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    Wonder where we’re going?

    The eternal question of the travelling soldier.

    T. A. G. Hungerford, Sowers of the Wind (1958)
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    Editors’ Note

    Like putting together a list of ‘bests’, composing an anthology is a notoriously problematic undertaking. Who to put in? Who to leave out? These Australian military travellers’ tales have been selected on two basic criteria: readability and relevance. We have tried to strike a balance between the competing claims of different wars, and of different theatres within wars. We have also been governed by an interpretative purpose as well the need to be comprehensive: this is a critical anthology, and not merely a sampling of the genre. Extracts have been selected for the significant things they suggest about the war experience as a cultural as well as military challenge. Furthermore, the anthology has been structured and shaped to tell a developing story about the way Australians have ‘visited’ (and revisited) the foreign fields of war down the decades.

    For the sake of generic coherence, we have stuck to prose, though of course several Australian poets have written movingly about war as a variety of the travel experience. War prose is a hybrid genre, difficult to classify. Selections have been made across modes—the personal narratives (both ‘factual’ and clearly fictionalised) of returned servicemen and women, military memoir and history, published private letters and war reportage, and the novels and reminiscences of battlefield travellers.

    Full acknowledgment of sources is located at the back of this book. Except for some cosmetic emendation of punctuation for uniformity’s sake and, in a few cases, minor textual restructuring for coherence and readability, the extracts appear in their original form: thus the collection may contain variant spellings, especially of place names.

    We wish to thank the following for their generous assistance: Monash University for its provision of Project Completion and Research Grants, and also James Cook University, which provided additional financial assistance. At Monash, Tracey Caulfield expertly typed several extracts. Deborah Zion doggedly attempted to tame a recalcitrant scanner; she was also an invaluable proof-reader. At Melbourne University Press, Teresa Pitt was a staunch supporter, and Carla Taines a canny editor of disparate textual material. Both Kirsty Wilcox and Ann Standish at Melbourne University Publishing were extremely helpful during this large projects final stages. We wish to acknowledge the support of the Australian War Memorial in Canberra, for its generosity in granting us permission to republish substantial material from its various publishing undertakings.

    This book was published with the aid of a Monash University Publications Grant.

    Robin Gerster

    (Monash University)

    Peter Pierce

    (James Cook University)

  


  
    Australians ‘Over There’

    ‘Travelling is victory.’ Perhaps the greatest of all literary travellers, Joseph Conrad, was mightily impressed by this Arab proverb, seeing it as the expression of a ‘romantic conception’. To Conrad, travellers are to be envied for the instinct that prompts them, and for the courage that sustains them in their quest to triumph over personal weakness and self-doubt.1

    But the aphorism contains other, less inspiring meanings. Travel has always been an expression of power, of political, economic and cultural clout. This was especially true during the nineteenth century, when European nations established their empires in the ‘darker’ corners of the world. Conquest implies movement, then settlement. The colonial administrators have vanished (more or less), but they have been replaced by vast numbers of globe-trotting tourists, largely from First World countries making incursions into weaker and poorer ones, seeking to be amused and diverted, made to feel ‘at home’. Travel is a political as well as recreational action. And one of the main avenues of travel has been military, both in the excursionary exploits of warring armies, and in the massed battalions of war tourists—that hybrid collection of pilgrims and patriots, voyeurs and vandals—who follow in their wake.

    War and travel go together. Going to war—on the so-called ‘tour of duty’—is itself a form of travel experience. Soldiers on overseas campaigns are the ultimate package tourists: large, highly organised groups of people who. stake a claim on foreign turf. They also tend to die in large numbers, a claim that no legitimate tour company would want to boast, so we need to be careful about making simplistic soldier/tourist analogies. Nevertheless, travel is fundamental to the war experience. Troops on campaign spend much of their time travelling to and from the battlefield, and considerable periods out of battle, either behind the lines or on periods of leave, interacting with ‘host’ civilian cultures, often in locales specifically catering to the appetites of men on ‘R&R’. They are irrepressible sightseers and photographers. They are also keen souvenir hunters, as the gruesome discovery in 2002 of a Turkish soldier s severed head in a trunk containing war memorabilia belonging to a deceased Australian Gallipoli veteran amply testifies.

    The Australian historian Richard White has argued that the ethos of tourism, the tourist ‘gaze’ if you like, affects the way the troops apprehend the traumatic experience of battle. During the campaigns of the First World War, both geographical and cultural distance acted therapeutically to distance the Australians from some of the worst horrors of the battlefield. The soldiers of the Australian Imperial Force enjoyed what White calls ‘the distance and detachment of the tourists vision of the world’.2 His basic contention—that the relationship of war and travel is almost symbiotic in its intimacy—is especially applicable to Australia. The historical itinerary of the Australian military forces has involved extended overseas travel to many parts of the globe. Enlisting in the armed forces offered one reasonably sure and affordable route of seeing the world. John Gerster, the father of one of this anthology’s editors, went overseas just twice in his life, in 1943 and again in early 1945—both times to Bougainville as an artilleryman in the Second AIF, presumably with the specific aim of getting rid of as many Japanese as possible. The statistics are compelling. During the four years of the First World War, for example, some 330 000 Australians from a population of under five million served overseas. For several generations of Australians travel meant war.

    The idioms and attitudes of tourism typically supply the language of the Australian war experience. From the letter home penned in the heat and homesickness of the moment, to the soberly considered military memoir, to the carefully constructed war novel, war writers assess the foreign vis-à-vis the familiar. They express mixed feelings of contempt and admiration for the places visited, exhilaration and sometimes guilt for their acts of transgression and incursion. Soldiers on active service habitually articulate anxiety, they contemplate how they have been ‘changed’ by their experience, and they dream of home and of returning, alive and in one piece, to their loved ones. Their narratives are keen (and often self-consciously ‘literary’) responses to the thrill, the shock, the intrigue of encountering other societies and cultures; they register cultural as well as psychological stress.

    They also ‘look’ like travel books. Many Australian First World War personal narratives, and even novels such as Mabel Brookes’ Broken Idols (1917), are studded with ‘snaps’ of famous sites, often involving their authors and friends in uncomfortable touristic poses, such as straddling camels with the Pyramids in the middle distance. If the photographs don’t suffice, the words often seal the connection. The symbiosis of war and travel is linguistic and literary as well as physical and attitudinal. Much of the sarcastic reaction against mass tourism in recent decades has invoked the language of war—‘hordes’ of tourists, the ‘tourist invasion’. In its turn, military argot is laced with the language of travel. The relationship is traceable to the roots of Western storytelling, the Iliad and the Odyssey, Homer’s seminal companion stories of the epic confrontation of the seafaring Greeks with the defenders of Troy, so tantalisingly close to Gallipoli, the legendary location of Australian military adventurism.

