The means used by the three candidates to tour the region said much about both funds available and attitudes. Moloney relied on trains and his trusty bicycle. Brown drove a drag driven by four horses from town to town. Ahern chose ‘a motor car as his means of locomotion’.23 The majority of the regional papers backed Ahern. The Fisher government lost office in the elections of 1913 and Moloney lost Indi to Ahern. The electorate, like the regional press, found many of Labor’s reforms too radical, especially the causes promoted by the ‘Yarra-bank Socialist’ Hughes. Indi’s voters also rejected the referendums held with the election: the proposals vested too much power in the centre, the press argued, an argument that carried considerable weight in a region already resentful of Melbourne’s dominance. Yet, the swing against Moloney was small. The regional press remarked it was the party, not the man, who lost Indi for Labor.24




The Boer War and ‘Boy Conscription’




The response of regional men to the call to fight in the South African war was strong, especially in 1901 when the Australian Commonwealth Forces were created. More than one hundred men turned up to enlist in B Squadron of the Australian Commonwealth Contingent selected at Wangaratta in April 1902: only thirty-seven were taken. The average age of successful applicants was twenty-three.25 Some of those turned away were amongst the first to volunteer in 1914.


Local committees were set up to support the war effort. Patriotic funds were established and women formed knitting bees. Women were also the major shakers of tin cans on street corners seeking money for the war effort. Major victories were greeted with enthusiasm, especially the relief of Mafeking. Bright celebrated the victory by dedicating a small parcel of land near the town’s centre as Mafeking Square. The war’s end was greeted with celebration. The Union Jack was hoisted, bells were rung and the children were given a holiday from school.


In the aftermath of the war, communities built memorials to honour local men who had died in the Boer War. They were small memorials, usually in marble. Some were built as water fountains for the use of passers-by (a practical demonstration of the fact that the town concerned had a reticulated water supply). Others were built as simple commemorative memorials, and many still stand. The best-preserved is Wangaratta’s, adjacent to the larger and grander memorial built after the First World War. Others have not fared as well. In the hamlet of Cudgewa in the Upper Murray, the memorial stands in an empty paddock. It is mute testimony to the more devastating impact of the war that followed and to the decline of what had once been a thriving village.


The Boer War also brought with it doubts about the abilities of Britain’s generals conducting the campaign and a feeling of frustration that Australian soldiers were simply part of the British Army when a victory was involved, but very much Australian if there was a failure or trouble.26 Although the regional press, for example, condemned ‘Breaker’ Morant and his companions (executed by a British firing squad for ‘war crimes’ in controversial circumstances), the condemnation was half-hearted. Letters written home and published in the regional papers had shown all too clearly the nature of the South African war.27 Enthusiasm for the Empire’s cause, voluntarism, doubt, and honouring the dead were part of the North East’s response to the Boer War. All were to re-emerge between 1914 and 1918.


Voluntary militia organisations had been formed in the North East from the 1850s. They included foot militia and gun batteries, but the most popular of the local militia organisations was the Light Horse which had companies in every town. However, voluntarism was deemed to be inadequate for home defence purposes, and in 1911 the Fisher Labor government introduced compulsory military training for the nation’s male youth. Initial training began in school when boys reached the age of twelve and lasted until they were twenty-six. Training increased in intensity and in time demanded as the boys grew older.28


The introduction of compulsory military training attracted little regional opposition once initial fears that it would affect rural labour needs at harvest time had been assuaged. In fact, the new system hardly touched many rural districts. Boys and young men living beyond a prescribed radius from a training or drill hall reported for training for a reduced number of days. The building of the halls was slow, and for the first two years of its operation the compulsory military service mainly affected the region’s urban males. Many regional leaders approved of the system, not because it provided a potential land defence force if needed, but because it was seen as a way to curb a growing tendency towards larrikinism amongst regional youth (see Chapter 8).


