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Abstract 

In Australia, the process of writing the official histories of the Great War began soon after 

the Armistice, drawing from the letters, diaries, and documents of those who had experienced 

the conflict. From 1927 to the mid-1930s, the Memorial actively reached out to families whom it 

was believed might hold records of use to this work. This thesis is based in the archives of the 

Memorial, and is focused on the records of correspondence between families and the institution 

in response to this request for donations. 2454 enquiries were directed to the next-of-kin of war 

dead. While most of the recipients of these donation requests had no direct experience of the 

conflict, they remained profoundly affected by its results. This thesis considers how bereaved 

families engaged with memory-making and with the state in the aftermath of the Great War, 

focusing on engagement between Australian families and the Australian War Memorial in the 

interwar period.  

This series of communication presents a body of work that explores the process of 

transition from “memory” to “history”, incorporating archival histories, memory studies, and 

material culture. This research considers the role of this file series as an archival resource, but also 

as testimony to the generational impact of loss. Respondents were conscious that donated records 

would continue to be used by future generations after the conflict had left living memory. Many 

of those contacted failed to respond, or declined to donate, but their influence lingers in the spaces 

of the Memorial. The experiences of these families are embedded in the histories produced by the 

Memorial, and are crucial to understanding how commemoration of the Great War in Australia 

has evolved. 
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Introduction 

 

On 25 March 1929, Mary Ellen Mann responded to a request from the Australian 

War Memorial (henceforth the Memorial). As with all accounts used in this research, this 

excerpt retains the original spelling and structure, preserving the response as it was 

written nearly a century ago. 

One regrets the apparant discourtesy of not replying to yours of last year, but, 
is it possible for you to realize all it means for a Mother to reopen such sacred 
relics?1 

A native of Charters Towers, Queensland, Mann had seen both her sons serve in the Great 

War. Private Frederick Mann, the younger brother, was killed in action at Pozières, aged 

eighteen. In 1929, thirteen years on from this loss, the Memorial had approached Mann 

with a request for records that would help to write the history of Australia during the 

Great War. Over the course of three letters addressed to John Linton Treloar, the director 

of the Memorial, Mann discussed at length the impact of the war, and of this request for 

the donation of documents. Many bereaved families would live with the losses of the 

Great War longer than their loved one had been alive. For Mann, memory had not yet 

passed into remembrance; her child’s life had not yet been overshadowed by the context 

of his death. Her family’s loss – and these sacred relics – remained profoundly personal, 

 
 
 
 
 
 
1 Australian War Memorial [AWM], AWM93 12/11/1564. Letter from Mary Ellen Mann, 25 March 1929. 
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rather than a component in a broader, national grief. Mann was reluctant to accede to the 

request. 

There were many interesting letters on the subject, but mostly the boys didn’t 
talk “War”. There was one on the evacuation of Gallipoli, but I put them all 
away in a tin trunk & sealed the lock with instructions that when I “Crossed the 
Border” they were to be interred with me.2 

Mann ultimately allowed for a selection of excerpts from her older son’s letters to be 

included in the emerging collections of the Memorial, contributing to the nascent national 

commemorations of the Great War. 

In the aftermath of the Great War, grief and mourning were encoded in the cultural 

landscapes of affected nations.3 The losses of the Great War have been reframed in 

various forms: both moral and meaningless, heroic and hopeless. The dead of the 

Australian Imperial Force (AIF) are presented now as the original Anzac legend, the 

forerunners of Tobruk and Tarin Kowt. They have been mobilized across the decades 

both within and outside the academy as the heroic harbingers of future generations of 

service,4 as lost boys sacrificed for imperial inefficiency,5 or as the forerunners of the 

futility of Vietnam.6 In the aftermath of the Great War, however, the dead were dead. It 

was the living who were left to carry on, and to seek meaning in the mass death that 

 
 
 
 
 
 
2 AWM93 12/11/1564. Letter from Mary Ellen Mann, 25 March 1929. 
3 Jay Winter, Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning: The Great War in European Cultural History (Cambridge, 
UK: Cambridge University Press, 2014). 
4 Patsy Adam-Smith, The Anzacs, 2014. 
5 Peter FitzSimons, Gallipoli (Sydney, NSW: Bantam Press, 2015). 
6 Jonathan King, Gallipoli Diaries: The Anzacs’ Own Story, Day by Day, 100th anniversary edition 
(Brunswick, VIC: Scribe Publications, 2014). 



 
 
 
 
 
 

9 

would fundamentally alter so many lives across participatory nations. Almost a decade 

on from the Armistice, bereaved families were called upon to donate personal records to 

the nascent Memorial, helping shape an emerging Australian history of the conflict 

through the material remnants of their lost loved ones. Their responses were recorded in 

a file series preserved as bureaucratic correspondence, which serves as an inadvertent 

record of loss. The varied responses to this donation program suggest a reconsideration 

of the collecting processes of the Australian War Memorial, and an attestation of agency 

on the part of bereaved families. This file series is a trove of historical experience, and 

provides a means of understanding how bereaved families helped shape the archives that 

in turn shape modern interpretations of the Great War. The correspondence recorded 

therein interrupts the apparently seamless transition from “memory” to “history”. 

This is a story about the search for meaning in mass death: the mythic sense of 

1914 to 1918 and the role it holds in Australian society. This research considers the 

intricate processes through which the complexities of history are rendered 

comprehensible, visualized in narrative form for public consumption. This is the basis for 

a reappraisal of the impact of individual loss in the development of Australian cultural 

memory of the Great War, focused on the records associated with a single file series in 

the archives of the Australian War Memorial. Records reflect multiple meanings, and are 

imbued with the experiences of those who had known the war dead of the Great War in 

life, and who sought meaning in their deaths. The stories etched into the walls of the 

Memorial are influenced by the myth of a myth, as those who survived, many of whom 

had no direct experience of the front line of war, were left to derive their own meanings 

from loss. Considering the stories contained within this file series acknowledges the 

emotional labour of bereaved families and communities in shaping national narratives of 
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remembrance, and the unconsidered agency of bereaved families in these processes of 

collection. 

This thesis proposes a reconsideration of the archive, reviewing the role of cultural 

institutions in perpetuating cultural memory. The major sections of this thesis focus on 

archival histories, memory studies, and material culture, as subjects overlap and intersect 

within the context of this research. The material remnants associated with these archival 

records reveal the complex processes of grief that lingered in the processes of collection. 

Emerging cultural memory of the Great War provided a framework through which the 

mass death of the conflict was given meaning, while families were left to mediate this 

structure through their own memories of the dead, long after the signing of the Armistice. 

Exploring how records were preserved in the Australian War Memorial is crucial to 

understanding how commemoration has evolved. The personal records of war dead do 

not spontaneously appear in the archive, but are rather transmuted by those to whom 

these records passed: censored, edited, and transformed as the narrative required. 
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Section I: Archival 

I must say the sketch of your building is very impressive & beautiful but the 
boys deserve it all & more. 

Frederick Elwood 
Kaeaea, Te Kuiti, New Zealand 

14 May 1930 
 AWM93 12/11/3294 

 

I have felt very disinclined to open up all my old wounds. 

Lily Dempsey 
14 Culdees Road, Burwood, New South Wales 

15 January 1928 
AWM93 12/11/547 

 
I wish to advise you, I am posting (under separate cover) photograph & papers 
of my husband the late William Arthur Holtham’s record. …  
Wishing you every success in your great & very noble undertaking. 

Emma S. Holtham 
“The Laurels”, Bond Street, Preston, Victoria 

11 April 1931 
AWM93 12/11/3903  
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An archive does not emerge fully-formed, but is instead drawn from the remnants 

of the past, an unreliable witness to posterity.7 The records of the Australian War 

Memorial are an imperfect reflection of those who lived and died in past conflicts, 

refracted through the experiences of the living. A concept emerging from the wreckage 

of Pozières, the creators of the Memorial were not museum professionals, but rather 

witnesses to the devastation of the Great War. From its inception on the battlefields of the 

Western Front, this imagined space would serve simultaneously as a memorial, museum, 

and archive. The lived experiences of bereaved families are embedded in the multiple 

meanings now ascribed to the Great War. This research is written in their own words, 

and reflects the conflicting conceptions of commemoration that permeated the postwar 

period, as those who remained were left to derive their own meanings from the mass 

death of the Great War. 

This is not an account of the immediate aftermath of the Great War, but rather the 

lingering presence of individual loss. Desperate enquiries to the Red Cross Wounded and 

Missing Bureau and Base Records suggest that loved ones anxiously awaited news, wrote 

searchingly for information, and mourned these absences for the rest of their lives.8 The 

correspondence recorded in this file series exists in the mutable space between private 

memory and public remembrance, as bereaved families attempted to reconcile their own 

experiences of the period with the emerging cultural memory of the Great War that 

 
 
 
 
 
 
7 Joanna Bourke, ‘“Remembering” War’, Journal of Contemporary History 39, no. 4 (October 2004): 473–85. 
8 Melanie Oppenheimer and Margrette Kleinig, ‘“There Is No Trace of Him”: The Australian Red Cross, 
Its Wounded and Missing Bureaux and the 1915 Gallipoli Campaign’, First World War Studies 6, no. 3 (2 
September 2015): 277–92. 
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standardized their losses within the Anzac legend that had emerged from the Gallipoli 

peninsula. More than a century after the Great War came to an end, this lived experience 

of the war has been lost. There is no living memory of those who served and died with 

Australian forces in the name of the British Empire, or the countless others from every 

corner of the world who died alongside them. Little remains of those who were left to 

mourn them, who are absent from the war memorials that honour the dead. Their 

complex expressions of grief are embedded in the records of the Great War preserved in 

cultural institutions like the Australian War Memorial. This correspondence serves as 

inadvertent testimony to loss. 
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“The boys deserve it all and more”: Memory, history, and aftermath of the 

Great War 

 

On 14 May 1930, Frederick Elwood responded to a request from the Memorial. 

Writing from Te Kuiti, New Zealand, Elwood wrote approvingly of the construction of 

the Memorial. 

In reply to your letter of the 7th April last, re my Son Alfred who lost his life on 
Gallipoli fighting with the Australians, & in connection with the Memorial you 
are erecting at Canberra. I wish to say I will look into the matter at once & if in 
his diary I can let you have anything that is of any assistance in any way or 
worth recording I shall be very pleased to lend … on to you. I have his diary put 
away somewhere & will look it up at once. I must say the sketch of your building 
is very impressive & beautiful but the boys deserve it all & more.9 

Private Alfred Terah Elwood had died of wounds received at Gallipoli while serving with 

the 2nd Battalion. Born in Hawkes Bay, New Zealand, Alfred Elwood had immigrated to 

Sydney in 1914 before enlisting with the AIF. His family had received little information 

concerning his death; on the Roll of Honour circular he completed for his son, the elder 

Elwood listed his son’s place of death as “Don’t know can’t find out (Somewhere on 

Gallipoli)”.10 A 1920 booklet entitled Where Australians Rest had been sent to bereaved 

families in the immediate aftermath of the Great War,11 helping them visualize the distant 

 
 
 
 
 
 
9 AWM93 12/11/3294. Letter from Frederick Elwood, 14 May 1930. 
10 AWM131 Roll of Honour circular, Alfred Terah Elwood. 
11 George F. Pearce, Where the Australians Rest, ed. Charles Bean (Department of Defence, 1920). 
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memorials and cemeteries that would commemorate their loved ones. The emerging 

Memorial would centralize commemoration of war dead within Australia, bridging the 

distance from the battlefields where war dead had fallen. The donation request was a 

reminder that his son’s sacrifice had not been forgotten, and helped Elwood visualize the 

as-yet-unbuilt Memorial. In a subsequent letter, Elwood determined that his son’s diary 

“has been so knocked about & torn up that is impossible to read the contents”, but that 

he hoped “some day before long to come over & see your beautiful Memorial to the lads 

that went & never came back”.12 A year later, Elwood uncovered his son’s final letter, and 

offered it to the Memorial it in the hopes of preserving the memory of his son in 

perpetuity. 

I could not do so at the time but the other day I came across the lads last letter 
to his Mother. It shows his British grit & I thought I would send it along to you 
if you think it is any use keeping it, if not kindly return it. I shall be away from 
here most likely before long & these things get put away & lost. You will be able 
to keep it better than I can. He was a fine chap was Alf. I only wish he had come 
home before he went to the front as we never saw him again after leaving here.13 

From the earliest stages of the conflict, historians have considered the myriad 

meanings ascribed to the period of 1914 to 1918. As the Great War progressed, historical 

units were formed to preserve histories of this conflict, recording for posterity the scale 

of devastation that total war had wrought. The archives of the Australian War Memorial 

attest to the emergence of cultural memory in the postwar period, and the complex 

 
 
 
 
 
 
12 AWM93 12/11/3294. Letter from Frederick Elwood, 30 August 1930. 
13 AWM93 12/11/3294. Letter from Frederick Elwood, 3 September 1931. 
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processes through which individual memory of the conflict was rendered history, and 

visualized for public consumption. This is an introduction to the file series that forms the 

basis of this thesis, situating it within its archival and commemorative context. The file 

series now labelled “AWM93 12/11/ – Bazley’s circularization of next-of-kin” is an 

inadvertent record of the personal experiences and expectations of bereaved families in 

the postwar processes of commemoration. This section contextualizes the emergence of 

this file series in the postwar landscape, and its connections to the broader spaces of the 

Memorial. 

 

Creating a memorial to the dead 

This research considers a moment in time since lost: the experience of loss in the 

aftermath of the Great War, and its impact on the cultural institutions that now tell these 

stories. Hundreds of civic memorials remain part of the geography of the former British 

Empire, reflecting thousands of individual tragedies.14 National memorials reformed 

these losses in a national context, lending structure and purpose to the meaningless of 

 
 
 
 
 
 
14 Numerous historians have considered the impact of local and national memorials on the colonial 
landscape. 
Bruce Scates and Rebecca Wheatley, ‘War Memorials’, in The Cambridge History of the First World War, ed. 
Jay Winter, vol. 3 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 528–26. 
Kenneth Stanley Inglis and Jan Brazier, Sacred Places: War Memorials in the Australian Landscape (Carlton, 
VIC: Melbourne University Publishing, 2008). 
Cecilia Louise Morgan, Commemorating Canada: History, Heritage, and Memory, 1850s-1990s, Themes in 
Canadian History 14 (Toronto, ON: University of Toronto Press, 2016). 
Catherine Moriarty, ‘Private Grief and Public Remembrance: British First World War Memorials’, in War 

and Memory in the Twentieth Century, ed. Martin Evans and Kenneth Lunn (Oxford, UK: Berg, 1997). 
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mass death. Considering the processes of collection involved in the origins of the 

Australian War Memorial attests to the unconsidered involvement of bereaved families 

in early commemorative processes. The emergence of the Memorial should be situated 

within a broader emphasis on remembrance in the postwar period, as the living 

attempted to preserve their memories of the dead of the Great War.15 These early 

processes of collection situate the origins of the Memorial in the context of the mass 

slaughter of the Great War, and early attempts to find meaning in these losses. 

The origins of the Australian War Memorial are connected to the Australian War 

Records Section (AWRS), which was founded on 16 May 1917.16 This program was 

inspired by an earlier Canadian model, seeking to improve the quality of unit diaries and 

identifying historical value in written records intended to assist “the future historian in 

forming judgements”.17 AIF Order 1238 brought the AWRS into the field to collect 

“relics”: equipment, uniforms, “ingenious devices”, and other remnants that would serve 

to structure the Australian histories of the Great War.18 This work was the product of 

 
 
 
 
 
 
15 Joanna Sassoon, ‘Phantoms of Remembrance: Libraries and Archives as “the Collective Memory”’, 
Public History Review 10 (2003): 40–60. 
16 This date is inscribed on the foundation stone outside the Memorial. 
17 Australian Imperial Force, Memorandum to Commanding Officers: Official Historical Records, London: 
issued under AIF Order 758, Australian Imperial Force, 13 July 1917. 
18 Various historians have considered the collecting processes of the AWRS. 
Michael McKernan, Here Is Their Spirit: A History of the Australian War Memorial, 1917-1990 (St. Lucia, 
QLD: University of Queensland Press in association with the Australian War Memorial, 1991). 46. 
Michael Piggott, ‘The Australian War Records Section and Its Aftermath, 1917-1925’, Archives & 

Manuscripts 8, no. 2 (1980). 
Anne-Marie Condé, ‘Imagining a Collection: Creating Australia’s Records of War’, ReCollections 2, no. 1 
(2007). 
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individuals. The Memorial remains firmly associated with the vision of Charles Bean, the 

Australian war correspondent and historian,19 but also reflects the efforts of lesser-known 

figures. John Treloar was appointed to head the AWRS in London in 1917, and spent the 

rest of his life in service to the Memorial.20 He was appointed its director in 1920, holding 

the position intermittently until his death in 1952. This work was the product, too, of 

Arthur Bazley, Charles Bean’s young assistant, and of Sid Gullett and Ernie Bailey, who 

led the search into the battlefields for material records.21 Australian personnel on active 

service made their own contributions to the Memorial, leading to what Michael 

McKernan has referred to as “the great AIF scavenger hunt”.22 Edwin Charles Cam 

detailed the assorted “keepsakes” returned to Australia after his son, Gunner William 

Cam, was killed in action at Passchendaele. 

Ring made from a Pieace of the 1st German Air Plain they came in contact with. 
A Prayer Book picked up in the street with envelop Stamped addressed the day 
After entering (Crossilles) A Collection of about 50 Badges of the different 
British Isles Regiments etc., 

a German Oficers Lapels stripes etc odd Coins and Paper Money and Pieaces of 
guns shells etc23 

McKernan suggested that the responsibility of death imposed a duty of remembrance on 

survivors, contributing to the wartime processes of collection, but also presented an 

 
 
 
 
 
 
19 Kenneth Stanley Inglis, ‘Bean, Charles Edwin (1879–1968)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography 7 (1979). 
20 Denis Winter, ‘Treloar, John Linton (1894–1952)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography 12 (1990). 
21 A.J. Sweeting, ‘Bazley, Arthur William (1896–1972)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, no. 13 (1993). 
22 McKernan, Here Is Their Spirit. 46. 
23 AWM93 12/11/626. Letter from Edwin Charles Cam, 29 December 1927. 
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unexpected form of optimism in the midst of the war, as potential contributors imagined 

a future world in which these stories would be told.24 As early as March 1918, the idea of 

a museum, gallery, and library in the appointed Australian capital took shape,25 long 

before the city itself rose on the floodplain of the Molonglo River. 

The Australian War Memorial would not open its doors until Armistice Day 1941, 

after Australia had gone to war for the second time in a generation, and after a former 

sheep station had been rendered a national capital. No cultural institution can fully reflect 

the lived experience of history, but the imagined Australian War Museum emerged as a 

central commemorative point for the Australian war dead of the Great War. The modern 

Memorial is the product of complex, competing interpretations of commemoration. After 

wartime exhibitions at Australia House in London, a temporary Australian War Museum 

opened in the Exhibition Building in Melbourne in 1922, before moving to Sydney in 1925. 

It would remain there until 1935. These temporary exhibitions served to bring the 

Memorial into the public consciousness, alongside the publication of early volumes of the 

official histories of Australia in the Great War.  

In this period, the concept shifted from “museum” to “memorial,” affirming its 

emphasis on commemoration. In 1923, the Parliamentary Cabinet officially accepted the 

War Museum as the National War Memorial,26 but references to the Museum and 

 
 
 
 
 
 
24 McKernan, Here Is Their Spirit. 48. 
25 McKernan. 57. 
26 The Parliamentary Cabinet met on 15 March 1922 and accepted the museum as the national war 
memorial, contingent on parliamentary approval. At the meeting of the Australian War Museum 
Committee on 11 October 1923, the Australian War Museum was renamed the Australian War Memorial 
AWM170 1. Australian War Museum Committee 1918-23 records. 
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Memorial were used interchangeably throughout this period. The “Australian Memorial 

Library”, “Australian Memorial Gallery”, and “Australian Memorial Museum” would 

collectively become the “Australian Memorial to those who fell in the war of 1914-1918,” 

shortened simply to “The Australian Memorial”.27 This commemorative space 

centralized Australian cultural memory of the Great War, as much for the living as for 

the dead. In discussing the loss of her son, Captain Gordon Clunes Mackay Mathison, 

Mary M. Mathison referred to the emerging Memorial as “an enduring monument to the 

memory of those whose noble deeds and great sacrifice should never be forgotten”.28 

Another bereaved mother, Eva E. Iredale, wrote simply “I am very grateful, as a Mother, 

for the Australian War Memorial”.29 

In the postwar period, the Memorial slowly took shape, continuing the processes 

of collection begun during the Great War. Among these commemorative processes were 

Roll of Honour circulars, which Arthur Bazley had been tasked with sorting. Roll of 

Honour circulars were printed forms sent to the next-of-kin of those who had died while 

serving with Australian forces, seeking information for the Official Historian and the Roll 

of Honour.30 The form included general biographical information, but also included 

space for details related to their occupation prior to enlistment prewar training, as well 

as a section for the inclusion of any other relevant information. By May 1921, 

 
 
 
 
 
 
27 AWM170 1. 
28 AWM93 12/11/1613. Letter from Mary M. Mathison, 12 February 1932. 
29 AWM93 12/11/3306. Letter from Eva E. Iredale, 4 June 1930. 
30 AWM131. Roll of Honour circulars, 1914-18 War, series information. 
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approximately 35,000 completed forms had been returned to the Memorial.31 In sorting 

the files, Bazley found various references to war records of value, including “diaries kept 

or interesting letters received from members of the A.I.F. who were afterwards killed”.32 

John Davies completed the Roll of Honour circular for his son, Private George Henry 

Davies, who had been killed in action at Messines “whilst burying two friends”33 on the 

battlefield. Writing from Much Wenlock, Shropshire, England, Davies identified what he 

perceived as the key elements of his son’s life. 

Went out as a missionary to Coffs Harbour N.S.W. joined up and did Chaplains 
work during the Snowball March to the coast after joining as a signaller. Diary 
sent back from Messines battlefield of great interest to AIF.34 

These records tell the stories that families thought were most important, memorializing 

a life on scraps of paper and in the small blank spaces of the Roll of Honour circular. For 

Bessie Hilton Murray, her husband’s last action was the most important, creating an 

image of loss and sacrifice in one short sentence. Corporal Winsleigh Alexander Murray, 

a Methodist clergyman prior to enlistment, was wounded at Passchendaele. When the 

stretcher bearers came to collect the wounded, he insisted they take another wounded 

man in his place, and had “not been heard of since”.35  

 
 
 
 
 
 
31 AWM131. Roll of Honour circulars, 1914-18 War, series information. 
32 AWM93 12/3/62. Letter from Arthur Bazley, 9 April 1926. 
33 AWM131 Roll of Honour circular, George Henry Davies. 
34 AWM131 Roll of Honour circular, George Henry Davies. 
35 AWM131 Roll of Honour circular, Winsleigh Alexander Murray.. 
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 Bazley suggested that these “human documents of the first importance”36 were a 

means of recording the experiences of members of the AIF, contributing to the processes 

of collection set in motion with the AWRS. The first reference to this specific program 

appears in April 1926, with Bean suggesting that applications be made to “all likely 

cases”.37 This included war dead who were already of interest to the official histories, in 

an attempt to deepen the records available. Bazley and Bean estimated that 

approximately 3000 next-of-kin would be “worth” circularizing,38 much of which would 

“probably be of interest to the Official Historian”.39  

A decade after the Great War had come to an end, these requests appeared in the 

lives of bereaved families, returning them to that moment of loss with the morning mail. 

Their responses illustrate the complexities of postwar commemoration, and the multiple 

ambitions and anxieties associated with commemorating the dead of the Great War, even 

with the inevitable progression of the ensuing years. Lily Dempsey’s husband, the 

Reverend John Dempsey, died of wounds received when his troop transport was 

torpedoed. She apologized for a delay in responding to the donation request, but wrote 

“I have felt very disinclined to open up all my old wounds”40 more than a decade after 

her husband’s death. This set of files is unusual in the sense that the Memorial actively 

 
 
 
 
 
 
36 AWM93 12/3/62. Letter from Arthur Bazley, 9 April 1926. 
37 AWM93 12/3/62. Letter from Arthur Bazley, 9 April 1926. 
38 AWM93 12/3/62. Memorandum for Secretary, Home and Territories Department, 5 November 1926. 
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reached out to individual families, incorporating a broader swathe of bereaved families 

than those who contacted the Memorial of their own accord. 

The existence of this file series is testament to the individuals who brought the 

spaces of the Memorial into existence, and the individual labour involved in the creation 

of national narratives. Bazley was officially employed in this additional work from 19 

March 1927;41 he was responsible for the selection of subjects, the structure of letters, and 

any relevant biographical information for the file. This work would be done in addition 

to his official duties. The sixth meeting of the Finance Committee on 15 July 1927 allocated 

ninety-one pounds for the next-of-kin circulars program, for a three month trial, which 

was soon extended.42 Bazley believed so firmly in the value of this work that he offered 

to work for free if the program was not approved by the Finance Committee.43 

Submissions to the Finance Committee noted the challenge of placing “an intrinsic value” 

on personal records, but estimated, based on payments for similar collections made by 

the Mitchell Library,44 that the results of the initial set of requests were worth upwards 

of two hundred pounds.45  

The selection of subjects was based on information derived from “honour roll 

forms, attestation papers, and other personal records in the possession of the War 

 
 
 
 
 
 
41 AWM93 12/11/62. 
42 AWM170 1. 6th meeting of the Finance Committee, 15 July 1927. 
43 AWM93 12/3/62. Letter from Arthur Bazley, 11 June 1927. 
44 For further information comparing the collecting programs, 
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Memorial”,46 while extracts from deaths and in memoriam columns of Melbourne and 

Sydney newspapers suggested further subjects.47 The structure of these inquiries was 

intended to render the imagined space of the Memorial tangible for bereaved families, 

“to create in the minds of the next-of-kin the right attitude towards the War Museum”.48 

The Memorial was visualized on letterhead, with an illustration of the site supplemented 

by an extract from the funeral oration of Pericles, connecting the recent war dead of the 

Great War to the heroes of classical civilization. Correspondence also referenced 

temporary exhibition spaces, inviting next-of-kin located in Sydney and Melbourne to 

visit. Each letter required at least half an hour of research, examining records to select 

likely subjects, research their military service, source contact information for their next-

of-kin, and type the request.49 This correspondence was intended to emphasize both a 

commitment on the part of the Australian government to preserving the memory of 

Australian war dead and the value of individual contributions to this process. In response 

to the donation request, Celina C. Kendall wrote “I was both proud, and grateful to 

receive it”,50 and offered her “little collection”51 of her brothers’ war records. In response 

to the request for her son’s records, Mary Howard Law wrote, 
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I have picked out a few letters which are the most likely ones to be what you 
require. I am pleased to send them and hope they will be of some use to you. It 
would be an honour to us if they are.52 

The purpose of this file series is exemplified in the letters of Lieutenant John 

Alexander (Alec) Raws, which have become a means of understanding the carnage of 

Pozières, and reflect the differing interpretations of value understood by families and the 

Memorial. Reverend John Raws lost two sons in action at Pozières. Lieutenant Robert 

Goldthorpe (Goldy) Raws was killed in action on 28 July 1916, and Alec Raws several 

weeks later, on 23 August. When the Memorial contacted the Raws family in 1927, the 

records of both brothers had become part of a familial iconography, preserved for 

surviving family members. Letters from Alec Raws had been typed and bound into 

volumes. While Reverend Raws saw the benefit of preserving these records for his 

grandchildren, he did not anticipate the records being of use to the Memorial. He wrote, 

You are of course at liberty to make such extracts from them, as you desire, 
though I doubt if they contain any information of note.53 

The letters became a key component in the description of Pozières in the official histories; 

Charles Bean devoted three pages to a description of the trenches written by Alec Raws, 

which Bean described as “a fair and accurate record of the experiences of a sensitive 

man”.54 This file also reflects the elements of privilege embedded in this file series, and 
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gives some suggestion as to how respondents were selected. Alec Raws had been a 

journalist with The Argus prior to enlistment, as noted on his Roll of Honour circular.55 

The Raws brothers had the ability to write frankly because, as officers, they avoided the 

censorship bestowed on their men. In a letter to Sir Lennon Raws, the brother of the 

deceased men, Tasman Hudson Eastwood Heyes wrote that the letters “exhibit the horror 

of Pozieres more vividly than any writing that I know of”.56 

In total, 5485 files were created as a result of this program, each relating to the 

records of one soldier or a set of relatives: generally brothers, or father and son. As the 

process continued, the Memorial also sought donations from veterans, primarily officers, 

but these requests to next-of-kin remained the focus. From 5485 enquiries, 2454 were 

addressed to next-of-kin, which form the basis of this research. These were families: the 

parents, spouses, siblings, and children of those who had been lost. A relatively small 

proportion of inquiries resulted in donations, but each donation was perceived as 

solidifying support for the emerging Memorial. Bazley wrote,  

There is no doubt that every N/O/K who donates something to the Museum 
becomes automatically a strong support of the A.W.M., and the continued 
backing of these people is especially worth having.57 

 
 
 
 
 
 
55 AWM131 Roll of Honour circular, John Alexander Raws. 
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While the intention of the Memorial was, as written in the early iterations of its message 

to families, to preserve the “thoughts, hopes, and fears”58 of those whom the Memorial 

was intended to commemorate, this is a process of engagement between the Memorial 

and the recipients of these letters. The purpose of these requests was apparent to the 

creators of this file series, but respondents interpreted the request in different ways, and 

sought different assurances regarding the collection or use of documents. Catherine 

Isabel Bourdon interpreted the letter as a request for public donations, and explained her 

personal circumstances. Her son, Private Cyril Collier Bourdon, had been killed in action 

at Bullecourt. 

I wrote you some time back & informed you that my late son Pvt. C. C. Bourdon 
was missing & nothing came to hand not even any private or personal things 
the Defence Dept notified us that he was killed in action. I am to the country for 
a little time & will be back in Melbourne later on if it is a small donation you 
are asking for. You can tell me know. I am now a widow & alone so would only 
be able to send a little money59 

In reference to her husband, Major Benjamin Bennett Leane, Phyllis G. Leane emphasized 

his personal qualities, rather than his record of wartime service. 

I think you have all particulars with reference to his life etc. correct, there seems 
nothing for me to add, except, perhaps, that he had an almost perfect disposition, 
cheerful happy smile, generous, and in many ways very soft hearted. In fact he 
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had what is known as “a steel hand with a velvet grip” being a strong soldier, 
yet having such a kind heart. 

In appearance he was very Strong & Sturdily built, not very tall (5ft 10) but a 
picture of healthy youth, plenty of colour, and very handsome, dark 

It was a great pity he was Killed so young he would have been a splendid 
business man, at 23 he had charge of the machinery dept. in the Australian 
Implement Co. Nth Ter. Adelaide that was the largest & most important dept at 
the time. 

Altho’ he hadn’t the opportunity of a college education, yet he studied very hard, 
and was very “well read”. When he left for the front he was studying at the 
School of mines at night, a course of engineering & building construction, this 
was with the idea of bettering his position later. 

I’m afraid all this will be of little use to you people still it may give an insight to 
his character.60 

The collection program continued for several years. In 1929, Treloar wrote to 

Bazley that he intended to continue supporting the program “as long as it is producing 

records of definite historical value”.61 With the advent of the Great Depression, however, 

the process of collection was officially suspended with the fourteenth meeting of the 

Board of Management on 3 June 1931, “owing to the need to conserve the War Memorial 

Fund”.62 The file series was eulogized as a success, having resulted in the contribution of 

important personal records relating to Australian service in the Great War. The file series 

itself, however, was preserved as little more than bureaucratic correspondence.  
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Within the archives of the Memorial, this file series has been little considered as an 

archive of its own. Anne-Marie Condé has discussed the “process of acquisition” evident 

in the files and the emergence of the collections of both the Memorial and the Mitchell 

Library in Sydney.63 In a case study of 367 files, she considered both records donated by 

families and by returned soldiers, including some of the most extensive files in the 

collection. Condé concluded that archival records held at the Memorial record “little of 

the complex and anxious processes by which the records came into the collection”.64 In 

Here Is Their Spirit, his history of the Memorial, Michael McKernan referenced the series 

as part of the broader process of collection in the development of the institution. He 

profiled the first and last files in the series, using them as evidence of the “strenuous 

efforts” made by Treloar “to augment the official records by collecting personal records 

of men and women who had served in the war”.65 However, like Condé, he found that 

the impact of this file series on the broader collections of the Memorial had been little 

considered. In moving beyond this “process of acquisition”, the records not only capture 

the wartime experiences of their original owners, but the subsequent experiences of their 

next-of-kin, and the afterlives of these records. Donations were affected by the postwar 

lives of potential donors, whose lives were shaped by the events that followed the Great 

War. This thesis reconsiders this file series as a reflection both of profound individual loss 
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and of a broader, national grief, with a lingering presence in the modern archive and 

contemporary narratives of the conflict. 

 

An inadvertent record of loss 

This file series illuminates the lingering impact of the Great War on bereaved 

families in the interwar period. These bereaved families are otherwise absent from the 

spaces of the Memorial. Their names are mostly absent from the historical record, barring 

a signature giving parental consent for a child to enlist, or a heartfelt plea to the civilian 

staff of the Red Cross Wounded and Missing Bureau for information.66 The processes of 

collection recorded in this file series remain relatively unconsidered in contemporary 

histories of the Memorial, and were perceived as having a limited impact on the broader 

spaces of the Memorial. A reconsideration of this file series illuminates its value as a 

record of loss. For the bereaved families contacted in relation to these processes of 

collection, the impact of war did not end with the Armistice; they spent the rest of their 

lives living with the absences and the aftermath of the Great War. National remembrance 

and individual memory come into conflict in these records, shaping the broader narrative 

of Australian service during the Great War. 

