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Picnic Point, Toowoomba, Queensland
Introduction

Between 1919 and 1925, over 5,000 trophies of war – field guns, trench mortars and machine guns captured by Australian troops from vanquished Germans and Turks – were distributed throughout Australia by the staff of the Australian War Memorial, to be displayed in the public spaces of towns and municipalities. From 1922, large numbers of smaller trophies were exhibited in the galleries of the Memorial, which were in Melbourne until 1925 and then in Sydney for a decade.

Exploration of the practice of trophy-display in Australia in the inter-war years sheds light on Australian attitudes to war and national history, particularly the influence of what I call “martial nationalism,” and thus also on the  rhetorical themes of the Anzac Legend and of the national identity embodied in it.

Nothing, for instance, shows the importance of warrior traditions more than the display of trophies and the contributions made by the practice to historicising the physical and imaginative landscapes of the nation within the tradition of martial nationalism. 

This was the dominant ideology of nineteenth century Europe, which insisted that that true national history was founded upon historically-important military victories, and the national mettle proved by success in battle. Trophy-display and triumphant symbolic architecture was fundamental to the ideology.
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Gilded Cannon, Berlin Victory Monument
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The Duke of Wellington as Achilles, Hyde Park London – 
Cast  from captured  French cannon
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Victory and Figures, Guards Crimean War Memorial, London – 
cast from captured Russian cannon

Australians did not tend to gild or melt down weapons, just to distribute and display them. Standing in public space, trophies were signal examples of triumphal commemoration, proving and symbolising victory and Australian military supremacy.

They also happened to be unveiled and displayed at a time when Australian commemoration on public ritual days, in literature and in the press was at its most triumphal, being characterised by narratives that climaxed with Australian soldiers conquering mighty enemies. The dominant commemorative message came to be a story of test, ordeal and triumph: many had suffered, many had died, but the nation of Australia had played a significant part in winning the greatest war in history, and had thus found its character and announced itself to the world.

In this rhetorical context, the physicality of the trophies helped create what I call a “commemorative complex” of considerable power.  

The present paper forms part of ongoing research into the cultural legacies of the First World War that I have been undertaking for a number of years, which informed my 2005 doctorate at the University of Queensland, and which I have published in a number of recent articles and presented in recent papers, including at AHA and the When the Soldiers Return conference last year.

The historiographical context for this work is the ongoing debates in the field over the relative influence on cultural legacies in Australia and elsewhere of so-called “modern memory” – emphasising ruptures, failures, fear, horror and irony – and “tradition,” focused on continuity, healing, acceptance of death, the mobilisation and adaptation of existing practices and ideas, and a reassertion of meaning in the war experience.
 

The latter focus has proved most attractive to Australian researchers, but I would argue its scope must be widened. 

I have argued in a number of forums that firstly, tradition explains Australian post-war commemoration better than modern memory, and secondly, that warrior traditions, and the triumphalism that accompanied them, were at least as important to the formation of the Anzac Legend as were mourning traditions, which have been admirably explored by Jay Winter, Joy Damousi, Tanya Luckins, Bart Ziino and others. 

Examining the role of trophies in commemoration is one way to widen the scope of research in the tradition school.

The organic combination of triumphalism and lamentation that was typical of Australian post-war commemoration was reflected in the creation of war memorials that were not simply sites of mourning, but also sites of triumphal memory. This situation arose from the practice of combining the masonry symbolic architecture, which scholars such as Ken Inglis have shown predominantly commemorated sacrifice, with trophies, with their triumphal message. The Sydney Morning Herald  in May 1928 labelled trophies “the last gifts of fallen soldiers themselves to their country,” and this combination of pride in military accomplishments, as symbolised by the spoils of war, and sadness at the cost in lives taken by the conflict, seems to me to typify the tone of post-war commemoration.
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Whittingham, NSW; Lillydale, Vic.; Holbrook, NSW
Context

The context in which the trophies were distributed and displayed was one characterised by strong conflict over the memory and meaning of the war away from commemorative arenas and considerable co-operation within them.

The conflict had its origin in the conscription debates of wartime Australia, whose bitterness led to the emergence after the conflict of two “cultures,” to borrow a term from Samuel Hynes. 

The dominant culture was led by the same politicians and returned soldiers who had been in charge of the war effort, with support from the mainstream press and most clergy. It was strongly martial nationalist, presenting public memories of the war that glorified victory and military supremacy while lamenting sacrifice. 
 

Standing in opposition was an inchoate group of radical socialists, pacifists and the terminally war-weary, who wished either to consign all memory of the war to oblivion or to remember the conflict in the terms of anti-war writers such as Erich Maria Remarque and Siegfried Sassoon – as a litany of horrors in which knaves and fools sent the innocent to the slaughter while enriching themselves.

