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It is now more than a hundred years since the young men of Brunswick and Coburg embarked at 
Princes Pier on the long sea voyage that took them to Egypt, and then to Gallipoli. And on Saturday, it 
will be a hundred years since the first of them died in boats on the approach to Anzac Cove, and then 
on the narrow beach and the foothills that led up to heights from which Turkish artillery rained fire 
on the invader.  
 
A hundred years means that the Great War has ceased to be a living memory. Those of you who are 
my age will probably have had conversations with ageing veterans of the Great War, but those 
veterans are no longer with us and the great majority of Australians have had no contact with them. 
 
Back in the 1950s, when I was a boy, the men of the First AIF marched in strength through the city of 
Melbourne on Anzac Day, a sombre occasion that others could observe but in which they could not 
participate. My state school principal was one who marched and at the school assembly before Anzac 
Day he would recall the landing in terms that would now be considered unsuitable for young ears: too 
much anger, gore and vilification. He and his fellow-soldiers had fought, Mr Hunter would tell us 
before we marched to our classes to the tune of Colonel Bogey, against a brutal enemy country that 
failed to observe the rules of war: they fired on stretcher-bearers, used booby traps, took no prisoners 
and misused animals. Thus the men of Light Horse killed their horses rather than leave them behind 
in 1918.  
 
Neither of my grandfathers served. One was a minister of the Congregational church and – I now 
realise – resistant to the wave of bellicose patriotism that brought young men to the enlistment offices 
in 1914. The other was a tradesman, recently married, and living in South Melbourne, and I never had 
the chance to ask him why he did not volunteer.  
 
Other family members served but seldom discussed their experience. My great-uncle Matt McIntyre, 
in 1914 a farm labourer in the rural South Australian township of Keith, was one and he returned 
there as a soldier-settler, living in a primitive shed as a bachelor through most of the 1920s while he 
carved out a mixed wheat and sheep farm from the unresponsive stony ground. Uncle Matt did not 
marry until it was too late for him and his wife to have children, and by then he had become so 
taciturn that Aunty May had to order for him when they dined at the local hotel. My mother recalled 
one his longer sentences when he was asked what it was like at the Western Front: ‘A bloke got so 
lonely that he could have shot himself’.  
 
This stark testimony seems a paradox. How could he have been lonely in the trenches with fellow 
diggers? As a survivor, was he perhaps remembering those who had died? Or was he referring to what 
was known as the Blighty wound, the self-inflicted injury that some used to escape the appalling 
conditions in the front line as the war dragged on? Perhaps he was conflating his loneliness while 
living alone in the 1920s with the service that had led to him to rural poverty. When we look back on 
distant events, our memories are shaped by what followed.  
 
The Great War has long since ceased to be a living memory. Most Australians who trace a family link 
back to Anzac Day 1915 do so through great-grandparents or great-great-grandparents, names on a 
family tree of people they never knew. That does not mean these ancestors are unimportant to them. 
On the contrary, they have become increasingly important, so that when a mass grave on the Western 
Front was opened a few years ago in order that the corpses could be identified by DNA and afforded a 
military burial, you heard distant relatives claiming how important it was to have closure of their 
traumatic loss. 
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Hence we now have the annual pilgrimage by thousands of young Australians to Turkey for the Dawn 
Service on Anzac Day. That practice did not begin until the closing years of the last century, but it has 
grown to the point that a ballot was needed to allocate places at the centenary service this year.  
 
So too we have the refurbishment and enlargement of places of memory, such as the Australian War 
Memorial in Canberra and the Melbourne Shrine, and the creation of new ones in France and Belgium. 
These places are designed differently from the earlier displays of war memorabilia. The older 
museums exhibited uniforms, weapons, kit bags, personal belongings and other cues to memory, for 
they could assume that the visitors were familiar with the people and the events. The objects on 
display were instantly familiar to many of them.  
 
That is no longer the case. The exhibits have to be explained along with the military engagements in 
which they were used to give viewers the necessary information. Hence they identify, place, explain.  
 