This research sits at an intersection of historiographical inquiry, intertwining 

memory studies and material culture in the context of the Great War. This archive 

provides a means of exploring the fragments of lives that exist on the periphery of 
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traditional histories of the Great War, and the role of cultural institutions as active 

participants in the construction of history. These sections overlap with one another as the 

spaces of the Memorial collide: the archive is the memorial is the museum. The 

contemporary collection of the Memorial reflects the lives that are presently associated 

with item records, but also the experiences and aspirations of their donors that led to their 

inclusion in the collection. This correspondence – and the records and objects that exist 

in the archive as a result – speaks for those who are otherwise absent, both the dead of 

the Great War and those who initially survived them. The overlooked experiences of 

these families are reflected inadvertently in the histories produced by the Memorial, and 

are crucial to understanding how commemoration of the Great War in Australia has 

evolved. Dorothy Edmonston-Fearn wrote to the Memorial in relation to the records of 

her husband, Lieutenant Alfred Jesse Edmonston-Fearn, who had been killed in action at 

Messines. 

I have tried to recall the contents, but cannot, I have tried to read but cannot, 
get farther than the second one for blinding tears, & I do not feel that I can part 
with, although all these years have past. He was most honourable, never once 
telling me his whereabouts, & a most devoted husband.67 

For Edmonston-Fearn, the impact of her husband’s loss still lingered more than a decade 

after his death. Whatever records she retained are absent from the collections of the 

Memorial. 
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Commemorative spaces were created to assist the living in remembering the 

dead.68 It is the scattered remnants of the British Empire, particularly the dominions, that 

perhaps derived the most meaning from the Great War, particularly the majority white 

polities of Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and Newfoundland. The Great War formed 

part of a search for meaning that ameliorated earlier colonial renderings, reframing settler 

states in heroic service to British heritage. Jennifer Wellington has explored the 

development of war museums in Canada, Australia, and Britain during the Great War.69 

In Canada and Australia, Wellington contended that the centralized approach to the 

exhibition of war “allowed officials to create a remarkably homogeneous and celebratory 

myth of the war”.70 Federated in 1901, Australia was a relatively new nation. In the 

absence of traditional funerary rituals, bereaved families were forced to find new ways 

of imbuing deaths with meaning. The fighting at Gallipoli presented a creation narrative 

separated from the realities of colonialism, simultaneously emphasizing a familial 

connection to the land while ignoring the legal fiction of terra nullius that Australia had 

been settled on.  

In a telegram, Charles Bean referred to the Australian War Memorial as the 

“starting point of Australian national history”.71 The spaces of the Memorial would be 

 
 
 
 
 
 
68 Caroline Winter, ‘Tourism, Social Memory and the Great War’, Annals of Tourism Research 36, no. 4 
(October 2009): 607–26. 
69 Jennifer Wellington, Exhibiting War: The Great War, Museums and Memory in Britain, Canada and Australia 
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2017). 
70 Wellington. 5. 
71 AWM93 12/3/62. Telegram from Charles Bean, 16 January 1927. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

33 

“far more sacred to Australians than”72 other cultural institutions, centralizing the 

sacrifice of individuals within a national context and symbolically repatriating the distant 

dead to an Australian space. The importance of the Memorial as a central commemorative 

space was emphasized in correspondence with bereaved families, who responded 

accordingly. Olive Marie Smith wrote from Perth, Western Australia, that “The library of 

the War Memorial should be a great national treasure”.73 From Evandale, South 

Australia, Violet F. McDonald hoped for “every success in this wonderful work of 

arranging the War Memorial”.74 Neither Smith nor McDonald was situated near the 

emerging national capital, but both understood the significance ascribed to the site. 

Cultural memory is shaped and reshaped within the vast collections of cultural 

institutions,75 which emphasizes the value of this file series in understanding 

commemorative processes. The values and beliefs articulated in the architecture of 

cultural spaces create a “spatial script” for visitors, historicizing objects and creating an 

assumption of value.76 The objects left uncollected are absent from this visual narrative, 

as are, to a lesser extent, the records hidden within the walls of the archive, separate from 

the objects displayed as artefacts. In contributing personal records to the Memorial, 

bereaved families were promised that war dead would be remembered in perpetuity, 
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albeit removed from the space of the family home. Those who declined to donate were 

separated from the commemorative spaces of the Memorial. Donating was presented as 

an opportunity to maintain the memory of the dead. Henry James Armitage explained 

his decision to donate records relating to his son, Captain Harold Edwin Salisbury 

Armitage, who had been killed in action at Noreuil while serving with the 50th Battalion, 

aged twenty-two. 

I am glad to do anything to help keep green the memory of those ‘boys of ours’ 
who now sleep far away from sunny Australia77 

The epitaph chosen by Harold Armitage’s parents captured their loss, as the civilian and 

military components of their loss coalesced in his epitaph. 

A loving son 
A devoted officer 
A solder and a man78 

For Armitage, his son would be remembered as both. 

Memory and identity are representations of reality, constructed and reconstructed 

within cultural spaces. John Barnes has described forgetting as structural amnesia, and 

an integral contributor to the foundations of cultural memory.79 The profound losses of 

the Great War were manifested in what Annette Becker referred to as processes of 
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amnesia and “hypernesia” in the postwar decades.80 These processes of remembering and 

forgetting are a key element in considering early donations to the nascent Memorial. In 

Australia, the global losses of the Great War were restructured in the image of Anzac. 

The image of the Great War conveyed in the term Anzac is limited: young, white 

Australian-born men, the heroes of the bush, as idealized by Bean.81 In this context, this 

Anzac is larrikin, but good-natured. He dies uncomplainingly, while rescuing a mate 

under fire. His family is absent from this narrative, barring a worn photo of a sweetheart 

or mother that he clutches to his chest as he breathes his last. They mourn him gently and 

uncomplainingly, their only purpose in this story being to have sent him to his death. 

Moving beyond this idealized form, this file series returns real family members to the 

narrative, identifying their roles in shaping emerging commemoration, and preserving 

lasting memories of their loved ones. Mabel Ellsworth responded on behalf of her elderly 

mother in relation to the war records of her brother, Battery Sergeant Major Norman 

Griffiths Ellsworth, who had died of wounds received at Messines. 

You will realise that, this is a very trying ordeal for us, as we have such 
wonderful memories of him, & as he never missed a mail to us during his 3 years 
& 11 months service it is taking us a little time. You will also know that there 
is a lot of private news in them, but we think if we enclose them all, you can use 
what you think would help to make history.82 
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If this work is anything, then it is a reminder that these processes of 

commemoration and memorialization were not inevitable, but borne from the labour of 

countless individuals, each determined to commemorate the mass death and loss of the 

Great War in some form. The major figures in the Memorial’s inception are well known, 

but this monument is testament to a thousand smaller actions, and to a war brought into 

innumerable households across Australia, and the world. These official processes were 

the work of individuals, beyond Bean, Treloar, and Bazley. In the public spaces of the 

Memorial, we do not remember the families who made the choice to part with the last 

remnants of the dead, nor the typists tasked with selecting the most relevant excerpts 

from war diaries, transcribing scrawl written under shellfire. Bereaved families reappear 

in this file series, returning to the narrative, as do staff members of the early Memorial. 

Alison Cooper joined the staff of the Memorial aged eighteen, and was closely involved 

in the transcription of documents offered for copying as a result of this program, selecting 

relevant excerpts from longer documents. Her personnel records note that she had been 

carefully trained for this work, and was involved with this program until the final stages 

of collection.83 Tasman Hudson Eastwood Heyes was a liaison between the Historical 

Section of the Committee of Imperial Defence (CID) in London and the Official Historian 

in Australia.84 Letters addressed to overseas addresses were forwarded to Heyes at 

Australia House. He initially forwarded this correspondence back to Australia, but was 
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later permitted to use his own discretion in determining relevancy.85 These individual 

actions helped shape the outcomes of this program, and in turn the commemorative 

spaces of the Memorial, determining what records would be brought into the national 

collections. 

The fragments of experience recorded in this file series attest to the complex 

processes of commemoration that contributed to the construction of cultural institutions, 

and the experiences of individuals embedded in national memorials. This research cannot 

be a complete and exhaustive history of the Australian experience of war, nor the 

intricacies of everyday life that affected those who were left to carry on. The modern 

Memorial is not same space promised to these bereaved families, but the processes of 

collection recorded in this file series contributed to the modern space. This file series is 

testament to the enduring impact of the losses of the Great War, and the impact of 

individual experience in shaping national commemoration. 

 

Structuring an Australian story 

This thesis structure considers the impact of this file series as it relates to several 

areas of research: archival histories, memory studies, and material culture. The themes 

within these sections often overlap, as the value of the series extends beyond a simple 

record of correspondence. A reconsideration of this file series as an archive of its own 

provides unexpected insight into the experiences of bereaved families into the postwar 
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period, articulating their perceived role in contemporary commemorative processes, and 

their own perceptions of value related to the records donated (and not donated) to the 

Memorial. The structure of this thesis is intended to emphasis the lived experience of 

individuals, while acknowledging the broader thematic concepts that have shaped this 

research. In considering the experiences of bereaved families, this research uses their own 

words wherever possible, retaining original grammar and spelling. Brief responses reveal 

experience and emotion, and the challenge of private grief amid public commemoration. 

The first section of this thesis considers this material on an archival level, 

providing a framework through which to understand the individual experiences 

recorded within the file series, and the experience of grief on a national scale since lost. 

There is a human side to these statistics, with the emotional labour of remembrance 

evident within these collection processes. The postwar commemorative processes that 

created the Memorial and other national monuments are the work of individuals, and 

reflect individual biases and expectations. Considering this file series as a discrete record 

allows for the general to illuminate the particular: a statistical overview outlines the 

general impact of this file series, while simultaneously acknowledging the lived 

experiences of respondents in their own words. Records held by the Memorial should not 

be considered solely as a marker of the person they are officially associated with, but 

rather the broader communities of loss created in their wake. Personal records were 

valued by families as specific representation of loved ones, acting as markers of memory 

for the absent dead, and in turn by the Memorial as assets in a broader narrative of 

Australian service. 

The second section of this thesis considers the value of this file series as it relates 

to memory studies, and in understanding the commemorative structures of the spaces of 

the Memorial. This file series is a reflection of the processes of “making” history: 
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developing the archetypes of service and sacrifice now embedded within Australian 

national narratives of the Great War, and broader Australian service in conflict. The 

experience of loss did not end with the Armistice, but rather lingered in the aftermath of 

the conflict. The responses to these donation requests indicate that the Memorial and 

respondents had different perspectives of the “value” ascribed to records.  

There is a disjunction here between bereaved families, with their lived experience 

and often-painful memories of their loved ones, and the emerging cultural memory of 

Australian service in the Great War, a narrative affirmed in official holidays and national 

memorials. This file series interrupts the seamless transition from the trenches to the 

archive, reflecting the agency of bereaved families in the preservation of these cultural 

records. The other component to this consideration of memory is forgetting, reflected in 

the absences of the archive: both in those who were not considered for donation, and in 

those who declined to donate. There are various reasons for refusal, all of which are now 

manifested in archival silence. In terms of these absences, and the intricacies of memory, 

this research suggests a deeper consideration of the emotional labour of remembrance. 

This moves beyond the traditional dichotomy of the battlefield as a producer of authentic 

experience and the home front as a pale reflection of such. Bereaved families act as both 

memory-makers and memory-keepers, with their own experiences of the war. Civilian 

war work was little considered in this collection, nor were the experiences of everyday 

life that affected potential donations: employment, illness, and death. All of these are 

referenced by various respondents, many of whom respond with their own experiences 

of the war period, and offer records of their own service. For Alice Elizabeth Manders, 
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“so much sickness & bereavements”86 in the postwar period limited her ability to respond 

to the donation request for her son’s records. 

This correspondence reflects an ambiguous imperial identity. Australia House in 

London coordinated donation requests for families situated overseas, many of whom 

held limited connection with Australia beyond the death of a loved one while serving 

with Australian forces. Many respondents did not necessarily identify as Australian, or 

as Australian beyond all other identity. This disjunction is present in correspondence. 

William Allen, Jr. responded on behalf of his elderly father, who had lost three sons on 

the Western Front. Allen understood his losses as distinctly Australian.  

Have sorted out all the letters I can find, from my brothers, who were killed in 
action, and am posting on to you with this, wishing same safely in your hands. 
I also enclose letters from 2 3 A.I.F. friends killed in action, whose records you 
can easily trace 

you are very welcome to use my letters as you think best, even though they are 
highly prized by me, as I wish to do all I can to make the Federal War Museum 
worthy of the supreme sacrifices of our noble Australians for King and Country, 
– being first of all (myself) a patriotic Australian … 

With every sincere best wish for the future big success of the Australian War 
Museum87 

Other bereaved families identified different connections to Australian identity. Major 

John Arthur Higgon had been killed in action at Fromelles while serving with the 32nd 
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Battalion. His widow, Lueline Price, noted his connection to the Memorial as a British 

officer commanding Australian forces. 

I am afraid I have no letters of my late husband Major J. Higgon, although I 
remember he often said in his letters what a splendid lot of men the Australians 
were.88 

For many respondents, there was no apparent contradiction between Australian 

and British identity, while other families struggled with the idea that the Memorial would 

only commemorate some of their children, when others had died with British or 

Canadian forces. British-born Private Robert Matthew Beatham earned the Victoria Cross 

posthumously for his actions at Rosières during the Battle of Amiens. In response to the 

Memorial’s donation request, his mother, Elizabeth Beatham, detailed the cost of the war 

to her family.  

I may tell you I had 6 other sons in the Army, 7 in all, 4 of whom were lost in 
the War, 3 of them came back, one of those was imprisoned in Germany 2 ½ 
years.89 

Robert Beatham was one of seven brothers who served in the war, two of whom served 

with Australian forces. Four of the seven died. Robert Beatham was the only one of the 

dead whose records were sought for the emerging Memorial, belying the purported 

equality in death promised to bereaved families. His image is now in the centre of the 
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Hall of Valour, the pantheon of Australians who have been awarded the Victoria Cross. 

His brothers are absent. 

The third section of this thesis relates to material culture, and the commemorative 

processes articulated within the materiality of the archive. In various individual and 

national attempts to find meaning in mass death, the dead were reformed within a 

Christian context as both classical heroes and modern crusaders. In 1926, Private Henry 

Weston Pryce was asked for records relating to his deceased brothers.90 He offered a book 

of his own war poetry, dedicated “To My Brothers Alan and Charlie Who Did Not 

Return”. The first section was titled “The Argonauts”.91 Homes were renamed after 

distant battlefields, rendering the alien something familiar, and the familiar something 

alien. Objects displayed in the gallery spaces of the Memorial visualize a national 

narrative, spatializing Australian cultural memory of the Great War for visitors. The 

records in this file series reveal communities profoundly affected by grief, both those with 

direct experience of the battlefield, and those who had remained at home. The space 

between the home front and the battlefield was permeable; both were affected by the 

other. The object histories of these items reveal the uneasy space between the living and 

the dead, with objects acting simultaneously as representative of the distant dead and of 

lingering grief that permeated the home. For Annie Allchurch, “a match box cover that 

was picked up on the field during the battle of Posieres”92 was representative of her 
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deceased son. The matchbox has since been deaccessioned, and its current location is 

unknown. There was no easy division between the war dead left lying on the battlefield 

and postwar deaths from war injuries, and families were often unwilling to part with 

records, or to look through records that would reopen old wounds. There are repeated 

references to the value of original records still stained with the mud of the trenches, while 

the fragile correspondence reveals lives that continued in the postwar period. 

These various forms of value attributed to records are at once conflicting and 

complementary. This file series occupies an unusual space within the historical record, 

testifying to a deliberate construction of the archive, while preserving inadvertent 

vestiges of the impact of loss for bereaved families at home. It represents a process of 

exchange between the Memorial and families, shaping an emerging collection and, 

accordingly, the national narratives now associated with Australia during the Great War. 

These differing interpretations of value move beyond the initial creation of this file series 

as a bureaucratic record of correspondence, supplementing the operational records that 

would assist in writing the official histories of Australian service. This simultaneously 

establishes the limitations of this file series; 2454 families are a fraction of those affected 

by the losses of the Great War, but reflect a broader experience of loss. The subjects of 

these donation requests reflect assumptions regarding suitability for inclusion in the 

official histories, belying traditional assumptions regarding the inherently democratic 

nature of Australian forces. British ancestry is emphasized, noting the ancestors of those 

who served in the Crimean War and at Waterloo. Alongside those who earned the 

Victoria Cross, the same Sydney and Melbourne private schools are mentioned, under 

assumptions that their graduates would leave written records of particular value, and 

that their families would have the opportunity and inclination to respond.  
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This research provides a means of understanding the intricate processes involved 

in the formation of the nascent Memorial. Archival histories, memory studies, and 

material culture intersect within the space of this file series, and in this research. Michael 

McKernan described the primary focus of the Memorial as, “grown from the twin aims 

of commemoration and understanding, or, more accurately, commemoration through 

understanding”.93 The transition from “memory” to “history” is revealed across this file 

series, as those who remembered their loved ones in life offered records that would be 

used as representations of the war dead, and sought their own meanings from their 

material remains. Exploring how the archives of the Memorial were developed is a means 

of understanding how commemoration has evolved, the agency of families involved in 

this process, and the lingering impact of loss. 
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“All my old wounds”: Life and death in the archive 

 

On 4 July 1927, Mary Ellen Akers responded to a request from the Memorial. While 

she allowed for a copy to be taken of her son’s letters, Akers emphasized the importance 

of the records to her family, and her unwillingness to part with the original documents. 

I can’t present my boys letters but will lend them for a short time as they are all 
I have left of my only child. 

You are quite welcome to copy anything you please from them, but please return 
them as soon as you can.94 

Lance-Corporal Charles Alfred Akers had been killed in action at Passchendaele while 

serving with the 35th Battalion. The Roll of Honour circular that Akers completed for her 

son articulates the impact of war on her broader family; alongside her only son, two of 

his cousins had been killed that same year in Belgium.95 Typewritten copies of Charles 

Akers’ letters are preserved in the archives of the Memorial, but the originals were 

returned to the family; their current location is unknown. These records gain increased 

importance as a record of a broader community affected by the Great War, reflecting the 

scale of loss of the conflict, and the experience of grief in the early postwar period. 

In Australia, the transformation of individual memory into the structured histories 

of the Great War has seen individual grief collectively reconstituted on cenotaphs in small 

country towns, on the Roll of Honour, and in each Anzac Day address into a semblance 
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of national mourning. The shift from the lived experience of the period to cultural 

memory risks individual experiences being reduced to standard references, with an 

iconography embodied in key terms: Gallipoli, Passchendaele, Fromelles, Anzac. In the 

context of the Great War, a shared national consciousness was encouraged by the state in 

Australia through national acts of remembrance, and in smaller social contexts as families 

and communities attempted to cope with the growing numbers of dead. This section 

considers the impact of the Great War in Australia through the context of cultural 

memory, as remembrance of the dead was increasingly structured through a narrativized 

conception of the Great War.96 

There remains today no living memory of the dead of the Great War. We cannot 

know the dead as they were in life, nor those who loved them. Australian society today 

holds no direct memory of the sight of a transport disappearing on the horizon, or young 

men on the daily casualty lists unfolding in the newspapers. The handwriting on fading 

letters written somewhere in France cannot conjure the image of the writer. A decade on 

from the loss of her son, Mary Jane Evans could still mark the day he enlisted (“It was 14 

years yesterday since he enlisted”)97 and the contents of his pockets returned to her (a 

cigarette case and “his diary, wallet & 2 watches”).98 Our understanding of the Great War 

is presented now in generalizations, within the standardized reference of Anzac. In 

approaching this file series, the focus in this research is in considering the lingering 
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impact of the Great War on bereaved families on the level of individual loss. This section 

provides a theoretical overview for this research, which exists at a point of 

historiographical intersection: archival histories, memory studies, and material culture. 

Memory work is intended to assist in understanding the construction of identities, and 

the engagement of individuals with their broader communities.99 In this space, the 

individual and the social collide. 

 

The living and the dead 

There is little left of the internal considerations of the majority of respondents to 

this file series, beyond the brief responses recorded in these records. For the majority of 

bereaved families, there is no written record of their hopes and dreams, their deepest 

desires, and their bitterest losses. Their responses in this file series, often limited to a 

sentence or two, are a brief illumination of the historical void. This file series serves as an 

encapsulation of a single moment in time, a decade or more after the losses of the Great 

War, revealing vestiges of individual experience amid the pages of the archive. Bereaved 

families may not have seen themselves in their fellow respondents, nor even known of 

their existence, but this file series provides a means of understanding the enduring 

impact of grief and loss, and the role of individuals in shaping national memorials. For 

one moment, the dead are not Captain Brian Laidley Dowling, Royal Flying Corps and 
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Lieutenant Max Russell Laidley Dowling, 4th Battalion. In their father’s correspondence 

with the Memorial, they return to “Brian & Max”.100  

Memory and history are mutable concepts for the families referenced in this file 

series. History is the organization and representation of the past, as the experiences of the 

war are ordered and organized. The events of the past are given meaning, and ascribed 

value through their inclusion in the historical record. In the framework of official 

histories, history is seen as something permanent; a perpetual representation in a broader 

historical narrative.101 For bereaved families, memory was something less ordered; it was 

the experiences conjured by the material culture that surrounded them, and by their lived 

experiences of the period. For many, the donation request they received was deeply 

personal; the last remnants of a lost loved one were embedded a few material objects, and 

the memories left behind.  

In Australia, contemporary remembrance of the Great War should be positioned 

within the broader processes of nation-building and memory-making. Numerous 

historians have considered the impact of the Great War on the Australian people, and the 

cultural impact of this experience.102 This file series simultaneously provides a broader 
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interpretation of the impact of the Great War, while individualizing national loss. The 

collections of the Memorial are the product of individuals, communities (both on the 

home front and on the battlefield), and nations, with diverse responses to grief. There 

was no singular meaning to be derived from this experience, nor a definitive expression 

of loss, but these nascent collecting impulses have become a key part of the foundation 

narratives of Australia.  

Contemporary commemoration of the Great War in Australia positions these 

experiences within the paradigm of the Anzac legend, and the emergence of a distinctive 

Australian identity associated with mateship, courage, endurance, and the other values 

embedded in the stained glass of the Hall of Memory. A centralized approach allowed 

for officials to develop a homogenous, celebratory narrative of the conflict. As Australia 

has shifted away from its early narratives linked to settler society and a sunburnt country, 

the narrative of Australia during the Great War has become increasingly central.103 There 

should be no overarching assumption about the lived experience of the Great War: within 

these losses, there was no homogenous response to death. An emerging national 

narrative means little for the dead; the dead of 25 April 1915 remain scattered across the 

peninsula, whatever value is attributed to their deaths and whatever significance that day 

may now hold. Bertha Young articulated this bluntly when asked for records related to 

her son, Lieutenant Roland Macdonald Young. 
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My Son was killed on the 1st day at the landing & there are therefore no war 
records or experiences.104 

The multiple meanings attributed to loss appear throughout this research. 

Institutional histories can never be fully removed from the lived experiences that 

begat them; spaces like the Australian War Memorial are the product of individuals, in 

all their biases and expectations. This includes the expectations and assumptions of the 

creators of the Memorial, alongside the bereaved families contacted for potential 

donations. For the majority of these correspondents, their lives were lived on the 

periphery of the historical record, despite their contributions to these processes of 

collection. These correspondents represent a spectrum of experience for bereaved 

families, united by little other than the common experience of loss. While, as detailed in 

subsequent chapters, this file series may not represent the Australian population as a 

whole, it reflects those whose loved ones were considered worthy of remembrance, and 

of inclusion in these national narratives. The experiences of these bereaved families are 

embedded in the records they donated on behalf of departed loved ones, and in the 

archival silences of refusal. For Emily Hammond, her son, Captain Meysey George 

Hammond, MC and bar, MM, was her “darling boy” who “went west”.105 A field 

message book and cigarette case gained increased importance within her family as 

representative of him, but have since been separated from that original context. 
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I am enclosing a few things if any good, please make use of them. The book and 
case warded off a shot when in trenches at Passchendaele, I think Xmas day.106 

Their experiences encourage a reconsideration of the myth of Australian wartime 

experience: the heroic ideal of the Anzac legend, and the meanings ascribed to loss in the 

space of cultural institutions. This file series serves to illuminate the historical darkness, 

albeit temporarily. The dead remain dead. This research is the product of those who 

initially survived them, and their own interpretations of the material. 

Cultural memory presents a framework through which the mass death of the 

Great War is given meaning, and through which the search for meaning in these losses 

can be understood. The rites and rituals of remembrance are a means of engaging with 

the distant dead, reaffirming this imagined connection.107 Objects on display in cultural 

institutions attain an assumed historicity, and automatic value. This reconsideration of 

this file series is an attempt to transcend these limitations, and to understand a little of 

the dead as they were understood by those who loved them. There is no perfect 

representation of the past. The past is refracted through the lens of the present, reshaped 

and reformed in the eddies of the present. The histories within the spaces of the Memorial 

are the product of individuals, as the living shaped the memory of the dead. The records 

of the dead were transmuted through the living, with rough edges smoothed.  
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Remembering (and forgetting) the Great War 

 These processes of commemoration are embodied within the cultural memory of 

the Great War, neither entirely memory nor history. Memory studies has been a site of 

contestation and consideration since Maurice Halbwachs delineated between the “clearly 

etched demarcations” of history and the “irregular and uncertain boundaries” that 

constitute collective memory.108 The archive reflects the emergence of Australian cultural 

memory of the Great War at the centre of this research. In considering potential 

donations, bereaved families held varying interpretations of memory and history, and 

the mutable spaces between. Memory work is an attempt to better understand the 

construction of identities, and how individuals understand themselves.109 This file series 

recorded parental and communal anxieties regarding the memory of war dead in the 

aftermath of the conflict, and in the emergence of these processes of collection.  

Memory studies is a robust field of academic enquiry, heightened by the contested 

nature of commemoration and renewed focus on the impact of the Great War during the 

centenary period. Memory is a record of resemblances, suggesting a continuity between 

the past and the present. Forms of mass memory suggest a process of exchange, rather 

than the individualized experience of individual memory; the social group is not a 

neutral, passive force in the conservation of memory. Jan Assmann distinguished 
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between communicative and cultural memory.110 Communicative, or collective, memory 

relates to the every day, and the diffuse transmission of memories in everyday life. 

Collective memory is restricted to the recent past, transferred through speech and 

experience to subsequent generations, but limited by generational scope.111 My 

grandmother, born in 1935, has no lived experience of the Great War, but is connected to 

these losses through communicative memory. She remembers her mother, and her 

mother’s relief as VE-Day was declared in 1945, recalling the brother she’d lost in the 

Great War. We cannot share that experience, nor know my great-grandmother’s older 

brothers, but cultural memory creates a national meaning in the losses of the Great War, 

and conveys an abstracted sense of loss. At the age of ten, I could stand at my great-

uncle’s grave at Lijssenthoek Military Cemetery in Belgium, clutching my grandmother’s 

hand, and feel a profound sense of loss for a man I could never know. 

Cultural memory is embodied in external objects: in memorials and museums, in 

official holidays and national remembrances, and in the official histories written in the 

name of nations.112 These mnemonic triggers develop a mythic sense of the past.113 Both 

collective and cultural memory acknowledge the impact of the group on the individual. 

While private memory contributes to history, it cannot exist beyond culture, or the 

lifespan of the memory-bearer. Individual memory of the Great War died with those who 
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had experienced the conflict and its immediate aftermath. Beyond individual memory, 

the structure of top-down histories and the role of archival institutions as active 

participants in the construction of history ensures that only specific kinds of history are 

remembered. In this form, remembrance is not solely an internal process, but rather 

shaped and reshaped by memory tools. This external symbolic storage in objects, events, 

and people allows for the possibility of remembering to undergo fundamental change. 

The very act of remembering reworks the subject.114 The image of my great-uncles that I 

possess is not the young men as they were in life – younger than I am now – but assorted 

stories reshaped and reframed within familial narratives. 

Remembering and forgetting are characteristic of modernity, and both contribute 

to the cultural context through which the Great War should be understood. Cultural 

memory emerged at the forefront of historical discourse in the latter half of the twentieth 

century, presenting memory in opposition to historical consciousness. The complex 

processes of commemoration associated with the Great War suggest another form of 

memory, recording and reaffirming narratives of the conflict. The generation prior to the 

Great War had been consumed by memory, obsessed with its meanings and uses.115 Matt 

Matsuda has examined the period between 1870 and 1914: psychologists and neurologists 

attempted to locate memory within the human body; print memory was proliferated by 

mass-circulation newspapers; and documents were accumulated as an instrument of the 
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state.116 This focus on memory contributed to attempts to record various facets of the war, 

and the multiple meanings derived from the conflict. In the context of the Great War, 

commemorative processes positioned cultural memory within an imperial context, 

affirming an understanding of the conflict from the perspective of nations and empire.117 

Responses to this file series illustrate a space between memory and history, as 

national mourning was balanced with individual grief. Public discourse shapes how past 

events are remembered, interpreted, and articulated. In Australia, this discourse is 

affirmed with every dawn service on Anzac Day, and every mention of the Anzac legend. 

The collection of war records in the Great War underscored the foundation myth 

embodied in the Anzac legend, while providing an inadvertent record of the experience 

of individual loss within broader national narratives. Ruth Emery considered how her 

son, Lance-Corporal Frederick William Emery, would have responded to the donation 

request she received from the Memorial. 

While I fully appreciate the honor you would do to him (My Son) by publishing 
his letters, or extracts from the same; after consideration & looking over some of 
the letters, I do not feel that I would like to hand them to strangers. 

Our Son was not fond of publicity, & his letters written for his Father & Mother, 
& to us they are valuable. That he fought faithfully for his Country I know, & 
to our sorrow did not come back to us. One thing I am sure of, he was a good 
Soldier & a good comrade.118 
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Louisa Adeline Gillam also considered the donation request from the perspective of her 

son, Corporal George Selwyn Gillam. Gillam interpreted the potential donation as an 

opportunity to honour his memory. Her response was directed to her surviving son, who 

forwarded the correspondence to the Memorial. 

I will look through ‘Dons’ letters to day but am afraid there is nothing of any 
use whatever to the ‘War Memorial’ as anything relating to the War was 
censored out of them & the few tiny souvenirs or relics I have worthless to them 
I feel sure, however I will look through what I have & if you think them helpful 
in any way I am quite willing they should have them 

I do this for his sake119 

In receiving these donation requests, familial memories of the dead collided with 

the promised memorialization of the Australian War Memorial. Jacqueline Manuel has 

suggested that the grief and mourning by and for the living was often “acutely 

private”,120 and invisible in wider public contexts. A language for parental mourning did 

not exist; there is no word in the English language for parents who have been bereaved 

of their children. The bereaved mothers considered by Manuel found themselves caught 

between their role as “moral guardians of the nation”121 and the fear that their individual 

dead would be lost in the broader lens of history. All that the dead had been could not fit 

within these spaces, which were focused on, at most, the final four years of their lives. 
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History suggested something official, and something permanent. Memory was 

something lived, and existed in all the material elements that reminded bereaved families 

of lost loved ones. The competing impulses are reflected in this file series, as bereaved 

families attempted to honour the imagined desires of the dead. 

These rituals of public recollection cannot be politically neutral.122 Both 

remembering and forgetting are reflected in the archival memory of cultural 

institutions.123 Cultural memory is embodied in the national acts of collective 

remembrance encouraged by the state, creating a shared national consciousness of loss. 

Across the commemorative sites of the Great War, the overwhelming numbers of the 

dead represent a national story written in the mourning practices of successive 

generations. The Great War was understood as unlike anything that had come before it, 

and required new forms of commemoration.124 The creation of the archive is embedded 

in these commemorative processes. 

 

Memory and meaning in the Memorial 

 Cultural institutions spatialize history, providing a framework through which the 

past is ascribed a common meaning. In Australia, the spaces of the Australian War 

Memorial legitimize the founding myth of Anzac, in which Australian service in the 

Great War is linked to the emergence of the Australian nation. The structure of the 
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modern Memorial moves the history of Australian military experience seamlessly from 

Bullecourt to Bardia to Binh Ba, suggesting a continuity of experience between the civilian 

soldiers of the AIF and the professional modern defence force. The spaces of the 

Australian War Memorial provide a means of exploring the physical reality of cultural 

memory, and its impact on histories of Australian military service. This section considers 

the specific focus of this research on the archives of the Australian War Memorial, and 

the role of memory objects in perpetuating cultural memory. 

Major cultural institutions act as a framework for cultural memory. The 

representations of the Great War within cultural institutions reflect both the power of the 

modern state and the massive scale of the war.125 The Memorial positions the Anzac 

legend as a cornerstone of Australian national identity and a defining moment in 

Australian history through its geographic and symbolic position in the centre of the 

national capital. This space reaffirms Australian cultural memory of the Great War as a 

focal point of Australian identity, with official ceremonies of remembrance on Anzac Day 

and Remembrance Day broadcast on television across the nation. The Memorial is 

associated with the publication of the official histories, both those of the Great War and 

more recent publications related to contemporary Australian service. This 

commemorative connection is reaffirmed in its visitors and in its outreach, with 

schoolchildren from across Australia required to visit the site on class trips to Canberra. 

The site of the Memorial serves as a lieu de mémoire at the intersection of official and 
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vernacular cultures. These forms of remembrance are encoded in symbols within the 

Memorial. Informal actions, such as leaving poppies in the Roll of Honour at the 

Memorial, have become standardized symbol of remembrance. 