    Soldiers’ narratives follow the basic conventions of the quest narrative. The typical framing structure of the modern war narrative is that of the journey abroad and the return, with a sequential list of symbolic encounters in between. Early Australian military excursions were facilitated by the long and leisurely sea voyage, the iconic medium of the days of ‘real travel’ before jet propulsion made globe-trotting a mass activity. More than a half century after the event, Tom Gunning, a member of the New South Wales Contingent that went to the Sudan in 1885, still remembered the excitement of the day when he and his comrades set off from Circular Quay. Australian First World War writers expend much of their narrative energy on describing their journeys abroad. Disconcertingly, to those with forebodings of the ordeal that lay at the other side of the world, these were undertaken on famous passenger liners leased specifically for the purpose from big companies such as Ρ & O. But these military travellers do more than trace mere physical movement. To the nursing sister May Tilton, fresh from five years working in a Launceston hospital before travelling to Egypt on the Orontes in 1915, arrival at Colombo harbour produced a diverting if disorienting spectacle: ‘Coming from a White Australia, we were very excited to see so many coloured folk all at once, and we were so vastly entertained watching them cleverly diving for pennies that we forgot to have any breakfast.’3

    Around the time Nurse Tilton was skipping breakfast in Colombo (she compensated later that day by lunching amid the luxury of the famous Galle Face hotel, entertained by snake-charmers and fortune-tellers), Martin Boyd set off for England to be commissioned into the British Army, as befitted the scion of a distinguished Anglo-Australian family with roots deep in the English soil. Aboard the Aberdeen liner Militiades, he went on a voyage that would take him, literally, via the Cape. When eventually Boyd arrived in England he experienced an epiphany of ‘homecoming’, something he assumes his Australian contemporaries would find ‘shameful and renegade’.4 May Tilton’s and Martin Boyd’s sepia postcards of Australian military travel c. 1915 reverberate with cultural suggestion about how Australians of their time saw the world.
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    Why have Australians been such ardent military travellers? They have been so by necessity but also by inclination. Fealty to the Mother Country had a part to play, of course. The reason Tom Gunning offers for setting off for Africa in 1885 was that ‘50 000 Arabs were embarrassing Britain at an awkward time’. Thirty years later, the enthusiastic volunteers of the young nation were paradoxically to ‘prove their Australianism’, in the words of Graham McInnes in The Road to Gundagai (1965), ‘by rallying to England’s defence’. The emigrant vessel was returning Home. McInnes recites ‘For England’, the well-known lines of the martyred Melbourne schoolboy J. D. Burns (killed at Gallipoli, he was Australia’s answer to Rupert Brooke): ‘The Bugles of England are blowing o’er the sea . . . The Bugles of England; and how could I stay?’5

    But something more than blood ties has motivated Australian military tourists—the hankering for worldly experience, the sway of the imagination, the desire to go beyond the circumscribed limits of home. In My Brother Jack (1964), George Johnston contemplates the mythic compulsions underlying the peculiar Australian enthusiasm for fighting foreign wars. Drawn towards ‘faraway places’ in shuddering retreat from the invincible wilderness at the heart of his homeland, the ‘adventurous Australian’, according to Johnston’s alter ego David Meredith, has become a ‘soldier of far fortune’, motivated generation upon generation by a ‘mythic pull’ to adventure in remote lands.6

    Even rugged pioneering types, like Bert Facey, the folk hero author of A Fortunate Life (1981), were seduced by the allure of foreign travel. Facey remembers of his decision to volunteer in 1914: ‘We would be travelling overseas, and would be able to see what the other part of the world was like.’ Perhaps the most lionised Australian hero of the Second World War, Edward ‘Weary’ Dunlop—the famous surgeon along the Via Dolorosa of Australian military history, the Burma-Thailand Railway— similarly correlated his lust for travel with the exhilarating movement of war service. Like many young Australians of his era, Dunlop had been acculturated to the view that the ‘real world’ lay elsewhere. In his War Diaries (1986) he observes that as a youth his heart ‘yearned for the high romantic ground of adventure in strange lands’. One of the worst things about his capture by the rampaging Japanese in February 1942 is that it frustrated Dunlop’s desire to be ‘in the war somewhere’. ‘Peace has been spoiled for me,’ he remarks. ‘I crave movement, adventure, new countries’. In Java, near the beginning of the long travail that he knew stretched before him and his comrades—the ‘hardship, short rations, disease and death before the end of the road’—Dunlop still summons the enthusiasm for the journey ahead, describing himself as ‘a vrai voyageur’ who ‘hankers for new countries and new experiences’.7

    The reality of what lay at the end of the journey often made a mockery of this ardour for travel. The First World War pleasure cruises of May Tilton and Martin Boyd ended in the miasma of the Western Front. In the Second World War, the POW experience as endured by Weary Dunlop and many thousands of his comrades—years of crushing labour inflicted by a cruel captor—proved a shocking burlesque of conventional active service. But the ultimate military ‘bad trip’ was Vietnam. Narratives of that most lamented of Australian conflicts tend to turn on a brutally ironic axis. ‘Shit! This is the way to go to war’, yells a soldier at the beginning of William Nagle’s novel The Odd Angry Shot (1975), as he excitedly prepares to board the great symbol of Australian wanderlust in the 1960s, a Qantas Boeing 707, bound for Saigon. The holiday mood of the departure, as also captured in Geoffrey Dutton’s poem ‘Conscripts at the Airport’ (1967), with its references to young men ‘longing now for Vietnam/Guns, and seeing a bit of the world’, is typically followed by the disorienting, dislocating ordeal of the tour itself.8 In the end, Richard White’s thesis that the ‘tourist stance’ provided the Australians of the First AIF with a ‘protective barrier’ from battlefields is a little too theoretical. Taking issue with White, James Wieland argues that war zones exist outside culture. To enter them is a shattering experience that invalidates ‘the resonant learned cultural images’ exploited by recruiters and populist newspapers. Wieland cites the scrapbook of an Australian prisoner of the Japanese, quoted in Randolph Stow’s novel The Merry-go-round in the Sea (1965):

    
      War is a different country. It doesn’t matter which side you were on, or if you won or lost, if you fought a war you became a citizen of another, extra nation, not on the map. It has its own language, its own literature, its own art. . . . When you have belonged to that country you do not really go back to the known nations. You never lose your citizenship.9
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    It is a truism of Australian history that the fighting of foreign wars has been crucial to the development of national identity. To David Malouf, the First World War, in particular, bridged the distance between Australia and the great world; the celebrated volunteer forces of 1914-18 made a leap ‘beyond the limitations of pure geography into an experience that would amount to a remapping of their world’.10

    But national mythologies are notoriously selective. Has the foreign tour of duty been the creative ‘remapping’ of which David Malouf speaks? ‘Active service and travel is [sic] said to broaden the mind’, quips an officer in Lex McAulay’s Vietnam novel When the Buffalo Fight (1980). The sarcasm is well placed, for Australian war writing has always been big on self-advertisement. The Boer War veteran J. H. M. Abbott sarcastically noted the Australian soldiers’ pervasive egotism, then illustrated his argument by describing them as ‘knights-errant . . . going forth to wrest the fair maiden of African freedom from the vile clutches of the Boer dragon’. No subject interests the Digger more than himself, or the transcendent virtues of his homeland—the assured sense of Australia as, in the words of a repatriated soldier in a troopship newspaper, ‘the cleanest, sweetist, healthiest, sunniest, happiest, and everythingelsest country in the whole blooming world’. No doubt the writer was just glad to be leaving behind places associated with enormous suffering, glad simply to be going home. But the jaunty parochialism, with that tinge of cloying male sentimentality, is characteristically Australian.11

    A less appealing element of this cheerful nationalism is the gratuitous colonial racism that often goes with it. Some should have known better. The first human being ‘Banjo’ Paterson identifies upon his arrival in Africa in late 1899 to cover the war against the Boers is a ‘shambling, bandy-legged, flat-footed old nigger’. Paterson’s leisurely voyage to China to cover the Boxer Rebellion in 1901, via Thursday Island, Malaya, Manila and Hong Kong provides Australia’s celebrated bard with a golden opportunity to belittle, in order, Malays, Filipinos, and of course the vile ‘Chow’ and his ‘slant-eyed brethren’—this, in a travelogue also sprinkled with anti-Semitic references. It is a pitifully small-minded performance from a writer who loved to parade his journalistic worldliness—the confidant of Churchill and Kipling, Haig and the legendary Australian reporter, G. E. Morrison (‘of Peking’). As soon as he departed Australia’s shores the maker of the Man from Snowy River toadied to the idea of ‘Britishness’, the only means by which Australians at the turn of the century could identify themselves in the global context.

