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    ‘Cochrane has taken a fresh approach, using it to demonstrate how essentially simple tales can take on a life of their own. Every stage in the development of the legend is analysed, shedding light on the World War I propaganda machine, mateship and courage, and turning a hackneyed tale into an excellent read.’




    Tony Kleu, Sydney Morning Herald, 21 November 1992




    ‘Cochrane argues compellingly that the legend’s extraordinary proliferation was possible only because so little was known about Simpson and his activities; that despite the bravery of the man, which seems certain, “he was never so busy as in his afterlife”.’




    Annabel Cooper, Australian Historical Studies, April 1994




    ‘Cochrane has done an excellent historian’s job in locating the actual Simpson, the character behind the myth, and narrating the ways in which the figure became part of the nation’s imaginings.’




    Dr Richard Nile, Labour History, May 1995




    ‘Cochrane’s misrepresentation of Simpson is an outrage and a travesty.’




    Tom Curran, Quadrant, April 1997




    ‘The truth about Simpson is not as cosy as the version that used to appear in primary school readers. Peter Cochrane’s 1992 book Simpson and the Donkey: The Making of a Legend told the full story.’




    Humphrey McQueen, The Age, 26 August 2005




    ‘Precisely because memory as sacred relic functions as a dynamic agent in the present, its claims and uses must be kept under constant critical evaluation—as Ken Inglis did with his analysis of the manufacture of “Anzac Day”, as Peter Cochrane did with Simpson and the Donkey, as Henry Reynolds did with his subversion of our self-congratulatory story of “the frontier”.’




    Professor Inga Clendinnen, ‘The History Question’,


    Quarterly Essay 23, 2006
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    Preface to the anniversary edition




    Some legends go on forever. Age does not weary them, nor do the years condemn. They are entirely free of the mortal limitations of the hero they celebrate. They are distinguished by longevity, by the way they resonate in a culture years, decades, even centuries after the hero is long gone. So it is with the legend of the man with the donkey, John Simpson Kirkpatrick. Almost one hundred years since Simpson was killed at Gallipoli, the legend soldiers on. And twenty-two years since this book was first published, in 1992, there has been no sign of it letting up.




    In that time there has been a film, a play, a musical, more books for adults and children, a lavishly funded essay prize and another life-sized statue to grace the gardens of a capital city, this time Adelaide. The image appeared on a $5 commemorative coin in 1995 and it was front and centre on the $100 bill released in 1996. By that time Simpson had acquired a fast-growing presence on the internet and today thousands of websites celebrate or dispute the deeds of the man with the donkey, while passionate bloggers argue the toss over the details of his heroism and the meaning of it all. That passion translates to the real world in the form of petitions to the Commonwealth Parliament requesting a posthumous Victoria Cross for the man; the Defence Honors Tribunal has recently concluded a year-long investigation into that possibility.




    Tourism, too, has been cashing in. Simpson figures prominently in the marketing of ‘the Gallipoli experience’. Folklore and commerce are mutual beneficiaries here. There have been endless tellings and retellings of the tale and the embellishments keep on coming, the latest from a Turkish tour guide, a man called Ali Efes. At Gallipoli, Ali takes Australians to Simpson’s grave and tells of how the man with the donkey ferried wounded Turks back to the Turkish lines.




    Like Ali Efes, some of our politicians have also been overwhelmed by the universal human qualities of the story. They have played no small part in keeping the legend in both Hansard and the headlines. As the 2001 federal election loomed, Labor Party MPs introduced a bill to award a retrospective VC to the man with the donkey. These MPs took up the cause in the spirit of righting a terrible wrong. The ethics of politicians invading the award process seemed to worry them not a jot. It was all about emotion: ‘A man who has become the very epitome of Anzac,’ said Jill Hall, Labor member for Shortland in New South Wales. It was all about symbolism too. The arguments for a retrospective VC strayed far from merit based on first-hand evidence of extraordinary valour. ‘I say bugger the paperwork—let’s reward an iconic figure and give John Simpson Kirkpatrick a posthumous VC,’ said Harry Quick, Labor member for Franklin in Tasmania. The Liberal Member for Parramatta, Ross Cameron, agreed: ‘Simpson is clearly an enormous figure in the national psyche … He is the most celebrated, the most emblematic, and the most iconic figure in Australian military history,’ he told the parliament.




    The cause carried into the 2001 federal election with the Labor Party in Opposition vowing to legislate a VC for the man with the donkey if elected. They weren’t elected and John Howard, in his third term as prime minister, was not inclined to interfere with the hallowed procedures for the highest award for valour in the land. But Howard was alert to the symbolic utility of the famous icon, and Simpson fitted perfectly into his vision for a national day that would unify Australia in a traditionally conservative way. Australia Day in the bicentennial year of 1988 had incited more division than unity. Celebrating our colonial origins seemed only to bring discord, focused on issues such as invasion, dispossession, stolen children and land rights, and that discord carried into the 1990s in the form of the ‘History Wars’. When Howard came into government in 1996 he was intent upon ridding Australians of the ‘self-laceration’ and ‘guilt’ associated with our colonial history, preferring instead to commemorate and celebrate our military past and focusing that celebration on Anzac Day.




    The Prime Minister was adamant that government had a role to play in pressing this cause into schools. Curriculum materials for Anzac history were lavishly funded as the Department of Veterans’ Affairs was transformed into an educational resource facility centred on the idea that our national history is essentially a story of heroic military engagements abroad, none more important than the founding narrative at Gallipoli in 1915. The lucrative Simpson essay prize was established for year 9 and 10 students in 1999—with prizes including trips to Gallipoli—and in 2004 the PM was persuaded that ‘values’ were flagging in public schools and Simpson would do nicely as the official icon for the restoration.




    The National Framework for Values Education in Australian Schools was released in May 2005 by the Minister for Education Brendan Nelson. The nine values the government wanted taught in Australian schools were headed by ‘care and compassion’ and listed on a big poster that schools were required to display prominently to receive a share of $33 billion in federal funding. The values were superimposed over an image of Simpson and the donkey rescuing a wounded soldier. Beneath the icon was an out-of-context quotation from nineteenth-century English novellist George Eliot: ‘Character is destiny.’




    The Minister for Education hyped up the cause. He said the story of the unarmed Simpson and his donkey bearing a wounded soldier to safety had become a legend that represented everything that Australia aspired to be. He said the values listed on the poster must be taught in all schools, Islamic schools included, and that ‘If people don’t want to accept and embrace those values then they ought to clear off, I don’t care where they’re from’.




    Criticisms came thick and fast. Many Australians indicated they did not want the government dictating how school children should think and some had reservations about the use of Simpson as the pin-up figure. Critics said he represented, at best, selective and nostalgic truths about the landing at Gallipoli. An editorial in The Age argued ‘the 90 year old imperialist tale of Simpson and his donkey is arguably of marginal relevance in 21st century Australia’. The Age called the choice a ‘simplistic Boy’s Own Annual vision of Australia’. Educators spoke out too. The headmaster at Melbourne Grammar School was appalled by Nelson’s comments and was not enthused by Simpson, while Andrew Blair, President of the Secondary Principals Association, objected strongly to having Simpson as the values icon. Why, he asked, ‘an image that is grounded in heroism in conflict’ when an image ‘about tolerance and trust’ would be much more suitable? The Simpson image, he said, was ‘of yesteryear’ and ‘too blokey’.