Remembering and forgetting are constitutive to the formation of new identities,126 

with an uneasy space between memorial and museum. The objects on display in a 

cultural institution become markers of memory, imbued with a representation of the past, 

while objects removed from display are literally removed from the narrative. The 

Australian War Memorial is constantly evolving, adapting memory of the Great War for 

a new generation with no direct experience of the conflict. The space is now 

simultaneously war memorial and tourist attraction, with the archive is embedded within 

this broader structure. The division between memorial and museum is a value 

judgement. Both memorials and museums deal with subjects from the past, employing 

visual methods of communication to elucidate visitors within a physical space.127 

Museums are dedicated to the conservation and interpretation of objects perceived as 

being of particular – scientific, historic, cultural, artistic – value.128 Memorials are 

perceived as perpetuating the memory of an event of particular, momentous value. 

Objects in the space of a memorial become witnesses;129 seemingly mundane objects 

become markers of a broader sacrifice. The spaces of cultural institutions become a means 
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of coming to terms with the past.130 Objects in the context of the family home were 

associated with specific individuals, but were reshaped in the memorial space as 

elements in a broader narrative, attributed different value and meaning. 

Sites of memory exist at the intersection of official and vernacular cultures. 

Cultural memory is standardized within the spaces of the Memorial; the idea of the space 

as a lieu de mémoire is both literal and figurative.131 Ken Inglis has explored the 

construction of war memorials across Australia, embodying the “new civil religion” of 

Anzac.132 With absent bodies buried in cemeteries around the world and scattered 

anonymously across distant battlefields, the “traumatic absence”133 of these losses 

became a subject of urgent cultural expression. Inglis and Bart Ziino have written on the 

distinct shape of Australian grief, suggesting mourners had to compensate for the 

distance from the battlefields, thereby prompting a focus on memorial spaces within 

Australia.134 In the context of the Great War, a shared national consciousness was 

encouraged in Australia by the state through national acts of remembrance, and in 

smaller social contexts as families and communities attempted to cope with the growing 

numbers of dead.135  
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As the Australian War Memorial prepares to undergo a major expansion and 

renovation, what has previously been remembered and forgotten is increasingly 

important. The centrality of the Memorial is testament to the apparent importance of 

Australian war experience to Australian identity. The Memorial is positioned across Lake 

Burley Griffin, looking towards the Australian Parliament House. The centre of 

Australian government is connected thus not to the National Museum, with galleries that 

span millennia, but to a site focused on the specific impact of war, and the specific value 

of war to Australian national identity. The National Museum was founded in 1980, long 

after the Memorial opened its doors on Armistice Day 1941. The Memorial was, then, for 

an extended period of time, presented as the unifying force in Australian society, beyond 

cultural institutions associated with a particular state or territory. Visitors internalize the 

values and beliefs embedded in the architectures of cultural spaces, and the position of 

the Memorial at the centre of the Australian capital.  

The spectacle of gallery spaces in cultural institutions such as the Memorial is 

intended to render the incomprehensible experience of mass death comprehensible in 

some form, utilizing various forms of media to engage with an audience.136 In the context 

of the Memorial, the sensory experience of the Memorial renders the Anzac memory as 

something felt, making it in turn more difficult to contest the narrative template.137 This 

 
 
 
 
 
 
136 Kavanagh, Making Histories in Museums. 
137 Emma Waterton and Jason Dittmer, ‘Embodied Memory at the Australian War Memorial’, in Memory, 

Place and Identity: Commemoration and Remembrance of War and Conflict, ed. Danielle Drozdzewski, Sarah 
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spatial script dictates the experiences of visitors as they move through the galleries. The 

more complicated elements of Australian history are limited; the colonial galleries are 

tucked away, beyond a temporary exhibition space.  

The Memorial is now simultaneously war memorial and tourist attraction, with an 

added element of performance and entertainment in projections of photographs on the 

sides of the building and interactive exhibitions that ask visitors to visualize themselves 

inside a tank during the Battle of Hamel. This is not the pantomime of the Sir John 

Monash Centre on the grounds of the Villers-Bretonneux Memorial, in which the soldiers 

of the AIF are reconfigured as animated figures, repeatedly fighting and dying for the 

same ground, and visitors can experience poison gas in the form of a smoke machine, but 

this is spectacle nonetheless. Menin Gate at Midnight, Will Longstaff’s ethereal tribute to 

the missing of the Western Front, is no longer a solitary object in a quiet room, awaiting 

visitors as classical music softly plays. It is sidelined by sound-and-light shows of G for 

George and Over the Front, with flashing lights and crashing sounds designed to reflect 

the experiences of aviators during the world wars. The gift shop offers souvenir teddy 

bears in the uniforms of men long since dead. Jason Dittmer and Emma Waterton have 

considered the “somatic marker of Gallipoli” present in the gallery space, as visitors 

internalize and appropriate the experiences of those who served a century ago.138 

In the physical spaces of the Memorial, objects are a means of exploring these 

broader experiences of loss and grief. There is no inherent value to many of the objects 
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carefully curated for display in in cultural institutions; their value is reinterpreted and 

reassigned depending on their cultural context. Reconstructing the social contexts within 

which these objects once lived is a means of exploring various forms of social identity. 

Passive objects can be moved about and recontextualized, assuming different identities; 

these “social lives” are integral to the study of material culture.139 This form has been 

used by archaeologists, with the “material biographies” of excavated objects bringing 

together questions of personhood and the meaning of objects.140  

In the context of this research, considering the “lives” of these objects provides a 

means of understanding the collecting processes of the Memorial. In writing about art, 

Alfred Gell suggested that objects are made as a form of instrumental action, influencing 

the thoughts and actions of others. Collecting the oeuvre of an artist is the representation 

of “a life”.141 Gell suggested that the oeuvre of a Western artist was a form of “distributed 

personhood”, visually expressing a life.142 In considering the correspondence between 

the Memorial and Malvina Magill, the diary of her son, Corporal Eric Lindsay Magill, 

extends beyond an operational record, incorporating his “last words”. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
139 Arjun Appadurai, ed., The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1986). 
140 Laurel Ulrich, The Age of Homespun: Objects and Stories in the Creation of an American Myth, 1st ed (New 
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141 Alfred Gell, Art and Agency: An Anthropological Theory (Oxford, UK: Clarendon Press, 1998). 
142 Gell. 
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I would not like to part with Diary, as the last words my dear son wrote is there, 
as he had written up until the day he was mortally wounded, so will ask you to 
register & return same, after you have taken extracts, of what you require.143 

The files considered in this record series do not represent a singular “life”, but the 

fragments of hundreds all affected in some form by the Great War. For most of these 

responses, this file series captures a single moment in a life, revisiting a loss experienced 

a decade or more earlier. These records and objects act as a mediation between the past 

and the present, extending beyond operational significance. Records on display in the 

galleries of the Memorial are representative not only of the modern Memorial or of their 

original creators, but of those to whom these records passed. 

 

The combination of memorial and museum in the Australian War Memorial 

means that this file series, ostensibly a record of communication that exists as an aside to 

the writing of the official histories, recorded the lingering impact of war on a elements of 

Australian society. These complicated expressions of grief were repeated in bereaved 

households around the world. The grief of the Great War was, in the years after the 

conflict came to an end, so common that it was rendered almost unrecordable. It crept 

around the corners of the family home, sinking into every street and every 

neighbourhood until it was reduced to the fading names on local memorials. The intense, 

private grief of individual loss was subsumed by public narratives of national mourning.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
143 AWM93 12/11/1545. Letter from Malvina Magill, 15 April 1929. 
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In this file series, that private grief spills briefly into the public sphere. When 

Patrick James Egan informed the Memorial, sobbing, that he could not bear to part with 

the last remnants of his dead son, the details of the telephone call are filed in duplicate, 

recording for Memorial staff in Sydney and Melbourne that no donation will be 

forthcoming.144 Despite broad assumptions regarding the experience of war, this conflict 

was experienced by individuals. It is individuals who were bereaved, and individuals 

who sought to remember. This file series suggests a little of the individual experience of 

grief. It succumbs to the generalities of attempting to understand a group of people who 

have left little, if any, written record, but is intended to acknowledge the vivid interiority 

that shaped their lives and experiences. Respondents present a commemorative 

challenge, claiming their own impressions of the dead, and their own expectations for the 

imagined commemorative space. Unlike the dead, the living talk back. 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
144 AWM93 12/11/1125. Details of telephone conversation with Patrick James Egan, 16 August 1928. 
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“Your great & very noble undertaking”: Illuminating the general through 

the particular 

 

 On 6 March 1931, Charles Arrowsmith Bernays responded to a request from the 

Australian War Memorial. Bernays had followed his father as an officer of the 

Queensland Parliament and, by the time of his correspondence with the Memorial, had 

been appointed Clerk of the Parliament. Two of his sons had served in the Great War. 

Private Roy Marr Bernays had been killed in action shortly after the landings at Gallipoli. 

Bernays articulated a disjunction in his interpretation of the Memorial’s request. 

I have very little interest in the commemoration of anything relating to the great-
holocaust. I agree largely with a great American who said, “I never knew a good 
war or a bad peace”. Nevertheless I would not be unwilling to help you if what 
I have would be of any use, but I am afraid that it would not be. My wife & I 
saved a few war letters from my youngest son, which are to be given to our 
grandsons later on, in case anyone doubts what their father did145 

Bernays determined that the letters his family held were of limited use to the Memorial, 

and declined to donate.146 This record contributes to a more nuanced understanding of 

the processes of collection recorded in this file series, considering the multiple meanings 

embedded in processes of donation. His articulation of loss, however, is now presented 

as an archival absence in the spaces of the Memorial.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
145 AWM93 12/11/4179. Letter from Charles Arrowsmith Bernays, 6 March 1931. 
146 AWM93 12/11/4179. Letter from Charles Arrowsmith Bernays, 21 January 1932. 
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A century onwards, the histories of the Great War are shrouded in absences. This 

research considers the proverbial historical darkness, in contemplation of the cultural 

context through which bereaved families experienced the lingering experience of 

individual loss amid mass death. This research allows for the individual to illuminate the 

particular. The focus of this file series is 2454 individual cases, each relating to the records 

of deceased service personnel who died while serving with Australian forces during or 

as a result of the Great War. This record is a means of exploring the broader impact of the 

conflict on bereaved families, and their role in broader commemorative practices. These 

documents articulate individual experience and loss, and provide a means of exploring 

overarching trends in early commemorative processes. 

A statistical overview challenges common assumptions regarding the purported 

equality of Australian service.147 Considering the subjects of this file series reveals a focus 

on officers, particularly commissioned officers, and engagement with early 

commemorative processes that extend across the former British Empire. The dead of the 

Great War are reflective of the world in which they lived and died, fraught with imperial 

complications and the multiple meanings ascribed to mass death. Trends identified in 

this research are given further consideration in subsequent sections of this thesis. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
147 See “Appendix I: Statistical overview” for the complete results. 
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A statistical overview 

In understanding the processes of collection that shaped the nascent Memorial, it 

is the living more than the dead who structured the spaces of the archive. This research 

is an attempt to retrieve a deeper understanding of the experience of total war, one which 

has been lost in the century since the Armistice. This file series reveals the sensibilities 

that contributed to the structure of the modern Memorial. The early processes of 

collection considered in this research incorporate the cultural context within which 

bereaved families experienced the war. This is an attempt to understand the parameters 

imposed on early processes of collection in the aftermath of the Great War, shaping early 

cultural memory of the conflict.  

The risk in considering this file series from a quantitative perspective is in 

rendering the individual abstract. The direct experience of individual grief has been lost 

in the century since the end of the Great War. The bereaved families considered in this 

file series are a fragment of those who endured the conflict. This overview positions 

subjects within their broader cultural context, attempting to articulate the limitations of 

early collecting processes. 

In quantifying lived experience, this overview focuses on the primary respondent 

to each file series. The primary respondent to each file series was the person who 

remained in the most contact with the Memorial in relation to the deceased subject, often 

acting on behalf of a broader family unit. In instances with multiple respondents, many 

respondents defer to a central family figure, such as siblings referring Memorial staff to 

a surviving parent. In instances in which no response was received, the primary 

respondent was the principal subject to whom correspondence was addressed. 1315 

(53.6%) of primary respondents were women. The other 1139 (46.4%) were men.  
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This file series reflects the familial scope of the conflict. Most of the respondents 

(1633, or 66.5%) were parents: 815 women and 818 men. A further 465 (18.9%) were 

siblings, while 316 (12.9%) were spouses of the deceased. All of the spouses were women. 

Of the remaining proportion of respondents, 15 (0.6%) were the children of deceased 

servicemen, while 25 (1.0%) had some other familial relationship with the dead. This file 

series reveals the complex kinship ties of bereaved families, who incorporated a broad 

interpretation of familial ties in considering potential donations: foster mothers,148 step-

siblings,149 and former fiancées who had lost their would-be husbands on the 

battlefield150 all appear in this correspondence. Hilda Ekin Smyth referred the Memorial 

to her late husband’s best friend.151 649 (26.4%) cases in this file series concerned with 

more than one respondent on behalf of a family unit. This often included requests to 

surviving siblings who had also served. 2341 (95.4%) of cases dealt with wartime losses, 

with 113 (4.6%) of files dealing exclusively with postwar deaths. 

Most of these files (2226, or 90.7%) refer to a single deceased subject. Others reflect 

the arbitrary nature of loss, with multiple deaths endured by a single family. 211 (8.6%) 

of families dealt with two losses. 16 (0.7%) dealt with three. The Keid family of Graceville, 

Queensland saw four sons killed in the Great War.152 Trooper William Keid was killed in 

action at Quinn’s Post in the Dardanelles. Second Lieutenant Leonard Keid and Sergeant 

 
 
 
 
 
 
148 AWM93 12/11/929. Correspondence with Britannia Evelyn Williams. 
149 AWM93 12/11/4453. Correspondence with Ernest Alick Stamp. 
150 AWM93 12/11/477. Correspondence with Miss B. Bennett. 
151 AWM93 12/11/739. Letter from Hilda Ekyn Smyth, 2 March 1928. 
152 AWM93 12/11/900. Correspondence with Mary E. Keid. 
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Bennett Walter Keid were killed in action together at Mouquet Farm. Lieutenant Edward 

Alexander Keid died of wounds received at Passchendaele. Another two sons joined the 

AIF, but survived the war. Among the bereaved family was Norman Leslie Keid, who 

was five years old when his father, Leonard Keid, was killed in action. Norman Keid 

would die in the following war, aboard the Montevideo Maru.153 Each of these 

experiences of profound loss are recorded in one file series, recorded among hundreds of 

similar such stories. The horror of the Keid family’s experience, or any of the countless 

other families affected by loss, extends beyond the margins of the official histories. 

The distance of time refracts the incomprehensible horror of the Great War into 

something comprehensible, mediated by ink and sepia. It is impossible in modern 

Australia to imagine a world as fully immersed in mass death as the immediate aftermath 

of the Great War. The ramifications of total war reached every level of Australian society, 

in a form unfathomable to modern Australia. Total war permeated every aspect of daily 

life; the casualties of this conflict eclipsed the official records, with a lingering sense of 

loss that, for many bereaved families, continued for the rest of their lives, and was passed 

as a generational absence to the next. The citizen soldiers of the Great War are not the 

modern defence force, despite official forms of remembrance that increasingly conflate 

the two. Every Australian life lost in conflict since the end of the Second World War is 

fewer than the number killed on 19 July 1916. The scale of this conflict seeped into the 

cultural landscape of Australia. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
153 AWM108 Roll of Honour circular, Norman Leslie Keid. 
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The original marker of success for this file series was in successful donations to the 

emerging Memorial. 699 (28.5%) respondents agreed to donate. There are some gendered 

divisions in this consideration; 419 (31.9% of women) women agreed to donate, alongside 

280 (24.6% of men) men. Not all of these donations were accepted, with Memorial staff 

responsible for determining the suitability of potential donations for official narratives of 

Australian service in the Great War. Records that were perceived as too personal, or 

focused entirely on family members left behind on the home front, were returned. Other 

donations were forgotten in this file series, such as a folded piece of paper inadvertently 

left in a file folder. It reveals a charcoal caricature of a man in a slouch hat, smoking a 

pipe, with a quick sketch of a kangaroo at his feet. Dated 1918, the image wishes the 

viewer a “Happy New Year from “Jim” in France”.154 This was sent by Private James 

Anderson to his sister, Mrs. N. Barclay of Dunfermline, Fife, Scotland. Anderson would 

be killed in action later that year, during the Battle of Amiens. The drawing was formally 

accessioned in 2018, ninety-one years after it was officially offered. Other items offered 

for preservation at the Memorial were dismissed in internal correspondence as “nothing 

suitable for preservation”.155 Each of these bereaved families made the conscious decision 

to offer records in some form as a record of their lost loved one, preserving something of 

the person they had known in life in perpetuity. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
154 AWM93 12/11/3051. Correspondence with Mrs. N. Barclay. 
155 For example, 
AWM93 12/11/375. Correspondence with Dr. J.W. Bond. 
AWM93 12/11/210. Correspondence with T.C. Castleton. 
AWM93 12/11/396. Correspondence with H. Bowering. 
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In considering potential donors in connection with their relationship to the 

deceased, willingness to donate was generally proportionate among parents (29.1% of 

parents), siblings (27.5% of siblings), and spouses (25.6% of spouses). Siblings were the 

most likely to not respond, with 215 (26.2% of siblings) failing to respond to the 

Memorial’s request. However, the results within these categories suggest some gendered 

divisions. Among parents, women were significantly more likely to donate than men, 

accounting for 58.2% of parental donations. Parents were often attributed a particularly 

close connection to the dead, which manifested in parents both having preserved records 

and being unwilling to part with them for many of the same reasons. For elderly family 

members, the potential destruction of records posed an existential question for after their 

deaths, encouraging potential donations if the future of records was otherwise uncertain. 

Hughena Hunter lost her only children in the Great War: Sergeant Hector Norman 

Hunter at Gallipoli and Lieutenant Reginald John Hunter on the Western Front. Hunter 

initially failed to respond to the Memorial’s request,156 but appeared in an article in The 

Canberra Times in 1947.157 Described as a “silver-haired old lady”158, the article reported 

that Hunter took tea with John Treloar before presenting Reginald Hunter’s uniform. The 

Canberra Times concluded that, “Mrs. Hunter hopes to make an annual visit to the 

Australian War Memorial to view her son’s clothes”.159 
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157 ‘Mother Gives Relics of Hero Son To War Memorial’, The Canberra Times, 13 October 1947. 
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The value ascribed to some donated documents is reflected in the proportion of 

enquiries that failed to result in a donation. These records detail the efforts made by the 

Memorial in pursuit of records, conscious of frequent failure. 837 (34.1%) declined to 

donate. 776 (31.6%) did not respond, while a further 108 (4.4%) could not be found. In 34 

(1.4%) cases, the next-of-kin contacted by the Memorial was deceased, with no further 

next-of-kin available. Instances in which the only known next-of-kin was deceased were 

all linked to elderly parents. Despite these challenges, these results suggest that some 

proportion of donated documents were valuable enough to continue the program, and to 

allow the program to be eulogized as a success after its conclusion.  

Broader generalities cannot reveal the reasons for refusal, nor the absences of the 

archive. Ada Jane Hendy Moore was sheltering a “starved out” farmer and his family in 

her house and had no opportunity to look at her late husband’s letters.160 Minnie Phillipa 

Goodridge wrote that “I am married again & have little ones & seem always too busy to 

find much time for letter writing”.161 Caroline E. Shirtley explained the impact of the 

Great Depression on the potential donation of her son’s letters. Lieutenant William 

Frederick Shirtley had been killed in action at Bullecourt. 

 I am quite willing you should have same if not too late. The depression caused 
my son & daughter to loose their work & I had to move to a smaller cottage & 
every thing was upset. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
160 AWM93 12/11/1390. Letter from Ada Jane Hendy Moore, 8 August 1929. 
161 AWM93 12/11/35. Letter from Minnie Phillipa Goodridge, 8 September 1927.  
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I am afraid Sir I cannot as you suggest send them by registered post cost too 
much but would try & take them to the War Museum in Chalmers St Sydney162 

A negative response was not an automatic suggestion that the records were of no value, 

nor that the bereaved family had any less interest in the work of the Memorial. An 

absence of donation was not an absence of feeling. 

 

Processes of collection and selection 

The war dead selected for this file series suggest the focus of these processes of 

collection, and reflect a heroic image of the Great War created in the official histories and 

early cultural histories. In The Great War and Modern Memory, Paul Fussell pioneered a 

reconsideration of the Great War in relation to cultural history, beyond a traditional 

operational focus.163 His work considered a narrow interpretation of value, focused on 

“classic memoirists” and “poets of very high literary consciousness” who were young, 

literate officers during the war period.164 These assumptions are reflected in the subjects 

selected for this file series. These men were the “lost generation” that appears in laments 

to the Great War: young, educated men, whose obituaries lauded lost potential.  

The subjects of this file series are not the romanticized diggers revered by Charles 

Bean, whose rough upbringings in the bush prepared them for the theatre of war.165 

 
 
 
 
 
 
162 AWM93 12/11/2585. Letter from Caroline E. Shirtley, before 12 October 1934. 
163 Paul Fussell and J. M. Winter, The Great War and Modern Memory (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 
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164 Fussell and Winter. 
165 Kent, ‘The Anzac Book and the Anzac Legend’. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

75 

Instead, the subjects affirm a common criticism of the official histories, which idealized 

the common soldier while focusing on officers.166 The subjects of this file series were 

mostly young educated men from Sydney and Melbourne, who died with the purported 

promise of a future generation of Australian leaders.167 Many of their families were 

connected to one another, and the same private schools are repeated: Scotch College,168 

Melbourne Grammar,169 Sydney Grammar,170 and St. Ignatius’ College Riverview.171 John 

Evans directed the Memorial to accounts published in The Melburnian that covered his 

sons’ military service.172 Captain David Gerald Evans, MC, died of wounds received at 

Passchendaele. His older brother, Private Francis Evans, was killed in action shortly 

 
 
 
 
 
 
166 Kent. 
167 Ross McMullin, Farewell, Dear People: Biographies of Australia’s Lost Generation (Brunswick, VIC: Scribe, 
2012). 
168 For example, 
AWM93 12/11/1496. Correspondence with Mary Louisa McLean. 
AWM93 12/11/1514. Correspondence with Malcolm Reginald McMillan. 
AWM93 12/11/4277. Correspondence with Eleanor Snowball. 
169 For example, 
AWM93 12/11/478. Correspondence with Henry Seeley (formerly Seelenmeyer). 
AWM93 12/11/3289. Correspondence with Charlotte M. Frew. 
AWM93 12/11/469. Correspondence with William Henry Walker. 
170 For example, 
AWM93 12/11/4354. Correspondence with Holliday Smith. 
AWM93 12/11/2966. Correspondence with Charles Bennett. 
AWM93 12/11/148. Correspondence with G. Mackenzie. 
171 For example, 
AWM93 12/11/1380. Correspondence with Grace Winifred Monie. 
AWM93 12/11/813. Correspondence with Frank Gavan Duffy. 
AWM93 12/11/3278. Correspondence with Frank Coffee. 
172 AWM93 12/11/552. Letter from John Evans, 14 December 1927. 
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thereafter. More than four hundred files make specific reference to grammar schools, and 

more than two hundred to universities.  

These records reveal a disproportionate focus on officers. Commissioned officers 

accounted for 1168 (47.6%) cases, and non-commissioned officers for a further 502 (20.5%) 

cases. Other ranks accounted for 775 (31.6%) cases. Other cases were related to warrant 

officers (3, or 0.1%) and chaplains (6, or 0.2%). In instances of cases which dealt with two 

or more deceased subjects, these descriptions reflect the highest recorded rank. 

Commissioned officers were often perceived to have been better educated than the 

average soldier, and to have recorded records of particular value for the spaces of the 

Memorial, unencumbered by the heavier censorship bestowed upon other ranks. 

Fourteen (0.6%) of the deceased subjects of this file series were awarded the Victoria 

Cross. Five other files that were focused solely on living subjects also considered 

awardees of the Victoria Cross, but are beyond the scope of this research. 

The bereaved families of commissioned officers were the most likely to donate. 

Families agreed to donate in 32.4% (378) of cases related to commissioned officers and 

28.1% (141) of cases related to non-commissioned officers. By contrast, bereaved families 

only agreed to donate in 23.0% (178) cases related to other ranks. This may be due to 

ability more than inclination, as families mediated the Memorial’s request with the 

demands of lives that had continued on in the postwar period. Among bereaved families, 

the request to sort through records required time. Cyril James C. McQuie was in the 

middle of the harvest when the request came for the records of his brother, Private Alick 



 
 
 
 
 
 

77 

Charles H. McQuie.173 William Warren explained the impact of the Great Depression on 

the potential donation of his son’s records, and the financial cost of his son’s loss. Sergeant 

George Goulburn Warren had been a farmer in Tatura, Victoria before being killed in 

action at Passchendaele.  

… there is some interesting letters there is one dated 13-8-16 just after the battle 
of Poziers, I was going to have them put in book form, but on account of the 
depression did not see my way 

one thing I would like to mention that at the time I was only a poor man and my 
boy was my great help, the papers was sent on for his pension. I sent them back 
with a note that I was not going to make an application, my opinion is that 
thousands got that death pension that should not174 

Reverend Hugh M. Burns, however, had been able to publish a “Memorial booklet” 

regarding his son’s service.175 Corporal James Drummond Burns had written the poem 

For England (also known as The Bugles of England) while a student at Scotch College in 

Melbourne, and had been killed shortly after landing at Gallipoli. The booklet was added 

to the collections of the Memorial. 

Donations were divided along gendered lines, with the interpretation of loss left 

to those who had not experienced the battlefield themselves. Female relatives of 

commissioned officers were the most likely to agree to donate, with 38.1% (139) of 

mothers and 41.7% (30) of sisters offering records for donation. This disproportionate 

 
 
 
 
 
 
173 AWM93 12/11/1531. Letter from Cyril James C. McQuie, 22 November 1928. 
174 AWM93 12/11/5269. Letter from William Warren, 3 August 1934. 
175 AWM93 12/11/1325. Letter from Hugh M. Burns, 19 March 1929. 
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focus on mothers in particular is repeated across this file series. 32.8% (59) of mothers of 

non-commissioned officers agreed, as did 29.5% (79) of mothers of other ranks. Siblings 

were the least likely to donate, with a disproportionate number of brothers declining to 

donate records to the Memorial. Considering these proportions by rank, 43.3% (91) of 

siblings of commissioned officers, 48.7% (55) of siblings of non-commissioned officers, 

and 47.9% (67) of siblings of other ranks declined to donate. Among men, this refusal was 

substantially higher, with 47.8% (66) of brothers of commissioned officers, 45.8% (33) of 

brothers of non-commissioned officers, and 53.6% (45) of brothers of other ranks 

declining the Memorial’s request. Many of these men had direct experience of active 

service, and were reluctant to revisit the war even as a form of remembrance of the dead. 

Charles Antony McBride resisted requests for war records relating to his late brother, 

Private Joseph Ignatius McBride. He wrote, 

… the fact of the matter is that I have no particular experiences either of my late 
brother or of myself which need be used for the purpose that you mention. 

My late brother & I served our country and since one’s country has the first call 
on all good citizens, why all this fuss?176 

As with all respondents, McBride’s experiences of the Great War extended beyond a few 

brief sentences in response to a donation request. McBride provided no further 

explanation, but responded from his dentistry practice at Challis House in Martin Place, 

Sydney. During the war, crowds had gathered at Martin Place for conscription rallies and 

 
 
 
 
 
 
176 AWM93 12/11/1656. Letter from Charles Antony McBride, 16 November 1929. 
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as the Armistice was announced. McBride himself had been repatriated in 1917 after 

suffering from shellshock,177 and had returned to his dentistry practice shortly thereafter. 

In 1927, the Sydney Cenotaph had been constructed directly in front of Challis House, a 

permanent link to McBride’s wartime losses. The building and cenotaph remain today. 

 

Beyond Australia 

Focusing on a record in the archives of the Australian War Memorial due to the 

availability of data, this research does not intend to imply that the bereaved families of 

those who served with Australian forces felt their loss more deeply or experienced their 

loss in a quantifiably distinctive form in comparison to those whose loved ones fell while 

serving with Canadian or South African forces. The distant battlefields of Gallipoli, the 

Western Front, or the Sinai were equally as inaccessible to many British families, many 

of whom appear in this file series with no connection to Australia but the dead. The 

Australian ideal of the Anzac legend cannot be applied to all respondents. 

Various respondents to this file series are located across the British Empire and in 

the United States. They came from different cultural backgrounds, although respondents 

are predominantly members of an educated Australian elite. Few respondents would 

recognize contemporary Australia; for many, there was no apparent distinction between 

Australian and British identity. The focus on Australia, therefore, is a product of Charles 

Bean and the select group of men who helped bring the Australian War Memorial into 
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existence as a uniquely antipodean institution, assisted by the innumerable families who 

donated the material remnants of their lost loved ones. There is no comparable institution 

to the early Australian War Memorial, and no comparable file series to this program. 

Objects brought back from the battlefields of the Great War were allocated to the 

Wellington and Auckland Museums rather than a distinct Army Museum in New 

Zealand, while the Canadian War Museum was not officially established until 1947. This 

file series reflects the aspirations and assumptions of both respondents and its creators, 

and the emergence of an Australian cultural memory of the Great War that lingers in the 

modern record. 

These results challenge traditional interpretations of Australian service. In 

considering bereaved families who agreed to donate, the majority were located in 

Victoria (197, or 28.2%) and New South Wales (211, or 30.2%). After the two major states, 

however, the responses most likely to agree to donate came from the United Kingdom 

(134, or 19.2%) despite only accounting for 14.7% of total cases. A further 31 (1.3%) cases 

related to subjects based in the broader British Empire, with a final five (0.2%) cases in 

the United States.  

Considering the disproportionate number of donations from beyond Australia 

suggests a reconsideration of the distant grief described by Bart Ziino.178 For bereaved 

families located beyond Australia, they were separated not only from the battlefields, but 

from this promised memorial to their dead. Their loved ones could still be represented 
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on local memorials, but the emerging Australian War Memorial was testament to the land 

their loved ones had called home, for however little time, and the distinct colonial context 

of their service. For bereaved families in Australia, the Memorial was an ongoing process; 

various families revisited the subject a decade or more after that initial correspondence 

was made. For bereaved families beyond Australia, this donation request was presented 

as the only opportunity to donate, particularly given Tasman Hudson Eastwood Heyes’ 

uncertain tenure at Australia House in London coordinating overseas donation 

responses. Bessie A. Morgan’s brother, Lieutenant Thomas Henry Morgan, was killed in 

action during the fighting at Bullecourt. In enclosing a few of her brother’s letters for 

inclusion in the Memorial, Morgan added, “if when completed there should be a Copy of 

the Memorial for sale, would you let me know, as it will not be possible for me ever to 

visit Australia”.179 

This was not a uniquely Australian war, nor, despite the narrative of Anzac, the 

result of distinctly Australian service. The transnational nature of records reflected even 

within the small sample of this file series suggest that many of the war dead would not 

have understood it as such. Ignoring small counts of fewer than six cases in a given 

category, those most likely to donate were bereaved parents located in the United 

Kingdom. 94 bereaved parents in the United Kingdom agreed to donate, accounting for 

38.1% of requests directed to subjects based there. This included 55 women and 39 men. 

Donations were consistently higher for families based in the United Kingdom, with 38.1% 
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(134) of those contacted there agreeing to donate some form of record. By contrast, on 

average, 28.5% (699) of those contacted agreed to donate, including 29.1% (476) of 

parents. Among bereaved mothers in the United Kingdom, 42.3% (55) agreed to donate, 

the highest proportion of any group. This was their only opportunity to have their lost 

loved ones remembered as they had served: as Australians. 

This research is an Australian story because that is how these original histories 

were written, and how subjects were chosen for the file series that forms the basis of this 

research. However, whatever narrative is written in the official histories of Australia in 

the Great War cannot belong to Australia alone because Australians have never served 

alone. Isabel F. Templeton offered war records associated with her brother, Lieutenant 

Thomas Harvey Templeton, and various “boys” who had served overseas with 

Australian forces. 

I have letters from a Canadian & from B.E. Africa from boys on active service 
also from a boy in an English regiment but as none of those are Australians I 
presume their letters would be of no interest.180 

Although this research considers the development of a narrative presented as distinctly 

Australian, it is not unlikely that other bereaved families in other nations had similar 

conversations regarding the remnants of their lost loved ones. There can be no suggestion 

that the mother of an Indian sepoy or Senegalese tirailleur loved their child any less than 

the mother of an Australian digger, or that they were any less affected by their individual 
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loss. The spaces of the Memorial centralized the imagery of a distinctively Australian 

experience of conflict, narrativizing the Great War for subsequent generations. 

 

This research can only be written in the paradigm of the present; a century 

onwards, we have lost the lived experience of the Great War, reconstituted now in the 

myriad meanings ascribed to the conflict. We know the endings to this file series. We 

know of the world war that was yet to come, and the broad events that would shape their 

lives. The Great Depression looms at the beginning of this correspondence, as 

respondents began to reference lost work, or homes. Children referenced in this file series 

grow up to serve in future wars. Their interiority is lost, but these details remain. 

Lived experience of the losses of the Great War has faded from the cultural 

landscape. Responsibility for remembering has shifted to the archive, increasing the 

importance of memorial spaces in shaping present perceptions of the past. Early 

processes of commemoration contributed to the creation of war memorials, attempting 

to position cultural memory of the conflict within a national narrative of service. Within 

this national mourning, however, was the disjunction of individual grief. While their 

experiences have been consigned to the periphery of cultural memory, bereaved families 

helped shape early commemorative processes. This file series reveals the processes of 

collection that shaped the modern Memorial. 
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Section II: Memorial 

I am very sorry to say I have nothing but His Memory to Cherish. 
I did not get his Kit Bag or relic of any description 
I would be only to pleased to let you have them if it was possible. 