By 1912, however, major problems had surfaced in the system. Although the region never saw the opposition to compulsory training that developed in Melbourne (no branches of the Australian Freedom League, for example, were formed in the North East) there were still ample signs that many in the region had doubts about the system. Employers objected to the number of days demanded for training. The young men also resented the time spent in training, and an increasing number of cadets were brought before local benches charged with disobedience and wilful defiance. Others appeared for failure to attend drill because it conflicted with their work demands. Defaulters were either fined or sent to Queenscliff for twenty days hard drill.29 Some of the Protestant clergy spoke out against the scheme. There were rumblings of discontent in some of the PLC branches.30 The system was so poorly organised that 20 000 youths nationally somehow slipped through the compulsory training net, proving the scheme a farce. Thomas Drenen editorialised that it smacked of the ‘unmistakable brand and hall-mark of despotism’. He added that ‘compulsion, instead of being the first resort for military defence, should be the very last’.31




War’s Eve




The regional press had not been shy when it came to offering its considered opinion about the antics of the European powers that led finally to war in August 1914. Editors were inclined to switch from condemnation of Germany to praise for German achievements, depending on the latest crisis and its resolution, although the predominant theme remained a mistrust of Germany: the Kaiser, it was alleged, had already laid claim to Australia. Russia’s ambitions in the Middle East and its Pacific policy were viewed with grave suspicions. So, too, was a newly militant Japan. Japan was often thought to be as great a threat as Germany (although that did not stop Japan’s Tokio Town troupe performing to packed houses in the North East).32 In July, however, editors had a more urgent issue to consider: the federal election following the double dissolution called by the prime minister, Joseph Cook.


Cook’s administration had been a troubled one. Cook was inclined to blame an obstructionist Senate and the difficulties accompanying a majority of one. Regional papers were more inclined to point to tensions within the Cabinet and Cook’s inadequacies as a leader. All grumbled about the cost of foisting another election on the taxpayer: many read Cook a stern lecture on the virtue of thrift. In Indi, Moloney was once more running against Ahern.33


The news of the outbreak of war was greeted with a paradoxical mixture of disbelief and a sense of inevitability. Fisher’s claim that there were no parties in this crisis was hailed as a statesman’s view by some editors, but their hopes that a national coalition would be formed were dashed by Cook. Irrespective of the crisis, he said, the election was still a matter of party.34 Cook went on to promise Britain 20 000 men and all the support Australia could muster. Fisher won the rhetorical stakes with his promise of Australia’s last man and last shilling.










2 British First, Australian Second


August 1914 to April 1915


The RESPONSE OF the region to the declaration of war was almost festive. Bells belonging to schools, churches, convents and the local fire brigade were pressed into service and rung for up to an hour. Some patriots took to the streets in spontaneous parades; others took to the pubs. The sale of horses was brisk. Over 1000 were sold at Tallangatta, Walwa and Corryong alone for the Expeditionary Forces.1 Regional councils met and formally pledged loyalty to King and Empire before calling public meetings where motions of loyalty to the British throne were passed by acclamation.2 The Protestant clergy delivered the keynote addresses. Bright’s Anglican minister, George Brammall, summed up the regional mood when he said, ‘We are British first, and Australian second . . . Let us then offer the best of our manhood, and let us speak with our pocket in helping the Empire in its time of need.’3


To keep their readers informed and up to date, the regional newspapers subscribed to cable services and filled their columns with descriptions of the paraphernalia of war and articles on the kinship of the royal houses of Europe. They (and their readers) found a multiplicity of causes for the war. Some saw it as lying in the ethnic conflicts within the Austro-Hungarian Empire and the Balkans. Others blamed that ‘evil smelling bird’, the Kaiser. Yet others saw it as the inevitable result of population pressure within Germany itself.4 Some cast a more cosmic net. ‘JB’ argued that the war was nothing less than the beginning of Armageddon.5 How long would the war last? Some argued a month, others years.6 Irrespective of the question of duration, however, the regional press was solidly agreed on one point: the Allies would triumph. Occasional lone voices did express doubts about the war. At Bowman some ‘malcontents’ hoped arbitration would settle the war before fighting started in earnest.7 But their views were dismissed with indulgence, if not condescension. As the Corryong Courier editorialised, ‘The call of Empire has brought all into line. Class, creed and faction are swept aside by the great wave of enthusiasm with which the Empire swings to the common cause.’8