But it is not simply the military engagements in which the first AIF participated that are no longer part 
of the popular memory. Soon after the war began Australian papers carried long reports of its 
progress. Readers were provided with detailed accounts of battles on the Eastern front as well as the 
Western one, the great naval engagements and the blockade that kept supplies from the enemy as well 
as the toll that German U boats inflicted on the Allied merchant marine. The newspapers also 
published maps that set out the geography of the war and helped readers to follow its shifting 
fortunes. Readers could see that this was indeed a world war in which Australia was only one of many 
combatants.  
 
For many years after the war the global nature of the conflict was recalled on the anniversary of 
Armistice Day, the 11th of November, which subsequently became Remembrance Day and remains the 
principal anniversary in Britain, France and other countries. We let that common commemoration 
lapse in favour of our own, particular Anzac Day, and in doing so lost a cue to memory of the larger 
Great War. 
 
Without that knowledge, our present-day story is incomplete. We hear of the Australians storming 
ashore at Anzac Cove on the 25th of April, and with luck the term Anzac reminds the audience that we 
did so along with New Zealanders.  
 
But it is most unlikely that young Australians would know that our landing half-way up the Gallipoli 
peninsula was in support of the main assault at its southern tip, where there were many more British 
and French troops than ours, or that the British and French contingents included Indian and 
Senegalese units – or that it was preceded by an attempt to force the Dardanelles straits that led to 
Istanbul in a naval operation that failed and prompted Turkey to reinforce the peninsula that guarded 
it.  
 
For the British this Dardanelles exhibition, as it was known, was a bold effort to break the deadlock, 
but poorly planned and executed, an unfortunate sideshow. For us it was an epochal event.  
 
So it was for the enemy. When the Allies landed on the Gallipoli peninsula, it was already fighting 
Russian forces on its eastern border. The multinational Ottoman Empire, which in 1914 stretched 
from the Balkans right down through the Arabian Peninsula, was breaking up. Hemmed in by their 
enemies, the Turks turned on ethnic minorities and massacred the Armenian population. The defence 
of their homeland gave rise to a new Turkish republic, one that continued ethnic cleansing. It is often 
said that Australia came of age at Gallipoli, where young men sacrificed their lives in a baptism of 
blood that gave a new nation its most sacred and binding tradition. The same is true of Turkey. 
 
Strictly, the decision to go to war was made on our behalf. Late in July 1914 the British government 
sent a coded message by cable to the Governor-General in Melbourne (which was then the national 
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capital), informing him that war was imminent and Australia should mobilise. Joseph Cook, the prime 
minister was electioneering in Horsham, so the Governor-General telegraphed the coded message to 
him, but Cook did not have his cipher book with him, and it was not until the day before the 
declaration of the war that half the Cabinet assembled in Spring Street.  
 
There they heard that Britain had declared war on Germany on behalf of all subjects of the Crown. The 
Cabinet made no declaration of war because Australia was bound by its membership of the British 
Empire. We were automatically at war.  
 
It was up to us to decide what assistance we should provide. Australia quickly placed its navy under 
the command of the British Admiralty and decided to raise 20,000 soldiers to serve at Britain’s 
disposal. They would be volunteers – Australia had a system of compulsory military training but not 
overseas service – and there was no shortage of them. There were many more volunteers than could 
be accepted, mostly young and single, and those rejected on medical grounds were bitterly 
disappointed. One told his poor teeth disqualified him was said to have asked if he was expected to 
bite the enemy.  
 
*** 
 
Among the first volunteers were young men who lived between the two creeks, Moonee Ponds and 
Merri, which then consisted of two municipalities, Brunswick and Coburg, with a combined 
population of some 60,000 people.  It was an industrial area made up predominantly of manual 
workers, though there were still paddocks in Pascoe Vale and West Coburg. People worked in the 
large brickworks and quarries, as well as foundries, rope works and textile factories. Others were 
employed by smaller local businesses and the shops that lined the principal streets.  
 
The first volunteers were sent off at public dinners with stirring speeches and gifts – typically a wallet 
or cigarette case. At the Brunswick town hall the departing men were each presented with a silver 
match-box and compass.  
 
The making of comforts for the troops – knitted socks and balaclavas, embroidered handkerchiefs, 
Christmas parcels of food and tobacco – continued throughout the war. So too did the work of local 
recruiting committees, urging further volunteers as the size of the Australian commitment increased.  
 