    Involvement in the First World War broadened Australian horizons by thrusting an isolated people onto the world’s stage. This, however, did not necessarily produce a broader outlook. Chauvinism and self-assertion often produced intolerance of others, evident in the newspapers that flourished on the troopships and were the most immediate form of ‘war literature’. Native peoples encountered at ports of call were ritually reviled. ‘Is there a man aboard’, asked a contributor to The Ascanian after shore leave at Cape Town in 1916, ‘who will argue against a White Australia Policy now?’12 The crude racism that pervades these troopship responses is attributable to unthinking ignorance caused by geographical isolation. But many of the Digger memoirs, presumably products of considered reflection, are also savagely dismissive of non-British races.

    It has long been customary for travel writers to express cultural disgust by concentrating on images of bodily corruption. The British Grand Tourists of the eighteenth century, for example, had an obsession with the ‘disgusting’ toilet habits of the French. In Australian writing of the First World War, it is the Arab peoples, the generic ‘Gyppo’—dirty and degenerate as well as incorrigibly devious—who receive the full xenophobic treatment. In 1915 C. E. W Bean, then the official Australian war correspondent, wrote a guidebook for the large Australian force gathered in the Middle East preparatory to the move to the theatres of war. Along with a clutch of advertisements from local merchants seeking business from the military tourists, What to Know in Egypt (1915) contains a nightmarish catalogue of the pitfalls that await the innocent visitor. Most of these relate to sanitation. The native ‘grog’ is to be avoided, as ‘in some cases the colour is obtained in ways too disgusting to be described’; similarly the ‘diseased’ local women are to be given a wide berth. Bean’s alarmist tone is typical of such texts. A British guide for soldiers in India in the Second World War warns the men off partaking from anything local, as potentially injurious to the health. (This is curious advice in a booklet produced and issued by the makers of ‘Wild Woodbine’ cigarettes—‘The Soldier’s Smoke!’—an image of which appears on the front and back covers.) But as a ‘factual’ guide to Egypt, What to Know is a unique document, a compendium of cultural anxiety.13

    Judging by the bibulous and sexual exploits of the Australians in Egypt, What to Know would have to be regarded as an egregious failure. Despite a reputation for rowdiness, the Australians tended to behave courteously to their hosts in Britain; they were the unruly but basically dutiful colonial progeny of the Mother Country. (This did not preclude many of them being dismissive of what they encountered—like the self-styled ‘Dinkum Australian’ in Harley Matthews’s satirical Saints and Soldiers (1918), who mocks the ‘historic piles’ he sees for the first time when on leave in London, arguing they would look better ‘if they were at the new Federal capital in Australia’.14) Not so in Egypt, where Australian servicemen committed a litany of misdemeanours ranging from rape, arson and looting, through to derisive mockeries of Moslem prayer practices and amusing ‘practical jokes’ such as teaching Arab newsboys obscene cries.15 The boorishness and dissipation of troops on leave in Cairo clearly derived, at least in part, from racial contempt. They felt they could do as they pleased: nothing was sacred. The Sons of Anzacs in the Second World War were even cockier than their devil-may-care predecessors. To a soldier on leave in Cairo in late 1940, just prior to the siege at Tobruk, the war ‘seemed to have licensed drunkenness and the pursuit of women’. Sightseeing in the land of the Pharaohs, on the evidence of many of the memoirs and fictions of the Second AIF, was primarily a carnal enterprise.16

    Service abroad has tended to entrench parochial prejudice. Australia’s historic Asia phobia has been exacerbated by the fact that Australian military history, from the Boxer Rebellion in 1900 to the war in Iraq in 2003, has been punctuated by a hectic succession of engagements in ‘Oriental’ theatres. Then there is the cultural geography of war service. One of the major non-military environments the serving Australians encountered in Vietnam was in seedy resort towns like Vung Tau. Riddled with prostitutes and their pimps, with black marketeers and racketeers, hectic periods of leave in these hot spots reinforced in many troops latent cultural preconceptions about seductive, but corrupt and irredeemably immoral—and endemically diseased—’Asia’. Deep in the bowels of the Australian War Memorial’s Research Centre in Canberra is a file containing Australian service souvenirs of the Vietnam War. It contains a curiously expressed calling card for a Vung Tau ‘bar’ that is as vivid a Vietnam text as any novel or historical narrative.

    
      THE JADE ANGEL

      Vung Tau

      ★ sweet Chinese & Vietnamese hostesses

      ★ daily checks by medic’s

      ★ new coming cooker from Hong Kong

      WE WARRANTY YOU WILL HAVE GOOD

      TIME WHEN YOU JOINT US

    

    Calling card from a Vung Tau ‘bar’

    Some did have a ‘good time’ in Vietnam, too, but it was rarely an uplifting one. Yet warfare has proved an enlarging experience too, both individually and at a national level. Signs of a new Australian cartography begin to emerge in the writings of those who participated in the First World War. Witness the enthusiasm with which Hector Dinning immerses himself in the teeming street life of Cairo, and the self-conscious traveller s savoir faire with which he proffers advice to the reader (like some contemporary Lonely Planet guide); the urbane appreciation of French culture by writers and soldiers as different as General Sir John Monash and Frederic Manning; and the telling ambivalence of the young Australian protagonist in Leonard Mann s notable novel Flesh in Armour (1932), lonely and on leave in the imperial metropolis, London, as he attempts to negotiate his sense of Australianness with his British heritage.

    One of the most surprising Australian texts of the First World War is Mollie Skinners picaresque novel Tucker Sees India (1937). Skinner (an army nurse who served on the Indian subcontinent during the conflict) capitalises on the touristic aspects of the tour of duty and hints at new cultural possibilities by having the novel’s eponymous hero jump his troopship at Bombay. Tucker spends the war wandering around India, reinvigorated by the ‘stream of dark life’ that swirls around him. This was several decades before the so-called ‘discovery’ of Asia by young Australians in the late 1960s and early 1970s, when the subcontinental Hippy Trail attracted travellers by the thousands. That generational gravitation towards Asian cultures and philosophies was itself immediately foreshadowed in the writings of Susan Terry, who nursed in Vietnam. Terry’s little-known memoir House of Love (1966) is a book before its time, a paean of praise to a country largely despised as a ‘stinking dirty hole’ by the Australian men who fought there—a gendered distinction that is worth noting, and pondering.17

    The modern reorientation of the national outlook toward Asia is personified by the band of Australian correspondents at home working in Eastern conflict situations. Like tourists, journalists bring to their professional tour of duty a burden of cultural baggage. However close they get to ‘the action’, their experience borders on the second-hand. This is ruefully recognised by George Johnston’s alter ego David Meredith in his autobiographical novel set in China in the final stages of the war against the Japanese, The Far Road (1962). ‘In their vicarious swashbuckling they were really very conventional,’ Meredith says of his fellow correspondents, ‘rather like tourists who had to preserve the hotel stickers on their baggage, even stickers from hotels they’d never stayed at’.18 Nevertheless, Australian reporters have contributed greatly to our apprehension of foreign wars, especially those of the Asia-Pacific. Nomadic figures such as Wilfred Burchett and John Pilger made their name reporting a cavalcade of conflicts from Korea to Cambodia to East Timor, often in direct opposition to Western foreign policy and military objectives.