    Questioning the use of Simpson in the values push stirred Minister Nelson to dizzy heights. ‘He [Simpson] represents everything at the heart of what it means to be Australian,’ he said, and ‘everything that we should strive to be as a nation.’ He said that under no circumstances would he remove the image from the values project: ‘Our fundamental value is that we will place the interest and welfare of other human beings ahead of our own … and that’s what Simpson and his donkey represents,’ he insisted.




    But while Nelson had again called the legend into national prominence, he had also failed his education portfolio in a dismal fashion. ‘Character is destiny’ sounds good, a nifty motto suggesting our course in this world is entirely in our hands. Yet it hardly applies to Simpson, whose main objective was to get home, to England, and his destiny was arguably determined not by his character but by forces over which he had no control at all.




    Students who were told to study the values poster needed to know that destiny is at least a questionable entity and that character alone, sad as it may seem, does not chart our course into the future. George Eliot’s marvellous insight into this simple truth—evoking Hamlet in the process—can be found in book six, chapter six of The Mill on the Floss. Perhaps the Minister snatched the three-word quotation from his desk calendar and for that reason had no idea that Eliot was in fact mocking the notion that character is destiny. Had Nelson bothered to read the quotation in context he might have understood Eliot’s sarcasm. She actually called it ‘a questionable aphorism’ and her narrative explained why it is questionable. Students could have learnt from this but instead they were misled. It is hard to think of a more cruel and deceptive aphorism when applied to the front line soldiers of the Great War, Simpson included.




    Perhaps Minister Nelson was not wholly inspired by Eliot, an atheist like Simpson, and a woman who lived outside the norms of respectable English society by co-habiting with a man whom she never married. Perhaps the inspiration, in the first instance, came from somewhere else?




    In 2004, US Republican Senator John McCain completed a book called Character is Destiny (published 2005) to inspire American children with correct moral values as illustrated by heroic true-life stories. Nelson’s values poster for schools far more closely echoes McCain than Eliot and it most certainly misrepresents Simpson and what he stood for. The entire exercise provides a dismal example of how Simpson can be so routinely misused by people with political agendas.




    The most persistent misuse concerns Simpson’s politics. He was a class-conscious radical, as the cache of letters analysed in chapter one clearly reveals. Anyone seriously in search of the so-called ‘real man’ has to subject these letters to the most rigorous scrutiny, accepting painful engagement with evidence that might not be welcome and weighing the man in all the complexity that resides within those precious letters. The classic case of denial and distortion in this regard was the unctuous Sir Irving Benson who, in the 1960s, set a standard for bowdlerisation that I naively thought would never be matched. But I was wrong. Since 1992 the politicians and military historians who have made a hobbyhorse of Simpson have continued to operate in the Benson tradition, professing a passionate interest in the ‘real man’ while systematically evading serious engagement with his letters. Simpson is rendered a caricature consistent with their own agendas. The biographical opportunity to understand a radical seaman from northern England in the contexts of his travels, his war and, indeed, his writing, is entirely and happily passed over.




    The enthusiasts who follow Simpson’s trail practice a kind of ‘character is destiny’ approach to history. They expect to find in the hero all the necessary conditions for his fame. Thus they see about as much as you would see in a trench; that is, nothing of the big picture, nothing of the social and political forces that raised the legend to national prominence and sustained it thereafter—the forces that are the subject of this book.




    From one generation to another and from one official inquiry or parliamentary push to the next, the debate about Simpson continues to pore over much the same terrain—the fine detail in the military record—the protagonists now and then startled by the discovery of a new fact. In this regard the legend has become a banal and tiresome feuding, perhaps best demonstrated by the self-avowed ‘expert’ who published his case against a VC in 2006, declaring that the man with the donkey was an ill-disciplined deserter who shirked the strenuous and more dangerous work of stretcher-bearing. Six years later, after a lot more research, he presented his case against himself to the Defence Honours and Awards Tribunal, arguing that Simpson was disciplined, dutiful, decent, hard-working and brave—but no more so than other stretcher-bearers. The Tribunal agreed. Simpson would not be awarded a posthumous VC.




    This preface to a new edition of Simpson and the Donkey provides an opportunity to stress several points, since the Simpson obsessives—whether MPs, political bloggers or hobby historians—seem happy to practise deception or live in denial. Firstly, the Simpson legend was the creation of a despicable propaganda offensive that the man himself would have condemned as surely as he would have voted ‘No’ in the conscription referendums had he lived.




    The legend of the man with the donkey was a mere cipher, one tale among many thousands that were aimed at compelling men to enlist to fight abroad. The incessant message was ‘War is hell, but it is splendid’. Students of Simpson need to know this. They need to know that in history, context is everything and the context for the Simpson legend is textual and political—it is not Shrapnel Gully. If we cannot see the part within the whole then we are truly lost. If we cannot locate the legend in its print context then we cannot begin to understand it.




    Secondly, Simpson is a distinctive figure: with his donkey bearing the wounded soldier alongside him, the connotations are both Christ-like and pitiful. That, surely, singled him out. But in every other way, the tales told about him are more or less interchangeable with thousands of other propaganda tales, as I have shown in chapters three, four and five. The tropes are widely shared—contempt for shrapnel, scorn for danger, selfless and sacrificial behaviour, no risk too great, smiling even unto death ‘glorious death’ and so on. The point is simple—the Simpson legend was a particular distillation of an epic model of swagger and bravado created and perpetuated by the print media, overseen by government and the censors, and attributed to Australian soldiers in general. That epic model was heroic rhetoric for cannon-fodder, a grotesque romanticisation of Australian soldiers in battle and death.




    Finally, the apparent absence of a decoration or military honor for Simpson was a vital part of the legend, at least while living memory still reached back to the First World War. When a statue of the man with the donkey was unveiled at the Shrine of Remembrance in Melbourne in 1933, The Argus ran a poem that celebrated Simpson as the ‘type’ who stood for the unsung heroes, ‘all the unnamed, forgot by fame’. The legend signified a collective, unsung heroism and in this regard it was profoundly and movingly egalitarian. But time has erased that memory and the passionate advocates for a posthumous VC forge on, oblivious. The legend of the man with the donkey continues to be made and remade more in denial of the historical record than in recognition of it.




    Peter Cochrane


    February 2014


  




  They were a quaint couple. The man was a six foot Australian, hard-bitten and active. His gaunt profile spoke of wide experience of hard struggle in rough places. The donkey was a little mouse-coloured animal, no taller than a Newfoundland dog. His master called him Abdul . . .




  Their partnership began on the second day of occupation of the Anzac zone of Gallipoli. The man had carried two heavy men in succession down the awful slopes of Shrapnel Gully and through the Valley of Death. His eye lit on a donkey. “I’ll take this chap with me next trip,” he said, and from that time the pair were inseparable.




  When the enfilading fire down the valley was at its worst, and orders were posted that the ambulance men must not go out, the Man and the Donkey continued placidly at their work.