Yet already there was rancour and division. Some residents of Brunswick and Coburg campaigned to 
have their names changed. Brunswick had been named after the wife of King George IV, the duchess of 
Brunswick-Wolfebutte; Coburg in honour of Queen Victoria’s son, the Duke of Edinburgh, since his 
father was the prince of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha. Perhaps because of the royal associations, there was 
no change of names here (though the royal family changed its surname to Windsor) but other places 
in Australia were renamed at this time of intense anti-German feeling.  
 
Many people were deemed enemy aliens and interned because they were born in the countries with 
whom Australia was fighting – Germans, Austrians, Hungarians, and the far-flung subjects of the 
Turkish Empire. The residents of Coburg refused to employ a German-born housepainter. A Danish-
born employee of the Preston shire council, Knud Shou, was dismissed even though he had been 
naturalised in 1903 and had a son serving in the AIF – for he hailed from Schleswig-Holstein, which 
had been annexed by Germany fifty years earlier.  
 
Apart from such division, the war created hardship and distress among families whose wage-earner 
was thrown out of work by the disruption of trade, as well as families that lost a breadwinner in the 
fighting. That had particular implications in these suburbs, where the majority were manual workers 
employed in quarries, brickyards and factories.  
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Few who went into uniform in 1914 expected the war to last long – the young men who rushed to 
volunteer worried it would be over before they got there. There were fresh intakes in 1915, especially 
after the news of the Gallipoli landing, and they were needed to replace the appalling number of 
casualties. The landing at Gallipoli failed and after 35 weeks of futile effort to take the peninsula the 
Allies withdrew. 
 
The Australians then joined the carnage on the Western Front in France and Belgium, where the 
numbers lost were almost beyond comprehension. In an early engagement, more than 5000 casualties 
were suffered in a botched effort to take a German position at Fromelles, and at Pozieres 23,000 
Australian were killed or wounded.  
 
As the number of fresh volunteers needed to replace the casualties dwindled, Billy Hughes, the 
belligerent prime minister who led a Labor government, decided the voluntary system had to be 
replaced by compulsion. It led to prolonged dispute between those who wanted to impose 
conscription to reinforce the Australian forces and those who opposed conscription.  
 
*** 
 
Most Labor parliamentarians were opposed to conscription, among them Frank Anstey, the federal 
member for Bourke (the electorate centred on Brunswick and Coburg), and Frank Brennan in the 
adjoining electorate of Batman. Both saw the war as a fight between rival empires at the expense of 
workers. 
 
Frank Anstey was a migrant from England, who had worked as a seaman and later helped to form the 
tramways union. He was an active member of the Victorian Socialist Party, a radical campaigning arm 
of the Labor Party. Frank Brennan was a lawyer, and the two men were the first Labor 
parliamentarians to speak for a new organisation, the Australian Peace Alliance, against the war. 
 
When a bellicose conservative politician accused Brennan of being too cowardly to enlist (he 
described him as pigeon-livered), Brennan challenged his critic to enlist with him – but the firebrand 
failed to turn up. 
 
Unable to persuade Brennan, Anstey and their parliamentary colleagues to pass a law to introduce 
conscription, Hughes decided to appeal to the electorate with a referendum. He was supported here 
by the local councils, which collected signatures in support, as did many of the Methodist, 
Presbyterian, Baptist and other Protestant churches.  
 
On the other hand, many Catholic residents opposed conscription. Of Irish descent, they dominated 
the brickyards, the potteries and timber-yards and their feeling hardened after a republican uprising 
in Ireland in Easter 1916, which the British army put down with heavy repression.  
 
The trade unions opposed conscription and chose as the secretary of their anti-conscription 
organisation John Curtin, a young union official who lived in Fallon Street, Brunswick.  He and his 
friend Frank Hyett, another union official, had met in the labour movement, played football for 
Brunswick, and spearheaded the campaign. Curtin was arrested and briefly imprisoned. 
 
Moreland voted against conscription in 1916, as did the country, though in Victoria there was a small 
majority in favour. Hughes did not accept the result and held another referendum in 1917. It only 
deepened the divisions. Women appeared regularly to disrupt recruiting rallies, while those who 
refused to volunteer were called shirkers or cowards. Many anti-conscriptionists were convicted 
under wartime security laws. A Moreland man told a meeting that he had a marriageable daughter 
and if any young fellow who came courting had not tried to enlist, he would give him the toe of his 
boot.  
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Since by this time Daniel Mannix, the Archbishop of Melbourne, was urging fellow Catholics to vote no, 
a Protestant Federation formed branches in these suburbs to oppose his seditious and disloyal 
utterances. The defeat of this second referendum only intensified the community conflict.  
 
