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Thank you for inviting me to give the Don Grant lecture; it's an honour and pleasure to be
here today, not least because I feel at home in the Public Records Office of Victoria where
I've spent many pleasurable and fruitful years doing research - as I'm sure many of you here
today have.
Today gives me an opportunity to talk about the research I undertook for several years on
Australians' experiences and memories of loss during and after the Great War - which was
published in 2004 as The Gates ofMemory. I realised, very early in my research, that in order
to understand how ordinary Australian grieved and mourned, much of my time would be
spent chasing a paper trail in archives and libraries around Australia, reading diaries and
letters, often requesting archival material that had never been looked at, sometimes had never
been catalogued. For a while I led something of a Sherlock Holmes existence, searching for
clues in nooks and crannies. In particular, I found the letters to the government and military
from anguished bereaved parents asking about their loved one the most difficult to read - it's
a very moving experience indeed to read such letters, to touch the same paper that the
bereaved wrote on, and to see handwriting, sometimes faltering but always intensely sincere,
wanting information, wanting personal effects, wanting war gratuities, and so on.
What came to fascinate me was the process of memmy - how people, how families, how
communities - went about remembering the dead. Remembering the dead was a complex
process, involving a myriad of activities and emotions, public and private; it involved
individuals, the military, the government, local communities, workplaces, schools,
organisations and so on - sometimes I wondered if all of Australia was not involved in some
way. And this went on for years, perhaps it could be said that its still happening today: the
sense of loss has never left families. For at the heart of all of this, loss involved the family; a
dead person was always assumed to have a next-of-kin - who was usually a family member.
But when I say 'family' I mean not only the usual - mum, dad and 2.3 kids - but a more
flexible definition which includes the extended family - grandparents, nieces and nephews,
aunts and uncles, cousins - as well as a wider kinship such as friends and neighbours, as well
as the loss shared within a battalion. The well-known historian of the Great War Jay Winter
has called this particular kind of shared loss 'fictive kinship', and I think he's right in that the
enormity of death in the Great War forces us to be more flexible about the meaning of
'family' .i
So what I would like to talk about today is how Australian family histories intertwined with
the national history making of the Great War. Researching family history has, as historian
Graeme Davison remarks, experienced a boom over the past thirty or so years, especially in
countries such as Australia and the United States.ii According to genealogist Nick Vine-Hall,
Australia is onl y second to America in the highest per capita population of genealogists per
capita population in the western world.iii Australia and the United States are of course settler
societies with a relatively recent history of migration, which has emphasised people 's urge to
find a deeper past, a deeper history, as well as a sense of place for those whose families have

been fragmented by migration. But its also important to note that Aboriginal family history
has also boomed. Indigenous Australians have sought to re-establish family's ties broken
through breakdown or adoption; in Australia the most public example is the Stolen
Generations.
Graeme Davison attributes the family history boom to people wanting continuity and
reassurance in a rapidly changing world, and to the democratisation of the discipline of
History. Since the 1970s especially, more people have been doing research - and have the
time and money to do research, in Australia and overseas. I wonder how many people travel
overseas for a holiday and end up doing a bit of family history anyway, unable to resist a
quick trip to that old parish church; unable to resist a visit to those extraordinary graves and
memorials on the Western Front. Its also true that many travel with the specific intention of
going to and seeing such things.
At the core of this family history activity, people search for a name. It's names which link
people to the past, link people to a place, to an event. It' s a name we look for in registers,
letter indexes, passenger lists, and so on. Its names which families always mentioned when
they wrote to the government and military during the Great War. And it's names which are
inscribed on memorials, on honour boards, on memorial scrolls. Indeed the Great War is
notable for the way in which names are recorded. This is in contrast to earlier wars in history
which almost never recorded the names of the dead - the common soldier that is - the names
of generals and other military leaders are invariably recorded; this trend goes back to the
ancient Greeks. A modern example would include the Battle of Waterloo (1815), when the
Duke of Wellington lost 15,000 men and Napoleon 25,000. The inscription on a monument
erected to the 7000 Prussians who lost their lives simply reads: 'to the dead heroes from a
grateful king and country'. The dead remained anonymous, merely heroes without names. A
similar thing happened in the Crimean War of the 1850s in which 45,000 died from battle and
disease. Very few soldiers have individually marked graves; the state - the government and
the military - did nothing and the individually marked graves were privately funded. The
ordinary or common soldier was packed into mass graves, which themselves soon became
part of the landscape. Not long after the Crimean War, one correspondent to the London
Times complained of donkeys wandering 'over the graves of our dead heroes' . 'The grass', he
wrote, ' nourished into life by the autumn rains, was greening upon the nameless and
undistinguished graves of our countrymen'. iv
Names begin to become important in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. In
Australia, for instance, the Boer War dead were inscribed on memorials; and their graves in
Africa were individually acknowledged. I think the beginnings of this shift has something to
do with the democratic nature of nationalism. This is one way in which those notions of
equality, in this case equality of sacrifice, become manifest. It is also linked with the
democratisation of memory and memorialisation; now not only did the wealthy and famous
get remembered but so too the common soldier who died for his country or nation. And it has
a lot to do with the way History becomes recorded in the late nineteenth century. The rise of
nationalism and democracy not only draws attention to the history of a nation but its proud
progress, thus the new nation-state and, in the case of Australia, the colony, becomes a
bureaucracy confidently recording its achievements: births and deaths, shipping lists, rate
books, economic growth - all this is recorded (for future historians to pore over). I should also
mention the growth of education, especially state schools; rise of print culture due to
technological advances and greater literacy; and the establishment of libraries, museums,
universities and mechanics institutes which are the places where we learn about, collect and
preserve History (archives are much later).