  At times they held trenches of hundreds of men spellbound, just to see them at their work. Their quarry lay motionless in an open patch, in easy reach of a dozen Turkish rifles. Patiently the little donkey waited under cover, while the man crawled through the thick scrub until he got to within striking distance. Then a lightning dash, and he had the wounded man on his back, and was making for cover again. In those fierce seconds he always seemed to bear a charmed life. Once in cover he tended his charge with quick skilful movements.




  “He had hands like a woman’s,” said one who thinks he owes his life to the man and the donkey.




  Then the limp form was balanced across the back of the patient animal, and, with a slap on its back and the Arab donkey boy’s cry of “Gee,” the man started off for the beach, the donkey trotting unruffled by his side.




  Sun, 11 October 1915




  Introduction




  

    There rests the Heroicall, whose very name (I thinke) should daunt all back-biters; for by what conceit can a tongue be directed to speake euill of that which draweth with it no less Champions than Achilles, Cyrus, Aeneas, Turnus, Tideus, and Rinaldo? who doth not onely teach and moue to a truth, but teacheth and moueth to the most high and excellent truth; who maketh magnanimity and justice shine throughout all misty fearfulnes and foggy desires . . . For as the image of each action styrreth and instructeth the mind, so the loftie image of such Worthies most inflameth the mind with desire to be worthy, and informes with counsel how to be worthy.




    Sir Philip Sidney, An Apology for Poetry (1595)




    [image: ]


  




  With its creation, circulation and passage across time a simple tale can acquire a complicated history. The complications will be greater still if the story happens to be among the most celebrated tales from the Great War, if it has come to occupy a place in a nation’s rituals of remembrance, figures prominently in commemorative literature, sculpture and memorabilia and, having passed into the collectivity of our culture, has become an instantly recognisable icon. This is what happened to a simple tale about John Simpson Kirkpatrick, the Man with the Donkey. In the time between his death at Gallipoli on 19 May 1915 and the evacuation of troops nearly seven months later, Simpson became a national hero in Australia. His story was told and retold in newspapers across the country; it figured in school texts, in published memoirs and reminiscences, and even in film in 1916. The simple tale has been with us ever since—the preeminent legend of Australian heroism and self-sacrifice.




  To grasp this fast-won fame we look to the tale itself. Simpson was a humble water-carrier, a rescuer of wounded men, and he was also the man with the donkey, with all the rich associations that partnership carried. Militarists and pacifists, imperial patriots and socialists alike could appreciate his deeds, agreeing that he was a selfless hero. Both Christians and secular humanists could see their reflection in his image. Again and again he went ‘unarmed, fearless and smiling’ through a mess of torn flesh and a hail of shrapnel, seeking out the wounded and bringing them to safety on the back of a donkey. It was a story of inspiring courage matched by pathetic vulnerability, an irresistible dualism; thus interpreted, his fame and its many forms of representation seem plausible. But this reading of the tale is confined to the surface narrative with little hint of the allegorical riches beneath, no reference to the producers and the peddlers of the legend, or to the politics of the home front. If the legend is to have a history, the search for its inner meaning must be linked to the context in which the tale flourished, so that at the end we are left, not with the universal appeal of a tale for all factions, but instead with a knowledge of its place in our culture—why Simpson and his donkey were ‘sold’ with such vigour, why his image lodged in so many minds. For the hero was disinterested but the makers of his legend were not. The function of the legend was to instruct and inspire in the nature of heroic virtue, to will men to similar action. Simpson thus fits squarely into the epic tradition and, since the tale could be told in a few minutes, its essentials tailored to a mere paragraph or a modest stanza—an inducement to its repetition—it might best be described as a little epic.




  The epic tradition began in the ancient world when poets turned their attention from supernatural powers and contests to specifically human capacities and virtues. Though some relics of the earlier outlook might be retained, the epic focused on heroic man—on males who surpassed others in qualities that all possessed to some degree. The transition to the epic has been rightly described as a ‘descent from heaven’, whereby the new protagonist is distinguished by his physical prowess rather than his hermetic knowledge, magical powers or supernatural associations. As Thomas M. Greene put it: ‘The epic is the poem which replaces divine worship with humanistic awe, awe for the act which is prodigious but yet human’.1




  To induce heroic awe there were literary prerequisites to be met: the hero must be acting for the community; what he does must be dangerous; it must involve a test of strength, courage and will; and it must make a difference. Beyond these basic requirements, the ‘heroic’ has varied according to time and custom, its expressions and meanings given by different stages of social development and by culture. The barbaric Achilles could no more find an honoured place in the age of chivalry than the Arthurian type could be taken seriously in the modern period.2 Although heroic literature dealt with men of prowess (and occasionally with women, such as Joan of Arc who it was said ‘forgot her sex’ and whose leadership was notable for its supernatural connections), there was no rigid formula.3 The one thing that epic heroes had in common, apart from their variously defined prowess, was the ideological purpose of the genre, a purpose that linked them across time and culture.




  The epic tradition was meant to be inspirational. By imprinting images of the heroic virtues on the mind, the epic poet hoped to spur others to courageous exploits. As Sir Philip Sidney put it in his Apology for Poetry, the ‘Heroicall’ must ‘teacheth and moueth’, it must ‘inflameth the mind with desire to be worthy’ and, equally notable and relevant to the Simpson legend, it must deter the ‘backbiters’.4 The function of the epic heroes was to set a stirring example; they were the role models for powerful castes and war-like aristocracies preoccupied with the martial activities of consolidation or conquest, and later for the citizen armies of the revolutionary period and the modern era which followed. Modern warfare may disappoint one’s sense of epic setting, but the need to ‘inflameth the mind with desire to be worthy’—the desire to fight, to put it bluntly—was as great as ever. With the new citizen armies relying heavily on volunteers, who fought for ideals rather than monarchs, the common soldier experienced a startling rise in status and found himself contrasted with the ‘mercenaries, criminals, vagabonds and destitutes’ of previous contingents. He was now the object of a cult that had previously centred on gallant officers, aristocrats and kings.5 From 1914 the scheme of action would be transformed by technology and strategy, but the ideological conditions for the epic tale remained. Journalists and newspaper editors, politicians and wartime censors would replace the epic poets; the heroes, far from being exemplars for some warrior caste, would be models to stir the common man. In Hegel’s words they would be rendered as ‘total individuals who magnificently concentrate in themselves what is otherwise dispersed in the national character’.6




  One temptation is to concentrate in the hero all the necessary conditions for his fame, to see it spring direct from his own elevated character. Simpson’s courage and compassion are unquestionable; his stoic persistence, brave deeds and tragic end are beyond dispute. Yet his fame is nourished by other sources, for while heroism is an individual act, heroes are a social creation. They are made by a configuration of circumstances and needs that lie outside the heroic moment. The setting for Simpson’s fame was not the battlefield but the recruitment crisis on the home front. He died as this crisis was getting under way, and his legend was one of the symbolic resources created and mobilised by the imperial patriots, the ‘Yes’ men and women behind the subsequent campaigns for conscription and the recruitment drives made more urgent by conscription’s repeated rejection. The need to ‘inspire and move’ became a coordinated effort that linked government, censors, newspaper editors, correspondents and others in the business of persuading men to enlist. The tales of Simpson were part of their epic venture. A searching interpretation uncovers those themes that lent themselves to the case for enlistment and later coercion. Between the hero and his audience, therefore, are the mediators: the makers of heroes, the peddlers of epic deeds, the interested parties who ‘inflameth the mind with the desire to be worthy’, who claimed a lien on the meaning of that term, and who found in Simpson a stirring moral exemplar and a neat diversion away from the immense suffering of the war.