The former culture, which following Hynes I label the “monumental,” was always the stronger, representing most mainstream Australians, and was victorious in the contest for control of public memorial forums, taking decisive control by the end of the 1920s of these platforms for expressing national history and identity. 
 

Background

The influence of martial nationalism in Australia is observable in the two decades before the First World War, with the ideology helping to shape perceptions of Australian landscapes and history. 
The imaginative landscape lacked battlefields –  what we might, adapting a term from Jay Winter, label sites of glory, where heroic forebears had striven, sacrificed and triumphed, where the nation’s qualities had been displayed for posterity to follow. The physical landscape correspondingly lacked the markers of these qualities and battles. 
We see, for example, Henry Lawson yearning in 1896 for a conflict to “arouse” “the southern nation” to write “stormy histories” in the “Book of Eternal Fate.”

Such a major war occurred in 1914, of course, and Australian involvement was indeed successful. In 1918, Australian forces played a crucial role in defeating the main enemy, Germany, and a minor one, Turkey. Victories at Villers-Bretonneux on Anzac Day 1918, Amiens on the famous 8th of August that year, and Mont Saint Quentin in September, were instrumental in winning the war, and invaluable material for martial nationalist myth-makers. The capture of Beersheba in October 1917 and of Damascus a year later were also decisive. 

Such actions were deemed by many to be the first examples of Australians creating real history. They had gone to the sites of history – Europe and the Middle East – and participated successfully in the major history-making activity, war. 

So the imaginative landscape of Australia came to include the battle-sites of Villers-Bretonneux, where the main Australian war Memorial was eventually raised, Mont Saint Quentin, where a highly triumphal divisional memorial was put up, and, in the 1920s, most particularly Amiens, whose anniversary became an occasion for celebratory dinners. 
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2nd Division AIF Memorial, Mont St Quentin, France, 1925

Plans

One of the crucial Australian nationalist activists who felt Australia had “made history” for the first time during the war was Australian Official War Corespondent and Historian C.E.W. Bean, who designed the plan for the distribution of trophies and their use in the National War Memorial. 

In March 1918, Bean corresponded with his ally, the Minister for Defence, Senator George Pearce, who was agreed that Australia was creating “real” history for the first time through its soldiers. 

Both men felt that the material evidence of this history was wanted for nationalist education of a pseudo-spiritual nature. To this end Pearce had written earlier that month to the British Colonial Office to obtain Australian control of trophies captured by Australian troops, arguing that “a nation is built upon pride of race,” and that “now that Australia is making history of her own,” the country needed every object associated with this “to educate her children.”
 

Bean agreed that such objects, along with those used by Australians, which were beginning to be collected as well, “mean to us our history and tradition, for the education of our children in the national spirit, which Australians would wish to animate their country.”
 

The following year, Bean drew up a formal proposal for the allocation of the trophies. 
Some would be kept for the national museum, but most would be distributed to the States with, Bean wrote, “due regard to the sentiment attaching to their capture,”
 believing that that the guns would be “of the greatest value and interest in the places where their captors are personally known.”
 

The objects to be kept by the Memorial or distributed to the States would be those “to which the romance of some particular national story is attached,”
 which would be “of such national importance that it is likely to form one of the most prominent traditions of Australia.”
 

Here was the clearest possible link between Australian victory, the spoils of war, the nation’s history and its identity. “Prominent national traditions” and “the national spirit”, as Bean put it, “pride of race,” as Pearce labelled it, would be created by the display of captured weapons of war.  

This scheme was agreed in 1919 by the official committee establishing the Memorial, and implemented.  

For Bean, these traditions had to be based on proof of military success, which trophies provided. If any doubted, for example, that Australian troops had conquered the Germans at the Battle of Amiens on the 8th of August 1918, they need only cast a glance at the enormous gun on display near the Sydney Central Railway Station to confirm it was true. 
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Amiens Gun being captured, August 1918
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Amiens Gun on display in Sydney, 1920
Responses

Bean’s proposal to distribute and display trophies was met with two contrasting responses, reflecting the state of Australian post-war society. The majority was positive, even enthusiastic, while a minority was strongly opposed. 

Councils throughout the country voiced their desire to have trophies, and many complained that their allocation was insufficient. St Kilda council, for example, argued that their war effort ought to be rewarded with a field gun not a trench mortar. 

Eventually over 3,500 towns and municipalities took weapons, and only a handful refused. 

There was opposition, however, to the idea of trophy-display, particularly in Sydney. In 1920 the Sydney City Council refused to convene a meeting of metropolitan mayors to assist distribution of trophies.
  In 1921 the ALP Lord Mayor, William Lambert, refused a gun for a local war memorial. In 1924 five Labor Aldermen voted against bringing the collection of the Australian War Memorial from Melbourne, with one declaring “we do not want an exhibition of the implements of war, and it would be better that they should be dumped over the Gap, so that we may forget all about the war.”
 This was a dramatic example of the desire among pacifists and the war-weary to remove all reminders of the conflict.
In Federal Parliament in 1928 Frank Brennan argued against memorials that included  trophies or other items from the conflict as being likely to perpetuate enmities.