It was inevitable that the declaration of war would be accompanied by rumour. In Beechworth, it was believed that all members of the local militia over the age of twenty-one would be required to embark for service. Reports of sharp rises in prices prompted a rush on Chiltern’s grocery stores.9 It was even suggested that the North East was high on Germany’s list of military priorities and there were German subversives in the region standing by.10 This galvanised the regional rifle clubs, who declared themselves ready to resist any invasion. Some even renamed themselves: Corryong’s Rifle Club became nothing less than the Upper Murray Voluntary Infantry.11 The search for the German subversives eagerly awaiting the arrival of their military masters, however, produced lean pickings. At Barnawartha the police investigated allegations that Abraham Wellington was a German spy with a wireless station on his premises. The police found nothing; Wellington was indignant, and the local paper proclaimed him ‘a staunch Britisher’.12 The only ‘German agent’ the region could find was Wodonga’s ex-Collector of Customs—and he was arrested in Britain.13


It was also inevitable that ‘the Hun’ would make his appearance. In August, the regional press had urged its readers to draw a clear distinction between the German people and Germany’s leaders, and debunked stories of German atrocities. By December, however, the mood had changed and rumours of German atrocities were printed as fact. Too many, Scriptus declared in his column in the Ovens and Murray Advertiser, had been vouched for by local people.14 From early 1915, the regional press promoted the Hun stereotype as vigorously as its metropolitan counterparts. Locals, however, were not always sure of what to do when they found one of these dreaded creatures in their midst.


On 6 May 1915, Rheinhold Rau appeared in the Wodonga Court, charged with being illegally on the railway premises on the 3rd instant. Rau had been found sleeping on one of the engines in the engine shed or, as he described it, ‘having a bit of a warm’. Nothing had been stolen and Rau went quietly to the police station. When searched, his pockets revealed Is 6d in coins and a couple of union tickets. Rau had arrived in Australia in 1911. He was at Hay when the war broke out and was placed on parole. He had not reported to any police station for the last three months. He had come to Wodonga because of the local German population at Baranduda and hoped to find work in the district. The bench seemed somewhat perplexed as to what course of action to take. Railway lines and installations had been designated as security risks and no-one was allowed on them without authority. The defendant had broken his parole. Rau was fined twenty shillings, in default a term in jail. The military authorities were less lenient: Rau was promptly interned.15




Organising the Home Front




Using experience gained during the Boer War, the home front organised itself with amazing rapidity. Beechworth was the first town to form a Patriotic League, at a public meeting on 19 August. By the end of September, equivalent organisations had been formed not only in the major towns but also in the region’s smaller centres like Bethanga and Mitta Mitta (hereafter Mitta) and in the rural hamlets like Dederang and Whorouly. New leagues continued to be formed throughout the rest of 1914 and into early 1915. There is no doubting the patriotic loyalty that underpinned their formation but the proliferation of patriotic organisations also owed as much to local rivalry. Corryong had no intention of allowing Tallangatta (the shire seat) to monopolise Towong Shire’s patriotic activities: nor did Porepunkah wish to concede leadership in patriotic matters to Bright.16 All, however, shared one common characteristic: they were dominated by the region’s middle-class males.


The duties and responsibilities of the newly formed patriotic leagues were uncertain, but most decided that their primary responsibility was to raise funds for the war effort. They set to with a vengeance. Local councils kicked off local patriotic funds with a donation, sometimes modest, sometimes extravagant. Yackandandah Shire voted £25 for the local patriotic fund, as did Wodonga. Beechworth Shire donated £100. Towong Shire, however, donated £100 to the local patriotic fund, plus an additional £25 to the Red Cross and £25 to the Belgian Relief Fund.17 Initially funds were raised to support the families and dependants of local men likely to be killed or incapacitated by war, but from September the Commonwealth government shaped the fund-raising activities of the nation by nominating the causes for which money could be collected. The leagues dutifully fell into line and now raised money for the Australian Patriotic Fund (and its offshoot, the Soldiers’ Relief Fund) and the Belgian Relief Fund.18