  Simpson entered History in a similar fashion to Madoc, that fantastic figure from Welsh mythology—as an instrument of imperial conflict. He became a powerful idea that was used to back an imperial claim on young men for military service, in the same way as the Welsh prince, said to have beaten Columbus to the Americas by some 300 years, became the basis for an imperial claim on a new land. As Gwyn Williams reminds us, a legend can be more than mere amusement for simple folk; it can acquire a power from situations entirely independent of itself. What makes it important are its political usefulness and its fascination for people at specific points in time.7




  The canonisation of the English poet Rupert Brooke is a more recent case that is equally compelling: when Brooke died on his way to the Dardanelles in March 1915, his death, as John Lehmann has written, was ‘a god-send to the politicians and generals who used him . . . to create a legendary inspiration for the national cause’. That he died of blood poisoning from an insect bite before he reached the fighting was an intolerable fact that Churchill and others refused to acknowledge in the public lamentation that followed, choosing instead to stress the nobility of the sacrificial hero.8 Simpson can hardly be compared with Brooke in individual terms, for he was no poet, nor did he have friends at the highest levels of the Admiralty, but the angelic flights of his afterlife are not dissimilar. The tales told about him are no straightforward guide to a life spent and lost. Their language is replete with meanings that he could never have expressed or intended, meanings that can be derived only from the mediations between one man’s experience of war and the global contest for power. A history of the Simpson legend, therefore, is not primarily an exercise in biography but a study of allegorical meaning—to fathom the tales in their setting and their iconography, and the popular enchantment with both. As Yeats put it: ‘How can we know the dancer from the dance?’9




  Simpson was a historical figure, not a fictional invention. Yet so little was known of his life that his anchorage in history was not secure, and the limits to what the legend-makers might do with his death were few. They would not turn him into a light-horseman. They would not make him a killer. They would not raise him in social class or education. Such transformations were hardly needed because the lofty virtue and pathos of his ventures, as well as his appeal to ordinary people, depended on none of these things. Thus, apart from the obvious limits, one fascinating feature of the legend is the freedom its makers enjoyed to disregard the historical figure and create a Simpson who would fit their ideological needs as generated in the first instance by the Great War and by conservative politics thereafter. As Winston Smith discovered in Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four, it is easy to invent the lives of dead men.10




  Out of the Simpson legend comes a dutiful man committed to his King and his country, a volunteer, one of the ‘nomad tribe’ whose experience in the Australian bush had prepared him for the trials of war. He is pictured as a prototype of the Australian soldier—the ‘digger’ or the ‘Anzac’. Patsy Adam-Smith described him as being ‘as redolent as a gum tree, as Australian as a kangaroo, a real colonial spirit’. Even his entry in the Australian Dictionary of Biography was unable to avoid the grab-bag typecasting of nationality: ‘He was a typical digger: independent, witty and warm-hearted, happy to be indolent at times and careless of dress.’11 These assertions about Simpson’s typicality merely reiterated an established tenet of the legend which both naturalised and depoliticised him. From the beginning, the legend departed from the man, as the historical figure disappeared under the accretions of myth. The principal inventions depended on the omission of certain facts about the real Simpson which are set out here as a prelude to the history of the legend itself: Simpson was a Pommy, a ‘new chum’ in Australia; he was a political radical; he was hardly the willing soldier; and he saved few, if any, lives.




  Although his Anglo-Scottish origins figure in the legend at its outset in 1915, they were soon lost in the refining process, in the quest for an authentic digger hero, and it was only the interest of the English in claiming Simpson as their own that sustained the occasional reference to his immigration before the war. The Queensland School Paper, in 1917, observed the antipodean character of his head: ‘The man was a six foot Australian, hard-bitten and active. His gaunt profile spoke of wide experience of hard struggle in rough places’.12 Not until the Reverend Irving Benson wrote his ‘biography’ in the 1960s were Simpson’s ethnic origins firmly established, which is an irony since Benson’s rendering was in other respects the most dishonest of all. As for Simpson’s volunteer status—a vital part of the legend in the context of the recruiting and conscription campaigns—he was an inadvertent, possibly reluctant Digger. He was planning to return home before the war broke out and enlisted to get back to England on the cheap, where he hoped to join the English army. He was disappointed by his sojourn in Egypt and regarded Gallipoli as another obstacle to his plans.




  While there, his commitment was indeed exemplary and he did work in a perilous setting—the most important thing about him which the legend did not forget. Yet there is no doubt about what he did: with the help of a donkey he transported slightly wounded men—those with leg wounds, men who were conscious, some who could chat or smoke, even stop for a photograph—to Anzac beach. Years later, when the sculptor W. L. Bowles produced for the Australian War Memorial a maquette depicting Simpson at work, official historians insisted that a soldier on board the donkey in a state of collapse was, from a medical service point of view, ‘absurd’. The soldier had to be conscious and capable of helping himself to some degree. He was not to be ‘sitting jauntily up smoking a cigarette, and looking as pleased as Punch’, but equally he had to be ‘alive to the situation and able to take an intelligent and purposeful interest in what is being done for him’. Otherwise he would be on a stretcher. This view prevailed, the maquette was altered and a not-so-dramatic statuette was finally cast.13




  From the folklore about Simpson comes the suggestion that his acquisition of the donkey was a ‘lazy dodge’, for many stretcher-bearers worked closer to the firing line, carrying the most exhausting and awkward loads, but that aspersion misses the key points. The donkey freed Simpson from a stretcher-bearer squad of four (Anzac heroes come in ones not fours); its presence implied a wounded soldier who would be renewed. Later, it made for a pathetic icon with powerful Christian associations, and for a classic children’s tale. The donkey also signified the nature of Simpson’s work on the battlefield for in this respect, too, he was not a typical digger: he never fired a shot, had no love of the bayonet and his work was akin more to nursing than fighting. Yet far from reducing his epic status, and thus his standing as a man, we shall see how these absences enhanced it.