In 1914 names become very important. The historian Thomas Laqueur, writing from a British
perspective, explains how the Great War ushered in what he calls ' a new era of
remembrance'.v It was when the common soldier began to be remembered in a self-conscious,
deliberate way and in a mass scale. No longer was the common soldier left to be buried where
he fell, but it became an important task to search for bodies and graves, to identify soldiers,
mark them with a cross and register their positions in the landscape. Furthermore, the British
(among other countries) established a War Records Section, to collect records and artefacts of
the war experience. So the State became the official remembrancer, if you like. Most notably,
it was decided to build memorials not only for those with a known grave but for those with no
bodies. This was unprecedented. The names would be remembered if the bodies were not. On
the Western Front, for instance, the British decided that names would be inscribed on huge
memorials, as close to battle sites as possible; ultimately over a thousand cemeteries in France
and Belgium have presiding over them a stone of remembrance with the words 'their name
liveth for evermore' inscribed on it. As Reginald Blomfeld, one of the three architects in
charge of the design of these memorials said, ' such a memorial of those lost in the war as
never had been dreamt of before.' And it was Rudyard Kipling, whose only son John went
missing during the Battle of Loos in September 191 5 aged 18, who proposed the epitaph,
drawing on the Book of Ecclesiastes - and from which I draw the title of my lecture.
But very few Australians would be able to travel overseas to see the graves and memorials of
their loved ones. There were many reasons. The most pressing was the cost of travel: very,
very few Australians could afford to travel to Europe to visit graves and memorials.vi One
travel agent, Bums Philp, offered in 1929 a four month tour of the war graves of Gallipoli.
France and Belgium, concluding with the laying of a wreath at the tomb of the Unknown
Soldier at Westminster Abbey in London - for a cost of 230 pounds. When the average
weekly wage was 5 pounds I think you can understand that only the wealthy could afford to
travel to see war graves. There was as well the time factor: few Australians could manage to
take time off work and organise their affairs for what was no less than a four month round
trip. In addition to money and time there was another critical issue. Let us pause for a moment
and remember that so many Australians experienced loss without a body. It's a well-known
point but one worth emphasising: the Australian Government followed the British lead and
did not repatriate bodies for burial. Not only were the logistics of such an enterprise complex,
but the fact that so many bodies were never found made repatriation an impossibility. Imperial
figures released in January 1919 listed 35, 131 individual Australian graves; in other ~ords,
25,000 Australians, or 40% of those who died, did not have individual burial sites.vu The
consequences of this for those at home were profound. Foremost, it meant the absence of
bodies that would help family and friends clarify, accept and grieve over a death. It also
mea11t the loss of funerals, burial rites and any number of other social practices associated
with death. Finally, it meant the absence of grave sites to be visited and tended long after the
funeral.
So without bodies families had to create substitute ways to remember the dead . They had to
somehow turn their experience of grief into memories of the dead. Obituaries were written,
memorial cards were made, scrapbooks created, and a few wealthy Australian made private
headstones. Apart from these personal, individual gestures of recording and memorialising
names, it was the Australian War Memorial [AWM] which made the names liveth for
evermore on a grand scale, on a national scale. Thanks to historians such as Michael
McKeman, who has written the official history of the A WM, we know how the A WM
conceived the Hall of Memory, recorded the names of the dead on the walls of the A WM,
recreated the battlefield experience in the Museum, established the War Records Section in
order to collect material of the War.viii