Henry Charles Bell 
"Aston", Arthur Street, Fairfield Park, Victoria 

10 October 1930 
 AWM93 12/11/3795 

 

I have no records what ever of my sons servis while on the fields. Those afares 
ware never mentioned in letters. … I have no letters as I do not harber sorrows 

Elly Drinkwater 
102 Westbourne Street, Petersham, New South Wales 

before 5 November 1930 
AWM 93 12/11/3989 

 

The War bereaved me of my sons. 

Marie Stuart Knox 
"Erina", Carlotta Street, Greenwich, Sydney, New South Wales 

30 August 1927 
12/11/7  
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Little remains of the complex and conflicting memories of those who experienced 

the Great War firsthand. Within a decade from the end of the war, perceptions of the 

conflict were increasingly informed by the national narratives encoded in marble and ink. 

Memory was shaped and reshaped as the years progressed; individual experience was 

reformed in the minds of those who had experienced the war, softened by the progression 

of time. Despite the transnational nature of the conflict, individual memorials and 

museums encoded national meaning in loss. An imperial image of sacrifice was engraved 

in the commemorative medallions sent to the next of kin of all service personnel who had 

died while serving the British Empire: they had died for freedom and honour. The activities 

of remembrance – ceremonies, sermons, memorials, materials – lent structure to the 

mutable individual memories of the war. Differing interpretations and experiences 

merged as time moved inexorably forwards; who the dead had been in life became 

increasingly distant, while who they were in death solidified.  

The dead are at the centre of this consideration, memorialized and missed in turn. 

The living knew them as they had been in life; cultural institutions like the Australian 

War Memorial lay claim to them in death. As those with direct experience of the war dead 

of the Great War aged and died, the dead as they had been in life were lost. The 

respondents to this file series lived the rest of their lives in the aftermath of loss; for many, 

they lived with the loss longer than their loved ones had been alive. The repercussions of 

loss are present in this file series, as is the lingering experience of grief as manifested in 

the experiences of the multiple generations affected by the Great War. Their own 

experiences have, for the most part, been lost to history, but some small semblance as to 

who the bereaved had been and how they understood their own experiences is preserved 

in the pages of this file series. 
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The correspondence mailed to families required consideration of an imagined 

future, balancing individual memory of the dead with the promise of perpetuity within 

a national framework. The family members contacted as part of this file series were 

separate from the staff of the Memorial, both in space and time. The next-of-kin contacted 

were scattered across Australia and the broader British Empire. Parents of war dead, who 

represent the majority of those contacted with these donation requests, were a generation 

or more removed from the staff of the Memorial. Each respondent had their own 

expectations regarding the donation process, and their own experiences of the war 

period. The search for meaning in individual loss amid mass death existed within the 

paradigm of freedom and honour presented on an imperial scale, but was also informed by 

their own experiences.  

In the space of the archive, this file series provides a brief glimpse into the 

competing impulses that affected donations to the Memorial, and the unconsidered role 

of bereaved families in shaping national narratives of Australian service during the Great 

War. This research exists in the ambiguous space between public memorials and private 

grief, considering the interplay between memory and mourning in national narratives of 

loss. A decade on from the end of the conflict, the individual and the national had begun 

to coalesce. This consideration of individual loss and cultural memory is gleaned from 

the formal correspondence of this file series, with meaning derived from the margins of 

bureaucratic processes. This file series serves as an epitaph not for the war dead of the 

Great War, but for those who loved them, and who were left to seek meaning in their 

deaths.  
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“Nothing but his memory to cherish”: Collecting an image of Australian 

service 

 

On 30 May 1928, Flora Margaret Earle responded to a request from the Memorial. 

Her only son, Sergeant Eugene Schuyler Earle, had been killed in action in the 

Armentières sector, aged twenty-one. Earle articulated her decision to offer his letters for 

copying. 

As you say the letters are very precious to me but I realize that after I pass out 
no one in my family will treasure them so if any of them can serve a useful 
purpose you are welcome to them. 

Unfortunately my son was but a few days in the trenches when the call came.181 

The file also noted a military legacy in the Earle family, and a potential factor in selecting 

the subject of this request: Eugene Earle was a direct descendant of Philip Schuyler, an 

American general in the Revolutionary War. Earle ultimately allowed for her son’s 

records to be copied but retained the originals, despite her concerns about their future 

use. Their current location is unknown. 

This section considers the processes of collection present within this file series: 

engagement between bereaved families and the Memorial, and within bereaved families 

as they considered potential donations. The impact of the Great War on Australian 

cultural identity was heralded as a decisive shift from the past, with a distinctive 

 
 
 
 
 
 
181 AWM93 12/11/1044. Letter from Flora Margaret Earle, 30 May 1928. 
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Australian iconography emerging amid the dead scattered across distant battlefields.182 

The records considered in this file series affirm this experience, while also suggesting a 

continuity with a broader imperial ideal. The scale of the Great War resulted in new forms 

of commemoration, attempting to reconcile the memory of thousands of distant dead 

with traditional commemorative practice in the postwar period.  

This file series illuminates a disjunction between the expectations of the Memorial 

and bereaved families, with differing perceptions of value, and differing interpretations 

of the impact of the Great War. The establishment of the Memorial as a lieu de mémoire 

would serve to standardize a national narrative of the Great War embodied in the ideals 

of the Anzac legend; it is now a focal point for the imagined Anzac legend, spatializing 

an Australian narrative of service and sacrifice that begins with the dawn landings at 

Gallipoli and extends towards the present day.183 These early processes of remembrance 

were mutable, informed by the ambiguous boundaries of Australian identity. The 

processes of selection for the spaces of the Memorial reflect biases regarding who among 

the war dead would be centralized in early commemoration. This section reconsiders the 

value of this file series, moving from an archival record of correspondence to an example 

of the influence of individual experience on national commemorative practices. The 

cultural influence of mass death was scattered across the landscape of daily life in the 
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89 

postwar period, and is articulated in the correspondence recorded in responses to these 

donation requests. 

The processes of collection considered in this research consider the role of 

bereaved families in shaping early memorialization of the conflict, and in the archival 

remnants of that period. The losses of the Great War have been dulled today by the 

passage of time. In the interwar period, the memory of the dead had not yet passed into 

remembrance. Their loss was manifested in empty spaces at Christmas dinner, or in 

namesake nephews yet to be lost in the next war. The valour and the horror found in the 

losses of the Great War are both reflected in this file series. Records were held close as the 

last remnants of a loved one, or burned in an attempt to sever the pain of loss. Families 

kept records close and consigned them to the flames for many of the same reasons: 

records represented a life lost, and wounds that could never heal. 

 

Memorial and museum 

A decade after the losses of the Great War, individual memory and national 

remembrance began to coalesce. The commemorative processes enshrined in memorials 

are not fixed points in time, but rather the distilled remnants of the lived experiences of 

previous generations. Memorialization is a process, with the lived experiences of 

individuals encoded within the paradigm of cultural memory.184 No cultural institution 

can fully reflect the lived experiences of an event as pervasive and all-consuming in scale 
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as the Great War; histories are made and remade in the sphere of cultural memory.185 

This file series affirms that the processes of memorialization are not inevitable, but rather 

shaped over successive generations. The lived experience of the Great War was 

reconstructed as history within the correspondence of this file series, as bereaved families 

and the staff of the Memorial selected the facets of lost lives that would be preserved in 

national spaces for future generations. Personal biases and expectations are evident in 

the emergence of the Memorial, both on the part of potential donors and the creators of 

the Memorial.  

The shift from “museum” to “memorial” reveals the commemorative function 

embedded within the collection of archival records. In the early histories of the Australian 

War Memorial, the distinction between memorial and museum remained ambiguous. As 

the Great War progressed, Charles Bean had imagined a multifaceted museum, gallery, 

and library designed to recall individual sacrifice and loss amid the growing numbers of 

Australian war dead.186 The initial idea for the Memorial was that of a war memorial in 

the form of a museum: a space in which objects were displayed in furtherance of 

remembrance, allowing visitors to recall the wartime period. The initial image of the 

Memorial would illuminate a national narrative of service through individual experience 

and sacrifice. The official shift from “museum” to “memorial” occurred in the postwar 

period, emphasizing the function of the memorial as perpetuating the idea of the Great 

War beyond living memory. As early as July 1919, Charles Bean implored potential 
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visitors to “think of the Museum as a Memorial”.187 In October 1923, the prospective 

Australian War Museum officially became the Australian War Memorial.188 This is not 

solely semantics. Memorials are remembrance interpreted as art, creating an image of loss 

designed to endure after living memory has faded. Memorialization encodes the lived 

experiences of individuals within the paradigm of cultural memory.189 In the spaces of 

the Australian War Memorial, this would serve to perpetuate the national narratives of 

the Great War after the lived experience of the conflict has left living memory. This was 

evident in correspondence with bereaved families. Margaret M. Griffiths imagined the 

future uses of her son’s letters.  

I deem it a particularly sacred privilege to bequeath them to the Australian War 
Memorial library for the benefit of the nation. 

I hope the writings of said letters may be a valuable source of information to 
those interested & will serve to show the spirit of our Australian men.190 

Private Mark John Griffiths had been killed in action at Pozières, aged twenty.  

The human biases and perceptions of the staff of the Memorial are evident in their 

selection of subjects for this file series, and in their engagement with respondents. The 

subjects or correspondents selected for consideration were often associated with the staff 

of the Memorial in one form or another, including next-door neighbours and former 

comrades. Corporal Ernest Lionel Bailey had been accidentally killed in 1918 while 

 
 
 
 
 
 
187 McKernan. 74. 
188 AWM170 1. 
189 Connerton, ‘Cultural Memory’. 
190 AWM93 12/11/895. Letter from Margaret M. Griffiths, 3 July 1928. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

92 

disarming a German trench mortar bomb for the Memorial’s collections; he himself 

became a subject in this file series.191 In a letter to Emily Bailey, Ernest Bailey’s young 

widow, Charles Bean wrote, “it is his work that thousands upon thousands of Australians 

will see as they walk down those galleries”.192 The original staff of the Memorial had 

experienced the Great War firsthand, many amid the mud of the battlefields; each 

retained their own image of the war, and of the dead. Charles Bean had lived through the 

gunfire of Gallipoli, and spent the Armistice walking among the Australian dead left 

lying on the ground at Fromelles.193  

These records attest to the dedicated labour of the staff of the Memorial, and the 

complex bureaucratic processes of the postwar period. The Memorial enlisted the work 

of the Repatriation Commission and the Electoral Commission in tracing the addresses 

of bereaved families. 225 (9.2%) of cases involved the Electoral Commission, while 381 

cases (15.5%) involved the Repatriation Commission. 181 (7.4%) involved both, reflecting 

the strenuous efforts made on the part of the Memorial to contact bereaved families. 

Australia House in London became the centre of communications directed abroad, 

adding another layer of correspondence and compromise to the processes of collection. 

The staff associated with the Memorial corresponded with hundreds of families, 

attempting to assuage concerns regarding the collection process.  
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The official image of the war dead intersected with the experiences of bereaved 

families. Bereaved parents, often a generation removed from the staff of the Memorial, 

had a different image of the dead, one which positioned them within the space of the 

family home. Annie Cornish remembered her son as a “big brave happy lad”194 rather 

than a soldier, emphasizing his young age at enlistment. His prewar life substituted for 

the military career he would never have. Private Lawrence Cornish was killed in action 

in the fighting at Lone Pine aged sixteen, while serving with the 4th Battalion. His body 

was never recovered. 

Re our son Lawrence he was just a big brave happy lad of sixteen and half years 
when he enlisted. Born at Dulwich Hill, but from the age of six months lived at 
Drummoyne. He with others volunteered to leave almost immediately after 
enlisting, his career was short as within three months of enlisting he was killed 
in action at Lone Pine195 

Memorialization is not for the dead, but rather for those who were left behind. The 

national spaces of cultural institutions are the work of individuals. The imagined 

Australian War Memorial visualized by its creators would transcend living memory, 

perpetuating a memory of the Great War for the generations that had not experienced it, 

and who could never fully understand the losses. These competing images of the dead – 

individual, national, mortal, memorial – are at the focus of this file series. Individual 

experiences are woven into Australian national narratives of the Great War, and serve to 

complicate the traditional dichotomy of the home front and the battlefield. Remnants of 
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195 AWM93 12/11/2707. Letter from Annie Cornish, 1 July 1930. 
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the lived experience of loss emerge from a reconsideration of this file series, testament to 

the competing impulses of memory and commemoration. 

 

Writing the records of the dead 

 Respondents to this file series were presented in relation to their deceased 

relatives: the war dead whom the Memorial was intended to remember in perpetuity. 

Engagement between the Memorial and bereaved families is at the crux of this 

consideration, illuminating the differing interpretations of value ascribed to records. The 

experiences of bereaved families are reflected in this file series, situating their loved one 

within the complex family histories lost in national narratives. These processes of 

collection extended beyond individual, with networks of communication within 

extended families evident in many responses. The selected war dead who appear in this 

file series suggest assumptions regarding who, precisely, was considered worthy of 

remembrance in these national spaces. Within Australia, the idealized service 

represented within the spaces of the Memorial was represented in the Anzac legend, and 

in allusions to the classical heroes of the British Empire and ancient civilization that 

affirmed Australian war dead as the successors to a heroic imperial past. This file series 

serves as testimony to the broader impact of the Great War. While the Anzac legend was 

posited as uniquely Australian, the war dead represented the breadth and scale of total 

war.  
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Even within the confinement of the Memorial’s collecting processes, these records 

reflect the scale of loss. The dead range in age from 16196 to 64197 (both lied about their age 

upon enlistment). They were master butchers,198 confectioners,199 law clerks,200 and 

sleeper cutters.201 They came from across Australia, with entanglements across the 

breadth of the British Empire that suggest an imperial image of loss. The war dead 

selected for this file series also included those whose families had identified them as 

creators, with records that might complement the relics the Memorial had selected for 

display. At least ten were professional artists. Thirty were journalists. The files for 

countless others reference a literary ability, an interest in photography, or a gift for 

writing. These experiences were attested to in the Roll of Honour circulars completed by 

family members, an attempt to articulate just what had been lost to them, and to the 

world. Private Charles Williams Waugh was “a promising Photographer & watercolour 

artist”202 and had been recommended for the Military Medal before being killed in action 

at Jeancourt in the final stages of the war. Sergeant William John Barry was “a member 

of Sydney Comic Club, Sydney Merrymakers, an excellent amateur actor; a member 

Toxteth Football Club, and acted as secretary and manager; an all-round athlete, and a 
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frequent contributor to various metropolitan journals (newspapers)”.203 Bombardier 

Harold Keith Buchanan was “a thinker & writer of no mean order; for his years he had 

developed a fine versatile Literary Style, & gave high promise in the realm of Philosophy 

& Literature”.204 

This file series also suggests correspondence within families, determining what 

was suitable for inclusion in the spaces of the Memorial. Murdo and Mary McLeod jointly 

signed a letter relating to the records of their son, Second Lieutenant James McLeod, 

alternating between singular and plural pronouns in the correspondence. 

All who knew him spoke in praise of him as a Man, Soldier & Christian He was 
a true loving and affectionate son to me and loved by all the family & I have 
never recovered from the shock occasioned by his death205 

A potential donation represented a memento of a lost loved one, but also an attestation 

of loss and remembrance. Donors are agents in this process, beyond the war dead who 

form the subjects of potential donations. Florence Hildegarde Bassett acted as a focal 

point for correspondence regarding her brother, Lieutenant Ernest William Harris, who 

had been killed in action at Bullecourt. Their brother, George E. Harris, had forwarded 

the initial correspondence from New Zealand to Western Australia. The records had been 

divided among family members, but were retrieved after the donation request from the 

Memorial arrived. 
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I am forwarding by this mail the letters, prayer book, watch & disc of our late 
brother Ernest William Harris. 

Our brother G.E. Harris of Geological Surveys Office, Wellington, N.Z. sent 
your communication on to us. As the few effects we have were divided it took 
some time to get them together. If these letters &c. are not what are required for 
The Museum will you please return them to us? We would be proud to think 
they can assist in any way the wonderful Museum which we saw six years ago. 
The photo enclosed is the only one we have to spare. Perhaps it could be 
retouched in some way for the gallery. 

… P.S. Anything that is of use please accept from his brothers & sisters.206 

 The emotional labour of memory is reflected in the toll of these processes on 

grieving families. Ten years is both a long time in the context of these collecting processes 

and no time at all for families whose lives were shrouded in the losses of loved ones: 

primarily young sons, lost too soon. Some potential respondents are dead, and others 

were lost to new names or addresses. However, the respondents that were contactable 

reveal the lingering impact of loss, and the multiple meanings ascribed to records. 

Records exist beyond their operational value; for some bereaved families, they are an 

extension of a “dear boy”,207 and a physical manifestation of lingering memory. Multiple 

factors affected what was written, what was preserved, and what was offered for 

inclusion. The bereaved families considered in this file series provide a link to a time 
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before the war, and something of the personal motivations and context for written 

records. Rereading letters was a reminder of what had been lost.  

George Mackay lost his older son, Major Murdoch Nish Mackay, in action at 

Pozières. His younger son, Private George Eric Mackay, died after the war had ended, 

“no doubt from the effects of active service”.208 For Mackay, rereading his sons’ letters 

“was like listening to them again”.209 The home front is a central consideration. The letters 

were compiled by the elder George Mackay, and reflect his influence, and his engagement 

with his children. A photostat copy of the bound volume of letters appears in the archives, 

as does a transcript of Murdoch Mackay’s diary, loaned by his remarried widow the 

following year.210 

I have numbered them all I, II III IV and so on. Angus was Angus Mackay son 
of my brother Angus. He was kill on 19th August 1916. Ron is Ron Freeman, 
and Keith and Bruce are Keith & Bruce Crookston, sons of Colonel Crookston. 
Murdoch was a very strict censor of his own letters, and you may not find much 
to help you. Eric’s letters were very interesting regarding life at Heliopolis. As 
you will see he tried very hard to get us to agree to his joining the infantry. He 
wanted to in 1915 before he her sailed, but we would only agree to his going with 
the A.M.C. His brother and he took this matter out of our hands early in 1916, 
and he went to France as orderly to the Medical officer.211 
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In 1917, after Murdoch Mackay’s death, his father published a booklet containing extracts 

from these letters as a “literary memorial”212 to his son. The booklet covers his entire life, 

extending from his childhood in Bendigo to his death in heavy fighting near the Pozières 

windmill. The final third of the book consists of tributes to him written by friends, 

comrades, and legal colleagues, all focused on the potential lost by his sacrifice. Major 

Murdoch Nish Mackay, LL.M.: scholar and patriot identifies exactly how his son was to be 

remembered: scholar and patriot, officer and lawyer. The variant title For the Empire 

attributed meaning to his death, with profits intended to be given to the Returned 

Soldiers’ Association. For some bereaved families, to even open the records was a 

symbolic return to the war period, and the immediacy of loss. The donated records are 

representative of the families left behind: home letters sent to family members were 

carefully preserved alongside letters from comrades that detailed the moment of loss.  

The ideal of the Anzac legend is embedded in the concept of a distinctive 

Australian service: a framework of mateship, courage, and compassion. In this file series, 

the term Anzac was used in its original definition, referring specifically to service on 

Gallipoli, particularly during the landings on 25 April 1915. George S. Garton 

emphasized the scale of his family’s service, writing “Our four sons were Anzacs and 

were on service when the armistice was signed”.213 Private William Arthur Garton had 

been killed in action at Lone Pine, aged twenty-two. His brothers survived. The 
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Australian exceptionalism of Anzac is lost when the paradigm of preserved records is 

expanded to consider the broader experience of war; the Australian dead constitute a 

fragment of the millions who served in the Great War, and their experiences were 

influenced by the global nature of the conflict that surrounded them. Sergeant Clive Julius 

Kaeppel died of wounds received at Passchendaele, aged twenty-one. His mother, 

Frances E.L. Kaeppel, sought meaning in his death in service to a broader British identity. 

I have not looked at [his letters] for years just feel I could’nt. 

There is a memorial at Newington College & his name in the records. All that is 
left of high courage & brave hopes spent, but the British race have been saved so 
keep Humanity on its upward climb.214 

Men who served and died with Australian forces did not necessarily identify as 

Australian. Second Lieutenant Albert Edward Ballard of the 42nd Battalion was born in 

London and served with the British South African Police in Rhodesia, but memorialized 

in death as an Australian.215 Ballard came to Australia at the age of twenty-five, and 

worked as a bookkeeper in Windsor, Queensland. He was killed in action at 

Passchendaele on 19 October 1917, aged twenty-eight; he had spent less than three years 

in Australia.  

The subjects of this file series are closely associated with British origins; no soldiers 

of known Indigenous descent appear in this file series, and there are very few references 

to families of non-European origin. This is a deliberate choice, and a reminder of the 
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construction of the archive. The records of the Great War that have been collected and 

preserved in the century since the Armistice create assumptions of value, many based on 

these early collecting processes. In the introductory paragraphs of the first volume of the 

official histories, Charles Bean wrote that “the population of this vast unfilled land” was 

“purely British”.216 These structural absences belie the reality of total war, and the breadth 

of the British Empire. Those of all faiths and none served and died in the Great War, as 

did numerous Indigenous servicemen. Their absences in the official histories serve to 

diminish the purported equality of service in life and death. A soldier on active service 

abroad with the AIF occupied the same spaces as service personnel from the breadth of 

the British Empire and beyond, engaging and interacting with one another beyond the 

battlefield.  

The subjects selected in this file series reflect the ambiguous contours of imperial 

identity, and fail to delineate a distinctive Australian quality to service. Instead, service 

is linked to colonial and classical imagery. The Australian War Memorial itself rises 

beneath the shade of Mount Ainslie, named for a Scottish pastoralist who claimed to have 

fought at Waterloo. Craig Wilcox has explored the “red coat dreaming” of Australians 

prior to the Great War, considering the lingering impact of the British Army on the 

colonial imagination of Australians.217 Charles Bean himself had grown up playing with 
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toy soldiers.218 Among the war dead included in this file series were descendants of those 

who had served in the Crimean War and at Waterloo. Sergeant Charles Ewart of the Scots 

Grey captured an eagle standard from the 45th Regiment at Waterloo. His grandson, 

Private Gordon Edmund Ewart, was killed in action at Bellicourt while serving with the 

58th Battalion, aged twenty.219 Captain Enderby Gordon Anderson died of wounds 

received at Lone Pine, and his family background made his records particularly 

appealing. Enderby Anderson came from a “famous English military family”.220 He was 

a grandson of General Samuel Enderby Gordon, Royal Artillery, and of General G.G. 

Anderson, Indian Army. An uncle, General H.W. Gordon, commanded British Artillery 

north of the Somme. Another, General W.C. Anderson, commanded the Sirhind Division 

on the Western Front. His great-uncle, General Charles George Gordon, R.E., had been 

killed at Khartoum.  

Biographical information was volunteered by family members for the Roll of 

Honour circular in the section for information of interest to the official histories,221 and in 

turn influenced which war dead were selected for this file series. In reshaping a poem 

regarding the Sudan conflict into an account of the capture of Anzac Redoubt at 

Broodseinde Ridge, George Smith drew a continuity between Australia’s colonial past 

and their present postwar lives, writing under the pseudonym “Patrius”.222 His son, 

 
 
 
 
 
 
218 Wilcox. 
219 AWM93 12/11/1065. Correspondence with Alexander Edmund Ewart. 
220 AWM93 12/11/2531. Correspondence with M.J. Anderson. 
221 AWM131 Roll of Honour circular, Enderby Gordon Anderson. 
222 Patrius, Hoisting Our Flag on the Anzac Redoubt and Other War Rhymes and Various Verses, 1917. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

103 

Lieutenant Frederick George Smith, had died of wounds at Gallipoli. Smith’s “versifying 

efforts” were “written specially for Anzac Day, Soldiers Memorials, War Loan Efforts, 

appeals for R.S.S.I.L.A., Distressed Soldiers &c.”.223 

Other ancestors were closely connected with the colonial histories of Australia. 

Multiple descendants of Governor Philip Gidley King, the second Governor of New 

South Wales, appeared in this file series. Laura Evelyn Churchill King lost her husband, 

Private Philip Gidley Leslie King, in action at Stormy Trench on 5 February 1917. In her 

response to the Memorial’s request, King noted, 

It may interest you to know that my husband is a direct descendant of Governor 
Philip Gidley King, & on the wall of the room in which I am writing hangs a 
group portrait of the descendants of that Governor, 65 in all, who answered the 
call of their country in her hour of need.224 

The personal and national intertwined. Her children had been named for their famous 

ancestor, but it was their connection to their deceased father that became the focus of 

consideration. For the King family, the composite portrait recalled both the national and 

individual loss of the Great War. King donated a copy to the Memorial, after a delay of 

several months. 

[I] will be able to in a fortnight-term to forward on to you a reproduction of the 
descendants of the late Governor King who saw service in the World War. I am 
sorry at the long delay, but my twins, Philip & Gidley, wished to save up their 
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pennies to give it themselves in memory of their Daddy, & they now have the 
desired amount. I hope to get it done at once.225 

The handwritten note they affixed to the donation was left in this file series: “Given in 

remembrance of Philip Gidley Leslie King by E.L.C. King, Gidley O. King, Philip Gidley 

Leslie King”.226 

This file series suggests that cultural memory flourished in the aftermath of war, 

as families sought meaning in the mass death of the war period, and attempted to mediate 

the service of their family members through their own experience and expectations. The 

selection criteria privileged the apparently promising young men whose deaths were 

heralded as a loss for Australia. Paul Fussell presented the Great War as a fundamental 

break with tradition, understandable only by those who had experienced the 

battlefield.227 The experiences of bereaved families, and of service personnel who found 

comfort in familiar traditions and metaphors, were beyond the scope of his writing. For 

John G. Cherry, his son’s prewar accomplishments as an champion apple case maker 

occupy the same space as his military service and the actions for which he was awarded 

the Victoria Cross. In discussing his son, Captain Percy Herbert Cherry, VC, MC, his short 

life is divided into before and during the war, with both given equal importance. 

At the age of 14 he accepted & won a challenge to make 35 apple cases in an 
hour. This feat he subsequently surpassed as he won the open case making 
champion ship at Franklin & later in the same year won a similar champion ship 
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against all comers at the Launceston Fruit Show, being champion at the time of 
his death. He played the cornet in the Franklin Brass Band, was a member of the 
Franklin Rowing Club & sang in the Church of England Choir. He was always 
ready & willing to help in anything for a good cause.228 

 

Processes of collection 

Remembering is a conscious decision; the records preserved in the archives of the 

Memorial are a reflection of the processes of collection, and the lingering impact of loss. 

We cannot know the stories that were left unwritten. The dead of the Great War are as 

lost to us as we were to them: we live in an imagined future that has extended far beyond 

the battlefield, with muddy trenches replaced by green fields and tour buses. This file 

series attests to the specific choices made by the staff of the Memorial in the processes of 

memorialization, but also the agency of individual families that lingers unacknowledged 

in the memorial space. This research extends the value of records beyond their 

operational use, and instead considers the processes of donation as a reflection of the 

processes of remembrance in the postwar period, and of the experience of loss. The 

responses in this file series suggest the known unknowns that have shaped national 

narratives: the voices absent from the archive, the multiple interpretations of nation and 

nationalism, and the broader experience of total war. 

Monuments are tangible interpretations of the past, refracted through the lens of 

the present. Individual loss affected the construction of this archive, and this file series 
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illuminates something of the agency of bereaved families in this process of memory-

making. This research exists in the amorphous space between memory and history, and 

in the existential horror of bereaved families as they imagined a point in time in which 

these losses – individual, familial, communal, national – were rendered something 

abstract. As time progressed, individual memories of the war were informed by the 

narratives ascribed to events, and the search for meaning in these mass losses. The lived 

experience of loss was structured within national narratives that positioned death as a 

sacrifice, and the thousands of war dead as the glorious dead: freedom and honour. The 

inclusion of specific records in the collections of the Memorial affirms the historicity of 

these events, and the imagined exceptionalism of the Australian experience of war; the 

act of collection invokes an automatic assumption of value. The experiences of 

respondents a decade after the end of the war reflect these processes: they reference 

memory, history, both, and neither. They explain the intricacies of their own experience, 

and search for narrativized meaning in mass death.  

This file series complicates the purported equality in death, and in remembrance. 

Acts of inclusion and exclusion mark the processes of remembrance, and are at the centre 

of this research. The Commonwealth cemeteries of the Great War perpetuated a unified 

image of service and Christian sacrifice, embodied in the specific language of the dead 

created by Rudyard Kipling: their name liveth forevermore, known unto God. This emphasis 

on collective commemoration belies the more complicated processes of history-making. 

On the Roll of Honour at the Memorial, names appear without reference to rank or award, 

but the spaces of the museum and the archive emphasize a particular experience of war 

derived from the records first collected a century ago, focused on the educated young 

men believed to have written records of value. The choices made then echo now, despite 

subsequent decades of collection that attempt to mitigate earlier processes of selection. 
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Military cemeteries and memorials are presented as national shrines, centralizing a 

national iconography of war. In considering who was included and excluded from early 

collecting processes, this assists in understanding how Australian narratives of service 

were created, and the overarching imagery that contributed to the structured 

remembrance of cultural memory: a limited egalitarianism, with sleeper-cutters amid the 

private school boys.  

Respondents are often silent actors in the broader archive. Captain Gordon Loris 

Maxfield, MC, was reported killed in action at Bullecourt on 3 May 1917. Almost exactly 

a decade later, his letters remained a point of connection for his father, James E. Maxfield, 

who wrote, “the perusal of which still brings him a little nearer to me”.229 For Maxfield, 

the record consisted of both the original letters (“written at all times, in all sorts of places, 

and under conditions which were not conducive to neat correspondence”),230 and typed 

copies he made as the letters arrived (“I typed copies verbatim which I preserved and 

subsequently bound into a book”).231 Maxfield ultimately allowed for the bound record 

to be copied, with photostat copies of the typed letters reproduced alongside a studio 

photograph, newspaper clippings, inquiries from the Red Cross Wounded and Missing 

Bureau, and letters of condolence. This is not solely a record of Gordon Maxfield, but 

rather also his father’s postwar experiences and remembrances of his deceased son. 
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Memorialization is a process, as the lived experiences of individuals are encoded 

within the paradigm of cultural memory. The purported equality of remembrance is 

complicated by the processes of collection illuminated by this file series. The national 

narrative of Australia in the Great War is now all that remains: the myth of the myths 

brought from the battlefield into the threshold of the home. These national narratives are 

embodied in the Anzac legend, positioning Australian service personnel, particularly the 

glorious dead, as the latest successors to a pantheon of heroes. This file series returns the 

records held in the spaces of the Memorial to the initial perceptions that shaped their 

collection, and the various interpretations of value ascribed by both bereaved families 

and the early staff members of the Memorial. 
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“I do not harbour sorrows”: Silence and the archival absences of refusal 

 

 On 5 November 1929, Evangeline Linsley responded to a request from the 

Memorial. Her son, Lieutenant Gordon Linsley, MC, had died of wounds received at 

Dernancourt. Linsley was unable to assist the Memorial’s request for donations. 

I regret to state that after keeping them to 10 & 15 years, the recent perusal of 
them awoke such poignant memories that I reluctantly decided to destroy them, 
retaining as memorials only the King & Queen’s letter, Bronze plaque, Military 
Cross, & a few such treasures. 

... [I] regret that I had not realized earlier that a soldier’s home letters might 
contain records of events which would be of interest to historians & future 
generations232 

The histories of the ordinary people who lived and died a century ago have been 

occluded by the historical void. For most, their own words, if they existed, have been lost. 

Instead, we are left to gain meaning from the silences, and the absences, of the archive. 

The processes of collection that have shaped cultural institutions suggest that records 

should be understood as memory objects associated not only with their original creators, 

but the complex provenance that has brought them into the space of the archive. These 

records represent not only a generation of war dead, but those left to carry on in their 

wake. In this consideration of grief, what has not been donated becomes a key concern.  
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The value of this file series has previously been quantified as a bureaucratic record 

of correspondence, adjacent to the operational records the Memorial sought. Declining to 

donate was understood as a failure, as was failing to provide records deemed of value to 

the work of the Memorial. This interpretation has led to this file series being overlooked 

in the context of its value to the histories of Australia during and after the Great War. The 

value of this resource is in its brief attestations of the lingering impact of loss for bereaved 

families, a decade onwards from the end of the conflict, and the broader impact of 

Australian losses during the Great War. The act of refusal is itself a meaningful response, 

and contributes to a reassessment of the agency of both the Memorial and bereaved 

families in the preservation of war records relating to Australian war dead. 

This section is focused on the absences of the archive, and the act of refusal. Among 

the bereaved families asked to donate records to the nascent Memorial, respondents 

would not or could not donate for multiple reasons, and many others failed to respond 

to repeated inquiries. There were war dead who kept no records, those who wrote letters 

that had since been lost, and those who had written records that were perceived as of no 

value to the Memorial, either by families or by the staff of the Memorial. For families, 

refusal incorporated various responses to loss, but all are manifested in archival silence. 

Incorporating a level of necessary speculation, this section considers records that were 

deemed unsuitable for the work of the Memorial, instances in which records were lost, 

and the unacknowledged emotional labour present in potential donations. This research 

is written a century on from the end of the Great War, and incorporates donations that 

have supplemented what was donated during this initial collection period. 

The processes of making history are revealed within the spaces of the archive. 