Fund-raising worked on two levels. The first followed a long established regional practice. Subscription lists were opened and canvassers were appointed to collect funds. The names of subscribers were published weekly in the local press. Most were professional and business men. Working men and women were less conspicuous on the lists, although men employed at Rutherglen’s Fairfield vineyards offered to forward a regular subscription and two of Towong Shire’s roadmen asked to have their wages garnisheed on a weekly basis, a request applauded by the council.19 The region’s hoi polloi, however, preferred more informal ways of raising funds.


‘Grand patriotic concerts’ were staged by local amateur societies or, as in Yackandandah’s case, by the fathers of men who had enlisted. They were extravagant affairs. The halls were bedecked with flags and greenery; programs included songs, recitals, instrumental pieces and patriotic tableaux. Picnic sports and plain and fancy dress balls were held. Torchlight parades of cadets and the local militia were used to draw patrons to patriotic functions. Mock battles between the cadets and the militia drew appreciative crowds. Above all else was the raffle. Cakes, rugs, fat pigs, fat sheep, bags of wheat and flour, canaries, oil paintings, silver mounted pipes and cushions were all raffled.20 The combined euchre and dance evening, however, remained the staple for rural districts. Sums raised from these activities were often substantial. The village of Bethanga, for example, raised £77 5s in a single night; Talgarno had raised £200 by early September.21 Both had populations of less than three hundred. The sums raised by these more informal means far eclipsed those raised by subscriptions.


Local organisations also contributed to patriotic funds. The Whorouly branch of the PLC voted £2 from its ‘slender coffers’. The Wodonga Turf Club voted £10 to the local patriotic fund on a motion proposed by local storekeeper Albert Schlink. Crawfords, the region’s coaching company, donated £25 to the Lord Mayor’s Patriotic Fund. Local branches of the ANA and lodges like the Manchester Unity levied their members to raise money for local patriotic funds and to support members who had volunteered. The Ovens District Hospital, in Beechworth, preferred kind rather than cash: it offered to take in wounded soldiers.22


Individual contributions to patriotic funds received special attention in the regional press. Mr McKoy in Wodonga donated a rabbit skin rug to be raffled for the Belgian Relief Fund. The rug was stitched to represent a draught board using yellow, black and grey colours.23 An unidentified woman living in Western Australia offered her Rutherglen cottage for sale. Bert Mitchell at Mullengandra donated £100 for the purchase of horses for a local Light Horse unit. The Fairfield vineyards near Rutherglen offered 1000 gallons of port for sick and wounded soldiers. G. K. Jephcott in the Upper Murray donated £50 to the cause along with five fat bullocks, which raised £60 at sale in Melbourne. The money was to be given for a ‘signal act of bravery’ by men or women and could be awarded to either soldiers or civilians: Jephcott had no doubt the Germans had their eyes on the Upper Murray. Jephcott’s donation was matched by squatter John Woodside. He donated a truckload of fat bullocks for the Myrtleford Patriotic Fund, which fetched £90 11s.24 And if people could not give money, they could certainly offer good advice. In the Upper Murray, S. B. Goghill suggested the formation of local Light Horse brigades to replace the cricket competition. The brigades would train to resist invaders, and the horses could be taught not to fear rifle shots.25


There was, however, a negative side to the region’s patriotic fund-raising activities. Major regional charities, like the Ovens Hospital and the Ovens Benevolent Asylum in Beechworth, found their funds drying up as subscribers transferred their allegiance to the Empire’s cause.26


The region’s women had not been quiescent during the early months of the war. Within a fortnight of the declaration of war, women’s patriotic leagues had been established in the major towns. In Yackandandah, Beechworth, Wodonga, Corryong and Tallangatta they were formed before the men had established their own committees.27 The names they took varied. Some were Ladies’ Patriotic Committees. Others called themselves Women’s Patriotic Leagues or Patriotic Sewing Guilds. All had a very clear sense of their task: providing comforts for the men enlisting, and supplying supper for the farewells that would soon be organised. Recruiting, if it was ever to be needed, was to be left to the men. They began to knit and sew, and the first consignments left the region before September.28 These committees provided the nucleus for the Red Cross branches that were formally created in late 1914 and early 1915.