  Finally there are Simpson’s politics to consider. After his death the legend-makers were free to enlist the memory of his deeds in their recruitment campaign, but there is no evidence that he supported what Labour Call described as the ‘sooling-on business’ by the ‘safety brigade’, those who were not intending to enlist themselves.14 His political outlook was radically social democratic, and his feeling for the English ruling class was one of deep mistrust and hatred. He believed Westminster to be a talking shop where the rich pursued their interests at the expense of the poor. The accretions of myth have covered over his personality and his politics. The profile in the Australian Dictionary of Biography is not alone in trying to protect the memory of Simpson from his class consciousness, but it serves as an introductory case in point. In keeping with the conservative claim on the legend, and despite access to Simpson’s angry letters, the Dictionary author gave no hint of the hero’s radicalism. Indeed, the account fits with Benson’s bowdlerised blending of fact and folklore. Just as Rupert Brooke would be remembered for a few war sonnets rather than his South Seas phase or his lively parodies of Christianity, so Simpson would be remembered for a few weeks of uncharacteristic ministration.15 The insistence upon a conservative simplicity in which ’what is desirable is unambiguous, firm [and] unchanging’ has been a feature of the legend from its origins in the war up to the present day. The elements of the life that would spoil this simplicity have been overlooked or disregarded.16




  In other ways the Simpson legend is not so simple. It can claim a place among wartime tales as one of the richest in symbolic suggestion, as there are a number of powerful motifs that are gathered and unified around its sectarian core. As Paul Fussell has suggested, the most popular wartime legends can be distinguished by the presence of meanings that have great cultural significance or emotive power.17 The Simpson legend carries us into the deep reaches of collective memory much as a dream conveys us into the subconscious. The Man with the Donkey was a symbol saturated with emotional significance, packed with meanings that sprang from the material circumstances of Australia’s war.18 In the belief that every legend has a history, I have tried to identify and unravel these meanings in order to explain this legend’s political significance and popular appeal, its permanent place in Australian folklore and its periodic appearance as an official icon. The underlying theme is the legend as epic, a concentration of conventions drawn from battlefield journalism, a highly political creation that is remade with changing circumstances.




  In the following chapters there is a continual play, mostly unannounced, between the known facts about John Simpson Kirkpatrick and the expurgated versions of his life, between the material conditions of war and their transformation in the press, and, of course, between the tales of Simpson and the historical circumstances that produced them. For the most part this interplay is not a means of contrasting falsity with truth but a method of writing the history of a legend. History’s claim on a past reality is always qualified by the bias and method of the historian, the limits of the records, of the imagination and of language. Yet if the bias, the record, the imagination and the language are the mediations that cannot be surmounted, they are also the means by which we can know more about what happened.19 History can deepen our knowledge of material conditions, politics and power, of the experience of war, of its fabricated representations, and of the hearts of men and women. It might even convince us of the secondary role of ‘texts’ in shaping the course of events, for the Simpson texts were undoubtedly a historical force in themselves.




  The Simpson legend began as a few scraps of news but was soon institutionalised, cut and tailored for mass consumption. Beyond the official legend was the folklore, which included the occasionally subversive versions of the tale, the not-so-forgetful subterranean whispers.20 The official legend prevailed in wartime because it was based on Simpson’s obscurity and sustained by the imperial establishment. Had he been a cause célèbre in his own lifetime, his character familiar, his deeds scrutinised and widely reported, the legend we know would have been impossible. The fact that he was little known provided the scope necessary for the invented afterlife, as though he was lost, distorted and magnified in the mists of time, like so many of the epic heroes. Much of the folklore about him also depended on this elusiveness, since it gave rise to engaging questions, to the guesswork and hearsay that is characteristic of folklore, to a flow of ‘revelations’, and to significant disputes about his appearance. The legend was always simmering, threatening its own legitimacy, giving off more tales from the heroic past, perhaps revealing a new photo portrait, or suffering from troublesome questions about an old one.




  What has changed over the years is not the story but the political settings that have prevailed whenever the legend has rejoined popular culture and public ritual, and the contemporary shift in its meanings. The legend was launched in 1915 on the need for military manpower; in the 1930s it was mobilised against pacifists and an increasingly jaundiced memory of the war; in the cold-war period it re-emerged as a model of single-minded commitment to the Christian (anti-Communist) heritage, a heroic formula that linked physical courage to the loftier virtues of gentleness, compassion and self-regulating obedience (the high ground of mateship). This is the formula that has underwritten the power and persistence of Simpson’s afterlife: the core motif is obedience; bravery, gentleness and compassion are organised around it. Whether Christian hero or not, Simpson was always portrayed as a loyal servant of empire, a model worker, ‘even unto death’. His legend was an allegory on allegiance, part of a massive exercise in state-directed persuasion. And like all allegories what really mattered were the messages beneath the literal surface of the text. That an apparently innocent tale was harnessed to the slaughter in this way is an irony befitting the carnage of the Great War. Above all else, the image signified what Winston Churchill approvingly described as ‘self-surrender’.21




  
Chapter One To Hide the Man




  

    He that recounts the life of another, commonly dwells most upon conspicuous events, lessens the familiarity of his tale to increase its dignity, shows his favourite at a distance, decorated and magnified like the ancient actors in their tragic dress, and endeavours to hide the man that he may produce a hero.




    Samuel Johnson, Idler, no. 284, 24 November 1759
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  Unlike the abundant relics of the early Christian martyrs, which, as Gibbon remarks, ‘have replenished so many churches’, the relics of the Man with the Donkey are convincingly meagre.1 His younger sister, Annie, donated what little there was to the Australian War Memorial: his identity disc, his service medals, his oak leaf and scroll, a bronze medal presented posthumously by King George V, and a tin of cigarettes (Wills’ Woodbines) that Annie had sent to Gallipoli in May 1915, not knowing that Jack, as she called him, was already dead. She donated the relics in April 1965, to coincide with the fiftieth anniversary of the Gallipoli landing. The family had also possessed a collection of Jack’s letters but Annie was unable to include them with her donation, for the letters had travelled a very different path, a path that leads back into the life before the legend and then forward into the process whereby legends are made and remade.




  The family had treasured the letters since Jack’s death. They were kept in a vault at the local bank in South Shields in the north of England, the town where Jack had grown up. The letters had been in that vault for nearly forty years when Annie entrusted them to the Reverend Clarence Irving Benson, an Australian who was planning to write a biography of her beloved brother. That was 1956. Benson returned to Australia with the letters and published the biography almost a decade later, relying heavily on the precious documents in his care. The published letters occupied nearly a third of the entire volume and gave the book its authenticity. They allowed readers to feel closer to their hero than ever before. This story became the definitive account of Jack’s life and made Benson a distinguished keeper of the legend. What readers could not possibly know was that the published letters had been so carefully censored that the Simpson they met in Benson’s book was nothing like the Simpson of the letters in full.2




  The Reverend Benson had emigrated from Yorkshire to Victoria in 1916. He was a novice clergyman burdened with what was thought to be a terminal lung disease. While his two brothers fought in France, he was taking up a quiet parsonage in Hamilton. But Hamilton could not contain him any more than his breathing difficulties could slow him down. Benson soon established himself as a man of inexhaustible energies and a leader of the Methodist Church in Melbourne. For decades he was known to thousands as the presenter of ‘A Pleasant Sunday Afternoon’ on radio 3LO and later radio 3DB, and as a regular columnist for the Melbourne Herald.3 He was a watchful anti-Communist, a keen supporter and acquaintance of Robert Menzies, a collector of signed first editions by Winston Churchill, a celebrant of England’s green and pleasant land and a man who spoke of the ‘soul of the empire’. Benson was present when Menzies, retired from politics, was installed as Lord Warden of the Cinq Ports in 1967. He was an enthusiast for English pomp and ceremony and was eager to have a cup of tea at Walmer Castle, Sir Robert’s new home.4 With his biographical sketch of Simpson he aimed to sustain a good Christian tale, a tale of a man’s devotion to his mother, his family and his empire.5




  In pursuit of the man behind the Simpson legend, Benson travelled to England in 1956. As he tells it, he had some success researching at the South Shields municipal library where there was a bronze statuette of Simpson in the foyer and assorted material within.6 Through an advertisement in the local paper he got in touch with boyhood friends, including one who long before had swapped pet rabbits with the boy Jack, and another who had been at Gallipoli with him. Better still, he had been rescued by Jack, in the thick of battle, on 3 May 1915. ‘He was unconscious,’ wrote Benson, ‘but he remembered being taken down to the beach on a donkey.’7 Eventually, through the good offices of the local librarian, came the richest reward of his search. The Reverend Benson was introduced to Annie.