Archival records are a record of what once was. What was, however, is mediated by the 

present experience of what is. The century since the end of the Great War is one of 
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transmutation; what was offered for collection, and what has been preserved, consists of 

fragments of the lived experience of the Great War. Multiple meanings were ascribed to 

these preserved records, and multiple forms of value. The written records held by 

cultural institutions are imbued with the agency not only of their original creators, but 

those to whom these records passed. The correspondence files otherwise dismissed as 

bureaucratic records are an inadvertent attestation of experience, and the role of bereaved 

families in the preservation of these archival records. These decisions linger in the spaces 

of the archive. The responses to these donation requests suggest something of the 

emotional toll of loss, and the emotional labour of bereaved families in contributing to 

the collections of the Australian War Memorial. 

 

The meaning of lost things 

The absence of records is itself a story. The collections of cultural institutions 

represent a fragment of the families affected by war. The correspondence preserved 

within this file series preserves glimpses of experiences that are otherwise imperceptible 

in the broader spaces of cultural institutions, attesting to the competing impulses that 

affected memory and commemoration, and the experiences of bereaved families in the 

collection process. Institutions like the Australian War Memorial promised a perpetual 

resting place for the material remnants of the absent war dead. The space of the home 

was a memorial of a different sort, centring the objects within the family that had known 

them in life. This section considers the respondents associated with this file series who 

either declined to donate, or failed to respond to repeated requests. This section also 

considers families who offered records to the Memorial which were either not copied or 

returned as unsuitable. These individual experiences are woven into the complex 
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experiences of service and sacrifice during and after the Great War, and serve to 

complicate the traditional dichotomy of the home front and the battlefield.233  

The preservation of objects throughout the century since the end of the Great War 

retains an element of chance, buoyed by both remembrance and forgetting. Forgetting 

presented a final death for bereaved families as the memory of their loved one faded from 

the historical record, reduced to a name on a local war memorial and a lingering absence. 

Forgetting was interpreted in multiple ways: the moment the war dead would fade from 

living memory, the loss of material possessions, or the separation of the final material 

remnants of war dead from those who had known them in life. Objects served as a 

material link to the dead, and gained increasing importance in the aftermath of loss. In 

this correspondence, respondents linked forgetting to the loss of material objects, and the 

removal of records from the space of the home. The dead, whether buried in orderly 

cemeteries or lost amid the mud of former battlefields, were physically removed from 

those who had known them in life; records could theoretically be brought home, even if 

their original owner could not. Objects that were otherwise unremarkable were held as 

the final remnants of loved ones, and a means of passing a physical connection to the 

dead to subsequent generations; beyond the cultural memory of loss associated with the 

Great War, this suggested a tangible connection to individual dead.  

The loss of records represented a loss to history, as the final embodiment of the 

deceased in their own words, and a loss to the bereaved families left behind. The act of 
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forgetting across generations was not necessarily a specific choice, with records lost on 

the battlefield, or on troopships, or in a thousand other actions. There is an element of 

chance in preservation: that letters were sent, and received; that they were retained; that 

they survived flood, and fire, and loss. For the Memorial, the preservation of records of 

the war dead became an increasingly urgent process: family members died, homes were 

broken up, and objects lost the context in which they had been cherished.  

In contrast to the deliberate processes of collection, lost records attest to the 

arbitrary nature of preservation, both during the war and in the postwar period. Theresa 

Darby lost her son’s records while attempting to preserve them amid bushfires in 

Western Australia. She offered tokens of his life instead, presenting her son through 

images of his gravesite and a favourite poem. Private Rupert Clarence Darby died of 

bronchopneumonia after being invalided to England, aged nineteen. 

I am sorry to say his precious letters are all lost but the one I am sending. I took 
them with me to Perth on account of the bush fires going through & can find no 
trace of them. I never missed them till I looked them up to write to you. I received 
from Department of Defence a Silver Medal Bronze Plaque & the Kings Message 
of Sympathy to us. I enclose snaps of his grave & favourite poem from his book 
of poems234 

At the time of this correspondence, Darby was seventy-six years old.235 Her son had been 

dead for more than a decade. 
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We cannot know the dead of the Great War as they were in life, or as their deaths 

were perceived by those who loved them. We know them only as they are now: fragments 

of lost lives, consigned to the archive. There is a lived experience of loss embodied in the 

faded handwriting and tattered pages that once served as a point of connection to the 

distant dead. In this context, the content of records was secondary to what the records 

represented as material objects; they became a point of connection to the experience of 

wartime, even as time moved inexorably forward. The initial aim of the collection 

program was the acquisition of records that would assist in the writing of histories of 

Australia during the Great War: operational histories, focused on military movement and 

experience. The sense of societal loss in the aftermath of the Great War was so pervasive 

at the time that there was no impetus to record the experience of grief. Records were 

sought for their operational value, rather than the social character of service. This 

interpretation of value extends beyond operational use, and instead considers the 

materiality of objects as a dimension of grief.  

Preservation consists of an element of chance. For every detailed record, a dozen 

other would-be writers were lost in the mud. Records were lost on the battlefield, on the 

troopship home, or in the space of the family home. Henry Charles Lovett’s wife died 

shortly after their son was killed in action, and the “precious mementoes”236 of their son 

were lost when their home was broken up. Documents were passed between family 

members, exchanged as a record of service. The records of Private Victor William Joseph 
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Annand, who had died of wounds received at Lone Pine, were distributed by his father, 

“among the relatives of the deceased lad, as tokens of remembrances”.237 Families 

recorded the names of troopships sunk on the return to Australia, carrying the remnants 

of lost lives. William Henry Keley of Largs Bay, South Australia238 and James Biddle of 

East Melbourne239 both referenced the loss of their sons’ records aboard the SS Mongolia. 

George Bryson Clasper wrote that his brothers’ records had both been lost on the return 

to Australia: those of Lieutenant William Urwin Clasper, MC, on the SS Laertes, and those 

of Lieutenant Walter James Clasper on the SS Barraboul. Any other records had been 

claimed by William Clasper’s fiancée, who had “refused to give up the smallest 

momento”240 to his father. This file series holds some suggestion as to how the glorious 

fallen were understood by those who loved them, and the value their memory held 

beyond the generalizations of sanctified sacrifice and genteel grief that were assigned to 

bereaved families. Loss took many forms; the loss of a loved one, particularly a child, was 

the loss of an imagined future, while the loss of their records was a loss to history, as the 

memory of the deceased was lost with those who had known them in life. Jane McMullen 

responded to the Memorial, describing the accidental loss of her son’s records. 

Nothing would have given me greater pleasure than to have given you 
quotations from my late sons letters, Sidney Walter McMullen (Lieutenant). 
but unfortunately, they were all destroyed by fire, with every other little valuable 
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thing which I treasured so much from my late son, & all war medals which were 
sent to me by Defence Dept after the death of my late son.  

Everything I possessed was stored in Ball & Welchs store-rooms at Carlton, 
while I was away on holiday; so now I have nothing to show I ever had a son in 
the Great War which is a great grief to me.241 

Records were the final embodiment of the deceased in their own words, or a tangible 

connection to their final moments. 

The lost records of Major Karl August Richard Friedrichs of the 27th Battalion 

attest to multiple meanings embedded within refusal, and the complicated postwar 

experiences alluded to in this correspondence. Karl Friedrichs was killed in action by a 

shell near Albert on 21 August 1918, aged twenty-seven. Karl Friedrichs was born to 

Heinrich (Henry) and Ellen (Nellie) Friedrichs in 1891, in Point Pass, South Australia, and 

married Eva Margaret (Bebe) Hoskins a month before he embarked for service overseas. 

A donation request directed towards his wife failed to meet its destination; she had left 

Australia for Shanghai, and had remarried there in 1922. Heinrich Friedrichs responded 

on behalf of his daughter-in-law, noting tersely, “We do not correspond”.242 His response 

to the Memorial suggests some of the multiple reasons families declined to donate; 

preserved letters were perceived as only of personal value, while his son’s diaries and 

effects had been lost on the voyage returning them to Australia.  

In response to your appeal for private records etc. by the late Major, as far as I 
am concerned, I would not part with any of his letters to me, as they were of too 
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private a character, dealing with family matters only. His diaries & other 
personal effects, unfortunately, rest on the bottom of the sea, the boat, carrying 
them, was sunk by torpedoes. 

A curse on all wars!243 

The final line in his response – “A curse on all wars!” – is an attestation of loss, and an 

explicit antiwar statement. This is not to suggest that this sentiment was not shared by 

others, but it was rarely expressed directly in this file series. This attestation could have 

been amplified by his German heritage, and the experiences of Australians of German 

origin during the Great War; the senior Friedrichs had emigrated to Australia from 

Germany, and taught at both German- and English-language schools in South Australia. 

Friedrichs was anglicized as Friedricks in the records of the Red Cross Wounded and 

Missing Bureau,244 reflecting information collected by volunteer searchers.245 Heinrich 

became Henry in the grave registration report from the Commonwealth War Graves 

Commission.246 Despite this statement, other elements within this correspondence relate 

to idealized imagery of loss, aligning wartime deaths with classical heroes and suggesting 

the multiple interpretations of death among family members. A message of condolence 

from Eva Friedrichs was included in the Red Cross Wounded and Missing Bureau for her 

husband, connecting the “warrior dreams” of the dead of the Great War with previous 
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generations, particularly the “men of Agincourt”.247 Her chosen epitaph for her husband 

epitomized these values: 

A very gallant gentleman248 

Declining to donate was also a statement of value. Many bereaved families, with 

their immediate connection to the dead, refused to remove records from the space of the 

home. The individual value ascribed to these personal records subsumed the national 

mission presented by the Memorial. The impetus behind contacting bereaved families 

was their proximity to the dead, and the expectation that they were the most likely to 

retain records. This same value made it difficult for families to consider the donation 

process. Respondents discussed the proposal with extended family, deciding collectively 

how to assess the records of their loved one. The records would be preserved within a 

cultural institution in perpetuity, but they were also treasured by those who had known 

them in life. For many, the value of records on an individual level was more important, 

and more deeply treasured, than national initiatives. Captain Ronald Lennox Henderson, 

MC, died on 31 July 1917 of wounds received at Bullecourt. His stepsister, Eleanor K. 

White, agreed to assist the Memorial. 

As you say they will be better preserved in the library than they probably would 
be after the present generation has gone. Everyone who is able should do their 
utmost to assist the Memorial library to be worthy of our soldiers.249  
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The challenge was her elderly mother, to whom the request had originally been 

addressed and for whom the records were particularly important. White wrote, “My 

Mother being still an invalid & partly childish on account of a stroke likes to have her 

treasures near her”.250 The record request was revisited after her mother’s death, when 

the records could be offered freely to the Memorial.251 As a substitute for refusal, others 

provide short biographies of the dead, identifying in their own terms how their loved one 

should be remembered. Mary Constance Carr offered a summary of her brother’s 

experiences from his enlistment to his death, derived from his letters to the family. Driver 

Howard James Christopher Carr died of wounds received in the final stages of the war, 

having been repatriated to Australia after the Armistice. The account presented an 

assumed meaning to his death, as interpreted by his sister. 

In May 1919, he returned to Australia, a cot case, and after four months in 
Caulfield Hospital, he died on September 30, 1919. He was much beloved by all 
who knew him. After a military funeral, he was buried in the Brighton Cemetery, 
Melbourne. 

He gave his life for God, King, & Country.252 

Other documents had been lost entirely, and the absence of records was 

reinterpreted by family members. Some respondents insisted that their loved ones would 

have written records, but that these had been lost. They mourned both the loss of their 

loved one and the loss of their written word, a final loss to history as to who their loved 
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one had been in life. Some respondents emphasized that the lack of historical value 

attributed to personal records was a reflection of the strict censorship of wartime, 

prioritizing their service over personal correspondence; a lack of suitable records was an 

honourable thing. Lieutenant Arthur Percy Earle of the 6th Machine Gun Company died 

of wounds received at Bullecourt. “He was a better soldier than a scholar”,253 according 

to his father. Lieutenant Brian Nairn Butler of the 12th Battalion was killed in action at 

Jeancourt. His mother wrote that he “was absolutely conscientious”,254 making his 

records of no interest to the Memorial. The absence of records could, too, be an indication 

of youth. Schoolboys fought and died in the trenches, too young to realize the value of 

correspondence, or to write regularly to their mothers. 

 

Emotional labour and loss 

 Memory and history meet in the space of the museum. There is no singular truth 

to be told in the spaces of cultural institutions, but instead a form of negotiated reality, 

shaping the multiple experiences of a period into a cohesive narrative.255 This file series 

attests to the specific choices made by the Memorial in the process of remembrance, but 

also the agency of bereaved families in the creation of this memorial space. The 

bureaucracies that contributed to the structure of the Memorial suggest a disjunction 

between the individual memories of war dead held (and often cherished) by bereaved 
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family members and the emerging cultural memory of the Great War, which sought to 

develop an overarching narrative of Australian service. In the early iterations of its 

message to families, the Memorial articulated its purpose in preserving the “thoughts, 

hopes, and fears”256 of those whom the Memorial was intended to commemorate. Some 

bereaved families responded in unanticipated ways, and challenged the assumptions of 

Memorial staff regarding the collection processes. These responses attest to the 

unconsidered agency of bereaved families in the construction of these archives, revealing 

the emotional labour evident in their creation.  

The lived experiences of bereaved families disrupted official expectations for the 

collecting process. The losses of the Great War were experienced by families as a 

“traumatic absence”,257 denied the rituals of remembrance and mourning that had 

preceded the war. The individual experiences of bereaved families were subsumed by 

the scale of the losses of the Great War, but this correspondence demonstrates that many 

respondents were unwilling or unable to suppress their personal grief. John Joseph 

Mahony discussed the challenges in finding appropriate records, and the impact of the 

conflict on his broader family. His brother, Second Lieutenant Christopher Richard 

Mahony, had been killed in action at Mont St. Quentin. 

I have delayed writing to you because I wished to comply with your request re 
letters +c. written by my brother to his Family. At the time you wrote to me in 
October last my Mother was very ill & I was unable to ask for the necessary 
letters +c. I am still unable to disturb her as she had a serious operation in 
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December and has not yet fully recovered. When I mention that my Father had 
a “stroke” due to shock, when I told him that my brother had been Killed & that 
he was speechless for 2 years until he died, you will understand that I have to be 
careful in this matter.258 

Correspondence from the Memorial, embossed with the letterhead of the 

imagined commemorative space, reopened this experience a decade after the initial loss. 

The emotional labour of bereaved families is absent from the public spaces of cultural 

institutions, but their efforts and experience are an articulation of loss. There is an explicit 

demarcation of the national and the individual in the conservation of materials, 

particularly written records. In contrast to the silent dead enshrined in cemeteries and 

engraved on memorial walls, the living articulated expectations and experiences in this 

correspondence. Millie A. Allen apologized for the delay in responding to the Memorial’s 

request for the records of her son, Sergeant Cecil Frederick Allen, and provided a visceral 

representation of her grief. 

I must plead only cowardice re looking up my Dear Son’s letters. You must 
realise it is like taking a knife & opening up a wound.259  

The suggestion that returning to the moment of loss was akin to opening a wound is not 

uncommon in correspondence from bereaved mothers. Allen’s reluctance to donate was 

precisely because of the value she placed on her son’s records.  

The deliberate destruction of records attests to the lingering impact of the Great 

War. Very few respondents specify a refusal to donate as a product of their own 
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disinterest in the Memorial’s work. For some, this correspondence reopened a wound, 

reminding them of loss. In some cases the records existed, but those closest to the 

deceased could not bear to open the records. Family members responded agreeably to 

the request, but had to wait until a particular parent or sibling was dead. Others found it 

impossible to revisit the situation, and the Memorial’s repeated inquiries became a point 

of consternation. Sergeant Walter Finlay’s family returned a handwritten biography with 

the Memorial’s initial donation request, but ignored subsequent requests until a family 

member wrote on the back of a letter: “Kindly do not write my Mother again as she is still 

mourning sorely”.260 Records were sometimes destroyed in an attempt to separate 

themselves from the deceased. Catherine D’Alton described this decision, in response to 

a request for the records of her son, Lieutenant William Denholm D’Alton, who had been 

killed in action near Amiens. 

If my son kept a diary I never got it. I had three nephews, three grandsons, & 
my son at the war, only three came back. I had kept all their letters, but about 
five years ago we broke up out home. I had friends [with] me & they persuaded 
me not to keep these letters as I had a breakdown every time I saw them, so they 
burnt them. I couldn’t have done it.261 

Respondents reference the varying impacts of receiving these donation requests, 

which for some returned them to the moment of loss a decade or more earlier; the 

traumatic experience of loss lingered, occasionally manifested in physical form. Edward 

Casey contrasted habitual bodily memory and traumatic bodily memory, considering the 
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physical symptoms of reliving trauma.262 This physical element to memory is emphasized 

in the memory objects collected by families, a tangible connection to their dead. These 

diverse responses to loss were justified in the same terms, as families struggled to revisit 

past losses, and attempted to separate themselves from the immediate grief. For some 

respondents the destruction of records was not due to a lack of interest, but rather the 

enduring pain of loss.  

The emotional labour of remembrance and the lingering pain of loss are articulated 

in this correspondence, helping understand what this donation request represented to 

bereaved families. The processes of donation recorded in this file series required a 

reconsideration of grief, returning to the moment of loss endured a decade prior. James 

A. Burke’s response to a donation request regarding the records of his son, Private George 

Harman Burke, who had been killed in action shortly after landing at Gallipoli, identifies 

these challenges and excuses the lack of records. Burke provided a brief biography of his 

son’s life, focused on the imagined moment of his death. 

I might state that his War Record was a short one. He joined the 13th Platoon 
of D. Company, 18th Battalion (No.1393) on June 4, 1915 – One day after his 
eighteenth birthday. He immediately went into camp and left for Egypt by the 
Ceramic within three weeks, arriving in Egypt, July 22. After a few weeks there 
the 18th Battalion left for Gallipoli, arrived there 21st August and went into 
action next morning, when most of the Company were killed. 
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He wrote us letters about the trip across to Egypt and a couple of graphic 
descriptions of Cairo, the Nile, the Pyramids, &c., but his whole stay was so 
short that no letters came from the front. 

In fact it was only 79 days to the time he joined until he was killed. If you would 
care to have copies of the letters sent us about the trip across and those from 
Egypt, I will be pleased to let you have same, but, unfortunately, we received no 
communication, not even his identification disc from Gallipoli. For several 
months after the engagement at Hill 60 he was amongst the missing, but at a 
special enquiry, and what we have heard from some of his companions in D 
Company who survived, it would appear that after been ordered to retreat, (when 
the 18th Battalion had taken three trenches) my son and some other members of 
the Company came back through some brush wood which was heavily shelled by 
the Turks and caught fire. The presumption is that he and the others were either 
killed or wounded in the brushwood and their bodies burned as a result of the 
fire. 

We never received any of his kit back not even his prayer-book. Our great hope 
was that this boy of eighteen was dead before being burnt.263 

The value assigned to these records has changed since these requests for donation 

were sent. This original correspondence serves to represent the dead as their families 

knew them in life, reflecting a societal understanding of loss that no longer exists in 

modern Australia. 264 The Great War represented a fundamental shift in death and 

bereavement in Australia, with individual loss subsumed amid mass death.265 This 

interiority is difficult to discern, as bereaved families distinguished their own image of 
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the dead from an “outside world” that could not fully understand their loss. Margaret 

Dalzell declined to donate the records of her brother, Trooper Douglas Pulteney Dalzell, 

who had been killed in action at Lone Pine. Her connection to her brother allowed her to 

speak on behalf of those who had experienced “the horrors of the Peninsula”, despite her 

own distance from the battlefield. The absence of relevant records was itself a statement 

of experience. 

With regard to my brother’s letters etc. I have none that would be of interest to 
the outside world nor can I give you the address of others with whom he 
corresponded as he wrote little bearing on the campaign to anyone. If you were 
acquainted with the horrors of the Peninsula till August 1915 you will 
understand the inability to write266 

This experience of the war period was taken for granted; when everyone had endured 

the conflict in some form, it was difficult to imagine a world beyond that paradigm where 

the shared experience of mass death was unknown. 

 

Rewriting the record 

The spaces of the Memorial have become both broader and more precise with the 

passage of time. This section considers several examples that illuminate what was once 

lost in refusal. The objects that once constituted the early collections of the Memorial 

extend beyond the context in which they were donated. Records are attributed new 

meanings as cultural institutions seek to rectify omissions. New donations are collected. 
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Other records are deaccessioned, or lost. This shifting archive now include several 

examples of records donated after the initial processes of collection were completed, 

offered by the descendants of the bereaved families who declined to donate. The subjects 

of these donations are the same as the images of Australian service created in early 

processes of collection, but the material suggests a broader interpretation of value, and a 

reconsideration of the meaning attributed to material culture as memory objects.  

Various records have been lost to the passage of time, while recent additions to the 

collections incorporate the minutiae that were discarded at the time as irrelevant, or ever-

present. The records collected become more material than memorial, attempting to record 

the context within which this life was lost. Sergeant Francis (Frank) Arthur Abbott was 

killed in action at Peronne on 31 August 1918, aged twenty-five. The initial donation 

request was met with some discussion. His brother-in-law, John G. Beatty, offered several 

letters on behalf of his wife, but the “family” letters addressed to Frank Abbott’s late 

mother had passed to another sister, who was reluctant to part with them: 

I told her sister that you would like some of the letters of her late brother but she 
said she would not like to part with them however I will see her again and try 
and persuade her to let you have some of the letters or news.267 

The initial donation consisted of four letters written by Frank Abbott to family members, 

commenting on battlefield conditions, conscription, and local concerns relating to 

Penrith.268 They were presented alongside letters of condolence sent to his family after 
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his death. Almost a century after Frank Abbott’s death, a second collection illuminated 

what his sister was unwilling to part with. This included a broader range of material than 

the Memorial would have accepted in 1927. Alongside correspondence to his mother and 

“all at home” are loose postcards, ticket stubs, receipts, and pressed flowers.269 These 

records conjured a sense of time and place for their original owner, preserved as remnants 

of a loved one, and a reminder of the war period. The familial context of his loss was 

preserved in the material remnants in this collection. 

These more recent donations illuminate a little of the archival absence considered 

in this section. In 1929, Michael McCartin wrote warmly of the imagined Memorial, 

“Hoping that others generaly will Comply to make this a huge success”.270 His son, 

Lieutenant Leo Aloysius McCartin, MC, had been killed in action at Herleyville, aged 

twenty-four. McCartin provided an account of his son’s life for the Roll of Honour 

circular, attempting to explain the impact of his son’s short life. 

Educated at St. Marys boys school Geelong was a First-Class Athlete being 
champion swimmer, and footballer, served on Gallipoli, was signal instructor at 
… different camps, mentioned in dispatches twice, gained his Commision at 
Poziers won the Military Cross on April 9 1918, was wounded the same day271 

Michael McCartin offered an account from the Red Cross Wounded and Missing Bureau 

regarding the death of his son and the original telegram that had informed the local 

minister of his loss, alongside a diary containing various training notes. His 
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correspondence suggests a family discussion regarding the fate of these records, and an 

attempt to honour the memory of their son. 

I freely hand over whatever letters and the few articles I recived from my Son 
the late Lieut Leo A. McCartin M.C. My Wife who received all the private 
correspondence from him would not part with any of them nor would they be of 
any public interest for this purpose, but I know if he were still with us … poor 
Leo would consent to what I am doing, for we have not forgotten him after some 
15 years nor I am likely to forget now that I am in my Eightieth year.272 

McCartin also offered his own biography, to situate his son’s service within a broader 

family history. Leo McCartin had not only been a soldier, but somebody who had been 

loved, and whose family was situated within Australian colonial history. 

You may wish to know who I am. I came to this state 10th June 1867 in the good 
ship “Glendevon” went direct to the diggings at Chiltern by road which 
occupied a fortnight then. Married at Albury N.S.W. reared a family of 8 
children (6 Boys & 2 Girls) Leo being the 5th Son. In the interim I learned to 
work & boil the Billy as I tramped 2000 miles in a straight line when a single 
man. I would be working still but that I broke my leg by accident some four years 
ago, which brought me to a sudden stop. We had a gathering here 8th inst. (May 
8th) our Golden Wedding at it were 15 Grand children of mine their parents & 
friends. A happy pack, I must add that.273 

Several generations later, the absent letters were donated to the Memorial, with 

their descriptions of the fighting at Villers-Bretonneux and Amiens enmeshed with 

discussions of home. These records are neither of the home front nor the battlefield, but 
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somewhere in between, with the horror of war juxtaposed with the space of the family 

home; even descriptions of fighting are presented as sports analogies (“boxing with 

Fritz”)274 in an attempt to render the unreality of the battlefield somehow 

comprehendible to those at home. The second collection of records associated with the 

McCartin family acknowledges the historicity that shaped this initial response, but also 

an imagined future that had yet to pass when Michael McCartin responded to the 

Memorial. The records of Leo Aloysius McCartin were donated alongside those of a 

second Leo McCartin: a namesake nephew killed in the Second World War.275 

 

The act of preserving records serves to imbue them with historical meaning, and 

creates an assumption of value. Considering the refusal to donate is a means of 

understanding the multiple interpretations of value ascribed to records, and the various 

experiences now manifested in archival silence. We can never know the full extent of 

records created as a result of this conflict, nor the value contained within the thousands 

of letters sent home, or in the parcels sunk on troopships returning the material remains 

of war dead. The remnants of the war dead of the Great War served as memory objects 

for many bereaved families, markers of the absent dead. This literary miscellany has 

faded from the historical record. The same objects were rendered records in the space of 

the archive, and imbued with an assumed historicity by their inclusion in cultural 

institutions. 
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The scale of the collections maintained by cultural institutions creates a sense of 

historical completeness. While the omissions are difficult to quantify, no archive can fully 

represent the scale of the devastation of the Great War, nor the communities left to mourn 

the dead. Forgetting is a silent counterpart to memory, but is integral to the formation of 

identities. Considering the refusal to donate is an attempt to understand the absences of 

the archive, reconciling the individual experiences included in this file series with the 

national spaces of remembrance and commemoration to which they contributed. 

The correspondence recorded in this file series suggests the careful negotiation of 

individual and national loss, as the Memorial sought to assure bereaved families that the 

space of the archive was the most appropriate permanent repository for records. A 

compromise for many families was offering documents for copying, allowing them to be 

preserved as a public record while remaining in the space of the home. This emphasizes 

the particular material value of objects; mud-stained letters marked a communion with 

their loved one, holding the letters they had held, imagining the dugout in the trench 

where they had sat. The copies also indicate something of the differing assignations of 

value by the Memorial and families. The purpose of these processes of collection was to 

assist in the writing of the official histories, rather than an expression of individual loss. 

As the program continued, faced with a surplus of records coming in for copying, the 

Memorial often took excerpts, distilling the records into what they found of most value.   
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“The war bereaved me of my sons”: Bereaved families as memory-keepers 

and memory-makers 

 

On 19 September 1927, Jeannie Barron responded to a request from the Memorial, 

writing from Forres, Scotland. Her son, Private James Parkhouse Barron, had been killed 

in action at Mouquet Farm, aged twenty-three. Barron was uncertain if her son’s records 

would be of use as he had been “only a mere lad”276 when killed in action, but offered his 

letters for inclusion in the Memorial. Her correspondence identified a distinct experience 

of loss associated with the civilian space of the home front, and a particular 

understanding of the experiences of bereaved families during the Great War and in the 

aftermath of the conflict. Barron also articulated her expectations regarding the potential 

recovery of her son’s body. 

I think it a beautiful idea to preserve any relics of the dear lads who came so far 
to lay down their lives for us, although it was horribly hard for the wives & 
mothers especially the latter. I have never got any official intimation if my son’s 
remains were found (he was killed at the taking of Mouquet Farm) but I am sure 
if they were found they would have let me know.277  

Civilians were not passive spectators to the Great War, but rather dealt with the 

lived experience of total war on their own terms.278 This research centres the agency of 
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bereaved families, most of whom had no direct experience of the conflict, but remained 

profoundly affected by its results. The responses to donation requests illustrate the 

complicated realities of loss in the aftermath of the Great War. Bereaved families both 

contributed to and challenged the standardized iconography of service and sacrifice that 

positioned individual loss within a national narrative.279 Within the pages of this file 

series, respondents articulated their own individual experiences and expectations, 

helping shape remembrance of Australian war dead. Processes of collection mediated the 

cultural and social boundaries between the living and the dead, united by a common 

experience of loss. Bereaved families sought to imbue the deaths of their loved ones with 

meaning, and to ascribe meaning to their own experiences.280 For some, there was no 

inherent contradiction between their individual experience and the symbolic 

representation of parental bereavement within narratives of loss, while others alluded to 

more complicated engagement with the standardized iconography of bereavement. All 

dealt with the complexities of life and death in the postwar period, and the lingering 

impact of grief.  

Respondents act as both memory-keepers and memory-makers throughout 

through this file series, working to preserve the memory of their lost loved ones while 

engaging with their own experiences of the Great War. This research is, at its core, a story 

about individuals, and their lingering impact on the national narratives concerning the 

 
 
 
 
 
 
279 Bourke, ‘“Remembering” War’. 
280 Manuel, ‘“We Are the Women Who Mourn Our Dead”: Australian Civilian Women’s Poetic Responses 
to the First World War’. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

134 

Australian experience of the Great War. Their responses attest to the complicated 

emotional labour of remembrance, and the multiple experiences of loss, including the 

gendered dimensions of loss on the home front. The image of the benevolent nurse, or 

the mourning woman in widow’s weeds, or the elderly mother, belies the realities 

revealed within this file series. The experiences of families bereaved during the Great 

War extend beyond an idealized image of genteel grief and stoic suffering, and the 

multiple meanings ascribed to war experience cannot be understood solely in the context 

of the dead. The living were the keepers of records, but also the destroyers; grief and loss 

were experienced on their own terms.  

 

The invention of the home front 

The concept of the home front was an invention of the Great War, in response to 

the impact of total war on the civilian population.281 By modifying the military “front” 

with a domestic adjective, the term acknowledged an element of contribution from the 

civilian population while separating them from the action of the battlefield. The concept 

of the home front also acknowledged that the Great War affected civilians in 

unprecedented ways. Beyond the sheer scale of loss, approximately half a million people 

were involved in voluntary work in Australia in various capacities during the Great War, 

primarily women.282 A reconsideration of the role of bereaved families challenges 
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assumptions regarding both meaning and mourning. While official histories are focused 

on the battlefield, with the experiences of the home front subsumed by the theatre of war, 

the civilian spaces of the home front articulated the causes and meanings of the conflict. 

This section considers the impact of the home front on cultural memory of the Great War, 

and the civilian experiences reflected in this file series.  

The connection between the battlefield and the home front is demonstrated in 

letters offered for inclusion as part of this file series: not only written by a subject, but for 

a particular audience. Martha C. Morgan responded on behalf of her mother, and 

described the contents of her brother’s letters, writing that “there seems to be little of an 

historical nature in them, most of them just showing a longing for a land and home he 

never saw again”.283 Mary Jane Meyer wrote “my three sons letters to me during the War 

– were just home letters nothing of the terrible times they were going through”.284 Meyer 

had seen five sons serve in the Great War, two of whom survived. In discussing her son’s 

records, Agnes Jane Ferguson recalled the experience of writing to him on Sunday nights 

with the “news of the week”.285 Lance-Corporal Archibald College Anderson had been 

killed in action at Polygon Wood, aged twenty-three. Ferguson identified a specific 

maternal experience of loss. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
This article was published as part of a volume of Labour History looking at voluntary work, edited by 
Melanie Oppenheimer. 
283 AWM93 12/11/1401. Letter from Martha C. Morgan, 31 October 1928. 
284 AWM93 12/11/839. Letter from Mary Jane Meyer, 17 August 1928. 
285 AWM93 12/11/2488. Letter from Agnes Jane Ferguson, 22 October 1929. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

136 

I did not get many letters from my Son & they were of a private nature not any 
thing that would help you. in fact we received more cards then letters then on 
the other hand he was only away twelve months & some of that time was spent 
in England he often complained about not getting letters from home. I always 
wrote on Sunday night. I saved him all the news of the week, but poor Dear he 
did not get them for after he was killed I had eleven letters returned to me then I 
knew & understood why he was always sending the post-cards asking for letters 
but of course I do not blame any one considering all the millions of letters they 
had to attend to but of course a Mothers’ Heart aches when she writes then finds 
out her boy has not received her letters. The reason I have been so long in 
answering your letters is my one & only son has been very Ill & I had forgotten 
every thing else hoping you will forgive me & except my regret that I cannot 
help you286 

The Roll of Honour circular completed by Ferguson articulated a specific meaning to her 

son’s life and death: “As Honourable in Life as he was to King and Country”.287 

The imagined space of the home front is the paradigm through which the 

experience of bereavement should be understood. The image of the grieving woman 

became a symbol of feminized loss, and an expression of collective grief in the cultural 

memory of the Great War.288 While the civilian context through which families 

experienced the totality of the Great War has been lost, the home front should be 

considered as a source of meaning comparable to the battlefield. 289 In early histories of 

Australia during the Great War, conservative depictions presented women in relation to 

men, represented as the mothers of soldiers, or the mothers of soldiers’ children. Women 
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were presented in relation to an idealized image of those they had lost, rather than in the 

context of the war work performed by half a million people,290 or the realities of mass 

death on a national scale. Men mourned too, and women died. Early cultural memory of 

the Great War was encoded in the civilian space through commemorative practices and 

official remembrances. The responses recorded in this file series suggest that the meaning 

of the Great War was not only articulated within the spaces of the home front, but 

modified by the lived experiences of the civilian population. 

