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‘Consider what values and characteristics demonstrated by the ANZACs at Gallipoli
and later reinforced at the Western Front, continue to influence Australians today.’
The characteristics and values displayed by the ANZACs during the First World War
were the product of warfare, death and destruction—it is impossible for more than a
shadow of these attributes to have filtered down into the comfortable and contented
lives we lead now. The ANZAC Legend demonstrates the heights which the human
character is able to attain when under pressure and threat—and while this potential
may still reside within us, it will not manifest itself in the same way until it is
necessary for it to do so. War is a terrible and shocking thing, and the characteristics
which arose in the trenches of WW1 are, and can only be, incongruous with those

displayed in everyday life, and even in modern warfare.

Probably the most celebrated trait associated with the ANZAC Legend is that of
mateship. Comradeship was indeed crucial for survival on the battlefield, both in the
physical and medical assistance given, and the emotional and mental support
shared—to ‘trust each other blind’.1 It rendered the shell-shock, trench foot,
frostbite, vermin, mustard gas, meagre rations and the surrounding rotting bodies of
friends and allies more bearable. What is interesting about the development of this
trait in modern Australia, however, is that the form has remained while the essence
has often disappeared. Whether at work or amongst friends, men will punctuate their

sentences with ‘maaaate...’, now nothing more than an empty term of address.
They will drink beer and kick around a football in accordance with the rituals of
mateship, but they do not offer each other the true aid and assistance that was

found on the battlefield, where men would literally risk their lives for each other—in



fact, it could rather be said that men today tend to be detached and unfeeling if one
amongst them is in need of any emotional support or compassion. Mateship,
moreover, is a concept that excludes women—'There is no sense denying it—
Australian mateship is mainly for men. It was—and is—difficult to be mates with a
woman’2 —as well as with those from different ethnic backgrounds. Mateship,
instead of being an inclusive and egalitarian relationship to help others in need, has

merely become another social nicety which discriminates and excludes.

‘In battle they were schoolboys, youthful, happy, and I admired them for their
boyishness.’3 Larrikinism is both one of the most defining and appealing traits
associated with the ANZACs. We easily forgive our Aussie Battlers their minor foibles
(graffitying the pyramids of Egypt; having the highest rate of venereal disease of any
Allied force), and look upon them leniently as the natural excesses of a group of

young men under pressure.

Yet, this September, when a video was published on YouTube featuring an Australian
soldier in Baghdad pointing a gun to the head of a man dressed in Arab clothing (not
to mention the display of pornographic pin-ups tacked to the wall behind the man
holding the gun), the reaction was one of outrage and condemnation. The soldiers’
antics were denounced by Time Magazine as ‘serious wrongdoing’4 (and similarly by
the Australian press) and have even been compared to the events at Abu Ghraib.
This is exactly the same kind of lightheaded and irresponsible behaviour valorised
under the ANZAC Legend. It is clear that while the behaviour of soldiers has not
changed much, our reactions have become drastically less tolerant and infused with

political correctness.



During the First World War, Australia’s involvement was due largely to her loyalty to
Britain—she was not under attack herself, and joined purely from a sense of duty to
the Empire. Australians had a fervent devotion to the Mother Country, and the soon-
to-be Prime Minister, Andrew Fisher, promised their support ‘To the last man and the
last shilling’.5 Indeed, almost a tenth of the entire population (including women,
children, the aged and disabled) enlisted. This loyalty has since been transferred to

America.

America has replaced Britain as the greatest world power and most useful ally, and
we now blindly follow her into wars, just as we formerly did the British. In order to
form this new allegiance, however, we were necessarily disloyal to Britain, breaking
our strong alliance and spurning her protection once she had economically crippled
herself over the two world wars. Thus while we still cleave to more powerful nations,
this ‘loyalty’ is now shown to be transitory—and dependant upon the economic and

military ability of the country to retain it.

Another consideration must be the disparity between the ANZAC Legend and the
actual events which took place at Gallipoli and at the Western Front. Most of the war
correspondence was written by non-fighting personnel who had a distinct interest in
portraying the soldiers as heroes. So many families had suffered a death, or many
deaths, that it was a consolation to think that their boys had died heroically
defending the Mother Country—moreover asserting Australia’s strength as new
nation. ‘There has been no finer feat in this war'6—so insisted Ellis Ashmead Bartlett,
regarding what would ordinarily be considered a bloody and horrific disaster. Such
was the glamourisation of Gallipoli. However, the experience was drastically different
for those personally involved in the war—in the words of an Australian nurse, ‘One

loses sight of all the honour and the glory in the work we are doing.’7 That the



ANZACs displayed bravery and heroism on the battlefield is undoubtable—but the
shining image of the Aussie Battler that has been passed down to us is in many ways

a shameless propounding of ‘The old Lie: Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori’.8

This Remembrance Day, | was involved in a service at my school for Australian
nurses who had died during the war. The service was quite beautiful—odes were
read, music was played, poppies were worn and rosemary was deposited on
gravestones. It struck me as rather like a funeral—the war killed many heroic men
and women, but the end of the war killed the heroism.

Bravery is a trait that shines through only in desperate circumstances, and it is
impossible for somebody standing quietly at a memorial sporting poppies to
understand the daily horror that the nurses would have faced. We are reminded of
the soldiers and their feats in battle, ‘Lest we forget’—but in fact, we have never
known and could never have known more than a shadow of the horror and heroism

surrounding the war.

We retain the forms of the ANZAC characteristics, but the desperate necessity which
underlay them in the past has all but disappeared. The ANZACs at Gallipoli had a real
fear for their lives, and this could not have done otherwise than to have wrought
enormous changes in the national character—Gallipoli is often referred to as our
‘Baptism of Fire’9 for this reason. While the outward ideology can be transferred to
times of peace, the desperation and passion cannot be. They can only remind us of
our heritage, and let us know what we are capable of if such a major feat is ever

again needed of us.
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