  

    It was one of the great experiences of my life. More than anything I gleaned from her, she in her own personality helped me to feel and realize the spirit of the Man With the Donkey. They had grown up together, they were knit in close bonds of origins, growth and affinity. Her generosity of heart, practical ability, sound sense, and instinctive kindness made Jack live for me. Here was the mind and heart that had come from their Scottish parents planted in an English North-country home. I saw it all. I was at the fountain head of a hero’s life.8


  




  In the few days remaining in South Shields a firm friendship was struck with the sister who, Benson had decided, would be a model for Jack. Annie and her husband Adam invited him to stay with them, though it appears that Benson did not want to impose and so remained in his hotel. Then came a little adventure that changed the whole project. On the evening before his departure, Annie asked him to meet her outside Barclays Bank next morning. ‘This was a mysterious request’ [he wrote] ‘and I went to sleep and awoke early speculating on what it might portend’. As arranged, they met outside the Bank at ten, and Annie asked him to wait while she went inside.




  

    The minutes dragged achingly. Then she emerged and handed to me a large handkerchief tightly knotted. I stared at it wonderingly. “Here are all the letters Jack wrote to his Mother from the day he sailed on the Heighington!” I had no words. I was dumb with incredulity. Here was Eureka beyond my brightest hopes. Had the kerchief been full of hoarded golden sovereigns they would have seemed less than the dust in the gutter. Now I could know the man I had crossed the world to find—the man behind the legend.




    I stammered out what I could from a heart full of gratitude. This was Annie’s response to a man who had come from Australia for the sake of “Our Jack”. There in the street I kissed her, for in three days I felt as if I had known her for a lifetime. I agreed with all that Jack thought of her—“Wonderful Annie!”9


  




  Later he untied the knots and opened the precious bundle to find ‘a pile of letters and post-cards, many of them worn with much handling, some crumpled and stained—almost illegible—and others mere tantalizing scraps’. Now he was sure he could trace what he called ‘the unknown story’.10




  The trip to Simpson’s home town, the interviews, the encounter with Annie, and the jackpot—the letters—can all be found in Benson’s little book, The Man with the Donkey. The Good Samaritan of Gallipoli. The letters appeared as an impartial presentation (the man’s own words) with very little commentary. Benson’s preface was brief:




  

    [They] have no literary merit—they are the writing of a plain man of limited education to report his doings to the folks at home. Shining out of them is his great love of his Mother and almost all of them reveal his concern for her. He constantly sent her money even in times of hardship when he had little himself. Every day was Mother’s Day for Jack Simpson.11


  




  Benson published 42 of some 70 letters, in part or in whole, and he referred briefly to three others—an apparently generous serving. Covering the period October 1909 to February 1915, they provided a serial impression of an itinerant working life in Edwardian Australia. But this was not just any life, this was Simpson. The excitement of the letters derived from the fact that until they were published in 1965, nothing was known of the man before he went to Gallipoli. The tales from the legend, rich as they were, were confined to those grim days after the landing on the peninsula, the last days of Simpson’s life, whereas the letters that Benson published take us back several years. They are the only record of Jack’s travels and his time in Australia.12




  From the published letters we learn how young Jack left home just two days after his father’s funeral. ‘The sea that was in Jack’s blood began to call,’ wrote Benson. We follow the young seaman from Madeira to Genoa. By mail he receives a photo of his mother with which he is not entirely pleased, and he learns that Annie has lost her job. He is in London and then in Leith before he is home for Christmas. The letters resume early in 1910 when he is again away at sea, this time bound for New South Wales. They are as rich as ever, describing his movements, his diet (‘plenty of good grub and eating any Gods amount of it’), his weight which he carefully monitored (‘I have not got any sloppy fat about me but bone and muscle and the things that weigh’), and other clues about family dialogue and assumed roles.




  Jack tells his mother that he is working with ‘a fine lot of men and respectable’; another time he assures her he is not a ‘tramp’, but has a change of underclothing as well as a billycan, and that in Australia ‘the best of respectable men’, even homeowners, pack their swag and go off looking for work; he reveals that he has signed over half his pay to her and that she can draw it as her own; he wants another photo of her, one that he especially liked, but had forgotten to take with him: ‘I think you look best on that one and I meant to fetch it away with me but forgot so mind and be sure and send it . . . P.S. Now dont forget that Photo and write Sharp’.13 Several years of wandering, and seafaring along the Australian coast, followed.




  The letters—the apparently generous serving that Benson fed to his readers—were rich in several ways. Here is a working man on the track, picking up the tricks of the itinerant trade, living on his wits as well as his muscle, learning to read the labour market, and occasionally to act collectively. Jack became adept at jumping ship when it suited him. In one case he hung on until the 13th of the month, knowing that his mother would draw her half pay on the 12th. At one point he is on the goldfield at Yilgarn in Western Australia, but the field is overrun with men and ‘work was hard to get. There was men working for three and four bob a day’. He departs as quickly as he came, looking for a better chance. There is a letter in which he laments the coal miners’ strike at home and wishes the union had been stronger. In another one he sends word to a friend ‘that he is silly to waste his time loading hay for his old man he wants to keep his eyes open for a ship coming out this way’. Jack was another celebrant of the working man’s paradise.14




  Even the regular reports on his weight are part of the comparison between his new life and his old. Jack constantly balances his old and new self and is very pleased to have attained twelve and a half stone or thereabouts. He is eating ‘any Gods amount’ of food and this, he lets slip, is a lot more than he got when at home. In his second letter from abroad he informs his mother:




  

    I think I have eaten more in this fortnight than I have eaten for the last six months. I eat enough for two men at meals still I am always feeling “ungry” I am getting an appetite like a horse but there is one consolation there is plenty of grub more than is used, they do live high in this mess room they are fed like fighting cocks I can tell you.15
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    John Simpson Kirkpatrick on his 21st birthday




    A photo portrait taken in Australia and sent to his mother in South Shields: his suit was probably supplied by the photographer, as he had no need of one while seafaring and labouring in Australia.


  




  Benson also published a letter about a Christmas Eve brawl on board a coastal trader, the S.S. Kooringa. The brawl followed the goose and plum pudding and brandy sauce. Jack came out of it with one eye closed. He reported it to his mother: ‘You couldn’t see anything for blood and snots flying about until Mates and Engineers came along and threatened to log all hands forward’.16 Jack seemed to enjoy a brawl, or at least he enjoyed telling his mother he did. Benson must have judged that his readers would make allowances.