War work remains largely unacknowledged in the context of the Great War, and 

in the context of this file series. If the battlefield was presented as the domain of men, 

then women were accorded the home front as part of a dichotomy that presented 

soldiering and motherhood as equal counterparts.291 War work was presented as a form 

of service, and an opportunity to do something practical. Work included assisting 

soldiers at home, but was focused on sending comforts abroad.292 There was a common 

sense of duty and loss in this experience, complementing the focus on the theatre of war. 

Melanie Oppenheimer has explored the emergence of the Australian Red Cross at the 

advent of the Great War.293 There was no fundamental break from past gender and social 

norms with the Great War, but rather a continuity between the prewar and postwar 

period. Gender and social norms had been stretched through necessity, but were 
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reaffirmed in the postwar period; the role of women remained relatively unchanged. 

Membership in social groups related to voluntary war work experienced an immediate 

decline in membership in the postwar period.294 Within a decade, as these donation 

requests were mailed, war work performed by women had been all but forgotten. In the 

postwar period, women were reduced to spectators. The seemingly unknowable 

experience of warfare denied the authenticity of women’s experiences, and the 

experiences of men who had performed civilian work. Instead, women were centred in 

public commemorations as a visible symbol of patriotism.295 Considering the home front 

incorporates the contributions made by civilians to the war effort, and their impact on 

cultural responses to war. 

The experiences of families during wartime affected what was offered for 

donation. Voluntary work was little considered in the context of this file series, and was 

rarely a consideration for the donation process. A member of the Australian Red Cross, 

Hon. Major Arthur Cressy Barry was superintendent of the Australian Comforts Fund 

(ACF), and had been appointed an honorary major with the AIF as a result. Barry was 

asked for records relating to his sons, Lieutenant Cyril Cressy Barry and Lieutenant 

Owen Cressy Barry, both of whom had served on the Western Front.296 Owen Barry was 

killed in action while serving with No. 4 Squadron, Australian Flying Corps, when his 

plane was shot down over Lille. Civil leaders such as Mary Kate Barlow297 and Eleanor 
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Mackinnon298 were asked only for records relating to male relatives. The family of war 

correspondent Louise Mack, who was the last reporter out of Antwerp in 1914, was asked 

for records relating to her nephew, Captain Brian Hamilton Mack, who was killed by a 

shell at Vaulx-Vraucourt.299 Respondents referenced their own wartime experience, 

including membership in these voluntary organizations, legitimizing their own 

contributions while detailing the familial sacrifice of loss. The ACF was an amalgamation 

of local patriotic groups that sought to provide “comforts” for Australians on active 

service abroad, raising money to buy and make various items. While Barry’s executive 

position was noted in this file series, and he was subsequently awarded an MBE for his 

wartime service, the voluntary work that comprised the core functions of the ACF was 

undertaken primarily by women. 

The impact of the home front is reflected in objects donated by Staff Nurse Dorothy 

Maud Traill, who served in Egypt with No. 14 Australian General Hospital. Donated 

records were not necessarily associated with the subjects initially selected by the 

Memorial. Traill coordinated her family’s response to the donation request from the 

Memorial, responding to a letter addressed to her surviving brother, Lieutenant James 

Hamilton Traill, DFC, who was asked for records relating to himself and his siblings. 

Another brother, Private Arthur Cecil Traill, had been killed in action during the Spring 

Offensive. Dorothy Traill approved of the donation program, writing, “I am quite sure 

that the main source of information is through private letters and it is through these that 
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one reaches the “heart” of things”.300 The list of items she provided reflects a broad 

understanding of records, including service on the home front and in colonial conflicts 

that were initially excluded from the scope of the Memorial. 

3 “War Chest” badges. 

1 Service Bible, given to me by my uncle, Major E Windeyer on his return from 
the South African War, in 1902, 

1 “France’s Day” badge. 

2 letters from my brother who was killed at Meteren in North France, in May 
1918. The man referred to as “Bob” is my cousin, whose mother has sent you 
some letters etc; he was in the 19th Batt. 

Sundry snapshots of Palestine and Egypt, and some service Xmas cards.301 

The War Chest was later amalgamated as part of the ACF. Traill followed this initial 

response with a further collection of ninety-seven buttons. The buttons were part of a 

collection belonging to Mary Ralston, Traill’s cousin, who had served with the ACF and 

the War Chest. Ralston subsequently died in childbirth. Traill explained the meaning 

ascribed to her wartime service, placing Ralston on par with her brothers who had seen 

active service abroad, and with Traill’s work as a nurse. 

The collection of letters and badges was given to me to send by Mrs AG Ralston 
Kelburn Hall,  
Elizabeth Bay Road 
Sydney 
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and is that of her daughter, Miss Mary Ralston (since deceased), the collection 
is quite a comprehensive one and her work in the Comforts Fund then in the 
War Chest was a model of unfailing duty and of “sticking to the job”. 

Miss Ralston afterwards married Dr. J.A.L. Wallace and died at the birth of her 
third child; and I have been asked to tell you that both the Mother, Mrs AG 
Ralston and the Widower would like both the names, Ralston and Wallace, to be 
put on the collection when they are exhibited; I suppose you get many requests 
of this nature and I told my aunt (Mrs Ralston) I would explain to you, my 
cousin’s death left them very grief-stricken, she had a splendid personality as 
daughter, wife and mother, she was sister to Lieut-Col AW Ralston, and Lieut 
E Ralston of the 12th L.H.302 

Ralston’s life and death were presented as a model of patriotic duty through both 

wartime service and maternal action. 

The home front is a central element in understanding the meaning bereaved 

families attributed to records. The individual grief experienced by bereaved families was 

rendered seemingly insignificant in the context of the mass death of the Great War, and 

accordingly repressed as self-indulgent.303 Beatrice Vera Appleton wrote that many of her 

brother’s letters “contained only very private matters & very sad news relating to my late 

Mother who suffered during those sad years for hidden grief”.304 Lieutenant Frederick 

William Appleton, C de G, had been killed in action at Morcourt while serving with the 

14th Battalion. Private grief is articulated in this correspondence, mediating cultural and 

social boundaries between the living and the dead. The differing understandings of the 
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war period recorded in this file series help understand how bereaved families understood 

their role in commemoration, and how individual experience accorded with the symbolic 

significance associated with bereaved families. 

 

Bereaved families as memory-keepers 

The cultural memory of the Great War now embodied in national memorials and 

official remembrance is the product of individuals. Rather than passive spectators, 

bereaved families were actively engaged in the processes of remembrance, and in 

preserving records of lost loved ones. Contributing to the collections of cultural 

institutions like the Australian War Memorial was presented as a means of preserving 

the memory of their loved ones in perpetuity. The war experiences of the living were 

minimized in relation to their connections to the dead; the focus here could only be on 

the dead, forever young, embodying a national experience of loss. Bereaved families 

claimed a specific connection to the dead, with maternal loss prioritized. Maternal grief 

was invested with deeply political undertones, as the ideal of the mourning mother 

embodied a visual symbol of patriotism. The private language of bereaved families was 

claimed in the context of public memorialization of the dead; literally, in the context of 

this file series. Correspondence in this file series identifies the personal expectations and 

experience embedded in contributions to national memorials. This articulation of loss 

lingers in the written correspondence. 

The wartime and postwar experiences of bereaved families are illustrated here in 

fragments, gleaned from their correspondence with the Memorial. Initial depictions of 

the Great War saw women presented as a symbol of femininized loss and an expression 

of collective grief, but understood as a reflection of their lost male relatives, rather than 
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their own work or experience.305 In official propaganda, women were identified 

specifically as mothers, either of soldiers, or of soldiers’ children. With motherhood 

depicted as a source of physical and cultural renewal for the nascent Australian state, 

women were identified as the “moral guardians of the nation”.306 They were 

simultaneously presented as natural defenders of peace while, conversely, being 

expected to send their children to war. Susan Grayzel identified these expectations as a 

means of defining and containing women.307 These representations do not accord with 

the complicated expressions of loss in this file series, as bereaved families sought their 

own ways of imbuing death with meaning.  

 The living were presented in relation to the dead. Marilyn Lake and Joy Damousi 

have brought the intersections of gender and war in Australia to the forefront of scholarly 

work, 308 considering elements of the social expectations and experiences of conflict.309 

The losses of the Great War were reflected in the symbolic grief of bereaved women, but 

these women were understood solely in the context of their relationships with men on 

active service. Monuments ignored the contributions of women as nurses and war 

workers, and instead presented them as a reflection of their male relatives.310 This image 
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of the grieving woman became an expression of collective grief in cultural memory of the 

Great War. The ideal of the stoic bereaved mother embodied the civilian experience of 

the war, transcending any social difference; this image was appropriated for the 

conscription debate, and other political purposes.311 Soldiering and mothering were 

presented as the core of national and gender identities, with mothers as the producers of 

future soldiers, and responsible for sending their sons into action. Some respondents 

embraced this description, identifying specific qualities to the losses they had 

experienced as bereaved mothers. In offering the letters her son, Captain Philip Ignatius 

(Naish) Callary, had written home to Petersburg, South Australia, Margaret Matilda 

Callary wrote, “I treasure his letters, as only a mother can of an only Son but should you 

require them for War records I am willing you shall have same”.312 This purported 

dichotomy failed to find space for bereaved fathers, despite their ascribed precedence as 

next-of-kin. 

Respondents contacted in relation to this file series dealt with their own 

experiences of the conflict, and their own individual losses, within an emerging national 

framework. The construction of national commemorative spaces promoted a perspective 

that the dead had died not as individuals, but as Anzacs. The dead had died for a greater 

purpose, and therefore must have been willingly sent. Pearly L. Procter provided an 

extensive biography of her late husband, concluding with his apparent final words. 

Second Lieutenant Joseph Henry Minchin had been killed in action at Bullecourt while 
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serving with the 51st Battalion. The men he served with were responsible for shaping her 

understanding of his death, as Joseph Minchin had been for other bereaved families. It is 

impossible to know what elements of this story were mediated by others in an attempt to 

soften the blow of his loss. Procter ascribed meaning to his death, emphasizing his heroic 

qualities in an extended response to the donation request. The breadth of this response 

reflects the meaning some bereaved families found in these donation requests. In 

testifying to the meaning of her husband’s life and death, Procter presented this text as a 

single paragraph, fitting whatever she could on a few small pages. 

He joined up with the A.I.F. in Aug. 1915 was made Acting Corporal the first 
day in Blackboy Camp, later passed his exam. for Corporal, then later got his 
three stripes as Sargeant and on Feb. 10th 1916 received his Commission. He 
was a very enthusiastic soldier and took a great pride in his work and his men. 
After he received his Commission, he was sent to Bunbury to take charge of a 
company of the 16th batt. to which he was later attached (with another officer) 
to take overseas but just before sailing he was transferred back to Blackboy to 
help Lieut. Kitchen with the 2nd Reinf. of 51st Batt. which consisted of nearly 
all Eastern States deserters, who required a firm officer to deal with them. I was 
told by one of his superior officers that the reason why they put him with Lieut. 
Kitchen to take charge of those particular men, was that he was a very firm and 
just officer. He was certainly very popular with his men, but then he had their 
interests at heart and was determined to make good soldiers of them. He sailed 
from here on April 17th 1916, landed at Egypt, was there for a short while, then 
was sent to England to Codford. He was sent to a Musketry Training School in 
the south of England and passed very highly there, was sent back to Codford (I 
think) and was then approached by the Military Authorities to sign up as a 
permanent training officer in Salisbury, as he was considered to be such a 
splendid training officer, but he would not sign, he said he was an able bodied 
man and could help at the Front and one of the returned men could take his place 
so eventually he got his way. He had been taking drafts of men over to France, 
just there and straight back. He found the work very hard over there but he 
enjoyed it all and was always thoroughly a soldier. He finally went over to 
France in January (I think) of 1917. He liked the life in France and one of his 
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men told me afterwards that he was very good at directions and that his men 
would follow him anywhere at night as he had been such a good bushman, they 
could trust to him to find the best and quickest way. He was once very ill and 
was left behind in hospital, but begged the Doctor to let him out before is his 
Batt. got to far away and the Doctor consented and he joined up with them again 
at Bapaume. He then went on to Noruiel and was killed on the morning of April 
2nd at 5.5.AM. in 1917. I only met; a Sergeant that was under him; a few weeks 
ago and he told me he was one of the best and that his men would do anything 
for him. His Colonel wrote saying his was killed (by a machine-gun sniper) 
whilst he was waving his sword and his last words were “Come on men, keep 
fighting”. 

I remember one thing he told me, was that it was very hard to write to mothers 
whose boys had been killed or died of other causes.313 

Procter, who had since remarried, continued with the impact of her husband’s loss on her 

family, returning the letter to the space of the home front. Procter concluded, “I would 

also like to say that he left two fine little boys Donald and Stuart, when he went away”.314 

The impact of the war on bereaved families was used to encourage potential 

donations. The private language of bereaved families was appropriated in the context of 

public memorialization of the dead.315 Respondents contacted as part of these processes 

of collection were selected in relation to their connections to the dead of the Great War. 

Multiple respondents to this file series identify a personal role in preserving the wartime 

record of their family members, both living and the dead. Respondents identified a 

specific familial connection, particularly as mothers, and a specific duty in preserving 
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records as both memory and memorial to the dead. This focus on maternal grief amplified 

a connection between the living women who had survived the war and their preservation 

of the memory of the men they mourned. Some embraced this presentation of 

motherhood, articulating their experiences specifically in the context of this role. They 

articulated a purpose in preserving what remained of their children: their memory. 

Bereaved families retained a specific connection to their fallen, particularly the imagined 

trauma endured by parents as they visualized themselves among the absent dead.316 This 

connection encouraged the donation of records, preserving the memory of war dead in 

perpetuity.  

The limits of this paradigm appear, with public bereavement constrained by 

public expectations. Respondents articulated their individual experiences of loss, and the 

specific experience of maternal bereavement. The loss articulated in mourning cards 

circulated among family and friends was an acceptable expression of grief, while other 

responses threatened the limits of public acceptability. Women could mourn during the 

war years, acting as a visible symbol of bereavement as stoic figures in black on the tram 

or at the market. They could not, however, be overwhelmed by loss, nor allow that loss 

to permeate every aspect of their postwar lives, beyond the genteel mourning both 

publicly accepted and expected. Helena Anderson identified the emotional anguish of 

her son’s loss in correspondence with the Memorial. Private John Thomas Anderson had 

been killed in action at Pozières, aged twenty-one, and is included among the missing on 
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the Villers-Bretonneux Memorial. The Roll of Honour circular completed by his mother 

attempts to vocalize the impact of his loss. 

He was a noble son and very industrious, gave up all of his earnings to his 
mother, he being chief support of his mother & four younger brothers, & his 
death came as a painful shock. He was our hero.317 

A decade later, the loss was no less traumatic. Anderson wrote bluntly about the impact 

of loss, and her time in a mental home after the death of her son. She identified a specific 

trauma associated with her son being reported as missing in action; in the absence of a 

known body, his loss could not be fully accepted, but was instead revisited repeatedly.  

In writing to me, on such a matter you open up a wound which can never heal 

no mother has had a harder life than I have had through a husband who is not 
worthy of the name of a man, I was a deserted wife when my three sons enlisted, 
and they were the sole support of me & three younger brothers 

The boy who died at the Front, was gallant before he left Australia, and gave 
promise of sterling manhood. I have been in a mental home through the loss of 
him. I have no one to look relics left for me. I will do so when I feel inclined 

One thing that was painful to my son who perished was that he had to be under 
English Snobs he preferred Australians318 

Anderson identified a specific Australian identity to her son’s service. In an addendum 

to the letter, she added, 
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I kept my soldiers’ letters for years. But since I have been made to believe, that 
my lost boy can never return, I must have burnt all of his letters, so as not to be 
reminded of him 

I have an old news paper with the report of the battle in which my son lost his 
life. Written to a friend by my other son who escaped death 

I will send you this paper although soiled319 

Any remnants of Anderson’s missing son had been burnt, in an attempt to sever 

the lingering pain of his uncertain death. The absent dead could never return, and the 

records served as a constant reminder of pain, connecting the present to the moment of 

loss. In this confinement, Anderson had breached the social expectations of public 

mourning. Jennifer Hawksley has suggested that there was no clear division between 

those who did and did not cope with the losses of the Great War, considering the asylum 

as a means of exploring the extremities of loss and bereavement during and after the 

war.320 Institutionalized patients were bereaved family members who were unable to 

cope in their own homes, for a range of social or economic reasons. These records of 

correspondence provide insight into the various means by which bereaved families did 

and did not cope with these losses. This rarely manifested in the public record or public 

consciousness, but instead remained in the space of the home. A bereaved father, James 

E. Maxfield, saw a direct connection between “time of anxiety and suspense”321 after his 
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son was reported wounded and missing (“proof of his actual death has never been 

forthcoming”)322 and his wife’s death shortly thereafter. 

Respondents articulated multiple experiences of loss, and emphasized the 

individual toll of these national narratives. Each respondent to this file series, and each 

bereaved family member, contributed in some form to the structures of remembrance 

through which the Great War is presently understood. This emotional labour was painful 

for many families, but was understood as a necessary component of the processes of 

remembrance, and ensuring the sacrifice of their loved ones was remembered in 

perpetuity. The Memorial is testament to this labour, and this experience.  

 

Bereaved families as memory-makers 

The image of Australian war dead now structured in commemorative spaces was 

shaped in large part by the bereaved families who survived them. The postwar 

correspondence recorded in this file series attests to the complexities of remembrance, 

and the agency of bereaved families that contributed to these processes. This file series 

complicates general narratives of the glorious dead and stoic bereavement, with meaning 

derived from the grief experienced by bereaved parents and in the expressions of this 

loss. Bereaved families held a key role in this process, not only maintaining and 

preserving war records, but restructuring records through the lens of their own war 

experience, and their individual experience of loss. Bereaved families were complicit in 
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perpetuating a paradigm of public bereavement embodied in national commemorations 

and public representations of grief, but also mediated commemoration of war dead 

through their own experiences of the war period. 

Donated records are not a reflection of the war dead, but rather an interpretation, 

refracted through the experiences of the living. Respondents repeatedly reference the 

emotional toll of examining records, which returned them to the moment of loss, while 

returned soldiers struggled to acclimate to the spaces they had left behind. Families 

struggled to mourn the dead when the living required their attention. Families were often 

not only the families of the dead or missing, but of war wounded. The postwar portrayal 

of Major Frederick Harold Tubb, VC, was mediated by his mother’s wartime experiences, 

and the impact of the conflict on his broader family. Writing from the family home in 

Longwood East, Victoria, Emma Tubb explained the challenges she faced in considering 

the donation request. 

I must apologize for delay in replying to yours of the 20th of April. 

I did think of asking you to come & see me one day, but I have one son at home 
who is convalescing from shellshock & nervous break-down, & another son who 
lives close by & I am afraid it would not be good for the former, & the other who 
had been through Boer & the later war from beginning to end cannot sleep for 
nights when the too vivid memories come back to him (he won his M.C. at 
Pozieres.) However I will try to revise myself sometime when I can be quite & 
will try & let you have a copy sometime, or get my daughters to should I “pass 
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on” before I can manage. I thank you for your interest. I think you will 
understand.323 

Tubb was reluctant to donate the original records, writing that they “contained so much 

that was private, as my son intended to revise & eliminate on his return”.324 She 

attempted to take into account her son’s imagined choices in the absence of his own voice. 

Tubb later offered “corrected reports & diary to 31st of Dec 1914”,325 with the original 

diaries donated later. 

Considering the individual agency and experience of bereaved families provides 

insight into the complexities of the commemorative process, and a fuller understanding 

of the postwar period. Zora Cross, the Australian poet, responded on behalf of her family. 

Her brother, Private John Zackariah Skyring Cross, had died of cerebrospinal meningitis 

while on active service. Another brother, Sergeant Victor Cross, MM, had returned. Zora 

Cross claimed responsibility for her brothers’ war records. 

My brother Victor compiled, while in the fighting line, the most interesting war 
diary I have ever read, and I do not wish him to give it up, as I think a plain 
Australian soldier’s account of the war should be published for all to read not 
buried in the archives326 

Cross offered to annotate her brother’s diary, interpreting it for a broader audience. She 

claimed an active role in the commemorative process. 
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The dawn of our civilisation may have been Egypt but its organisation which 
carried on civilisation and this genius was Roman whose God was Mars. We 
can deny what we like, and be for or against War as the case may be but discipline 
and organisation make for true morale, which the Australian Soldier had. I have 
felt these things in my brother’s plain record. But maybe I have put a lot of 
investigative work and the reader will not feel what I feel unless I help him. 
Therefore notes of my own added to the diary may be of help. … 

The routine of army life is most admirably set out in my brother’s letters – the 
very monotony of his entries makes you feel it. But the public is very ignorant 
and, as I say, it may be that some explanation notes etc. might both increase the 
interests and enhance the value.327 

The Memorial declined the offer of annotation; interpretive notes provided by family 

members were apparently beyond the scope of this collection. Bereaved families and the 

staff of the Memorial had differing interpretations of value in the records they retained. 

Individual agency affected what was offered for donation, and should be 

considered in relation to the broader implications of the file series. This reconsideration 

of loss presents grief as an active process, rather than a singular moment in time.328 The 

bereaved families of the Great War were separated from the distant dead, and denied the 

traditional rituals of grief and mourning.329 This correspondence articulates mourning as 

an active process, both in relation to individual experience and the communities of grief 

created in the wake of loss; the national commemorations of the Great War in Australia 

are the product of communities, and of the individual loss experienced by families. The 
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specific dimensions of wartime bereavement on families, particularly parents, spill into 

this correspondence. For bereaved families, the lived experience of the war and postwar 

period helped shape what was offered for collection. Marie Stuart Knox explained the 

limited records available for her family, but also articulated a broader understanding of 

wartime loss than officially recorded on the Roll of Honour. Two of her sons, Private 

Charles William Knox and Private William Ethelbert Abbott, had been killed in action. 

Her eldest son, Corporal Arthur Stewart Knox, died in the postwar period. 

Kindly forgive delay in replying to your two letters received asking for records 
of my sons C.W. Knox No. 4320, 29th Batt & W.E. Abbott 1412, 20th Batt & 
then transferred to M.G.C. 

My boys did not write war records because of Censors & not to worry me. I have 
hunted for one letter from my 2nd son describing a march but cannot find it. I 
enclose some of his private Diary taken off his dead Body at Polygon Wood 27 
Sept 1917 which with his Pay Book, were handed into another Battalion & I 
never heard or received any thing else, reported “1st missing” then 6 months 
afterwards, “Dead”.  

My eldest son A.S. Knox 12. L.H. (an Anzac) died suddenly at “Yenda”, Griffith 
1925. 

The War bereaved me of my sons. 

My adopted son Wm Abbott use to only write on the bright side of the war till 
he was Killed in Action 2nd/10/1918. He was an Anzac also.330 

The trauma of the Great War is manifested in the expressions of grief recorded in this file 

series, which are a vivid articulation of the individual experience of loss. Individual 
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rituals and practices were developed to cope with the distant dead, or with the trauma of 

the unknown.331 Families of the dead were complicit in perpetuating the memory and 

celebration of the war, but also articulated their own expressions of grief.332 

This correspondence attests to the complexities of remembrance, and the agency 

of bereaved families in contributing to these processes. The expressions of grief recorded 

in this file series suggest that there was simultaneously a broader space for the public 

expression of maternal loss in the postwar period, but also more specific public 

expectations in how this grief could be articulated, simultaneously accepted and 

arbitrated by the public sphere. Their lived experiences of the war and postwar period 

helped shape what was offered for collection, within and beyond overarching narratives 

of service and patriotic duty. Patriotism and grief were not irreconcilable, but both 

contributed to the processes of remembrance recorded in this file series. Respondents 

articulated the emotional labour of remembrance. 

Works created by bereaved family members helped articulate their own 

experiences of loss, and their own attitudes towards war service. The political undertones 

of maternal grief were reconsidered within individual experience. When asked for 

records relating to her sons, Sarah Myrtle Meggy offered a book of her poetry alongside 

her children’s records. Meggy was initially asked for records relating to her youngest 
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sons, Private Albert Edward Meggy and Private Douglas Acland Meggy, both of whom 

had been killed in action and their bodies lost. Meggy wrote on behalf of her family that, 

… we are all of one opinion that every thing we hold connected with our sons’ 
tragic end we should bequeath to the War Memorial where they would be of 
greater value to Australia than if held privately333  

She also offered records relating to her surviving son, Driver Percy Arthur Meggy, and 

daughter, Nurse Margaret Helen Meggy. Originally published in the Sydney Mail, her 

poetry reflects an attempt to render private grief comprehensible in the public sphere. 

Her first poem was published in the Sydney Mail on 26 May 1915, writing that Albert 

Meggy had “gone to keep the foe at bay / At twenty-one!”, and her writing continued 

throughout the war period. Other poems were published after her sons’ deaths, 

culminating in I Wonder Why.334  

I have no grave, 

And know not where they lie, 

‘Tis strange that they should go 

So far away to die. 

I only know that they are gone, 

And wonder why 

They had to go so far away – to die!335 

 
 
 
 
 
 
333 AWM93 12/11/4710. Letter from Sarah Myrtle Meggy, 23 May 1931. 
334 See “Appendix II: Excerpts from The Barque and Other Poems” for further written work. 
335 Mrs. P.R. Meggy, The Barque and Other Poems, 1928. 
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Public remembrance is contingent on private memory. The individual experience 

of loss has been subsumed by standardized references in national spaces; returning to 

individual experience helps understand how commemorative processes have been 

structured, and the increased value assigned to objects as reflections of the dead. Rather 

than solely preserving the memory of their loved ones, the lived experiences of bereaved 

families affected what was offered for donation. These lives transcended simplistic 

divisions between battlefield and home front, hero and mourner, dead and living. 

Bereaved families sought to preserve their loved one as they imagined the dead would 

have chosen to be remembered. These same bereaved families were also confronted with 

their own experiences of the war period, which lingered in their interactions with 

processes of collection and commemoration.  
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Section III: Material 

… if his Letters are any use too you I will willing let you have them it is nearly 
twelve years since I tied them up and I have never had courage to open them 
since he was my only Son and I Loved him dearly  

Sarah Ann Burrows 
corner of Barker Road and Pemberton Streets, West Strathfield, New South Wales 

4 May 1931 
 AWM93 12/11/4087 

 

He was the last of his line and we are proud of the noble character of the 
extinction. Ours the earthly loss. 

Clare M. Ahier 
14 Culdees Road, Burwood, New South Wales 

26 August 1928 
AWM 93 12/11/1040 

 

I haven’t anything at all for your war records, only a few sweet letters that were 
just for me, & would not be of any use to you.  

Lily Rosabella Keating 
“Ben-Werrin”, High Street, Woodend, Victoria 

14 June 1930 
AWM93 12/11/3114  
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The material histories of objects reveal the layered meanings associated with the 

Great War. Within the archives of the Australian War Memorial, personal objects 

illustrate the search for meaning in loss, and the multiple values ascribed to records. 

Objects were attributed new meaning and importance after the demise of their original 

creators, serving as a point of connection between civilians and the unreality of the 

battlefield. The processes of collection illuminated in this file series suggest that personal 

records should not be understood as representative solely of the person they are officially 

associated with, but rather the broader communities of grief created as a result of the 

losses of the Great War, and the complex connections that surround the living and the 

dead.  

In this context, objects refer to the ephemera that transcended the purported 

dichotomy of the home front and the battlefield: letters still stained with the mud of the 

trenches, and the other remnants of lost lives that were returned to bereaved families 

when their creators did not. The materiality of these objects represented a tangible 

connection to the battlefield, a space otherwise unimaginable for those who had not 

experienced the unreality of the trenches. The battlefield could never be quite real for 

those on the home front; the horror of war could never be fully conveyed to those safe 

within the space of the home, except for the arrival of death crossing the threshold. The 

battlefield was instead rendered as the conspicuous absence of lost loved ones, and the 

few objects that served to represent their loss. Objects were the point of connection 

between bereaved families and their loved ones on active service abroad, and they 

became the point of connection between the same bereaved families and the nascent 

national narratives supported by cultural institutions: an encapsulation of lost love, and 

hoped-for remembrance.  
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Reconsidering the materiality of these objects disrupts the linear construction of 

time. For bereaved families, objects and records were not discrete categories. We see 

objects as they are and as they were: both records and remnants. The loss of a child 

presented a disruption to the imagined futurity of a family. Frequent references in this 

correspondence to the moment of loss returned respondents to the moment that future 

was fractured. In the space of cultural institutions, the meaning ascribed to these objects 

was remade as personal records, carefully preserved in the archives, or as artefacts, 

displayed as testament to service. 
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“I have never had the courage to open them”: Records as a reflection of the 

living and the dead 

 

On 25 November 1929, Agnes Margaret Vincent responded to a request from the 

Memorial. Two of her brothers, Private Donald James Carey Anderson and Second 

Lieutenant Kenneth Henry Anderson, had been killed in action in the Great War. Vincent 

had been forwarded the donation request by her mother, Catherine M. Anderson, who 

had offered some of the letters the family received for inclusion in the collections of the 

Memorial. Vincent was willing to allow the records to be copied, but asked that the 

originals be returned. She explained the material significance of the objects and her 

hesitation to part with them entirely, intending to preserve them for future generations 

of the family. 

I am sending them under separate cover but should like to have them back, 
please. Quite apart from their sentimental value to me, they are a record to which 
the next generation of the family should have access, they can have nothing just 
like them, stained as they are with the very mud of Gallipoli and France. The last 
letter dated Aug. 16th 1916 was written the day before he was killed and gives a 
vivid picture of the conditions under which he was killed for he was burried by 
a bursting shell but unwounded when they dug him out.336 

In considering the processes of collection embodied in this file series, objects are 

not solely representative of the war dead they are officially associated with, but also those 

who helped bring the items into the space of cultural institutions. This file series 

 
 
 
 
 
 
336 AWM93 12/11/2500. Letter from Agnes Margaret Vincent, 25 November 1929. 
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contextualizes the complex experiences of grief and loss endured by bereaved families in 

the aftermath of the Great War, and the multiple forms of value ascribed to objects as 

representations of the dead. Value judgements are made repeatedly within the context of 

this file series, by both bereaved families in correspondence with the Memorial, and by 

the Memorial staff tasked with evaluating potential records. By placing objects within the 

space of the Memorial, their historicity becomes assured; “objects” are rendered 

“artefacts”.337 This historicity is not absolute.338 Various objects donated as a result of this 

file series have since been deaccessioned, and several have been lost. This research lingers 

in the spaces between: battlefield and home front, object and artefact, subject and object, 

living and dead. The assignation of “artefact” is reaffirmed throughout the material 

lifespan of an object, and remade throughout the histories of cultural institutions. There 

is no clear demarcation between records and objects, particularly in considering the 

materiality of records written over a century ago. 

This section considers the multiple meanings ascribed to objects by bereaved 

families in the aftermath of the Great War, and the implications of this mutable meaning 

in the context of the processes of collection illuminated by this file series. These meanings 

are articulated in various contexts, transitioning from the battlefield to the home, and 

from the home to the archive. Objects reveal processes of transition, contextualizing the 

aftermath of the Great War. Objects are ascribed divergent meanings after the loss of their 

 
 
 
 
 
 
337 Didier Maleuvre, Museum Memories: History, Technology, Art, Cultural Memory in the Present 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1999). 269. 
338 Susan A. Crane, ed., Museums and Memory, Cultural Sitings (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 
2000). 3. 
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original creators. This section also considers the postwar trajectories of these items, and 

their lingering impact in contributing to cultural memory of the Great War. This 

reconsideration presents objects as reflections of both the then-living and the dead, and 

the mutable space between the battlefield and the home front. 

 

Object as subject 

Objects are a point of connection between the past and the present as the structures 

of the Memorial overlap: the memorial is the museum is the archive. In this context, 

material culture becomes increasingly important, helping shape the historical record 

visualized in gallery spaces, and the narratives of service and sacrifice presented across 

the spaces of the Memorial. Material culture is an emerging academic field, and provides 

a means of considering the cultural context within which bereaved families experienced 

the scope of the Great War. 339 The processes of collection during the Great War and in 

the immediate aftermath of the conflict reflect an impulse to record the impact of war, 

attempting to bring its scale into the spaces of cultural institutions, and record something 

of this experience in perpetuity.340 Cultural institutions are a medium for and a 

production of histories,341 shaped by both curatorial intent and the engagement of visitors 

with the space.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
339 Nicholas J. Saunders, ed., Matters of Conflict: Material Culture, Memory and the First World War (London, 
UK: Routledge, 2004). 
340 Wellington, Exhibiting War. 
341 Kavanagh, Making Histories in Museums. 
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Considering the materiality of this work provides a means of understanding the 

cultural context within which these objects once existed, and the varying impulses that 

brought them into the spaces of the Memorial. This emphasizes human agency: the 

individuals and systems that imbue material objects with value, significance, and 

meaning.342 The early postwar collecting processes illustrated in this file series suggest 

something of how the Great War was experienced, and how those who had endured the 

period wanted the conflict (and their losses) to be remembered. 