The toll of the war was devastating. Some 4000 Morelanders went into uniform, and some 700 died – 
the national death toll was 60,000. The numbers are difficult to imagine – on average there was at 
least one death in every street. As many more were wounded. Loss of a limb, or eyesight, was not 
uncommon; a substantial number suffered lung damage from the use of poison gas.  
 
A memorial was erected for the fallen, and in the immediate aftermath of the war there were 
memorial services on Anzac Day at a local theatre, but by 1923 the only local event was a gathering at 
the tramway sheds. The Brunswick branch of the RSL collapsed in 1924 and had to be revived at the 
end of the decade to campaign for better welfare support for veterans.  
 
The people of Moreland were picking up their lives, and the population grew in the 1920s, only for a 
severe Depression to hit at the end of that decade, with thousands thrown out of work and many of 
them evicted because they could not pay the rent. The distress and the turmoil led once more to 
repression and the Victorian government passed a law prohibiting street meetings.  
 
That in turn gave rise to the free speech campaign, and in 1933 the young artist Noel Counihan defied 
the ban by speaking inside a metal cage on a dray chained to a lamp-post in Sydney Road. There is 
monument to that fight for free speech across the intersection from the Brunswick town hall, and its 
adjoining Counihan art gallery.  
 
By this time the divisions between Protestants of British ancestry and Catholics of Irish descent were 
healing; the people of these suburbs came together in adversity – as they did when a second world 
war brought fighting to Australia’s doorstop. And this time the country was led by a different kind of 
Labor prime minister – John Curtin – who joined the sacrifice it demanded of all Australians to a 
people’s war for a new order. 
 
Gaoled for opposing conscription in 1916, Curtin persuaded his party and the Australian people in 
1942 to accept conscription for the battle in the Pacific by preventing war profiteering, curtailing 
privilege, ensuring there would be work for all and improving welfare with free access to health care 
and a major program of public housing that saw many homes built in Coburg and Preston.  
 
And as part of this nation-building program the government embarked on a major migration program 
that brought a wave of Italians, Greeks and Maltese into Moreland in the post-war years, and soon 
Lebanese and Turks were followed by new arrivals from Africa and Asia. By the 1960s one in four of 
the population came from Europe, and today a third of the population was born overseas, while a 
hundred different languages are spoken.  
 
That is a remarkable transformation. It was not that the newcomers experienced no difficulties: 
initially they were expected to conform to local ways, discouraged from using their own languages. 
But it was accomplished peacefully and with growing acceptance. In striking contrast to the scourge of 
ethnic conflict in other parts of the world, our diversity has enriched the community.  
 
How did it happen? One reason, I would suggest, is that we had worked out how to accommodate 
difference. After the deep divisions that opened in the First World War, we found ways of ensuring 
mutual respect between people of different national origins and religious faiths.  
 
*** 
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I suggested earlier that memory is selective, filtered by the passage of time and reshaped by 
subsequent events. Public memory has a powerful momentum, especially when it is reinforced by 
monuments and rituals such as those that mark out Anzac Day, but it too is subject to generational 
change that has robbed it of first-hand experience.  
 
How should we remember those who experienced the tragedy of the Great War? We rightly honour 
and commemorate those who served – young men plunged into a dreadful ordeal. In doing so, we 
should remember them as they were – young men from all walks of life. As Peter Stanley, a leading 
military historian, has reminded us, there were bad characters as well as good. A number of them 
committed theft and assault; some deserted; a substantial proportion contracted sexual diseases; 
many would wrestle with demons during and after their service.  
 
And the same is true of those who stayed at home. They too were caught up in an extended ordeal that 
cast a shadow over family and national life, opened up divisions and exacerbated prejudices. Those 
passions have now passed but in remembering Anzac Day we are confronted with the human capacity 
for self-sacrifice and heroism, and for hatred, death and destruction. Too much of the public memory 
is taken up with an unthinking celebration of what was above all a tragic and traumatic experience, 
not enough with thinking about its lessons.  
 
 
 
 
 