Although some thought the call for 20 000 men ‘a big order’, the regional response to the call for volunteers for the Australian Expeditionary Force (later to be named the AIF) was strong, indeed ‘an embarrassment of riches’.29 Amongst the first to enlist were members of the local militia and veterans of the Boer War. Distance from Sydney and Melbourne, however, saw many men disappointed. They could not reach the recruiting centres in either city before the quota set for the Expeditionary Force had been filled. Others were disappointed because they failed to meet the stringent physical tests set for entry into the force. Some were even disappointed because they could not take their horses with them. With the expansion of the AIF, however, many more were successful.30 Women were also amongst the first to volunteer: within a day of the declaration of war, three nurses in Albury offered their services.31


Curiously, few of the early volunteers were given civic recognition. They were farewelled by families, friends and workmates. In some communities, their departure was integrated into community functions, like Myrtleford’s Roman Catholic Ball where two local volunteers (one of whom was Protestant) were guests of honour. But the regional councils and the patriotic leagues did little. Trenchant criticism brought changes in September. Farewells became civic occasions, complete with brass bands, speeches, presentations and crowds cheering those who were going—and those who had gone. The most popular presentation was the newfangled wristlet watch which had been rescued from the allegations of effeminacy by none other than Lord Kitchener. The speeches delivered were often awkward and naive. Chiltern was a typical case. The speakers there regretted that they, too, could not join up, and they wished the volunteers a successful career and every health and prosperity. The men were admonished to behave like Britishers and the farewell concluded with ‘hearty handshakes all round’—the Boy’s Own Annual, a reading staple for so many of the men as youths, had found an echo in real life. The men themselves responded in a similar manner. Recruit Tidyman, for example, said ‘he was only going on a holiday’. Only Dr Harkin wondered ‘whether the lives of any of those present were so badly needed’.32


Despite the pious hope of most editors and the distractions of war, regional interest in the ‘vaporings of the candidates’33 for the federal election remained keen. Joseph Cook was heckled during his speech in Beechworth, a matter deplored by the local press. There was also clear evidence of a growing groundswell of support for the Labor candidate, John Parker Moloney.34 His audiences were large and he was frequently greeted with cheers. Bright’s W. Sharpe had no doubt about where the real war lay: ‘we, as workers, do not want to lose sight of our own national political war here’, he wrote to the Alpine Observer.‘We have against us all the forces of reaction in the form of the Fusion party backed up by all the big financial institutions, trusts and combines in Australia . . . Comrades, the fight is yours, and you have to win it.’35 These IWW sentiments alarmed most regional editors, who urged the return of a Cook government. Only the Ovens and Murray Advertiser leaned towards Labor.36


Regional interest in the election was reflected in the turnout figures: 87.6 per cent of the electorate voted, the highest voter turnout in Victoria, if not the Commonwealth. Moloney regained the seat. The editor of the Yackandandah Times, John Nolan, believed he owed his victory to the workers on the Tallangatta–Cudgewa railway line37 but analysis of the subdivisional results suggests that other factors were at work. Certainly Fisher’s famous promise to support the war to ‘our last man and our last shilling’ helped. But Moloney’s victory owed as much to his record as the member for Indi during his first term. Ahern had been ineffective and had shown little interest in regional matters.




A Remote War




There was little that an outside observer could fault in the region’s response to the war in the early months. The patriotic leagues promoted fund-raising, the women manufactured garments for the ‘boys’. Men volunteered (although local doctors were stung by the pompous letter from Colonel Hawker in Melbourne, who complained that they were too careless in their medical examinations of volunteers: Melbourne’s medical officers were forced to reject many men passed as ‘fit’ locally). Combined Protestant patriotic services held in November drew good crowds, especially the one at Wodonga where the local clergy addressed the significance of the colours of the King. Yet the war was also a remote war. The news from the front was positive: German New Guinea had fallen; the German raider Emden had been sunk by the Sydney, removing a direct threat to Australian shipping.38 Complacency began to replace patriotism.