    The great war reporters—such as Osmar White in the Pacific in the early 1940s—are also important conduits of public knowledge through their preparedness to engage with other milieux and cultures. In a professional atmosphere typically pervaded by a kind of sweaty machismo, women reporters are increasingly making a valuable contribution to Australian geopolitical understanding. Irris Makler’s Our Woman in Kabul (2003), for example, offers startling insights into the campaign against the Taliban and al Qaeda in the aftermath of the 11 September 2001 terrorist attacks. Makler feels a sardonic pity for her thwarted male colleagues, ‘Errol Flynn adventure types stuck in the Islamic state of Afghanistan’, without recourse even to ‘the prostitutes who are a fixture of every war zone’.19 Meanwhile her gender enables her to explore the sequestered, but potentially powerful, world of Afghan women, and so provides a more complete ‘map’ of the war than the skewed, Orientalist perspective of the male journalistic cohort.

    Yet the development of a form of Australian ‘Asia-literacy’ in the war context is perhaps best traced to a specific military misadventure than to the professional reportage and interpretation of conflict. It can be located, somewhat inauspiciously and paradoxically, in the tropical swelter of Australia’s Near North during the Second World War, in the travails of the several thousands of men and women incarcerated and brutalised by the Japanese. In their own way—and it is hardly consolation—these POWs were the trailblazers of a new and potentially constructive cultural paradigm. As Gavan McCormack and Hank Nelson have noted, these were the first Australians to venture en masse into the alien neighbourhood of South-East Asia.20 In the most intimate and pressing circumstances, they were forced to come to terms with peoples that their countrymen had long despised at a comfortable distance. The poise with which a Burma Railway veteran such as Ray Parkin reaches a private peace with both his Japanese oppressor and an unfamiliar environment of the most demanding kind is salutary—and before its time. Despite his abject state, Parkin was one Australian for whom wartime travelling represented ‘victory’ in the moral sense contemplated by Joseph Conrad. And there were many others like him.
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    Perhaps the most curious of all Australian war narratives is a Gallipoli story titled ‘The Apocalypse of Pat McCullough’, in William Bayle-bridge’s collection of fictional reminiscences of veterans of the 1914–1918 conflict, An Anzac Muster (1921). McCullough, a Digger from Queensland who is nicknamed ‘The Prophet’, is badly wounded in one of the bloody assaults on the Turkish trenches in early August 1915. He regains consciousness to find himself in a place he barely recognises, ‘not the Anzac it had been—not his Anzac’. The landscape in which men ‘strove like gods’ has been colonised by tourism. Hotels, monuments and ‘all the paraphernalia for the use of sight-seers’ crowd the old battlefields, catering to thousands of Australians on a ‘pilgrimage’ to a landscape they now ‘treasure’ as a ‘national possession’. One of the many tour guides roaming the area tells a thunderstuck McCullough that they’d had ‘a great crowd over last season’, before rushing off to greet an incoming steamer called Australia Will be There, and yet another boatload of visitors. Emendations Baylebridge made to the story in the 1930s indicate his further thinking on Gallipoli’s fate. One of the hotels is described in terms of ‘its smug modernity’; in the tour guide’s set speech about the ‘glorious’ battlefield the word glorious is now italicised; the steamer has had its name changed from a wartime idiom to the more ambiguous Australia Comes.21 Bayle-bridge’s sarcasm contains a clear prediction: Gallipoli would be exploited in the name of patriotism. It also foretells that Australia’s tourists would succeed where its invading soldiers had failed.

    Sightseeing among the battlefields and notorious death sites of historical conflicts has become a lucrative branch of the international tourist trade. Yet war and tourism actually go back a long way, right back to Roman times, when the fields of Troy teemed with touts spruiking before the tombs of Achilles and Ajax, and guides quoting from the Iliad to parties of visitors as they set foot on the Greek landing beaches. Within weeks of the Battle of Waterloo in June 1815, daily coaches departing from Brussels transported sightseers to the battlefield, already buzzing with vendors, whose wares included human remains (on a sliding scale of prices). The great Australian memorialist of the First World War, C. E. W Bean, had himself visited Waterloo on a childhood trip to Belgium with his family in the late 1880s. He was to recall that the small Waterloo museum, replete with macabre mementos of Napoleon’s catastrophic defeat, formed part of the inspiration for the creation of the Australian War Memorial, now the major tourist attraction in the national capital.22

    It was the First World War—so rich in myth, so exhaustively commemorated—that was crucial in both accelerating war tourism and in defining it as a form of quasi-religious activity. As David W. Lloyd documents in his study of military pilgrimage in the post-war period, popular guidebooks to the charnel houses of the Western Front used terms such as ‘holy ground’ and warned travellers to behave ‘with reverence’.23 Since 1914–18, war sites have been a magnet for serious-minded travellers (‘pilgrims’), as the cultural monuments of Renaissance Europe compelled the attention of British travellers in the eighteenth century. Precise motives vary, from the simple act of homage to the more blithe kind of hero-worship, to the symbolic journey undertaken by familial, ethnic or cultural ancestors (of which Holocaust tourism, largely undertaken by Jewish travellers to scenes of racial destruction such as Auschwitz, is the most powerful example), to visits inspired by an almost mystical nationalism. In Recollections of a Bleeding Heart (2002), Don Watson revisits Prime Minister Paul Keating’s gesture of obeisance when, on an official trip to New Guinea in 1992, he suddenly dropped to his knees and kissed the ‘sacred’ earth of Kokoda. Watson remembers the startled effect on the old Diggers present at the sight of the svelte, Italian-suited figure ‘blessing their ground’. Kokoda is ‘a telling place for an Australian to go to’, Watson writes; Keating s act was intended to mark it as a kind of Australian Gettysburg, as a site of immense significance in the national memory.24

    Keating’s Kokoda kiss made palpable his sense of the Pacific War’s place in the Australian movement toward an independent identity, located in and defined by the Asia-Pacific region. His was an intensely political gesture, for conservative forces in Australian society, later embodied by his nemesis John Howard, have long enshrined Gallipoli as central to the Australian tradition. In this particular respect Keating failed spectacularly. The place name ‘Gallipoli’ remains etched on the collective consciousness as a heavily mythologised setting of national striving that is increasingly on the wish lists of Australian travellers. It is the pre-eminent ‘sacred place’ of White Australia. Bruce Scates’ research into the phenomenon of Australian ‘backpacker’ travel to a remote Turkish beach to celebrate Anzac Day reveals that several of the predominantly young visitors see the sojourn as a form of ‘spiritual experience’. In a revealing simile, one labels Gallipoli as being like a Mecca’ for Australians.25 When all the tourist tracks have been beaten into dreary familiarity, Gallipoli is that most beguiling of destinations, an exotic location laced with profound parochial meaning.