But these were minority views, and they tended to provoke angry reactions. For instance following Lambert’s refusal The Bulletin ridiculed him in a cartoon in which the Little Boy From Manly levels two devastating questions at “The Pacifist” which actively link militarism with Australian identity: “Doesn’t that stir your blood? Aren’t you an Australian too?”
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The Bulletin, 3 February 1921
This was the majority view – that, as the Sydney Morning Herald said in 1920 of the Memorial’s exhibits, trophies had been “snatched out of the very heat of some immortal performance of Australian soldiers.”

For instance, at the unveiling of the large field gun St Kilda eventually received, on Armistice Day 1923, William Watt,  the Nationalist member for Balaclava, the adjoining electorate, declared that the gun was captured on the 8th of August, 1918, “at one of the most dramatic and decisive moments of the war, three months before the final overthrow of the Germans,”  when “the Australians were the spear head of the Allied forces.” 

Here was Bean’s romance of the national story,  the tale of Australians in the very middle of the most vital moment of the world conflict, making history and imbuing the spoils won by them with national significance. 

These arguments were outlined in greater detail by the Governor-General, Henry, The Lord Forster, when he unveiled a trophy at Brisbane Grammar School in 1921.
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The Governor-General unveiling Škoda field gun, Brisbane Grammar School, 11 August 1921

He firstly asserted that the gun “stood as an emblem of victory, won in the most stupendous struggle the world had ever seen,” evoking the key martial nationalist point of historically-important victory won by the nation’s soldiers. 
 
He continued with a catalogue of the points most commonly made by the leaders of the monumental culture, arguing that the weapon would remind students not only of victory won, but of the Imperial loyalty of Australians, their determination and courage, and their spirit of service. 
  

He linked the great military record of Australians with the school, arguing that Australians had won “immortal fame,” and that “in the doing of those great deeds, the old boys of [the] school had played their part.”

In conclusion he told the boys to honour the gun, and let those who came after them know it as well. 
 

Honour the gun. This was how Bean’s prominent national traditions were to be created. 

Like a Roman forum, the school had become a site of triumphal memory.   

Rituals

As they were part of memorials, or in some cases, where small settlements did not have a masonry component, the whole memorial, trophies remained for many years central elements of the rituals of Anzac Day and Armistice Day. 
For example, at Boonah in the Fassifern Valley of Queensland, an enclosure was built to house both a trophy and masonry memorial, fronting the primary school, the area being used for Anzac Day services, as we can see from this photograph from 1924.
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Anzac Day 1924, Boonah, Queensland 

The Sydney Morning Herald reported an example of a gun as sole memorial on Armistice Day 1922, in the suburb of Matraville, near Botany Bay, where “a group of people gathered around the German gun, which had been draped with Union Jack flags, “ for a short service.”

By being fundamental parts of these vital rituals, the trophies were deeply integrated into Australian commemoration and the national identity politics that was carried on through and in it. 

Trophies were vital to such politics as far as it was based on triumphalism, which was to a considerable extent. As the Sydney Morning Herald  pointed out in May 1928, they created “direct personal links to the heroes we would honour.”
 This ability of objects, which semioticians would call their indexicality, their integral relationship with battles evoked, was fundamental to historicisation of the Australian imaginative landscape. 

Conclusion: 

Trophy-display, then, imbued both the physical and imaginative landscapes of Australia with martial nationalist historical sensibilities.

The physical landscape now included guns in every hamlet, to provide proof that the sons of the village had gone forth into the world of history and brought back spoils of victory, to be shared with their community.

In the imaginative landscape of the nation, far-off battlefields were present. Narratives conjured up visions of Australian victories, while the trophies allowed the imagination of the viewer to forge a physical connection with these visions. 

Trophy-display thus brought a particular kind of history to the new land of Australia, to appeal to future generations, to create “the national spirit,” which was to be the spirit of the warrior. 

Australia was now one of the historical nations, and the equal of any other, for only a powerful nation – one that could rival Imperial Britain or Napoleonic France for military mettle – could possess such a collection of trophies.

That there were dissenters to this view is clear, but that they were in the minority was equally clear. Trophies were widely accepted, even enthusiastically embraced, and became integral parts of commemoration. As a result, standing throughout the nation, they combined with masonry memorials lamenting sacrifice to create not merely sites of mourning, but sites of triumphal memory, and were, as the Governor-General – and C.E.W. Bean had hoped – honoured by many Australians.  
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