John Nolan in the Yackandandah Times, for example, felt removed enough to editorialise that it was not in Britain’s interests to ‘annihilate’ its ‘natural ally’, Germany, and doubted the fighting quality of the French. He added that there had never been a ‘just war’. Indeed, he thought it more than likely that the soldiers in the conflict might strike. He defended the German invasion of Belgium, noting that England and France had invaded Belgium in 1832.39 The Ovens and Murray Advertiser argued that ‘we cannot hold ourselves totally blameless in this war’. The Empire had conquered territory, opened up markets for British goods, and dispossessed weaker nations. The argument that this was the right of ‘superior civilization’ seemed too close to Germany’s views for the editor’s comfort.40


Grand final fever gripped local football competitions. In the Bright competition Porepunkah beat old rivals Wandiligong. The victory was accompanied by allegations of prejudicial umpiring in the columns of the Alpine Observer.41 The regional Spring Racing Carnival went ahead as planned and was reported as one of the best ever held. Local cricket and tennis clubs planned their coming seasons. Attendance at patriotic meetings began to dwindle: the Chiltern Patriotic Fund wound up its operations in December. In Beechworth, many residents now saw patriotic fund-raising demands as ‘cadge, cadge, cadge’. The women’s organisations closed down for December and January to meet the domestic demands generated by Christmas. Even Fisher’s call for the last man was questioned: surely, it was argued, the 100 000 men already enlisted were more than adequate?42


The problems posed by a distant war found a regional microcosm in the history of Bright’s Patriotic Committee. Its leading members were the Anglican clergyman George Brammall, the Presbyterian minister William Anderson, and the shire’s councillors, amongst them William Goldsworthy, owner of the local paper the Alpine Observer, and shire president John Brogan. The committee felt that Bright was falling behind in its patriotic obligations. Brogan called a public meeting to discuss the matter. The meeting began badly with the resignation of the committee’s secretary. Brammall lectured those in attendance on the need for more money and more volunteers. He was ashamed, he said, to live in a country where so little was being done to support Britain. The meeting concluded with resolutions supporting a campaign to increase the number of local men enlisting and to devote funds raised to the financial support of the dependants of the volunteers. Brammall followed up the meeting with letters to the Alpine Observer, pointing out the ‘debt’ Australia owed Britain. Bright, however, ignored the call. The February meeting of the Bright Patriotic Committee attracted a mere four members. The committee reached its nadir in March 1915. It sent out 287 subscription cards—and received only nineteen responses.43


Rioting by soldiers in Melbourne in December 1914 and the negative reports on the AIF in Egypt penned by the official war correspondent, C. E. W. Bean, raised doubts about the moral fibre of Australia’s volunteers.44 Scriptus argued that Bean’s report ‘brings home to us the foul deeds these drink-sodden maniacs might have committed had they been allowed to proceed to the front’.45 It was a touchingly naive view of both the war and the nature of warfare. The YMCA made good use of these fears in a fund-raising campaign in early 1915, noting the ‘many subtle dangers’ that lurk in a military camp, contrasting them with the morally uplifting alternatives they could provide.46 Yet, at the same time, the fledgling digger myth began to appear in stories about Australian soldiers.




Rough ON Australians




An exchange says that rumours had come to the ears of the Commander in Chief in England of the disrespect shown to sentries while on duty. To settle the question, the C-in-C went on sentry duty himself one dark night. Presently the regular tramp of a regiment was heard.


‘Halt! Who goes there?’, rang out the clear voice of the Big Man.


‘Scots Greys’, came back the answer.


‘Pass on Scots Greys.’


Along came another regiment.


‘Halt! Who goes there?’


‘Grenadier Guards.’


‘Pass on Guards.’


Again the measured tramp of many men.


‘Halt! Who goes there?’