    Yet the commercial, recreational and voyeuristic aspects of war tourism are hard to ignore. Of course, tourism is one of the victims of war and of war’s insidious contemporary cousin, terrorism—as the October 2002 Kuta bombing’s ruinous impact on Bali tourism so clearly demonstrated. Places are destroyed, become temporarily off limits, or simply earn a bad name. But tourism also benefits from wartime notoriety. War popularises places; it puts them On the map’. By the 1990s Vietnam had become a hot tourism destination, due in no small part to the sympathy the country aroused in the period of anti-war protest during the late 1960s and early 1970s. Beguiling blockbuster films like Apocalypse Now (1979) and The Killing Fields (1984) perpetuated wartime interest in Indochina—infamous Khmer Rouge torture centres still appear on some tour company itineraries. The effect of popular war film in creating tourist markets is not to be underestimated. The Hollywood classic The Bridge on the River Kwai (1957) has become embedded in Thailand Tourism strategies to lure visitors to the old Burma-Thailand Railway sites, and is shown nightly at resort hotels. In Australia, Peter Weir’s Gallipoli (1981) revisited the Anzac myth on behalf of a new generation. The Anzac House hotel at Canakkale just across the Dardanelles from the battlefields screens Weir s film three times a day; the mesmerised movie buff may never actually have to make the crossing.

    Human beings love to observe the tragedy that befalls others. Crowds gather at the aftermath of car accidents as vultures cluster around carrion. Battlefield tourism has always contained more than its share of voyeurism. An inter-war study of the tourism industry quoted by David W Lloyd concluded that the satisfaction of ‘a morbid curiosity’ was a major explanation for the rise in battlefield tourism after 1918.26 The explosion of popular cultures in the postmodern period, propagated by sophisticated global technologies, has relentlessly cashed in on this taste for the macabre. Like everything else, death and atrocity have become marketable commodities. Celebrity death sites are especially big draw-cards: tours retracing JFK’s fatal motorcade past the Texas Book Repository are run by the Dallas tourism authorities; people still go to gawk at the Parisian tunnel where Diana’s Mercedes crashed.

    Large-scale, anonymous death exercises a special fascination. The ‘Ground Zero’ area in New York City where the World Trade Towers once stood is a now a New York ‘must-see’, as the Towers themselves never really were. Hiroshima—arguably the most significant of all sites of mass death, the place synonymous with nuclear destruction: the real Ground Zero—has capitalised on 6 August 1945 in the most fundamental, if paradoxical, way. The city’s municipal authorities take extremely seriously its image as an ‘International City of Peace’, or, in one geographically confusing boast, a ‘Mecca of the World’. But they have invested the city’s contemporary identity on the historical fact of its obliteration, and on the sudden or excruciatingly slow death and sickness of countless thousands of its citizens. ‘No More Hiroshimas’ is the city’s anti-nuclear catch-cry. That message appears on the t-shirts also bearing the iconic image of the skeletal Α-Bomb Dome that are available, along with key rings, pens and mugs, from the tourist kiosk located just across the road from the city’s central pilgrimage site, ‘Peace Park’.

    It is therefore not hard to be cynical about war tourism; it is such an essentially vicarious activity. The very word ‘travel’ derives from travail, or work, hardship, a word which in its turn stems from the Latin tripalium, an instrument of torture. The recreational, pleasure-seeking element of travel has become so dominant as to bury this original sense of travel as a test. To many young Australians travellers,’doing’ Gallipoli is essentially an expression of youthful wanderlust, like running with the bulls in Pamplona or making merry at the bierfest in Munich. And it is not as if the area is short on interest. Homeric and Byronic associations are plundered for all they are worth by local tour operators. Should this mix of myth and history start to pall, the temptations of exotic Istanbul 300 kilometres down the Dardanelles beckon.

    Yet ‘this business’, as William Baylebridge’s Pat McCullough sneeringly calls it, is not too easily dismissed. After recovering from his shock at finding the Anzac he knows turned into its ‘antithesis’—a sort of seaside resort—he starts musing that perhaps the ‘shadow’ is ‘more than the substance’. Baylebridge’s story ends with an epiphany of community, with McCullough feeling a ‘great longing’ to join the holiday throng.27 That McCullough succumbs testifies to the willingness of some veterans to be dragooned into the service of the Anzac industry. But it also testifies to the transporting power of the heroic myth. It is a power built on narrative. Extraordinary places produce—and are produced by—extraordinary stories. Together these construct a communal ‘history’ and a common national identity in an increasingly oppressive global context.

    Paradoxically, it is travel itself that facilitates this nationalism. The cliché is that ‘travel broadens the mind’. But does it? ‘After all,’ as Paul Theroux once quipped, ‘the grand tour is just the inspired man’s way of heading home’.28 If mass travel is a great modernist phenomenon, then war tourism is its postmodern legacy: an anxious, barely understood search for meaning in an unstable world. The young backpackers who gravitate to an otherwise nondescript little beach on Turkey’s Thracian coast struggle to articulate a sense of discovering something profound. Many say they feel a sense of empathy with the mostly young men who lost their lives so long ago, a sense of shared identity that is thrown into sharp relief by Gallipoli’s remoteness from home. Gallipoli, remarks one, ‘gives you something to tie yourself to while you are travelling overseas . . . it’s hard to appreciate without having travelled’.29

    Australian war tourism illustrates the paradoxes evident in the writings of the servicemen and women themselves—that peculiar amalgam of parochialism and worldliness, small-mindedness and generosity, colonial deference and assertive independence. It illustrates the drama of national identity. Writing in the Australian newspaper about his own ‘pilgrimage’ to Gallipoli, the Australian cricketer Adam Gilchrist confessed that the trip ‘opened up’ within him ‘an amazing flood of emotions’, including ‘sadness, pride, horror, respect, reflection and so many more’. One of the most ‘inspirational’ aspects of Gallipoli for Gilchrist was the ‘pride and determination’ with which the Turks protected their ‘proud republic’ from the invaders.30 (Turkey was not a republic in 1915, but never mind.) This is an impressive recognition of Turkish independence, but ironically contained in a dispatch delivered en route to what Gilchrist blithely called ‘the Mother Country’—in 2001!—for what was then the latest instalment in that most prototypical of Anglo-Australian contests, the Ashes.
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    Australia’s national destiny has always been bound up with ideas of destination; its continuing quest for a national identity is signposted by its historical military itinerary. The highways, cul-de-sacs and byways down and into which Australian military travellers and civilian tourists have ventured illustrate a great deal about that journey. But their stories also tell us that there is some way to go, yet.

  


  
    
I.  SOLDIERS OF FAR FORTUNE:
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    Introduction

    Australians have been engrossed by news of foreign wars from the first months of European settlement. It took all of eleven months for an account of the French Revolution to reach Sydney. In that same year, 1790, the infant Edward Macquarie arrived in New South Wales with his parents. Growing up there, he became the first ‘Australian’ to be commissioned in the British Army, serving under Wellington in the Peninsular War against the Napoleonic forces from 1812–14. The British victory at Waterloo on 18 June 1815 was a source of joyous celebration in Australia, where some colonists had sensed the vulnerability of British possessions to a rampant France. The news arrived seven months after the event, ‘transmitted’by the captain of the convict ship Fanny.1 Future ships were to bring many veterans of the legendary battle, as convicts, soldiers or settlers.