But what role did families play in the remembering of the dead at the A WM? How did
families preserve their family histories at the AWM?
After the War a Roll-of-Honour card was posted to every next-of-kin asking for details,
indeed one of the ten questions asked, are there 'any other biographical details likely to be of
interest to the Historian of the A.I.F., or of his regiment'? Some replies mentioned that
personal records of the deceased had been kept. For example, Mrs N .L. Albert, of Jung, in
country Victoria, wrote of her son John, 'Yes I have a small biographical that he wrote from
day to day if you wish the book I will lend it but return after copying off.' G.J. Allan, whose
brother John died in France in 1918, wrote, ' He was very observant while in England, France,
& anything of interest was taken note of. He was very persistent in correspondence to
relations and friends giving them notes of interest.' Arthur Bazley, a member of official war
historian C.E.W. Bean's staff who worked on the Roll of Honour project in his spare time,
noticed such references and wrote to the War Memorial's director, John Treloar, in 1926:
In the course of classifying the A.I.F Roll-of-Honour forms (16,000 of which,
representing the letters A-G, have now been thoroughly sorted into alphabetical
order) I sometimes come across references to diaries kept by or interesting letters
received from members of the A.l.F. who were afterwards killed. The originals many of them human documents of the first importance - are no doubt considered
priceless by the dead man's next-of-kin, who in all probability would not be
likely to part with them readily. But there is no doubt that a big proportion would
be valuable additions to the records of the A.l.F. ix

Bazley added that he had spoken with Bean, who agreed with his ideas, and thus reassured
Treloar that 'if you think it would add weight to your appeal, you could mention the fact that
their contents will probably be of interest to the Official Historian.' The AWM, Bazley
suggested, should think about responding to these next-of-kin and ask that they donate either
copies or originals of these diaries and letters to the AWM's library. Diaries and letters were
substitutes for the absent body and identity. The board of the A WM agreed to finance the
project for a trial run of three months, and what became known as the next-of-kin letter
commenced in 1927. It was a complicated procedure for the library, often fraught with
personal, logistical and financial difficulties. However, for the future historian the
correspondence between the curators and the families is a fascinating opportunity to explore
how families consciously and deliberately sought to preserve their histories at the AWM - to
make their family histories liveth for evermore - or indeed in some cases to reject the AWM
as the repository for their family name and records.
The next-of-kin received an expensive water-marked letter paper with an image of the
proposed memorial to be built in Canberra and a quote from Pericles funeral oration. Such an
approach was deliberate - the A WM wanted to avoid the appearance of an official
government letter; much depended on creating the correct impression in the minds of the
next-of-kin. Thus the letter avoided impersonal bureaucratic language, instead combining an
emotional appeal with an intellectual front. Soldiers diaries and letters, the letter admitted,
were 'cherished heirlooms' that would pass to and inspire future family members, but it was
the AWM which was the legitimate preserver of records, a place that would ensure personal
records 'will be of even greater value to Australia as a whole, and, in the long run, more
tenderly and carefully preserved'.
The letter was initially to those next-of-kin who initially attracted Bazley's attention, as well
as the next-of-kin of members of the AIF who were in white-collar occupations or who
attended prestigious schools such as Scotch College, The Kings School and Prince Alfred

College - in other words those thought to have greater literacy skills. In addition, some of the
letters were sent to living former AIF members and nurses. Ultimately the letter was sent to
the next-of-kin of infantrymen, machine-gunners, light horsemen & artillerymen, so as to
obtain diaries and letters which would throw 'light on the general nature of the work and life
of the soldier', as Bean put it.
When next-of-kin were asked by the A WM to consider the future of diaries and letters, they
took stock of their own lives, they talked and negotiated. They replied to the AWM and
explained that the diaries and letters of the deceased were being discussed within the family,
and when a decision was made the A WM would be informed. This took a fortnight, a month,
several months - family time was never linear and uniform. For some this must have been a
cathartic experience, not only having to deal with other relatives and family members but
having to look at and touch personal things after years of letting them lie in cabinets, drawers,
trunks or suitcases. One such was Ada Robin, of Adelaide. It took her six weeks to reply to
the A WM. She wrote, 'I must apologise for not replying to your letter dated Feb 6th. The fact
is I have not felt equal to the task of going through my sons' letters, I made a beginning one
day and had to give it up'. This was often repeated. Another mother told the A WM that she
would 'endeavour' to comply with the request; her daughter subsequently wrote, 'there is so
much to look through, and much of it is so painful, that you must please be patient'. This
family, the Motts, eventually did find enough personal material at their Moonee Ponds home
to offer and they sent the daughter to drop it off in Melbourne for the library to copy. Later
they expressed annoyance in a letter that the AWM should assume they could keep the
originals.
It is clear that some next-of-kin thought they had been specially chosen by the A WM and thus
responded with gratitude. Certainly word had got around that the AWM was collecting
personal records: daily newspapers, for example, reported the next-of-kin letter. Thus many
who received the letter responded favourably to the suggestion that they were relatives of
heroes, of soldiers and sailors whose death was sacrificial and not from self-inflicted wounds
or venereal disease. This point is worth repeating, for many Australians maintained a life-long
belief that that their dead loved ones were heroes. There was therefore an awareness that they
were contributing to Australia's history and consequently took seriously the task of replying to
the A WM. In particular there was in the replies a tone that indicated they were comfortable
with the Protestant notion of an 'elect nation'. They were honoured to have their family history
become part of the A WM. Such people saw themselves as more than the 'next-of-kin' identity
accorded them by the A WM. Florence Ashdown, of Mosman, Sydney, whose sons Cecil and
Edmond died in France, wrote she would like her sons' letters to 'be proudly placed at the War
Memorial'. She explained, 'I was in my bed being sick and as its such a great trial for me to go
through my dead Boys letters I had to wait until I was strong enough to raise the 'pluck' to do
so. However I am proud to think that among the thousands of letters there will be some of my
Boys' among them'.