‘Mind your own —— business’, was the staggering reply from a hundred throats.


‘Pass on Australians!’, calmly replied the C-in-C.47







The peddlers of cosmic visions continued to push their case. Mansfield’s parson, R J. Highett, acting on information supplied by the ‘Great Angel’, reaffirmed the predictions of Armageddon made by the religious columnist ‘JB’. Highett confidently predicted that 1920 would see the fall of all Christian Churches and the Second Coming. H. G. Wells had his regional admirers. One man in Bright believed that the war was caused by Martians attempting to communicate with earth.48 Bright’s J. W. Miller, however, would have none of this cosmic nonsense. The Kaiser, he argued, was the modern equivalent of Attila the Hun. Wilhelm II spared ‘neither cities, nor churches, nor art, nor gold, nor son, nor wife, nor limb, nor life’ and had therefore ‘lost the bus’. The war, he claimed, showed the evil and folly of making gods of kings and the flaws of capitalism. Socialism, he said, was like ‘Christmas every day and happiness all year round’.49


S. B. Goghill, in the tiny hamlet of Berringama, turned his attentions from the training of horses to withstand the sound of gunfire to broader matters. In letters to the Corryong Courier he argued that the war presented an ideal opportunity to abandon the White Australia Policy (‘it is better to have the blacks as your friends than your enemies’), give India its own navy (to help protect Australian shipping), and settle northern Australia with Indian settlers. ‘A good deal of dark blood is already in the English races’, he suggested. Better the Indians, he finished, than the Japanese, despite the fact that they were the equal of the English race. This was too much for the editor, who bought into the debate. East and West would never meet, he thundered. It was demeaning to suggest that India occupied the same place in the Empire as Australia or Canada. And India’s ‘civilization’, he added, was little more than a thin veneer. Beechworth became embroiled in a similar controversy when Archdeacon Richard Potter delivered a paper to the local branch of the ANA arguing that the war demanded a modification of the White Australia Policy to suit imperial rather than national interests. He was lectured sternly that America, Africa and India were telling examples of why races should not mix.50


By the time of the state elections in November, the war had been almost forgotten. It was rarely raised during the campaign: but the cavalier attitude of the metropolis to its regional hinterland was. All sitting members were returned.51 Indeed, the war was so remote that it provided good copy for businesses. Robur offered maps of the front and portraits of Allied military leaders to promote their tea. ‘War declared on prices’ became a favourite advertising slogan. A store at Barnawartha used the slogan ‘It’s a long way to Tipperary but it’s not very far to Christmas’.52 All such advertising, sniffed Scriptus in his column, never happened in the Old Country except amongst the lowest of the low.53




Problems at Home




Fears that the war would bring economic disruption to the region had surfaced in the press as early as August 1914. Wool sales at Albury were suspended for two months. Meat and dairy products destined for England were delayed at port, partly because German raiders were reported to be waiting to disrupt trade with Britain, partly because the government requisitioned shipping to transport the First AIF to Europe.54 These fears had been dampened during the initial patriotic euphoria accompanying the declaration of war and the rush to enlist. But by the end of 1914, they had resurfaced. Primary exports were still delayed at port and the inflationary impact of war had begun to bite.


The citizens of Chiltern had been prescient rather than foolish when they rushed the local stores to beat rumoured price rises. The outbreak of war raised prices sharply, especially for the basic necessities: bread, butter and meat. The Ovens and Murray Advertiser savaged the ‘set of harpies who call themselves merchants and importers using all the means in their power to fleece the public by raising the price of foodstuffs and commodities which are in daily use in every household’.55 The Alpine Observer more prosaically lamented, ‘Even the juicy and mysterious sausage is becoming a luxury’, and called for price controls.56 The region’s farmers were angered by the price rises. The profit margins between the prices paid for wheat and the cost of bread, for example, ranged between 75 and 100 per cent. At Whitfield, farmers banded together to form the Whitfield Movement. Its members planned to market their own produce, cutting out the middlemen. The movement lapsed, but it left a legacy that the Farmers’ Union was to exploit later in the war.57
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