    Post-Waterloo, colonial Australians could feel safely at a remove from conflict in Europe, at least until the outbreak of the Crimean War in 1854. The improbable fear of naval invasion by Russia led to the establishment of gun emplacements on the entrances to Hobart’s and Sydney’s harbours, and to the notorious headline in the Adelaide Advertiser. ‘We warn the czar!’ Hearing of the war three months after it had begun, the police superintendent in Beechworth in Victoria, Robert O’Hara Burke, hastened to the colours, but hostilities were over before he arrived. His fame would come later, back in Australia.

    If Burke’s intelligence of this war was belated, it was by no means the case that Australians were ignorant, even if by necessity they were partially informed, of worlds elsewhere. From the numerous colonial imitations of the Illustrated London News they could glean ethnographical and political insights, or opinions about countries far from their own. War was one of the most popular subjects of panoramas, a widely patronised form of public entertainment in the second half of the nineteenth century. A panorama of the American Civil War travelled the south-eastern seaboard from 1867 to 1877. Others in the 1870s included the Franco-Prussian, Russo-Turkish, Afghan, Egyptian and Zulu wars, publicity for the last panorama advertising ‘the gallant affair of Rorke’s Drift’ and ‘the melancholy death of the Prince Imperial’. Of more immediate interest than these distant places, Britain and Ireland carried heavy baggage, memorial and conceptual, for many Australians. Wars in the northern hemisphere would soon enable return to these ancestral homes.

    The first large-scale commitment of Australians to conflict abroad occurred in 1863, with the despatch of volunteers to the Waikato, or ‘Maori’, Wars in New Zealand, in support of the white settlers’ cause. Attracted by promises of confiscated Maori land, the Australian force was eventually to number nearly three thousand. The New Zealand expeditions left only an oblique literary record, in several poems extolling the cunning and courage of the Maori war leader Honi Heke, who was cast in the role of freedom fighter that Australians had not found apt for their own indigenous resisters of imperial rule. On the ground, however, the Australians who filled the so-called ‘Waikato regiments’ were less accommodating. In 1864 the correspondent for the Melbourne Argus wrote that ‘the Waikatos have very lax ideas of the vested rights of friendly natives in property of any kind’.2

    By 1885, when General Charles Gordon, the governor-general of Sudan, was killed at the fall of Khartoum to the forces of an Arab insurgent called ‘the Mahdi’, an international telegraph service meant that news of such calamities could now reach the Antipodes within a day. Gordon was Victorian England’s most celebrated soldier; his death, according to K. S. Inglis in The Rehearsal (1985), led to ‘shock and outrage’, in Sydney as well as London. William Dalley, the Acting Premier of New South Wales, offered a first unsuspecting and then reluctant British government a contingent of colonial troops to avenge Gordon’s death and confront the forces of the Mahdi, who had declared ‘Holy War’ on his country’s English puppet ruler, the Khedive of Egypt. To enormous fanfare, the New South Welshmen set sail for North Africa from Circular Quay on 3 March. ‘All Sydney seemed to be there to see the troops off’, recalls the Boer War veteran J. H. M. Abbott, who witnessed the departure as a small boy.3

    What was being expressed here, without a sense of contradiction, was loyalty to the empire, along with an incipient Australian nationalism. Alert to that, Victorian Premier James Service enviously commented that Dalley’s gambit had ‘precipitated Australia, in one short week, from a geographical expression to a nation’. His parliamentary colleague Archibald Michie presciently and ominously noted that ‘millions of British citizens may any morning be mustered by the wires for defence of any part’. As they would be. (One dissentient voice needs to be noted. A. B. Paterson’s first published poem, ‘El Mahdi to the Australian Troops’, which appeared in the Bulletin, was also the first Australian antiwar poem.) As it transpired, the Australian forces who had departed from Circular Quay to such tremendous fanfare arrived at the Red Sea port Suakin too late to see much action. On 1 May 1885 Private Robert Weir, aged 22, became the first man to die overseas while serving in an unambiguously Australian expeditionary service. (Several Australians in the ‘Waikato regiments’ had been killed in New Zealand in 1863.) But it was the traveller’s disease, dysentery, that claimed him.

    Two other wars at century’s end provoked signally different Australian responses. In 1899 the South African War began. Generally known as the Boer War, the conflict arose out of quarrels between non-Boer gold miners (some of them Australians) and the Dutch-speaking colonists, the Afrikanders. Colonial contingents were despatched and later—on 12 February 1902—the first expeditionary force of the new Commonwealth of Australia set off for Africa. Before the anti-conscription debates of the great world war soon to come, this was the most bitterly disputed of conflicts involving Australians. Henry Lawson inveighed against it, W. M. Hughes denounced ‘a wanton deed of blood and rapine’, while ‘Breaker’ Morant—notoriously executed for shooting Boer prisoners— instituted the campaign for his own martyrdom with his poem for the Bulletin, ‘Butchered to Make a Dutchman’s Holiday’.

    ‘Banjo’ Paterson covered the first part of this war as a correspondent for the Sydney Morning Herald, and in 1901 found himself in China to report on the Rebellion of the so-called ‘Boxers’, dedicated to ridding their country of ‘foreign devils’. Australian troops were sent again, but as with Sudan, too late—the foreign legation at Peking had been relieved by the time that they arrived. This remote, bloody disturbance, with no capacity to spill beyond China, still provoked racial anxieties in Australia. For the Bulletin R. Stewart wrote the poem ‘The Sword of Genghis Khan’:’For the Mongol has awakened, and all Europe must arise’. He was summoning a periodic Australian fear of Asian invasion, almost exultantly, as though the prospect were better addressed sooner than later. (Forty years on it would be.) And in 1900 ‘The Little Boy at Manly’, a child patriot at the time of the Sudan campaign made famous by the Bulletin cartoons of Livingstone Hopkins, was shown clinging precariously to the raft continent of Australia which a venomous ‘Asiatic’ was about to seize, or capsize.

    Military encounters, mostly far from their shores, led Australians to contemplate the security of their home places, the capacities of their defences, the moral qualities of their people and, less knowledgeably, the nature of those foreigners who might mean them harm. First of the extracts in this section, from E. Phillips’s Out in the Soudan (1885) seeks to move from the half-known impressions of this exotic land to the particulars of people, noise, commerce. Tom Gunning’s retrospect, ‘Those Sudan Days’ (1947), imbues itself with knowledge of subsequent wars, as if they had been foreshadowed in North Africa. Thus there was no advice, as the contingent left Sydney,’to seal lips and save ships’; the introduction of camouflage anticipated ‘jungle green’ and the enemy were disparaged as ‘Fuzzy-Wuzzies’. Gunning adds that ‘It took another war to change the Sudan soldier’s conception ofthat term’.

    To domesticate the strange and perhaps to bridge the displacement from home, Gunning resorts to simile. Camouflaged enemy infiltrators disguise themselves by rolling in the sand ‘like a milkman’s horse’. Writers of later foreign wars would follow him. For Paterson, a Ρ & O liner at Cape Town passes ‘with as little fuss or ceremony as a North Shore ferry-boat’, and the city—disorientingly—‘is very like Adelaide, only that it is built on a steep hill’. For her part, nurse Julia Anderson observes that the vehicle that takes her from Bulawayo to the base hospital of the Rhodesian field force ‘was like one of the old mail coaches in Australia’.