  By 1914 Jack was homesick and his enthusiasm for Australia somewhat blunted. He planned to return the following year, believing wages had improved in the old country, while prices in Australia were a real problem (‘the money goes sharp out here’). With the outbreak of war Jack saw his chance to get home sooner. He arrived in Fremantle, deserted his ship and, thinking he would get a free passage home to England, enlisted in the Australian army on 25 August 1914. The next letters were from Egypt, where he was languishing, sick of the drill, sick of the grub and sick of the sand. They were his last letters home.17




  The student of texts




  In his pursuit of Simpson, Benson had placed himself in a peculiar position. On the one hand, he was a celebrant of the legend and his purpose was to inject it with new life, to make it glow. On the other hand, he had taken on the scholarly task of biography and promised his readers ‘the man behind the legend’. But his commitment to the latter was all bluff:




  

    The legend began even while he (Jack) lived and it grew apace after his death so that it has become necessary to sift the facts from the fiction. Indeed, any student of texts will find the Simpson legend an excellent exercise in distinguishing the man from the legend and the realities from the imaginative afterglow.18


  




  The legend did not begin before Jack’s death and Benson does not at any point investigate how it got under way, though that is beside the point for now. The point is that Benson declared the necessity of sifting fact from fiction’. He travelled half the world in his endeavour to find more facts. He covered some ground in Australia, too, and consulted with several key figures in the making of the legend. He called for help over the air waves and he got a sheaf of replies.19 And, as we know, he uncovered the letters and revealed them—some of them, partially—to a world of curious readers who would never have guessed how much Benson had amputated.




  A reading of the original letters reveals that Benson made cuts to fit a sanitised legend. He sifted crucial facts, and what he published constituted his own fiction. That so many of the letters were published testifies, ironically, to a highly selective sifting. The cuts and omissions fit a pattern. They fit with Benson’s outlook on life, his politics, and his preference for a moral tale of his own making rather than an historical one.




  There are two sorts of omissions. The first are those that revealed Simpson the radical labour man, reflecting on his attitude to the ‘old country’ and on his working life in the new. The second are those that displayed his wilful temperament and his short fuse. In both cases the man of the letters-in-full is a more complex and fascinating character than the sanitised Simpson of Benson’s book. The pattern is too consistent to have been accidental. Benson threw out Simpson’s politics and his invective. In so doing he also dispensed with most references to the economically grim and friction-ridden side of existence at ‘home’. The Reverend left his readers with a Simpson who could describe where he was going and what he was doing, who talked a lot about food, who joked with his sister, suggesting she had ‘the worrums’—‘Peur wee Annie . . . tell her to try wormcake’—and who sent money to his mother. He left us with half a man.




  The Jack of the letters-in-full (he always signed ‘Jack’) is a much livelier figure than the ‘pleasant Sunday afternoon’ Jack of Benson’s book. It wasn’t that Benson buffed all the rough edges, but that he cut out Jack’s view of the world, his ‘native’ philosophy, his instinctive responses in everyday life, his politics of neighbourhood and class. He cut out testimony that makes the letters important in their own right, regardless of the legend that would later attach itself to this immigrant labourer ‘on the track’ in his new country. The paradox is that Jack of the letters-in-full fits so much better with the rough-hewn masculinity of the Anzac legend.




  Annie often said Jack’s heart was in Australia, and he would be getting out there some day. Benson reports this,20 but the letters he cut, and the ones he left out altogether, make it clear that Jack had equally strong views about the England he had left behind and about contemporary events there, which he followed in the newspapers he liked to read in the evenings. In 1912, while working as a fireman in the stokehole of the S.S. Kooringa, he wrote to his mother about industrial troubles in the ‘old country’. This letter reveals a Simpson who is cynical about industrial and political affairs at home, who sees politics as a stacked deck, and who wants radical change. He is a man of strong opinions, to say the least:




  

    I see that the railway men who get 24 bob a week have got a rise of 3½ percent. I suppose that they must have caught the owners when they were drunk and I [sic] a generous state of mind to have got such a hell of a rise. I suppose that the railway men will be going about like Lords now that they have got a shilling a week rise but I suppose the Lords and Dukes will take it off them next year again as the expenses will be too big for them to keep up. That is just like the style in the old country . . . I often wonder when the working men of England will wake up and see things as other people see them. What they want in England is a good revolution and that will clear some of these Millionaires and lords and Dukes out of it and then with a Labour Government they will almost be able to make their own conditions. I am enclosing a PO for a quid.21


  




  This was one of several letters in which Jack spoke his mind. In another, a kind of political testament, Jack told his mother about working conditions in Australia and again commented bitterly on industrial life back home. Benson chose to cut out the heart of this four-page letter, to publish only the opening lines and a slice from the closing page. But from its opening lines he did allow his readers a tantalising snippet:




  

    I see that the miners have started work and by the accounts in the papers out here they have not got what they came out for. It is damned hard when you come to think of it the way they have been treated it is a pity they had not waited for another two or three years until they had plenty of money in their union so that they could have hung on a bit longer then the Government would have forced a settlement one way or another 22


  




  For once, Benson’s readers were allowed to glimpse a union man who could talk strategy and who felt for the miners whose circumstances he knew so well. But they were not allowed to see the heart of Jack’s letter; they were not to know he linked the working man’s sufferings to class privilege and political structure and then back to the limits of the working man’s outlook. And they were not allowed the opportunity to sense that Jack enjoyed propounding his parliamentary socialism to his mother. Here is the heart of his letter, beginning in mid-sentence at the point where Benson lopped it off:




  

    but then it will allways be the way in that Louse bound country it is not like Australia for we have not got any house of Lords where a lot of empty headed fools have the right to throw out any bill no matter how much benefit in would to the working classes just because there fathers sat before them. But then England has always been like that and always will be until the people do away with they lords. Look at the railways at home for instance they all belong to private companies that pay very large dividends every quarter through having the men with constant jobs work 10 hours a day for the huge sum of 1 pound one shilling a week then other people think that they are very well paid the Government workers on the railway out here were growling about a pay rise of wages so they went to Arbitration Court and the award they got was that no man that was working for the government connected with the railways the least he could work for was 9/6 per day and of course paid higher wages according to your job. Now on the NER at home a porter gets 22 shillings a week one week and 18 shilling the next week and if he is extra civil to the passengers he might if he has got a bit of good luck he might get a stray threepenny bit so you will see the difference between the two countries the working man out here votes for a labour Government out here but the men at home has not got the sense for that he must go and vote for the first big Liberal Capitalist that puts up for the seat. Now mother I hope you and Annie are keeping alright . . . 23


  




  Jack could not punctuate a sentence but he had no trouble pouring out his angry words, stringing together a diatribe against ‘the Lords and Dukes’. His view of England as a ‘Louse bound’ country was closely tied to the rate of wages there, to the degree of inequality and class privilege. The phrase is repeated in another letter where, referring to an old friend, Jack suggests he would be ‘better off out here than slaving in that lousebound country for a quid a week’.24 Benson was a careful political censor—he gave his readers the entire letter, minus that rude sentence.