In contrast, others were less effusive and declined the AWM's offer. Explained Frank
Callaway about his son, 'I am sorry to say these [personal effects] were not returned to me
after his death, only a few paltry personal papers which were of no use whatever'. The future
envisaged by Florence Ashdown was not evident in Frank Callaway's letter; indeed he wrote
in the past tense, and displayed little of Ashdown's rather British pluck and valour. And there
were those who looked neither to past nor to future, but rather saw an opportunity to make a
quick quid and offered things for sale. For example, W.J. Kemp offered his diary and
photographs, with publication rights, to the Memorial for 200 pounds. He, like others, was
either convinced by the A WM's staff to do otherwise or was knocked back

Disagreements occurred over conflicting ideas of what constituted 'historical' material. Nextof-kin considered homefront life, including work, family and leisure, which were popular
topics in soldiers' letters in particular, not to be of importance to the A WM - and said so in
replies. 'What I have is of a personal nature and would be of little use to the memorial', 'it does
not seem to me that these letters are of any public interest', and 'my 'son's letters were boyish
and written to cheer his mother and sister left behind'. Despite suggestions from the AWM
that the historical value of a document was best determined by the library, many next-of-kin
had their own views and sent what they considered to be of historical interest. The AWM
returned material, the reasons for which were rarely elaborated although it clearly had a policy
expressed in its letters that material was to have historical interest, that is the identity and
name of a soldier was intimately linked with the battlefield experience. And it was diaries and
letters that related to the dead soldier or sailor which mattered. The A WM sent very few
letters to the next-of-kin of a dead nurse or a returned nurse. This of course reflected the fact
that relatively few nurses died or served in the Australian Army Nursing Service in
comparison with men who died or served in the AIF. Yet next-of-kin who had a daughter who
served as a nurse, were keen to have their daughter remembered at the A WM.
A particular aspect of this exchange between the next-of-kin and the A WM was the role
played by women. In Australia, during and after the Great War, it was women who tended to
come into possession of dead soldiers' personal effects, as they were more often than not the
nominated next-of-kin. This in turn reinforced the traditional view that it was a feminine trait
to 'hoard' personal and household things. This is not to imply that men played no role in the
memory-keeping process. Men did collect and hoard personal things. The male presence may
be felt in letters to the AWM, as brothers and husbands were consulted during the decisionmaking process, but generally it was female members of a family who corresponded with the
AWM and who made decisions about the letting go of personal things. Sometimes these
women spoke on behalf of a mother who was not emotionally up to writing about her dead
relative.
In general, it is clear that those who suffered loss not only wished to commemorate the War as
a great event in the history of humankind, but as an event which claimed the lives of loved
ones, family, friends, neighbours, workmates and so on. The next-of-kin often saw the A WM
as a fami ly tomb or a final resting place, where the family name could be kept alive and given
a sense of permanence at the AWM - and this sense of permanence was an important factor in
the 1920s and 1930s when seemingly ephemeral forms of communication such as the cinema
and radio were becoming popular, and also when the passage of biological time was clearly
making an impact - simply the next-of-kin were getting old and feeling mortal.
So we should never underestimate the role families have in creating or forming our national
institutions. I would like to think that Kipling - who was never able to grieve openly over the
loss of his son and who, as an Imperial War Graves Commissioner toured the war cemeteries
not only on the Western Front but at Gallipoli, Palestine and Mesopotamia - I would like to
think that Kipling would have appreciated the ambitions of both the A WM and the next-ofkin: remembering family histories was important.
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