    Cultural comparison is a staple strategy of these early military travel writers. If Paterson’s populism, firmly based on nineteenth-century notions of Anglo-Saxon racial superiority, now seems old-fashioned, it sometimes contains disturbingly contemporary echoes. Of the thousands of refugees (both black and white) held in camps at Port Elizabeth, Paterson notes that many had money, ‘but they were living on Government relief funds—there seemed to be a familiar ring about this, it sounded like home somehow’. There are other ways for these military tourists to take their bearings. Gunning uses ‘these famous soldiers’ of the British Guards as a source of comparison with Australian troops. In his Boer War narrative Tommy Cornstalk (1902), J. H. Abbott evokes the veldt as ‘lonely, mournful, wild, mysterious’ in a fashion reminiscent of Marcus Clarke’s romanticisation of the ‘weird melancholy’ of the Australian bush.

    Abbott is also attuned to conflicts to come. Remarking ‘all the queer mixture that the Empire had been pouring ceaselessly into South Africa’, he imagines another larger war. That ‘Great War’ (Abbott’s term) would take place—far from home again—much sooner and on a scale worse than any of these authors entertained. The ‘hardness of the average Australian face’ that he observes, and its soldier’s ‘hardly veiled excellent opinion of himself’ would before long be on show for judgment in the world’s largest theatre of war to that time.

  


  
    Ε. Phillips

    (DATES UNKNOWN)

    Out in the Soudan (1885)

    In The Rehearsal: Australians at War in the Sudan (1985), K. S. Inglis observes that when the Iberia carrying the New South Wales contingent crossed the equator, the moment ‘called up many happy memories’, for many of these volunteers originally hailed from the northern hemisphere. The ship had steamed through Sydney Heads on 3 March 1885, farewelled by an ecstatic crowd of some 200 000. Though a federated Australia was years off, the Roman Catholic Archbishop of Sydney, Dr Moran, enthused that ‘the blue flag of Australia, gemmed with the Southern Cross’, could ‘take its place on the battlefields of nations’. In reality, the NSW military commitment was an avid expression of colonial loyalty to the Motherland. Out in the Soudan is an obscure, transhistorical Anglo-Australian romance which expressed the ‘electric thrill’ of those heady days.

    Khartoum, the largest town in Nubia, and the seat of government for the whole country, including the adjoining regions of Soudan, is situated on the Blue Nile, nearly at the point where the two branches of the Nile, the Blue and White, unite their waters. The stream so united is joined at some distance below by the ‘Atbara,’ which comes from the high lands of Abyssinia, to the south-east. The lands watered by these rivers exhibit a diversified surface, alternating forests and savannahs. But below the junction of the ‘Atbara,’ cultivation is limited to the immediate banks. The valley of the Nile becomes here a mere ravine, bordered on either hand by chains of rocks. In some places where openings occur in the bordering mountains the sands of the desert come close to the river brink. Groups of acacias, mimosa, and date palm mark its course, and sugar cane grows wild in the neighbourhood of its banks. Scattered villages occur at intervals, round which in small fields are grown tobacco and dourrha.

    The only commerce is a transit trade, consisting of the caravans, which convey the produce of Central Africa through Nubia to the bazaars of Cairo, and the shameful traffic in slaves, which has been so well exposed by famous travellers who have traversed this region. And, indeed, the evils they have made known have long been some of the greatest obstacles to any advancement in the Soudan, which, divided into numerous petty kingdoms, are engaged in frequent warfare for the express purpose of taking prisoners from among them. Men and women manacled and in chains, the latter often carrying young children, have, footsore and weary, been marched in long gangs across the desert, the weaker falling dead or dying by the way, the survivors sold into slavery.

    Khartoum is already too well known to need a lengthened description here, since photographed on every reader’s mind is a picture of its palace and convents, its mosques and its markets, the latter crowded with produce of all descriptions, from elephants’ tusks of whitest ivory, rhinoceros horns, and skins of the almost numberless variety of wild animals that abound here, to native cloths dyed in bright colours, and packages of sundried fruits and seeds. A curious assemblage of many moving forms completes the picture. Here is a Sheikh, in embroidered bournous of black and gold, tall, bronzed, and handsome, and by his side a youth, in silken robe, with turban of spotless folds. An Abyssinian from the high lands comes next in view, his hair stained of a bright reddish brown, and following him a camel driver, with fiery eyes, white cloak of camel’s hair, and sandalled feet. Here the watercarriers, with their skins of precious liquid, chaffer with a dealer, whose goods, chiefly melons and gourds, are spread out before him; while overhead the rays of glittering, golden sunlight penetrate everywhere.

    All colours of complexions are here, from sunburnt white to blackest jet, though lithe-limbed Arabs predominate, like carved figures cut from old cedar. The gesticulating and noise go on without intermission through the long hours of the day, varied by the trampling and snorting of the camels as they are loaded and unloaded till sundown comes, and night falls like a silver veil, luminous with many stars, over the busy throng. Then watch-fires gleam out, and only a subdued hum tells of the still busy life around.

    It was from this city that General Gordon’s last despatch, dated December, 1884, is written. It shows that the garrison, reduced to the last extremity, had fought the besiegers continuously night and day. ‘To-day,’ it says, ‘we are attacked on three sides. Come quickly’ Alas! that the call for help was vain, that the gallant defender of Khartoum was already doomed to justify his cause with his life. Yet not in vain such lives pass from us. Like an electric thrill from that far Eastern city came the news; winding its way across the older world it flashed upon the new. With vivid force it painted to men’s minds the nation’s loss, and with one voice the people flew to aid.

    . . . An offer to aid with men and guns in England’s great struggle in the East was the first outcome of the knowledge of General Gordon’s death here; and when, on February the 16th, the answer flashed back— ‘New South Wales offer accepted’—it seemed as if the whole country, moved by one impulse, actuated by one grand wave of patriotism, worked together to one common end. From the far bush, from the depths of mines, from courts of law, from banks, from mercantile houses of every line and degree, the answer came in—volunteers!

  


  
    Tom Gunning

    (?–1949)

    ‘Those Sudan Days’ (1947)

    Tom Gunning’s memoir of the Sudan was not published until 1947, in As You Were, a collection of military yarns produced by the Australian War Memorial. Gunning recalls the public fervour that accompanied the NSW contingent’s embarkation in Sydney, implying it was not matched by the response that greeted the men upon their return. As another veteran of this ill-conceived expedition dryly observed: ‘Our reappearance in Australia with unbroken ranks was thought to be inconsistent with the due achievement of glory’. When he died in 1949 Gunning left a bequest to be used for the erection of a memorial by Circular Quay to commemorate the departure for North Africa. Gunning also fought in the Boer War.

    I was a member of the New South Wales Contingent that went to the Sudan in 1885. It is all history now—recorded mostly in yellowing newspaper files and coldly impersonal narratives. But as an ‘old soldier’ who was privileged to be among those 750 men, I carry in my mind some unforgettable memories which, in the light of the ever-changing methods of warfare, become all the more vivid.

    War as we knew it in 1885 was a thrilling affair. There was free discussion and speculation on all phases of the project, and the day of embarkation brought all this excitement to a noisy climax in Sydney as we marched through the streets to Circular Quay.