  Jack’s experience in the ‘colonies’ provided a new perspective, an opportunity for comparison that seemed to overlay a lifetime of gathered intuition. So it is no surprise to find him on the colonial labour market with his wits about him. In Queensland after a short spell on the canefields he is bargaining over the price of his labour on a cattle station, but he won’t work for less than ‘30 bob a week’, and so moves on. At Coledale, south of Sydney, he is sacked for dragging his heels. ‘A gang of us got sacked for slackness,’ he tells his mother, ‘I was on stonework and damned heavy work it was.’ Then he is unemployed for three weeks surviving ‘the best way I could’, until finally he gets work in the pits at South Bulli. Benson left this letter out altogether. Not only does it talk of slackness and unemployment, but it is also critical of working conditions in Australia. Here and there the letters in full reveal that Jack’s preference for Australia is complicated by distinctions between one job and another, one region and the next, by the poor quality of some lodgings and by higher prices which were blunting his enthusiasm for higher wage rates in the ‘colonies’:




  

    I have 8 bob a shift 9 hours and all nightshirt it is rotten I can tell you. Now mother you will be saying he is doing well but what a mistake the people at home make the hear they make good money out here, true but the what is the good of it you have it all to pay away. Now look at me for instance. I work for about £2 2s a week and the it is not constant it is very seldom the pit works the full ten shifts a fortnight if so you get about 4.4.0 out of that I have got a pound a week to pay for lodgings for you can’t get them any cheaper and no washing done so that is 2 quid and by the time I send you something each pay you will see I have not much left. I am about sick of it although it will not be too bad if this job is anyway constant for I can always be looking round for something better.25


  




  Lodgings could be a problem in more ways than one. A number of times Jack reported on his experiences as a boarder in strange parts. There is another letter, not used by Benson, undated but from his coalmining period, in which Jack talks about the lottery of taking lodgings. He tells his mother she ought to be in Australia taking in boarders for she ‘would make a fortune in a quarter less than no time’. The rates were high and the food not much good. His previous lodgings had been rotten and a mess of trouble. ‘There was very little grub and what there was it was dead crook.’ Hardly a drop of water for a bath and at night ‘when the man and wife were drunk they used to scrap like hell’. One of these nights the man started on Jack:




  

    That put the tall hat altogether for he smote me across the head with the poker and put a cut in my head about an inch long after that I sailed in and then you could not see anything for dust I broke a chair over his head and in the struggle we upscuttled and broke a good few things so me he got a summons out against me for assault and “abreaking hup of the appy ome” but as both him and the wife was drunk and I wasnt the case was dismissed I was only there a fortnight altogether and then I came stop with Parks and I have got a good lodge I can tell you plenty hot pies and onion puddings them the things you want to get your back up.26


  




  Jack’s contempt for the rich was not matched by any inclination to glorify the poor. His first-hand experience did not seem to allow for that. He could be as dismissive of the working man—and of working women—as he was resentful of the lords and dukes. When his mother tells him she is going to open a sweets shop, a plan that did not eventuate, he writes to tell her she is in the wrong district, reminding her that he used to deliver milk to that lot and they




  

    would rob “Old Nick” himself if he gave “Tick” [credit] and I suppose you will know there is no hope unless you give the good old “Tick”. I wasnt four years going round with the milk without finding out a little of there weak points.27


  




  Jack was eleven or twelve when his four-year stint delivering milk began. His father, Robert, had been badly injured at sea in 1904 and lay bedridden at home until his death in 1909. Jack’s mother had wanted to apprentice the boy to an engineering firm, being determined to keep him out of the pits, but engineering was in the doldrums at that time and apprentices earned too little. He took to the milk cart instead, to help support the family.




  Annie was also at work when Jack left England in 1909 on the S.S. Heighington, and the letters reveal that his mother was taking in lodgers to help make ends meet. In her letters to Jack, she would expound on life at home, on relations with friends and with lodgers, and Jack would reply with his own opinions. Two recurring themes are the intermittency of work for men at home and the health of young women (Annie included, for she was often ‘poorly’ and may indeed have had ‘the worrums’). Jack regularly sent his ‘hope’ that Annie or Peggie or Sarah would soon be feeling well, and that Sam or someone else might get work again. These sorts of comments put another complexion on Jack’s sense of home and family altogether. Benson cut them from the letters he published, though he did tell readers there had been three other Kirkpatrick children who had died of scarlet fever: ‘She had lost three boys with scarlet fever and had a dread of losing him’.28




  When Benson wanted to sum up Jack’s personality he said ‘Durham men can be dour but no portrait of Jack would be true to life without a sense of his ready wit, gaiety of heart and infectious cheerfulness’.29 There are times when one letter or another suggests these characteristics, and Benson’s selections are skewed in their favour. He wanted to hide the more substantial and complex personality, to conceal an insistent, sometimes wilful and fiery temperament, a man whose letters are as bossy and belligerent in some parts as they are loving or playful and teasing in others. In so doing he omits evidence about frictions at home and the circumstances of family and neighbourhood that might have helped to explain Jack’s contempt for a ‘Lousebound’ England. Perhaps all this was also evidence about the source of Jack’s raw courage, something Australians had pondered for half a century. Benson preferred the light banter of some letters to the hard words of others, the hints of homesickness to clues about poverty, the fond thoughts of family to the bossy advice Jack would occasionally dish out to his mother, and the hints of misogyny in his threatening references to other women in South Shields.




  Benson would intervene whenever Jack got heated. He didn’t like the signs of a short fuse, the sting of a pugnacious temperament. Jack had grown up near the Tyneside dockyards in a depressed coalmining region that was periodically seized with strikes—big strikes on the docks, in the pits, on the rail or in the engineering shops.30 His mates were miners’ sons, ironworkers’ boys and lads like himself whose fathers were at sea, or dead. He left school when he was eleven or twelve and was at sea himself at seventeen. It should not have been hard to accept the idea that neither Jack nor his mother minced words. During the war she wrote to him in Egypt to tell him about the Pork Shop man who’d been caught sending carrier pigeons to Germany. She said hanging was too good for ‘naturalised British subjects’ who did things like that. ‘They should be roasted alive to make an example of them.’31 Jack followed up with a letter lamenting the German attacks on England and the suffering of ‘womenfolk and kids at home’. He thought ‘it would not be so bad if they dropped a bomb or two on some of those chaps at home that won’t volunteer’.32




  We can assume there was nothing genteel about the Kirkpatrick banter. It was hard language which was sometimes deadly literal and sometimes ironic. One other thing was certain: theirs was not the sort of language that Benson was going to reproduce:




  

    I am glad you and Peggie are getting on allright [wrote Jack] and hope it will last and if Peggie gives you any lip give her a thick ear to be going on with till I get home, and mother don’t let your temper get the better of you or I will tell Peggie to give the same to you till I arrive.33


  




  Jack was not how Benson wanted him. He was full of rough talk, and Peggie got the brunt of it a number of times. ‘If I was to get a wife like her’, he told his mother, ‘I would be getting hanged inside a year.’ And there was a warning:




  

    She would not have a good word to say about you even if you gave her your all, and as regards her talking about you you can tell her that I will wring her neck if I get home before she gets away.34


  




  Benson used another letter, one that was written soon after Jack’s departure from England. He allowed Jack to report on his movements and to commiserate with Annie on the loss of her job—a significant event for a family whose breadwinner was barely tried in his new occupation—but he cut a handful of lines from the middle section. They seem harmless enough, though they may be a reminder that young men leave home for many reasons apart from having a cliché (the sea) in their blood. Soon after his departure Jack had received a letter from the luckless Peggie:
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