The focus on collecting by Australian forces during the Great War reflected the 

scale and novelty of the conflict, and an attempt to share the unknowable experience of 

the battlefield in some form. The collecting processes of the AIF were given special 

consideration by Charles Bean, presenting the collection of items as an impulse to 

preserve a record of the Great War, and reflective of a distinctive Australian sensibility.343 

Many of these objects have now been lost, or separated from their original context, but 

objects returned to the home front were a tangible connection to the battlefield. This file 

series is focused on objects brought into the spaces of the Memorial through secondary 

processes, after their creators had died. In the context of the Memorial, Charles Bean 

distinguished between records and relics.344 With exceptions, records were written 

material associated with individual service, while relics were objects, and a reflection of 

 
 
 
 
 
 
342 Janet Hoskins, Biographical Objects: How Things Tell the Stories of People’s Lives (New York, NY: 
Routledge, 1998). 
343 This distinction appeared as early as the Gallipoli campaign. 
 McKernan, Here Is Their Spirit. 46. 
344 McKernan, Here Is Their Spirit. 46. 
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a broader collective experience. These identifications overlapped with, for example, the 

collection of the battle orders at Pozières by the AWRS. For bereaved families, the specific 

material reality of relics rendered them records equivalent to any written material, 

cherished for their association with a specific personal context. Eva A. Mack referred to 

her son’s records as “my ‘box’ of memories”.345 Samuel John Morgan offered a parcel of 

his son’s letters to be copied, writing “we would like to have them back as mementoes of 

our Boy”.346 Considering the material context of this work, beyond its memorial 

significance, provides a means of understanding the cultural context within which these 

objects once existed, and the experiences of bereaved families in the postwar period. In 

the correspondence recorded in this file series, bereaved families articulated their 

decision to donate (or not donate) as a result of these processes of collection. 

Commemorative spaces like the Australian War Memorial are lieux de mémoire for 

national narratives of service, but reflect the intersections of the past and present that 

shape histories of conflict.347 These are the point of connection through which the material 

histories of these objects are revealed: the individual, communal, and national 

dimensions of grief. 

Considering provenance adds another dimension to material objects, and reflects 

the complex processes through which they appear in the spaces of cultural institutions.348 

 
 
 
 
 
 
345 AWM93 12/11/1455. Letter from Eva A. Mack, 28 November 1929. 
346 AWM93 12/11/1400. Letter from Samuel John Morgan, 11 December 1928. 
347 Becker, ‘Memory Gaps’. 
348 Nicholas J. Saunders and Paul Cornish, eds., Contested Objects: Material Memories of the Great War 
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Records transcended the unreality of the battlefield for visitors at home. While the 

Australian War Records Section originally focused on written materials, particularly the 

unit diaries that would form the crux of the official histories, the objects collected in the 

field became the focus of these processes of collection, aligned with a purportedly 

Australian collecting impulse. Objects were associated with a donor, unit, and the town 

from which the donor enlisted, with reports that soldiers substituted the names of 

deceased comrades as informal memorials to war dead.349 Object labels created a 

memorial geography, mapping the landscape of Australia on war materiel. The unreality 

of the battlefield remained distant for those who had not experienced it, but objects 

served as a point of connection: visitors could see the object as it stood in the space of the 

gallery floor, while imagining the object as it had been, amid the mud and shellfire of the 

trenches. These objects connected individual visitors to distant battlefields, imagining 

where loved ones fought or fell, while spatializing them within the specific paradigm of 

Australian sacrifice. In the space of the Memorial, war objects were rendered Australian 

war objects, both reminders of specific sacrifice for bereaved families and assets in a 

broader history of Australian service. 

The space between object and artefact is a value judgement, reaffirmed throughout 

the history of a cultural institution. The value ascribed to an object situates it within time 

and space, engaging with the broader cultural context that surrounds it.350 This file series, 

and the processes of history itself, are a series of value judgements. In the context of these 

 
 
 
 
 
 
349 McKernan, Here Is Their Spirit. 46. 
350 Hoskins, Biographical Objects. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

167 

records, value is determined by both bereaved families in correspondence with the 

Memorial, and by the staff of the Memorial itself. The act of preservation is an act of 

judgement, assigning historical value to an object; situating an object within the spaces of 

a cultural institution provides an assumed historicity.351 The connection to specific war 

dead was an important element in these processes of collection. Lillian Evans found that 

the box in which her husband’s letters were stored had rendered them “damp & 

destroyed, & quite unreadable”, but offered “a few embroidered postcards from France” 

and a belt “made of badges & buttons of the different Allies”.352 According to the 

Memorial’s records, the embroidered postcards have been separated from that original 

provenance, and the belt has since been lost, but these objects initially represented an 

absent loved one, and a specific experience of the conflict. A century after the Armistice, 

as the material culture of past generations vanishes with the vagaries of time, the 

remnants of the Great War gain increased importance as a record of cultural patrimony, 

and provide insight into the lived experience of the period. This research reconsiders 

objects as processes, rather than products; objects are ascribed cultural value that can shift 

and change over their lifespan, long after their creators have vanished. Passive objects are 

moved and recontextualized, assuming differing identities over time.353 

 The figurative and literal ownership of records is focused on consideration of an 

imagined future. Memorialization is a process, as the lived experiences of individuals 
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were encoded within the paradigm of cultural memory. The national and the individual 

required careful contemplation, intertwined in the decade after the conflict had ended. 

Families claimed who their loved one had been in life, even if the image of the glorious 

dead perpetuated in commemorative spaces ensured their death belonged to the 

nation.354 Retaining records within the space of the family home kept some element of 

their loss private, reserving some component of the dead for the bereaved family that had 

known them in life. This was a point of particular concern for bereaved families with 

young children, denied the chance to know a parent or relative in life. Tryphena Jane Ellis 

was concerned about her husband’s familial legacy. Gunner John Ellis, MM, C de G, had 

been killed in action in the final days of the war.  

I am very sorry to say, I havn’t anything just now to send towards the Memorial 
for Our Soldiers; What few little things I have of my husband’s, I would like to 
keep, as his only son is growing up, & would also like to have a few mementos, 
of his Soldier Daddy. So we do not like to part with anything.355 

The Memorial “for Our Soldiers” was a communal effort, but some element of John Ellis’ 

loss remained private through keeping his private records with his family. For other 

families, the Memorial promised a different form of perpetuity, beyond the immediate 

generation that had known something of the dead as they were in life. William Henry 

Keley wrote “I am sending under separate cover, the one diary of my Late Son’s of which 

I value, but I also recognise the greater value of the Museum”.356 Laura A. Metcalfe wrote, 
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“I think these records of my boy’s war experiences cannot be better cared for than by 

being preserved in the War Memorial”.357 Clara Louisa Chapman had little to offer in 

relation to her son, Lieutenant Henry Stanley Chapman, but wrote “His father & myself 

are both very proud of the little our son did & pleased also to know that his name is not 

forgotten by others”.358 The spaces of the archive would become a sepulchre for the absent 

bodies of the dead, preserving the material remains of distant dead in the form of records.  

Cultural memory of the Great War exists in an ambiguous space between public 

and private emotion.359 Early public remembrances were both contingent on private 

memory and served to mould and control the same.360 These multiple interpretations of 

value are considered in this correspondence; records were simultaneously a connection 

to the dead and a reminder of loss, revered and reviled in equal measure. “Home” letters 

were as much of the home front as of the battlefield, recalling a specific temporal and 

spatial experience for the recipient. The physical space of commemorative sites served as 

a space of emotion, in which grief could “be shared and acknowledged”.361 Considering 

the meaning attributed to objects is a means of understanding the cultural context of the 

Great War, and the material reality of bereaved families. For bereaved families, otherwise 

mundane objects served as an external storage of memory. Objects were a point of 

connection between families and their loved ones on service abroad, and they became a 
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point of connection between the same bereaved families and the Memorial: an 

encapsulation of the absences of loss, and hoped-for remembrance. 

 

Mediating the space of the memorial 

The minutiae of the Great War should be understood as a reflection of their 

postwar context, rather than solely their wartime creation. In the absence of traditional 

funerary practices, objects gained increasing importance as representative of the absent 

dead. Objects retain a sense of permanence in the face of loss, reflecting the durability of 

things left behind.362 Considering the multiple meanings attributed to objects articulates 

the conflicting impulses identified by bereaved families with regards to donations. Grief 

extended from the moment of loss; the void lingered in families and communities and, 

with the mass death of the Great War, in the nation. Cemeteries across the former 

battlefields trace the contours of combat and mark the sites of base hospitals and casualty 

clearing stations. The major monuments erected across these sites in the aftermath of the 

war became venues for names, when names were all that remained of approximately one 

third of the dead of the Great War.363 The families of the dead were removed from this 

process; the bodies of their loved ones could not be returned to the space of the family 

home, to the familiar landscape they had left behind. To see and tend the grave of a loved 
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one had been a vital part in the processes of mourning in prewar Australia.364 This 

practice was overturned by the Great War, with the absent dead consigned to the other 

side of the world.365  

This distance placed renewed importance on the memory objects enshrined within 

the space of the home, as the last vestiges of connection to an absent loved one.366 The 

remnants of the Great War are scattered, and often removed from their initial context: 

gathering dust in attics and thrift stores, or displayed in the galleries of cultural 

institutions. The battlefields of the Great War still return an annual iron harvest of 

materiel, debris left in the mud a century ago. The limited objects that remain attest to the 

complicated expressions of grief in the postwar period. 

The key distinction between the spaces of the family home and the archive is the 

idea of objects as biographical objects versus public commodities. Reconsidering the 

processes of collection through which objects arrived in the spaces of the Memorial is 

testament to the broader impact of the Great War, and the lingering impact of loss. 

Biographical objects relate to specific temporal and spatial realities, identified with a 

specific possessor.367 The relics on display in gallery spaces are rendered public 

 
 
 
 
 
 
364 Numerous historians have considered the disruption to traditional mourning practices instigated by 
the Great War. 
Kenneth Stanley Inglis and John Lack, Anzac Remembered: Selected Writings of K.S. Inglis (Parkville, VIC: 
History Department, University of Melbourne, 1998). 
365 Ziino, A Distant Grief. 
366 Luckins, The Gates of Memory. 
367 Hoskins, Biographical Objects. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

172 

commodities, simultaneously singular and universal.368 Donated objects were imbued by 

bereaved families with the experience of loss, and with additional value in the absence of 

their creators. Records served as testimony, articulating the wartime experiences of their 

creators. A letter written home conjures a sense of direction, often scrawled while 

huddled in a trench, thinking of someone on the other side of the world; they are written 

by and for a specific audience. The movement of correspondence brings the battlefield 

into the space of the family home, and renders the unreal conditions of the trenches 

something more tangible. Rather than an immaculate rendition of reality, these objects 

are invested with the intentionality of their creators, reflecting their experiences as they 

intended for them to be perceived. For bereaved families in the aftermath of the Great 

War, lost lives were perpetuated through the material remnants of their service.  

The changing value ascribed to records is identified in correspondence with 

bereaved families, gaining increased importance with the loss of their creators. During 

the Great War, these records were the minutiae of everyday life, primarily letters 

exchanged between the home front and the battlefield. The correspondence sent from 

active service includes records identified as “home” letters, intended for a specific 

audience and neither entirely of the battlefield nor the home front. The remnants returned 

to families included scraps of uniform, pieces of equipment, eyeglasses, bibles, and 

diaries, hastily scrawled amid the mud. After their original owner was lost, they gained 

increased importance amid the absences created in their wake; objects served as a 
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tangible connection between the living and dead. Louis de Crillon Berthon identified the 

specific value of his son’s records.  

The pocket book, which has been pierced by a piece of shrapnel which remained 
in the inside of the second cover, was carried by him when he was killed by a 
bursting shell at Busigny 13th Oct 1918. It contains a short diary and a longer 
note on the 8th August advance.369 

Gunner Eric Berthon’s pocketbook reflected the experience of the battlefield, and was a 

tangible connection to the moment of death. Sarah Ann Garth identified similar value in 

her family’s records: “I have nothing that would be of any use – articles taken from my 

sons Pocket I would not part with, my husband was killed on no mans land, and so I had 

nothing sent back belonging to him”.370 Garth had seen her husband and three sons serve 

in the Great War; her husband, Sergeant Thomas James Garth, and youngest son, Gunner 

Frank Garth, were both killed in action. The remnants returned from the battlefield would 

remain in the family. Their present location is unknown. 

The return of objects was an inadvertent acceptance of finality; in accepting these 

remnants into the space of the home, families were acknowledging, however reluctantly, 

the loss. The returning of these objects represents a final loss, with the act of opening 

records a reluctant acceptance of death. David M. Cozens wrote that the family was “very 

much moved” when his brother’s records were returned to Australia.371 Lieutenant 
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Thomas Evan Cozens was killed in action at Warlencourt while serving with the 21st 

Battalion. 

In a small pocket Diary which was returned with his belongings after his death 
he briefly describes his first night in the Porzieres fight as “a wild dreadful night 
never to be forgotten” & the following night as “no better than last night”. 

He was the youngest member of our family & a boy of fine character. He was 
very musical & frequently played the organ for military services in Egypt. 

We received many letters of sympathy from soldiers & chaplains after his death 
& we were very much moved when his personal belongings were returned to us. 
All his clothes, sleeping bag, flack, some letters from his pockets, a bible my 
mother had given him & even some small change from his pockets all came back 
to us.372 

Some bereaved families refrained from opening the parcels, from revisiting that loss, as 

a tacit denial that the person to whom these things belonged was gone. Sarah Ann 

Burrows described the challenge of reopening her son’s letters, writing “it is nearly 

twelve years since I tied them up and I have never had courage to open them since he 

was my only Son and I Loved him dearly”.373 

The material culture of past lives vanishes with time, lending increasing 

importance to surviving objects. This file series details the numerous ways that records 

can be lost, whatever value is ascribed to them. Records have been preserved because 

they were ascribed value at the time, and continue to hold assumed value now.374 An 
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absence of records was not an automatic indication of an absence of feeling, but the 

preservation of records required specific action. The range of responses to donation 

requests reflect various attempts to cope. There is no clear division between those who 

cope and those who do not cope, but rather a spectrum, as families mediated the 

experience of loss throughout their daily lives.375 The deep emotions associated with 

records ensured that objects could be preserved or destroyed from the same reason. 

Records were the remnants of a loved one, and a reminder of who they had been in life. 

They represented a tangible connection to the dead. Destruction allowed for a form of 

forgetting, without the constant reminder of loss. James Boully wrote “I am sorry to say 

that my wife destroyed all letters from Leslie Boully, she said, she could not bear to think 

that some one would burn them after her death”.376 Their son, Lieutenant Leslie Boully, 

D.C.M., had been killed in action at Messines. Elly J. Drinkwater explained her decision 

to destroy her sons’ letters. Three sons had served. Captain Leo Sidney Drinkwater had 

been killed in action at Pozières, while another, Sergeant George Mahoney Drinkwater, 

had died from illness after his discharge from the AIF. 

I have no records what ever of my sons servis while on the fields. Those afares 
ware never mentioned in letters. The onley thing I can give is Capt. L.S. 
Drinkwaters sleeping bag or his ... lamp wich he often spoken of as his lovely 
light I have no letters as I do not harber sorrows377 
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This correspondence suggests simultaneous fears of forgetting entirely, and of 

losing the meaning associated with these losses. Erasing the dead from living memory 

presented a death of another sort, which gave the Memorial’s appeal renewed focus. 

These objects are in effect an external storage of memory, serving as representation of the 

absent dead for those who had known them in life. Mary Elizabeth Smith offered the 

diaries of her son, Driver Frederick Charles Smith, for preservation in the archives of the 

Memorial. Smith acknowledged the element of chance present in preservation, writing “I 

would only be too pleased for them to be guarded more tenderly than passing them on 

to a future generation”.378 Colonel Harry S. Blaydes, himself a retired lieutenant-colonel 

in the British forces, explained the significance of the Memorial for his family. His eldest 

son, Lieutenant Andrew Marvell Delme Blaydes, had been killed in action at Lone Pine. 

I greatly regret that I (we) have no record to add to the splendid collection of 
those who died for the Empire. Permit me to say that it is very comforting to 
Parents & other relatives & friends to know that the Australian Nation has 
taken steps to perpetuate the memory of the fallen & their brave deeds in the 
World War, the Australian forces made a name which is world known, & will 
outlive all time.379 

 

Between memory and history 

Cultural institutions serve to narrativize space and visualize narrative. Instead of 

considering the Memorial as it stands now, this is a consideration of the processes of 
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creation; the objects held within interact with the world on their own terms, and as part 

of a broader narrative of Australia service. The Memorial itself is a lieu de mémoire, a 

central point from which these narratives extend, but this requires continuous 

reengagement on the part of visitors, mediating cultural memory through 

representations of the past.380 In their form as memory objects, the records contained 

therein move past the stable point of reference of a lieu de mémoire and instead position 

cultural memory as a product of active engagement with the past, retrieving and 

reinterpreting earlier stories. Both remembering and forgetting are key elements in 

understanding the value ascribed to objects; memory and identity are constructions of 

reality, rather than fixed things.381 The processes of collection considered in this research 

assist in understanding the broader impact of war, and the actions that bring objects into 

the spaces of the Memorial. This work is at the intersection of public and private culture, 

suggesting something of broader social processes and transformations. Objects on 

display are reflective of broader cultural narratives, but this research returns them to their 

original context, from national to individual. 

The realities of the postwar period could not be subsumed by national narratives 

of service. The abstracted image of the glorious dead promised by the collections of the 

Memorial was easier to deal with than those still living with the scars of the Great War, 

grappling with the impact of conflict. Emily S. Tyrrell wrote to the Memorial, “I do not 
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understand what information would be of use to you”.382 Her husband, Captain James 

Thomas Tyrrell, had been killed in action in the Armentières sector, but the wartime 

experiences of their son, Squadron Quartermaster Sergeant Geoffrey Robert Tyrrell, were 

more challenging to articulate. Geoffrey Tyrrell’s jaw was blown away by a shell at Rafa, 

the day before his father was killed in action in France.  

I could give particulars, with dates, of my son’s (Q.M.S. Tyrrell) terrible 
journey from Rafa to Egypt, it took 6 days, his lower jaw was blown off, no 
means of feeding him until he reached hospital. Since that he has had a rib put 
in to replace jaw & a piece sawn off one hip for the same purpose, both came 
away, after a while he was sent to Melbourne, & a small piece of bone from the 
hip put into his mouth, that remained & permits of a gold plate resting on it to 
take the place of the lower jaw. 

Captain Tyrrell served in Gallipoli & France. Was killed instantaneously. I have 
many letters from men in his company who loved him as a Father & said so.383  

In this context, objects gained increased importance as a permanent attestation of loss. 

Records returned from the battlefield had outlasted the dead, and could outlast the living, 

enshrined in perpetuity in the commemorative spaces of the Memorial. Records were a 

reminder of wartime experience, allowing for bereaved families to bring the imagined 

experiences of war dead into the space of the family home.  

Objects do not change between the space of the home front and the battlefield, nor 

the home and the archive, but the material significance attributed to them is altered. There 

are two major moments of differentiation in the meaning attributed to objects: before and 
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after loss, and between the space of the home front and the archive. Donations to the 

Memorial involved both remembrance and forgetting. In donating to the Memorial, 

records were preserved for a broader history of Australian service, but the objects 

themselves were removed from the context of the family home. Mary Callaghan 

explained the renewed significance she attributed to her sons’ letters after the loss of her 

husband, and her reluctance to part with the records. Her three sons had been killed in 

action. 

In Answer to your letters ree War records. I have nothing I could part with 
belonging to my dear Sons. but privite letters with nothing in them conserning 
the War, as they never told me any thing like that & my boys had many many 
things that was never sent back to me; & the little things they left behind I would 
never part with. & has I am getting on in Years now & just lost there Father I 
Cling more to them I think it is very nice to want there things, & would be only 
to glad to send them along if I could.384 

Some respondents offered a compromise, with documents loaned temporarily for 

copying; any operational value could be gleaned from the records, while the physical 

record remained in the space of the family home. Elizabeth Williams Barnes explained 

her decision to allow a copy of her sons’ letters to be taken. Her three sons had served, 

and two had been killed in action. 

… it would be very hard to part with the boys letters diaries & papers which I 
dearly treasure but you suggest having them to copy. That would be a less 
painful task.385 
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The historicity of an object is assured through its inclusion in an archival collection, 

but the personal connection is severed.386 The promise of perpetuity associated with these 

collecting processes did not apply to the individual memory of the dead that the living 

once claimed. This became particularly relevant in the instances of children, who were 

left to draw impressions of a lost parent from second-hand stories and the objects left 

behind. Sarah C. McIntyre explained her decision to retain her son’s records for her 

grandson. Her son, Lieutenant Colonel Bertram Alexander Gordon Watts, DSO, left a 

legacy of military service. He had previously served with the 4th Imperial Bushmen 

Contingent during the South African War before being killed in action while serving with 

the 4th Australian Field Artillery Brigade. 

You are probably not aware that my son’s widow died eleven (11) months after 
his death, leaving a baby 15 months old, who is now 10 years of age. I cannot 
tell you how intensely proud he is of everything concerning his father. 

… [I] will see what I can do and go through the things I have, but I think it only 
right to save them for the boy. Had there been no boy in the case would have 
given all I could to the War Museum, but I know now David will love everything 
that was his father’s387 

Other respondents articulated fears that subsequent generations would forget the 

dead, with no one left to treasure these objects in the same form. Jane Smith decided to 

donate her son’s letters, and explained the impact of the war and of her son’s loss. Writing 

in 1931, Smith identified a physical element to the impact of the war years. 
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I intended parting with my letters knowing you were going to care for them. I 
know no one here values them but myself but all this week I have been very ill, 
all war time trouble, nerve breakdowns and results.388  

In considering future generations, some respondents feared that the records could not be 

appreciated in the same way by someone who had not known their creator in life, and 

that memory objects required lived experience from which significance could be drawn.  

 

Early cultural memory of the Great War emerged as a means of assisting the living 

in remembering the dead, shaping a unified narrative of loss. We cannot know, truly, 

those who once held these pages. We do not know the dead as they were, but instead as 

they are now, in fragmented lives consigned to the archive. New, or revised, memorials 

focus on new forms of commemoration, adapting memory of the Great War for a new 

generation. Visitors now actively seek information to help them remember; the Memorial 

is now simultaneously war memorial and tourist attraction. The museum floor renders 

objects as artefacts, available to visiting families and curious schoolchildren winding their 

way through the Memorial. By virtue of being on display, the value of these objects is 

assumed by visitors, shaping their impressions of history. In the aftermath of the Great 

War, however, bereaved families assigned their own values to these records, reflecting 

their personal experiences of grief and loss in the postwar period. 
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“Ours the earthly loss”: Sacred relics, pilgrimage, and the secular saints of 

Anzac 

 

On 3 October 1927, Florence M. Mortimer responded to a request from the 

Memorial. Mortimer was willing to look through her son’s records to assess their 

suitability for the Memorial, but explained the impact of the request. 

Since receiving my son’s effects’ from France after Fleur-baix 1916, I have never 
opened them – but will make the effort; they are most sacred to me389 

The records that had been carefully preserved were all that remained of her son, Captain 

Kenneth Malcolm Mortimer, who had been killed in action at Fromelles, aged twenty. 

His body would not be identified until 2018, long after Florence Mortimer had died. In 

her correspondence with the Memorial, Mortimer noted that two other sons had died on 

the home front from “contracting camp diseases”;390 she considered them casualties of 

the conflict alongside her missing son.391 Another son, Sergeant David Horn Mortimer, 

was severely wounded during the Great War, but had survived. In reconciling the mass 

death of the Great War with her family’s losses, Mortimer identified specific value in 

“these few sacred remembrances”, writing that “they are worth so much to a mother”.392 
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As the Great War progressed, bereaved families attempted to bridge the distance 

between themselves and the distant dead, and the space between life and death. In 

Australia, the distant dead were reshaped as secular saints, positioning their sacrifice as 

something sacred. Religious meaning attributed to found objects and preserved records 

reveals attempts to situate individual and national loss within an explicitly Christian 

framework. Some bereaved families reconceptualized records as remnants of their lost 

loved ones, both in spiritual remembrance of the dead and as relics representing absent 

bodies. The dead were discussed with the language of the divine, serving to imbue the 

losses of the Great War with specific meaning and spiritual consolation. Bereaved 

families at home and abroad negotiated the experience of grief, drawing solace from 

memory objects imbued with their own lived experiences. Others sought to bring the 

battlefield into the space of the home, reconfiguring an otherwise inaccessible pilgrimage 

to distant battlefields.  

This section is focused on two iterations of what Ken Inglis has referred to as the 

“new civic religion” of Anzac.393 The religious language that appears in this file series 

reflects the multiple forms of value ascribed to records. Those at home and abroad 

negotiated the experience of grief, drawing solace from memory objects imbued with 

their own lived experiences. There is a disjunction here between bereaved families, with 

their lived experience and often-painful memories of their loved ones, and the emerging 

cultural memory of Australian service in the Great War, otherwise affirmed in official 
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remembrances and national memorials. Interpreting otherwise-mundane objects as the 

sacred relics of the distant dead was an attestation of loss, situating private grief within 

broader religious traditions and ascribing meaning to mass death. 

 

Records, remnants, and relics 

In a 1917 article, Charles Bean presented war objects as “sacred relics”, and as a 

means of transcending the space between the home front and the battlefield.394 Bereaved 

families in Australia were separated from the unreality of the battlefield; their knowledge 

was mediated by official accounts, censored letters, and the words of returned 

servicemen. Respondents like John Lee Griffiths referred to the battlefield as “the other 

side”,395 suggesting a separation not unlike that between life and death. Bereaved families 

were left to find meaning in their individual losses amid the mass death of the Great War. 

In this context, records gained increased importance as remnants of the distant dead and 

as relics of a willing sacrifice. Although the dead of the Great War consisted of those of 

all faiths and none, some bereaved families sought solace in the language of Christian 

sacrifice. The dead were positioned as simultaneously the successors of classical 

civilization and the crusaders. This continued in the postwar period, as the living sought 

meaning in the dead. 

Historians have explored the intricacies of distance on the processes of mourning 

the dead of the Great War. Bart Ziino has explored the “distant grief” endured by 
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Australian families in mourning absent loved ones.396 The search for religious meaning 

in loss was reflected in journeys to former battlefields, which sought to bridge the 

distance between the living and the dead. In the postwar period, many people who 

travelled to the former battlefields were described as pilgrims, attributing a religious 

sensibility to their journeys. David Lloyd has explored British, Canadian, and Australian 

tourism and pilgrimage in the postwar period.397 In nations like Australia, travellers who 

were able to afford the trip overseas represented a small segment of the Australian 

population. The records in this file series suggest that the “distant grief” of the battlefields 

was equally untraversable for many British families, with the cost of the journey to the 

former battlefields rendering the visit unimaginable. Families that could afford the 

journey to distant battlefields, or even the inscription on a headstone, represented a 

fragment of the bereaved families confronted with the experience of grief. Others 

mourned their dead no less deeply, and sought other means of imbuing this loss with 

meaning. Bruce Scates has discussed what he refers to as “imaginary journeys”, as 

bereaved families attempted to visualize the deaths of their loved ones, and the places 

where their bodies lay.398 During the 1929 Australian War Graves Pilgrimage, for 

example, pilgrims carried sprigs of wattle from Australia with them, to be placed next to 
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the headstone or at the base of memorials to the missing on behalf of those who had been 

unable to afford the journey.399 

This search for meaning in mass death is reflected in the processes of collection 

recorded in this file series. In encouraging donations, the Memorial was presented as a 

shrine of remembrance, preserving the dead in perpetuity on Australian soil. The image 

of the nascent Memorial on correspondence directed to bereaved families depicted a 

classical structure, augmented by a quote from the funeral oration of Pericles.400 

They gave their lives. For that public gift they received a praise which never ages 
and a tomb most glorious – not so much the tomb in which they lie; but that in 
which their fame survives, to be remembered for ever when occasion comes for 
word and deed… 

Classical references and religious allegories presented the space of the Memorial as one 

of perpetual remembrance. Elizabeth S. Finlay wrote to the Memorial regretting her 

inability to provide records of her son, Gunner William Lockhart Finlay, for the “sacred 

archives”401 of the Memorial. Mary B. Banfield explained the challenge inherent within a 

potential donation, separating herself from the last remnants of her lost husband. She 

wrote, 

I just feel I cannot part with the most sacred things I possess, should anything 
happen as to my death, I would have them given then 
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However I will take these to the Museum & if they are of value to you I will try 
& let you have them402 

The lived experience of loss is reflected in the multiple meanings ascribed to 

records. Tanja Luckins has considered donated records as “objects of memory”,403 

particularly in relation to the role of women in the generational transmission of memory. 

Luckins suggested that these objects served as a reflection of the absent bodies of the 

dead.404 This understanding is contingent on context, as the same object could be 

reframed and reshaped multiple times. Adelaide J. Smith acknowledged the shifting 

value of records between the space of the home and in the archives. Her son, Sapper 

Murray Rainsford Smith, had been killed in action shortly after arriving on the Western 

Front. Murray Smith had been an engineering student at Sydney University before 

enlisting with the 6th Field Company, Engineers. Given his short time in action, Smith 

wrote “all his letters were of course most interesting to us, but I imagine may not be to 

outsiders”.405 The inscription on Murray Smith’s headstone reflects a sacrificial 

interpretation of his death, both acknowledging his brief life and expressing hopes of a 

spiritual reunion. 
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Born Sept. 2nd 1893 
He, dying so, lives406 

The Great War presented a disruption to imagined futures, particularly for 

bereaved families. The spiritual meaning ascribed to the deaths of the Great War suggests 

the ambiguous spaces inhabited by this archive as reflections of both the living and the 

dead. For bereaved families, donating to the Memorial presented an involuntary 

acknowledgement that the future no longer included the dead of the Great War, with 

their voices relegated to the remnants left behind. Attributing spiritual meaning to the 

mass death of the Great War presented a religious consolation for some, articulating the 

sacrifices made by both the living and the dead. The promise of an eventual reunion 

helped reconcile the violent deaths of the conflict with the meaning attributed to their 

service; the tearful reunions imagined as loved ones departed for active service would 

instead take place in an afterlife.407. Unlike the dead of the 1918 pandemic, the dead of 

the Great War had died in service to a higher cause, both the British Empire and in the 

name of Christian sacrifice. This spiritual meaning gave additional importance to the 

remnants left behind, which constituted the sacred relics of a modern pantheon.  

 

Sacred relics 

The spiritual meaning attributed to records reflects attempts to reconcile 

individual losses with the burgeoning national narrative of the Anzac legend. The value 
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attributed to objects is contingent on their social context; their meaning within the space 

of the museum is different to their meaning as markers of the absent dead. In the 

aftermath of the Great War, many of the dead were discussed by their loved ones with 

the language of the divine, serving to imbue losses with specific meaning and spiritual 

consolation. Records referred to as “sacred relics” were reconfigured as representations 

of the dead, and as attestations of familial loss. When Corporal John Borrows of the 35th 

Battalion was killed in action at Messines, his sister J. Borrows received the testament 

recovered from his body, still stained with his blood as an inadvertent embodiment of 

Christian sacrifice.408 

The processes of collection recorded in this file series represented a process of 

transmutation for many respondents. Families of the dead described records in the 

language of the divine, but this purported divinity remained unacknowledged by the 

staff of the Memorial. For bereaved families, these records were the last remnant of their 

loved ones, reflections of bodies buried or lost on foreign soil. For the Memorial, these 

same objects were assets in a broader history of Australian service. Ethel Grubb 

emphasized the augmented value of her husband’s letters within the space of the home. 

Her husband, Lieutenant William Edward Kemp Grubb, of the 40th Battalion, had killed 

in action at Morlancourt. Grubb preserved his records for their daughter as a remnant of 

her deceased father. Grubb was willing to loan the Memorial his diaries, which contained 

detailed descriptions of Gallipoli and the Western Front, but the letters back home were, 
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she wrote, “too sacred for me to part with”.409 The letters would perpetuate the 

connection between father and daughter, and between the battlefield and the home front.  

Sacred relics represented a connection between the living and the dead, 

functioning as memory objects for surviving family members. Emily Annie Jack 

articulated the specific value of records as a connection to the dead, writing “I hold these 

letters very dear, written as they were by a God fearing son + I want to hold them as a 

last link to remember him by”.410 Clare M. Ahier considered the letters of her older 

brother, Private Edward Wareham Eames “the only link between the brave departed and 

ourselves”.411 Edward Eames had died of wounds on the day the Armistice was signed. 

Ahier was reluctant to part with the originals, but, after consultation with her father, 

offered to provide typewritten copies of Edward Eames’ diary and letters. Her 

correspondence with the Memorial emphasized the religious connotations of her 

brother’s death. 

He was the last of his line and we are proud of the noble character of the 
extinction. Ours the earthly loss.412 

The sanctity of the family home represented a form of value separate from the 

national commemoration promised by the Memorial. Sapper Edward William Earl died 

of wounds after having been paralyzed two months earlier during a tunnel collapse. In 

her correspondence with the Memorial, Elizabeth Earl detailed the action that had 
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ultimately cost her son his life. Edward Earl had written to her, describing the experience 

of being buried for forty-three hours after the explosion of a German counter-mine at Hill 

60. In her refusal to donate, Earl concluded,  

The beautiful letter he wrote me after his release I could never part with, it is too 
sacred for public eyes, & of more value to me than all the Memorials in the 
Commonwealth.413 

These differing interpretations overlapped. Louise K. Martin responded to the Memorial 

that she was willing to provide her sons’ records “for God, King & Country”.414 She 

concluded with a request of her own.  

I would like to ask, as my dear eldest sons body was not found, having fallen in 
enemy territory, near Lille whilst in the enemies possession, could you tell me 
the name of the Memorial that his name is inscribed415 

In the absence of a known burial, Lieutenant Charles Henry Martin’s records became the 

focal point of remembrance. 