    We were eager to be off to this mysterious Sudan where 50 000 Arabs were embarrassing Britain at an awkward time. Ours was no under-cover-of-night departure; no slogans advising people to seal lips and save ships. Quite the reverse. We had passed through medical examinations; we had been bellowed at on the parade ground; we carried our old rifles—complete with saw-edged bayonets—and all this was rounded off by the glorious feeling of wearing the splendid scarlet and blue uniform. In short, we were soldiers, and Sydney shouted it from the housetops. London papers published pictures of our fêted departure.

    On the water at last—and Army life aboard a troopship is one experience which doesn’t appear to have changed greatly since. One of our first shipboard jobs was to dye our brilliant white equipment and pith helmets with the only medium available: tobacco juice. This was probably the introduction of the science of camouflage into Australia’s military life and a foreshadowing of the days when jungle green was to become fashionable for soldiers! Another interesting point about our personal equipment was the charcoal water filter carried by each man. This item consisted of a canister of charcoal granules with a tube attached, with which the water was sucked up through the filter unit. In addition, a pair of special goggles was issued to combat glare and dust. When not in actual use, they were usually slipped up on to the helmet, giving one the appearance of a modern speedway rider.

    Our canteens were well stocked with tobacco and a small range of other necessities, but whatever was lacking in the matter of things to buy, was more than compensated by the fact that everything was free! These goods had been gifts to the contingent by firms and individuals, and there was plenty of everything.

    Iberia, carrying the infantry, arrived in Suakin harbour on 29 March. Established at this important Red Sea port was the Guards Brigade commanded by General Graham and we were longing to meet and mingle with these famous soldiers. During disembarkation, however, our feelings were somewhat ruffled to hear such remarks as: ‘Blimey, Bill; these “Walers” are white blokes!’

    The ‘Walers’ were soon put to work though, after donning khaki jacket and trousers and shin-length gaiters of canvas. The tunic was fitted with a long pad of cloth running down the back to cover the spine as protection from sunstroke. Another flap of material hung from the back of the helmet to shelter the neck.

    It was a rough and tough country and, as expected, terribly hot. At halts it was useless trying to sit on the ground, which meant that during daylight everything from ‘smokos’ to eating was usually carried out at ‘the stand’.

    The rebel leader in this area was Osman Digna, who had fled to Tamai, some twenty-one miles away. The New South Wales Contingent was detailed to accompany an expedition to occupy the position. This operation was duly carried out and the Australians had their first taste of the enemy, who, incidentally, were known as ‘Fuzzy-Wuzzies’. It took another war to change the Sudan soldier’s conception of that term.

    These dark gentry were exceedingly nasty customers and, surprising as it may seem, they were equipped with better arms than the British. Each man had a range of weapons which chilled the blood of many a Guardsman. In the first place they each carried an American Remington rifle—a far more effective weapon than ours. This was supplemented by two spears, a ‘throwing stick’ shaped something like a boomerang and a terrible ham-stringing ‘knife-dagger’ in the form of a capital J, the size of a large carving knife and razor-sharp on every edge. To this formidable kit of tools was added a shield—altogether a strange and deadly outfit, combining the old and the new.

    A favourite ‘sabotage’ measure adopted by the Fuzzy-Wuzzies was to poison the waterholes, thus defeating our filters and causing casualties. This action necessitated the wholesale condensing of sea water on ships in Suakin harbour and its transport to the troops in skin bags (jerbas) per camel express. Not many Sudan men will ever forget the taste of that water; some even maintained that poisoned water was more palatable.

    The Arabs were also the original ‘terrors-by-night’. During the time we worked on the Suakin–Berber railway, guard duties at night became rather an ordeal. The natives lurked in the enveloping darkness, ready, and more than willing, to pounce on an unwary sentry with a specially selected spear. In this midnight stalking they used great stealth and patience. One procedure was first to steal some grease from the railway construction job, smear their bodies all over, then roll in the sand like a milkman’s horse. Thus camouflaged, they used to lie flat on their faces and commence a tortuously slow slither-crawl towards our camp. Usually the stalker would cut a small bush, push it forward to arm’s length, then inch by inch, slither up to it. The operation would then be repeated. It was necessary for a sentry to note the exact position of every bush in his area. Any that moved—or appeared to move—were fired at without challenge. Morning inspections sometimes revealed the wisdom of this action.

    Not all the natives were hostile, of course; and one tribe, the Amaras, gave great service as night scouts. It was when we were camped at Otao, twenty-three miles inland, that one of their patrols discovered a Fuzzy-Wuzzy who had come to the wells for water, bringing with him an old donkey and two jerbas. Without ceremony the gentle Amaras hacked off his left hand at the wrist and continued on their way without another thought of the incident. Next morning one of the Mounted Infantry, hearing groaning, cautiously approached through the thick mimosa scrub and found the victim, who was taken to hospital. The donkey, however, was somehow acquired by the officers’ cook, who used it to carry his valise whilst in the Sudan. This soldier actually brought the animal back to Australia, where it lived in luxury at the Zoo, eventually expiring quietly in a paddock at Narellan, NSW.

    . . . Our departure from Suakin was a hurried affair, but the authorities were in no hurry back at Sydney. From Friday, 27 June, until the following Tuesday we languished in quarantine, seething with impatience. During those trying days one bright spot was the gift of forty baskets of fish from some local fishermen. That welcome gift is commemorated today in maps of Sydney harbour by the name ‘Forty Baskets Beach’.

  


  
    Α. Β. Paterson

    (1864–1941)

    ‘The Arrival of the New South Wales Troops in South Africa’ (1899)

    ‘Banjo’ Paterson’s journalistic career began with the Boer War. On 28 October 1899 he left Sydney for South Africa on the troop transport Kent, leaving behind a successful legal career. By this time he was also a literary celebrity, his fame established by the publication of The Man from Snowy River and Other Verses in 1895. Paterson’s dispatches from the Boer War for the Sydney Morning Herald and the Melbourne Argus catered to a public anxious to learn about an almost unimaginably exotic location. His observations combine a profound parochialism with an almost cynical worldliness. Here, in a dispatch published in the Herald on 28 December 1899, he records his first contact with ‘the great African continent’.

    After thirty days of weary steaming we at last sighted the South African coast. We saw a line of scrub-covered hills, without any sign of habitation. At the edge of the sea were sandhills, snowy white, with streaks of white sand running back among the low timber—a barren uninviting coast. There was no sign of any life anywhere, no houses, nor traces of settlement. The great African continent lay sleeping in the sun as peacefully as if war had never been heard of. The first sign of life that we saw was the sight of two big ocean-going steamers coming down the coast at great speed side by side—one a great four-master, the other a passenger boat. The big vessel had a number painted on her bow, showing that she was a transport. They slid grimly along side by side, and on each the British flag went up. We were frantically anxious for news of the war, and on the signals going up ‘Constant fighting going on’ our men broke into loud cheers. We gave our name, and stated that we had troops on board from Sydney. They were not impressed. When we hoisted ‘Troops on Board’ the big vessel thought we were asking whether she had any troops on board and promptly replied, ‘No’. When they gathered our message they did not make any reply—they did not signal ‘Hooray’ or ‘Glad to hear it,’ or anything like that. There were other troops along the coast, hundreds of them, thousands of them. Our handful did not make much difference in that multitude. The two vessels hurried on their way, and were soon hull down on the horizon.
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