For families that could afford it, inscriptions on headstones give some sense as to 

the impact of their loss, albeit limited to sixty-six characters. These inscriptions were 

intended not for the families who might never see them, but for an imagined visitor, who 

might, one day, stop for a moment at that distant grave. These inscriptions are an 

attestation of humanity and loss, challenging the visitor to imagine the remains below as 

they existed in life, and to affirm they had once been mourned. The specific spiritual 
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connotations of the postwar period are reflected in the headstone inscriptions chosen for 

Second Lieutenant Harold McKay Bishop and, several generations later, Private 

Raymond Charles Bishop. The Bishop brothers were both killed in action in 1916: Harold 

Bishop near Flers, and Raymond Bishop, the younger brother, at Fromelles. Their mother, 

Alice A. Bishop, offered their letters for copying, but wrote “it has been very hard too go 

through their letters”. The inscription she chose for Harold Bishop’s headstone suggests 

the hope of a resurrection, and a reunion.  

Just asleep till the morn416 

Harold Bishop’s body had been recovered in 1920. His brother’s body was recovered 

ninety years later, in 2010. The different headstone inscriptions suggest the distance 

between the immediate understanding of loss, and modern remembrance of the Great 

War. Descendants mourned someone they had never known.417 

His memory cherished 
By all who loved him 
And honoured 
By those who follow418 
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Bringing the battlefield home 

Another expression of the religious significance ascribed to the losses of the Great 

War is found in the addresses recorded in this file series, which identify homes named 

after distant battlefields. This act of naming functions as an imagined repatriation of the 

dead, blurring the perceived division between the home front and the battlefield. 

Addresses like “Bullecourt” and “Mouquet” are an attestation of loss that extends beyond 

the terse responses often given to these donation requests. These addresses subvert 

traditional analyses of battlefield tourism and pilgrimage; the journey is made in reverse. 

Rather than visiting the cemeteries and memorials scattered overseas, naming homes 

after battlefields served to bring the dead back into the space of the home. The dead could 

be brought home, in spirit if not in body. 

In the postwar period, the names given to family homes reference both major 

battlefields and lesser-known sites of mourning. This process appears across this file 

series. In 1930, Emma Kerr’s address was given as “Lagnicourt”, Ourimbah, New South 

Wales.419 Her son, Lieutenant Eric Dowson Simmons, had been killed in action there 

while serving with the 11th Battalion, aged twenty-five. Private Henry Percival Elvery of 

the 15th Battalion was killed in action at Pozières, aged twenty-six. Correspondence to 

his father, Henry Reynolds Elvery, was addressed to “Pozieres”, Curlew Street, 

Toowong, Queensland.420 Lieutenant Leo Aloysius McCartin, MC, was killed in action at 

Herleville, aged twenty-four. His parents resided at “Herleyville”, 77 McKillop Street, 
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Geelong, Victoria.421 Lieutenant William George Blaskett was killed in action in the 

fighting at Bullecourt. From 1920 onwards, the address for his parents was given as 

“Bullecourt”, Ninth Street, Bowden, South Australia.422 All four men are listed among the 

missing on the Villers-Bretonneux Memorial. Their final resting places were unknown to 

their loved ones, who were left to visualize the graves of unknown soldiers or the uneven 

ground of lonely battlefields. Lieutenant James Balfour Harcus Taylor was also initially 

among the missing, lost during an attack on Mouquet Farm. His body was found in 1923, 

identified by his identity disc and an engraved watch.423 Prior to this, the Taylor family 

had named their home in Greenwich, New South Wales after the distant battlefield where 

their son had been lost.424 

This act of naming can be considered another form of pilgrimage. Families sought 

to bridge the distance between themselves and their deceased loved ones. In naming their 

homes after distant battlefields, the alien was rendered something familiar, and the 

familiar something alien. The devastation of mass death was normalized. This act of 

naming was not restricted to the missing, but appears associated with the imagined 

geography created by families as they visualized the distant battlefields of the Western 

Front. Walter James Basham’s eldest son, Sapper Leonard Lindsay Basham, was killed in 

action while serving with the Australian Tunnelling Corps, aged nineteen. In 1930, 
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Basham declined to donate to the Memorial.425 Leonard Basham had been killed shortly 

after his arrival in France, and Basham felt there was nothing suitable for inclusion in the 

Memorial’s collections.  

Unfortunately my son was on service for a very short period before he fell, that 
we received but few letters from him & none of his belongings were returned to 
us, so regret I have nothing to hand over to you.426 

Basham responded from “Meteren”, 34 Mantell Street, Moonee Ponds, Victoria. Leonard 

Basham was buried at Meteren Military Cemetery in France, and the name connected the 

family home to his distant grave. The inscription chosen for Leonard Basham’s headstone 

by his father gives some sense of the profound loss felt by the family. 

Our dear Len 
Beloved Firstborn 
So true and good 
Gone home to God427 

The families of the missing were denied a headstone inscription, but these addresses were 

another attestation of loss. Naming a home after a battlefield was a visible symbol not 

only for the immediate members of a bereaved family, but for those with whom they 

came into contact: friends, relatives, employers, mail carriers, and anyone with access to 

a telephone directory.  
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Lieutenant Mervyn Digby Knight, MC, was also killed in action, during the 

defence of Amiens at Mericourt while serving with the 60th Battalion.428 He was buried 

at Mericourt-l'Abbe Communal Cemetery Extension, aged 27.429 His family submitted his 

Roll of Honour circular from “Mericourt”, 130 Kooyong Road, Caulfield, Victoria.430 In 

response to this request for records, his father provided biographical notes, handwritten 

copies of Mervyn Knight’s recommendation for the Military Cross, and a letter of 

condolence from General William Birdwood.431 While his own words are absent, these 

documents are an attestation as to who Mervyn Knight had been in life and in death, as 

interpreted by his bereaved family. The inscription chosen for his headstone is again a 

statement of profound personal loss. 

In memory  
Of the dearly loved son  
Of Mr.&Mrs.Knight 
Caulfield, V.432 

The inscription also indicates a claim of geographic identity, connecting the distant 

cemetery in rural France to Victoria. Mervyn Knight had been born in Brislington, 

Somerset, and had emigrated to Australia with his family at the age of seventeen. The 

headstone inscription connected his family’s adopted Australian home to his distant 

grave just as the family’s address was a reminder of a village on the Western Front.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
428 AWM93 12/11/2774. Correspondence with H. Knight. 
429 CWGC. Knight, Mervyn Digby. 
430 AWM131 Roll of Honour circular, Mervyn Digby Knight. 
431 AWM93 12/11/2774. Letter from H. Knight, 8 February 1930. 
432 CWGC. Knight, Mervyn Digby. 
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This act of naming was a figurative pilgrimage, connecting family to the distant 

dead. The addresses recorded in this file series suggest an imaginary repatriation of the 

dead from distant battlefields, transcending the perceived divide of the battlefield and 

the home front. From an examination of addresses included in the Commonwealth War 

Graves Commission grave registration reports, these addresses appear to have been a 

predominantly Australian trend. The absence of similar addresses associated the 

bereaved families of other imperial war dead may support the contention by Lloyd that 

official Australian memorialization focused on returned servicemen; these addresses 

attested to the loss experienced by bereaved families. The grave registration reports, 

however, are an incomplete archive, and similar addresses in other countries may have 

been lost over the ensuing century. 

The Blaskett family were among the Australian families who chose to rename their 

homes after distant battlefields. Elenor Blaskett was first contacted by the Memorial on 

18 November 1927, slightly more than a decade after her son William Blaskett had been 

killed in action at Bullecourt. After his death, the Blaskett family was eager to receive any 

record of their son’s service. Despite the confusion of the fighting, reports from the Red 

Cross Wounded and Missing Bureau made his death a certainty. Men from the 48th 

Battalion, some of whom had embarked from Australia with William Blaskett, repeatedly 

confirmed his death in action. He dies repeatedly in these accounts, shot through the head 

or heart by machine gun fire, but the men interviewed were clear that his body had been 

lost. As Elenor Blaskett’s correspondence with Base Records continued, desperately 

seeking any record of her lost son, the family home on Ninth Street in Bowden, South 

Australia had been given a name: “Bullecourt”. 

This act of naming is another form of remembering and forgetting; the dead are 

home, and safe. Elenor Blaskett made no reference to the name of her family home in her 
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correspondence with Base Records or with the Memorial, but the name “Bullecourt” 

served as a declaration of individual loss. Jennifer Hawksley has discussed “imagined 

trauma,” as parents attempted to visualize the foreign battlefields where their children 

had died.433 Hawksley distinguishes between three categories of parental wartime 

bereavement: parents of the dead, of the missing, and of the returned. Many families 

occupied multiple categories. For bereaved families, particularly families of the missing, 

any records returned from overseas gained increasing importance as remnants of those 

lost. James Balfour Harcus Taylor’s diary had been lost when he was killed in action, and 

his mother, Elizabeth Sarah Taylor, was reluctant to part with any of his personal effects. 

From “Mouquet”, an unnamed family member wrote on Taylor’s behalf. 

… the letters I have are purely personal and would not be of any use to the 
Museum I place to great a value on them to part with any of them.434 

In naming their homes after these battlefields, parents alleviated the uncertainty 

of an unknown grave; the imagined trauma of shellfire and broken ground was rendered 

something familiar and safe, returning their loved ones into the space of the home. In 

response to the Memorial’s request, Elenor Blaskett donated all letters received from her 

son during his service, from the time he left Australia. As with much of the 

correspondence preserved in this file series, her brief responses suggest the complex 

emotions in considering potential donations. While Blaskett was willing to donate her 

 
 
 
 
 
 
433 Hawksley, ‘“In the Shadow of War”’. 
434 AWM93 12/11/757. Letter on behalf of Elizabeth Sarah Taylor, before 31 May 1928. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

199 

son’s letters, a delay in sending the records is excused with, “[William Blaskett’s] younger 

brother wanted to go through them before they were sent away”.435  

 

The correspondence preserved in this file series recorded various interpretations 

of the losses experienced by bereaved families during the Great War, and the lingering 

impact of this experience in the postwar period. The use of explicitly Christian imagery 

ascribed specific meaning to the losses of the Great War, reconciling the death of a loved 

one through the promise of a future reunion. Through this act of naming, the battlefield 

was brought into the space of the home front: an act of reclamation that returned the dead 

into the threshold of the home. Naming familiar spaces after distant battlefields returned 

the absent dead into the space of the family home, functioning as a pilgrimage in reverse. 

The designation of objects as sacred relics reflects the multiple attempts to find meaning 

in loss, attributing meaning to their service and sacrifice. 

For many of these families, the imagined reunion alluded to through reference to 

distant battlefields was repeated in death. Elenor Blaskett died on 19 September 1930, 

shortly after she concluded her correspondence with the Memorial, and is buried at 

Dudley Park Cemetery in Port Adelaide. She was buried alongside her husband, William 

Blaskett, under a headstone that also memorialized their lost son. The base of the 

headstone reads simply “Re-United”, attesting to the same imagined reunion described 

in the letter from Harry Ward after William Blaskett’s death. In Alstonville Cemetery in 

 
 
 
 
 
 
435 AWM93 12/11/619. Letter from Elenor Blaskett, 23 December 1927. 
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Alstonville, New South Wales, Henry Reynolds Elvery was similarly commemorated, 

with the base of his grave a memorial to his missing son. While the locations of their 

bodies remain unknown, the final resting places of these men are with their families, an 

ocean away from the sites of their deaths.  
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Conclusion 

 

On 4 July 1932, Atkinson Marshall declined to donate to the Australian War 

Memorial. His son, Private John Wilfred Marshall, had been killed in action at Jeancourt 

in the final stages of the Great War, aged nineteen. Marshall explained his inability to 

donate. 

The letters & post cards received by us, where of a very breif & private nature 
& contained nothing that would be of value as War records. 

From letters received from his many friends, I gathered that his Sketches (He 
being a Commercial Artist) were very much appreciated by them & it was a 
source of great comfort to Mrs Marshall & self to know that he was held in very 
high esteem.436 

The focus of the Memorial’s request was not limited to John Marshall’s short life, and 

instead extended to the processes of remembrance that followed his death. Atkinson 

Marshall was a toolmaker by profession, but had lost his employment during the Great 

Depression. He focused his attention towards a tribute to his son in memorial form. 

Marshall provided the Memorial with a handwritten copy of an account published in The 

Sun on Armistice Day 1931.437 It described the sculpture, and the two years of labour 

involved in its creation. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
436 AWM93 12/11/4790. Letter from Atkinson Marshall, 4 July 1932. 
437 A similar description was also provided in The Sydney Morning Herald. 
‘War Memorial’. The Sydney Morning Herald. 11 November 1931. 
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Out of work for two years, & with plenty of time on his hands, the father went 
to work, & gradually there grew a thing of sheer beauty & exquisite 
craftsmanship, in soft metal – a monument to a brave Son & a gallant unit. 

Of white metal alloy, the Memorial is approx. 22 ½”  in height, & 60 lbs in 
weight. It is mounted on a polished base of Queensland maple of irregular shape 
approx. 18” x 18”. 

Two of the four panels which comprise the base of the work, are devoted in turn 
to Mr Marshall’s Son & to the 17th Batt. 

On the third panel are the engagements in which the battalion participated, 
which the fourth section is a general Memorial to the A.I.F. 

Mounted on a base is an Ionic column on top of which is a chapiter, with leaf & 
flower adornment, the whole being surmounted by a bust of the dead Soldier. 

The four Lions (one at each corner of the base) War, Peace, Vigilance & 
Determination, are Symbolical of Britain ever Vigilant & determined in War or 
Peace to guard the interests of the Empire.438 

John Marshall’s death was reflected in this memorial on multiple levels: as a loyal son of 

the British Empire, as a gallant comrade of the 17th Battalion, and as the loved child of a 

bereaved family. Despite the donation request, the sculpture was never brought into the 

spaces of the Australian War Memorial. Atkinson Marshall retained the memorial as it 

was originally created: a personal tribute to a personal loss. This testament to his grief 

could be shared, enough to permit the publication of images of the memorial in major 

newspapers on Armistice Day alongside photographs of crowds at the Sydney 

 
 
 
 
 
 
438 AWM93 12/11/4790. Letter from Atkinson Marshall, 17 July 1932.  
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Cenotaph.439 It could not, however, be removed from him entirely.440 Atkinson Marshall’s 

memorial to his son remained separate from whatever national narratives were shaped 

in the galleries of cultural institutions, and absent from the pages of the official histories. 

Its current location is unknown. 

This thesis has considered the experience of loss as articulated in the archives of 

cultural institutions. In incorporating the intersections of archival histories, memory 

studies, and material culture, this file series serves as inadvertent testimony to the 

aftermath of conflict. Any agency attributed to objects is the work of individuals, with 

the meaning ascribed to objects shaped and reshaped over their material lifespan. The 

stories recorded in this file series complicate the stories told in the public spaces of the 

Memorial, suggesting the unresolved tension between public mourning and private grief.  

Considering the construction of cultural institutions reveals complex processes of 

collection and commemoration. This thesis has revealed another dimension to the records 

displayed in cultural institutions, particularly the Memorial. Provenance becomes an 

inadvertent attestation of experience. Objects do not literally change between the 

battlefield and the home front, nor the home and the archive, but the material significance 

attributed to them reflects multiple perceptions of value. The return of records to the 

home front imbued them with meaning as reflections of their creators. For bereaved 

families, this was the major value attributed to them: objects were associated with the 

 
 
 
 
 
 
439 ‘City’s Throb Stilled in Memory: Wailing Bugles, Drooping Flags’. The Sun. 11 November 1931. 
440 “The Memorial may be seen at above address, by any who desire to view it.” 
AWM93 12/11/4790. Letter from Atkinson Marshall, 4 July 1932. 
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experience of war, but also served as a tangible connection to a lost loved one, 

transcending the perceived division between the battlefield and the home front, and the 

separation of life and death. In the spaces of the Memorial, objects were again 

reinterpreted as material relics, components in a broader history of Australian service. 

This transition, between the memories these objects once reflected and the histories they 

are used to tell, is at the centre of this research.  

The experiences of respondents considered in this research are embedded in the 

modern Memorial, unspoken testimony to the broader world within which the dead of 

the Great War once existed. Bereaved families considered the reasons the dead may have 

enlisted, their experiences in service, or their lives before the war. They attempted to align 

who they had been in life with the meanings that could be derived from their deaths. 

Arthur James Perry merged the details of the battlefield and the home front in the Roll of 

Honour circular he completed for his son, Corporal Egbert Somers Perry. 

Only son, three sisters. Saw father through a drought then one evening said “Mr 
Hughes is calling for more men. I must go.” At Messines, shot by a sniper. A 
dutiful and affectionate son and brother.441 

The short biographies and attestations of service written in response to these donation 

requests are consigned to this file series, while published memorial booklets were 

included in the library collections, with the only real distinction being the opportunity 

and ability to publish the material. For a bereaved father like Andrew Dunkley, his offer 

of the only photo his family held of his deceased son (“he had [it] taken when he signed 

 
 
 
 
 
 
441 AWM131 Roll of Honour circular, Egbert Somers Perry. 
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on”)442 is on par with any of the other recorded donations, giving what he was able. This 

thesis has returned bereaved families to the national narratives perpetuated in the public 

spaces of the Memorial. 

The spaces of the Memorial reflect the layered histories and meanings attributed 

to Australian service in the Great War. In considering the agency of material objects, 

objects remain unchanged across various contexts, barring the impact of the passage of 

time, calamity, or chance. The pencil scrawl in diaries fades and pressed flowers 

disintegrate, but the objects themselves remain. It is the value assigned to these objects 

that has changed over the century since the Great War came to an end. Any agency 

ascribed to objects is the work of individuals, with the meaning ascribed to them shaped 

and reshaped over their material lifespan. Objects as they exist within the spaces of 

cultural institutions today do not possess the same meaning they were ascribed at the 

moment of their creation, or after the loss of their creator. These multiple interpretations 

of value are central to this research, intersecting within the sections of this thesis. 

The other component to the memory of the Great War is forgetting, which is 

reflected in the absences of the archive. There are various reasons for refusal, which are 

now all manifested in archival silence. Benjamin Abbey, of Warrnambool, Victoria, wrote,  

Would say I have no desire to participate in the subject. I feel my loss so keenly 
that frequent reference to it serves no useful purpose, but only intensifies one’s 
sorrow. I lost a good son and received no compensation443 

 
 
 
 
 
 
442 AWM93 12/11/726. Letter from Andrew Dunkley, before 16 April 1928. 
443 AWM93 12/11/4. Letter from Benjamin Abbey, 6 October 1927. 
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Lily Rosabella Keating, of Woodend, Victoria, apologized, but gently insisted that her 

deceased husband had written “only a few sweet letters that were just for me”.444 These 

responses shaped the archive as much as any donation; this absence is reflected in the 

historical record. Lieutenant Edgar George Abbey, Abbey’s son, was killed by a shell at 

Messines in 1917, aged twenty-five. Lieutenant Leslie Holmes Mullett, Keating’s 

husband, was killed in action at Bullecourt, also in 1917, also aged twenty-five. Their own 

words, if they existed, have been lost. 

The impact of conflict lingers in this research. Memory and history meet in the 

museum space, with cultural memory shaped and reshaped in the vast collections of 

cultural institutions. Museums are a form of negotiated reality constructed in narrative 

form. We cannot know the dead of the Great War as their loved ones once knew them, 

but the impact of their loss is manifested in this correspondence, and in the donations 

and absences created in the archive. This research demonstrates that incorporating the 

impact of the Great War on bereaved families provides a fuller understanding of the 

broader cost of war, and the impact of loss that lingered in the decades that followed the 

Armistice. Considering the agency of bereaved families in these processes of collection is 

a means of rereading the empty spaces of the Memorial with new eyes, and retreading 

the battlefield with a new perspective. 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
444 AWM93 12/11/3114. Letter from Lily Rosabella Keating, 14 June 1930. 
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Appendix I: Statistical overview 

These frequency tables provide a general overview of the quantitative variables 
considered in this research.  
 
Program results 

 
Response Frequency Percent 

Yes – agree to donate 699 28.5 
No – decline to donate 837 34.1 

No response 776 31.6 
Not found 108 4.4 
Deceased 34 1.4 

 
Location of respondent Frequency Percent 

New South Wales 761 31 
Victoria 693 28.2 

Queensland 195 7.9 
South Australia 179 7.3 

Western Australia 149 6.1 
Tasmania 80 3.3 

United Kingdom 361 14.7 
British Empire 31 1.3 
United States 5 0.2 

 
Repatriation Commission Frequency Percent 

Yes 381 15.5 
No 2073 84.5 

 
Electoral Commission Frequency Percent 

Yes 225 9.2 
No 2229 90.8 
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Respondent information 

 
Relationship Frequency Percent 

Parent 1633 66.5 
Sibling 465 18.9 
Spouse 316 12.9 
Child 15 0.6 
Other 25 1 

 
Sex Frequency Percent 

Women 1315 53.6 
Men 1139 46.4 

 
Multiple respondents Frequency Percent 

Yes 649 26.4 
No 1805 73.6 

 
 



Subject selection 

 
Highest rank of subject Frequency Percent 
Commissioned officers 1168 47.6 

Non-commissioned officers 502 20.5 
Warrant officers 3 0.1 

Other ranks 775 31.6 
Not available 6 0.2 

 
Number of subjects Frequency Percent 

1 2226 90.7 
2 211 8.6 
3 16 0.7 
4 1 0 

 
Victoria Cross recipients Frequency Percent 

Yes 14 0.6 
No 2440 99.4 

 
Postwar deaths Frequency Percent 

Yes 113 4.6 
No 2341 95.4 



This crosstabulation table provides a breakdown of results in relation to the sex of 
respondents and their relationships to the deceased subjects selected for this file series. 
Further breakdowns by both the location of respondents and the highest given rank of 
subjects follow. 
 
Crosstabulation: Sex * Response * Relationship 

 
    Yes No No response Not found Deceased Total 

Parent Female 277 253 238 30 17 815 
  Male 199 238 310 54 17 818 
  Total 476 491 548 84 34 1633 

Sibling Female 57 70 36 7   170 
  Male 71 145 74 5   295 
  Total 128 215 110 12   465 

Spouse Female 81 114 109 12   316 
  Total 81 114 109 12   316 

Child Female  3 1     4 
  Male 5 5 1     11 
  Total 5 8 2     15 

Other Female 4 2 4     10 
  Male 5 7 3     15 
  Total 9 9 7     25 

Total Female 419 442 388 49 17 1315 
  Male 280 395 388 59 17 1139 
 Total  699 837 776 108 34 2454 

 



Crosstabulation: Breakdown by location 
 
New South Wales 

    Yes No No response Not found Deceased Total 

Parent Female 85 87 73 10 8 263 
  Male 55 73 82 15 8 233 
  Total 140 160 155 25 16 496 

Sibling Female 16 17 15 3   51 
  Male 20 48 24     92 
  Total 36 65 39 3   143 

Spouse Female 32 42 34 4   112 
  Total 32 42 34 4   112 

Child Female   2 1     3 
  Male 1         1 
  Total 1 2 1     4 

Other Female 1   1     2 
  Male 1 1 2     4 
  Total 2 1 3     6 

Total Female 134 148 124 17 8 431 
  Male 77 122 108 15 8 330 
  Total 211 270 232 32 16 761 

 



Victoria 

    Yes No No response Not found Deceased Total 

Parent Female 80 85 70 2 3 240 
  Male 62 71 88 13 5 239 
  Total 142 156 158 15 8 479 

Sibling Female 16 18 11 3   48 
  Male 15 37 18 1   71 
  Total 31 55 29 4   119 

Spouse Female 21 28 31 3   83 
  Total 21 28 31 3   83 

Child Male 1 2 1     4 
  Total 1 2 1     4 

Other Female 1   2     3 
  Male 1 4       5 
  Total 2 4 2     8 

Total Female 118 131 114 8 3 374 
  Male 79 114 107 14 5 319 
  Total 197 245 221 22 8 693 



Queensland 

    Yes No No response Not found Deceased Total 

Parent Female 9 18 19 2   48 
  Male 14 19 40 2 1 76 
  Total 23 37 59 4 1 124 

Sibling Female 3 7 1     11 
  Male 10 15 7     32 
  Total 13 22 8     43 

Spouse Female 5 12 6     23 
  Total 5 12 6     23 

Child Male 2 1       3 
  Total 2 1       3 

Other Male 1 1       2 
  Total 1 1       2 

Total Female 17 37 26 2 0 82 
  Male 27 36 47 2 1 113 
  Total 44 73 73 4 1 195 
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South Australia 

    Yes No No response Not found Deceased Total 

Parent Female 24 9 23 5 3 64 
  Male 13 20 18     51 
  Total 37 29 41 5 3 115 

Sibling Female 2 11       13 
  Male 4 16 4     24 
  Total 6 27 4     37 

Spouse Female 5 8 11     24 
  Total 5 8 11     24 

Other Male 2 1       3 
  Total 2 1       3 

Total Female 31 28 34 5 3 101 
  Male 19 37 22 0 0 78 
  Total 50 65 56 5 3 179 

 
 
Western Australia 

    Yes No No response Not found Deceased Total 

Parent Female 17 11 16   1 45 
  Male 6 14 25 5 2 52 
  Total 23 25 41 5 3 97 

Sibling Female 3 3 1     7 
  Male 5 9 5     19 
  Total 8 12 6     26 

Spouse Female 4 9 13     26 
  Total 4 9 13     26 

Total Female 24 23 30 0 1 78 
  Male 11 23 30 5 2 71 
  Total 35 46 60 5 3 149 
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Tasmania 

    Yes No No response Not found Deceased Total 

Parent Female 5 7 4     16 
  Male 8 14 19     41 
  Total 13 21 23     57 

Sibling Female 1 1 1     3 
  Male 2 7 2     11 
  Total 3 8 3     14 

Spouse Female 2 2 4     8 
  Total 2 2 4     8 

Child Female   1       1 
  Total   1       1 

Total Female 8 11 9 0 0 28 
  Male 10 21 21 0 0 52 
  Total 18 32 30 0 0 80 
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United Kingdom 

    Yes No No response Not found Deceased Total 

Parent Female 55 33 30 10 2 130 
  Male 39 23 36 18 1 117 
  Total 94 56 66 28 3 247 

Sibling Female 13 13 4 1   31 
  Male 12 9 11 4   36 
  Total 25 22 15 5   67 

Spouse Female 12 12 9 5   38 
  Total 12 12 9 5   38 

Child Male 1 2       3 
  Total 1 2       3 

Other Female 2 2 1     5 
  Male     1     1 
  Total 2 2 2     6 

Total Female 82 60 44 16 2 204 
  Male 52 34 48 22 1 157 
  Total 134 94 92 38 3 361 
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British Empire 

    Yes No No response Not found Deceased Total 

Parent Female 2 1 3 1   7 
  Male 2 4 2     8 
  Total 4 5 5 1   15 

Sibling Female 3   3     6 
  Male 3 3 3     9 
  Total 6 3 6     15 

Spouse Female   1       1 
  Total   1       1 

Total Female 5 2 6 1 0 14 
  Male 5 7 5 0 0 17 
  Total 10 9 11 1 0 31 

  
 
United States 

    Yes No No response Not found Deceased Total 

Parent Female   2       2 
  Male       1   1 
  Total   2   1   3 

Sibling Male   1       1 
  Total   1       1 

Spouse Female     1     1 
  Total     1     1 

Total Female 0 2 1 0 0 3 
  Male 0 1 0 1 0 2 
  Total 0 3 1 1 0 5 
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Crosstabulation: Breakdown by highest rank 
 
Commissioned officers 

    Yes No No response Not found Deceased Total 

Parent Female 139 104 107 11 4 365 
  Male 100 99 125 16 9 349 
  Total 239 203 232 27 13 714 

Sibling Female 30 25 14 3   72 
  Male 40 66 30 2   138 
  Total 70 91 44 5   210 

Spouse Female 60 77 76 9   222 
  Total 60 77 76 9   222 

Child Female   2 1     3 
  Male 5 4 1     10 
  Total 5 6 2     13 

Other Female   1 1     2 
  Male 4 2 1     7 
  Total 4 3 2     9 

Total Female 229 209 199 23 4 664 
  Male 149 171 157 18 9 504 
  Total 378 380 356 41 13 1168 

 



Non-commissioned officers 

    Yes No No response Not found Deceased Total 

Parent Female 59 52 59 6 4 180 
  Male 44 45 61 20 2 172 
  Total 103 97 120 26 6 352 

Sibling Female 9 22 10     41 
  Male 20 33 17 2   72 
  Total 29 55 27 2   113 

Spouse Female 6 15 10     31 
  Total 6 15 10     31 

Other Female 3   1     4 
  Male   2       2 
  Total 3 2 1     6 

Total Female 77 89 80 6 4 256 
  Male 64 80 78 22 2 246 
  Total 141 169 158 28 6 502 

 
 
Warrant officers 

    Yes No No response Not found Deceased Total 

Parent Female     1   1 2 
  Total     1   1 2 

Spouse Female     1     1 
  Total     1     1 

Total Female 0 0 2 0 1 3 
  Total 0 0 2 0 1 3 

 



Other ranks 

    Yes No No response Not found Deceased Total 

Parent Female 79 97 71 13 8 268 
  Male 55 94 124 18 6 297 
  Total 134 191 195 31 14 565 

Sibling Female 18 22 12 4   56 
  Male 11 45 27 1   84 
  Total 29 67 39 5   140 

Spouse Female 13 21 21 3   58 
  Total 13 21 21 3   58 

Child Female   1       1 
  Male   1       1 
  Total   2       2 

Other Female 1 1 2     4 
  Male 1 3 2     6 
  Total 2 4 4     10 

Total Female 111 142 106 20 8 387 
  Male 67 143 153 19 6 388 
  Total 178 285 259 39 14 775 

 
 
Rank not available 

    Yes No No response Not found Deceased Total 

Sibling Female   1       1 
  Male   1       1 
  Total   2       2 

Spouse Female 2 1 1     4 
  Total 2 1 1     4 

Total Female 2 2 1 0 0 5 
  Male 0 1 0 0 0 1 
  Total 2 3 1 0 0 6 
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Appendix II: Excerpts from The Barque and Other Poems 

Four poems from Sarah Myrtle Meggy’s The Barque and Other Poems445 represent a 
changing impression of the Great War, shifting from joyful patriotism to bitter loss. 
Meggy lost two sons to the devastation of the Great War. Twenty-one was written before 
her sons’ deaths, and originally published in the Sydney Mail on 26 May 1915. Private 
Albert Edward Meggy was killed in action at Lone Pine, and is included among the 
missing on the Lone Pine Memorial. His younger brother, Private Douglas Acland 
Meggy, was killed in action at Pozières nearly a year later. He also remains among the 
missing, and is listed on the Villers-Bretonneux Memorial. The poems Lone Pine and His 
Balaclava Cap serve as testament to familial loss. His Balaclava Cap was published in the 
Sydney Mail after the end of the war, on 18 December 1918. I Wonder Why is the conclusion 
to this sequence, searching for meaning in these losses.
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
445 Meggy, The Barque and Other Poems. 
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Twenty-one 

My soldier boy’s a man to-day– 

He’s twenty-one! 

He’s gone to keep the foe at bay 

At twenty-one! 

No time now for games or fun, 

He’s buckled sword and shouldered 

gun: 

He means to make those Germans run– 

He’s strong, and twenty-one! 

His eyes just beam with love’s own 

light– 

 He’s twenty-one! 

He loves his country, so must fight– 

 At twenty-one– 

For fairness, liberty and light, 

Justice, freedom, power and might; 

Duty calls to do what’s right– 

 He’s gone, at twenty-one! 

What do I wish my soldier boy 

 At twenty-one? 

Long life, much happiness and joy, 

 (Just twenty-one!) 

And may my son return to me 

From foreign lands across the sea, 

Crowned with the crown of victory– 

 A conqueror, and twenty-one! 

“Sydney Mail.” 

Lone Pine 

In memory of my son, Albert Edward, 

1915. 

My beautiful boy, with a heart of gold, 

Will never come back to me; 

He gave his life in this awful strife, 

He died to keep men free; 

He lies now cold and still and dead, 

His spirit has forever fled. 

My beautiful boy, with the loving 

smile, 

Will never return to me; 

He lies with his comrades at Lonesome 

Pine, 

Close to the Aegean Sea; 

And I must travel my weary mile 

Without his sweet and sunny smile. 

My beautiful boy with the eyes of love 

Can never come back to me; 

His heart is still, his smile is gone, 

His eyes they cannot see; 

They cannot see how I try to bear 

The thought of my loved one lying 

there. 
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His Balaclava Cap 

In memory of my son, Douglas Acland, 

Pozières, 1916. 

They sent me back his balaclava cap, 

No happy, loving, smiling face within; 

But just the empty cap he took away, 

The one with loving thoughts I made for 

him. 

He put it on and laughed with boyish 

glee, 

A memory that will never fade away; 

“How do I look?” he said, and laughed 

again, 

Then kissed me in his own sweet tender 

way. 

I need nothing to remind me of his love, 

The love that lived and grew for twenty 

years, 

A lifelong memory cannot fade, 

A memory bathed in sad but grateful 

tears. 

And now the boys are coming back 

again, 

He won’t be here to mingle with their 

joy; 

But we have conquered, and I thank my 

God 

He did his bit – my own sweet baby boy. 

“Sydney Mail.” 

I Wonder Why 

I have no grave, 

And know not where they lie, 

‘Tis strange that they should go 

So far away to die. 

I only know that they are gone, 

And wonder why 

They had to go so far away – to die! 

At first the letters came, 

So full of love to me, 

Of days to come when they’d return 

Triumphant, proud, and free. 

“Remember,” they would write, 

“No matter where we roam, 

Our thoughts are ever with you in the 

home.” 

And then the letters stopped– 

Oh, God! ‘twas then I knew 

What I would not believe, 

But felt, was true. 

My children both were slain, 

And I am wondering why 

They had to go so far away – to die! 

Resting in peace, 

Each in a soldier’s bed, 

Wild poppies grow and bloom 

Around our “glorious dead.” 

They nobly did their part, 

But still, I wonder why 

They had to go so far away – to die! 

 


