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CHAPTER 1   

Introduction: Anzac and the Sacred 

Introduction 

This history thesis is a study of the religious experience of the AIF (Australian Imperial Force) 

soldiers during the Great War, 1914–1918. More specifically, the focus is on how various 

Australian soldiers and chaplains understood or expressed their experience of the Great War in 

religious or transcendent terms. A related, subsidiary question follows from the first, namely how 

Australian soldiers conceived of, and experienced, war commemoration (especially on Anzac Day) 

as religious. Given the difficulty of defining the potentially slippery concepts of “religious” and 

“transcendent”, these terms will be defined at length in a later section of this introductory chapter.  

In answering these questions, the thesis takes a historical approach that draws on the techniques 

and insights of historical biography and micro-history. In substance, the thesis focuses on the 

contemporary wartime writings—diaries, letters and poetry—of a selected sample of soldiers and 

chaplains of Protestant, nominally Protestant and agnostic backgrounds. At the same time, the 

thesis is informed by relevant insights from the disciplines of studies in religions and the 

philosophy of religion.  

Taken together, the findings of this thesis, in answer to the abovementioned questions, make at 

least two significant contributions to scholarship. In the first place, these findings underline the 

importance and range of religious and transcendent experience, in terms of representation, 

language and understanding, for some Australian Great War soldiers, and in early Anzac Day 

ceremonies. In its findings and methodology, the thesis also offers a more nuanced and 

analytically rigorous account of Australian soldiers’ religious experience than has hitherto been 

offered by Great War historians. Second, the findings of this thesis make an important 

contribution to a recent and growing scholarship that is revising a longstanding and inadequate 

historiographical tradition that has presented AIF soldiers as irreligious or unconcerned with 

religion or the transcendent.   
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

This history thesis is, therefore, situated within the larger historiography of Australian 

experiences of the Great War, 1914–1918. Within this larger historiography, the subject of this 

thesis stands at the intersection of two separate yet overlapping scholarly literatures: the 

historiography of the Anzac myth and legend, and Anzac Day commemoration; and the 

historiography of the war experience of Australian Great War soldiers, including its religious and 

spiritual dimensions. Each of these scholarly literatures will be discussed in turn.   

1: The historiography of Anzac and Anzac Day   

At the beginning of five years of centenary celebrations of the Great War, Carolyn Holbrook, in 

her Anzac, The Unauthorised Biography (2014), sought to answer the question as to why 

contemporary Australians are so “emotionally attached” to a military event that occurred so long 

ago. 1 In answering her own question, Holbrook traced the history of how Australians have 

thought about the Great War and how the early histories of the war from 1916 to 1936, for 

example, produced two very different kinds of nationalism: that of Ernest Scott’s “imperial 

resolve” and Charles Bean’s tale of “national baptism”. 2  Holbrook argues that during and 

immediately after the war there was a kind of “historical interregnum”, a pause in the recording 

of the “Australian story”.3 She also points out that the dawn landing at Gallipoli on 25th April 

1915 itself was “sufficient” for Australians to consider that, in response to pre-1914 ideological 

expectations of “martial nationalism”, they had indeed passed what could be termed “that 

‘transcendent test’ of nationalism”.4 According to historian Marilyn Lake, this constituted a “new 

awakening of Australian national consciousness”. 5  That is, early imperialistic and nationalist 

histories of the Great War saw the landing at Gallipoli as constituting the true birth of the 

Commonwealth, a birth that was the result of the sacrifice of many of its male citizens on shores 

far across the seas.   

Such a birth and such a sacrifice were at odds with the worldview of those who saw the loss of 

60,000 lives during the Great War as nothing more than a cruel waste, a tragedy with few if any 

redeeming features. Leading Australian historians, Marilyn Lake, Henry Reynolds, Joy Damousi, 

and Mark McKenna, in more recent years published What’s Wrong With Anzac? The Militarisation of 

Australian History, challenging the values and ideology that had, arguably for many, become 
 

1 Carolyn Holbrook, Anzac, The Unauthorised Biography (NewSouth Publishing, 2014), 2.  
2 Holbrook, Anzac, 33.  
3 Holbrook, Anzac, 32–56.  
4 Holbrook, Anzac, 32–56.  
5 Holbrook, Anzac, 32–56.  
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associated with the myth of Anzac.6 That is, that Australia had been born on “that day of death” 

on 25 April 1915.7 Lake contended that it was time for Australia to move on from such a “White 

Australia’s creation myth”, such an “Imperial myth”, to a view of nationhood based on the 

values of equality and justice, rather than on a militaristic view of what it means to be 

Australian.89   

On the occasion of these observations, Lake had been invited to speak to Victorian teachers of 

history on the Myth of Anzac in a series on Mythologies. According to the introductory 

description of the publication, the Anzac legacy had indeed, for some, become a “sacred 

untouchable element of the nation”.9 But what was missing in this analysis of Anzac was any 

discussion of the essential or original nature of such untouchable sacredness. What was it? When, 

how and why did it first manifest? Did it become a civil religion or foundation myth during the 

war years themselves? And did it belong to, or become associated with, any religion in particular? 

Anzac and Christianity  

On 26 April 2016, in his St. Mark’s National Theological Centre’s Anzac Day Public Lecture, 

“Anzac Day: Remembering for all the wrong reasons?” Michael Gladwin considered the at-times 

vexed relationship of Australia’s predominant religion, Christianity, with the legend and myth of 

Anzac. He spoke of the planned solemnity of Anzac Day and its Good Friday mood as designed 

by Canon David Garland during the Great War itself, and how the commemoration and 

celebration of Anzac had developed and changed during the twentieth and twenty-first 

centuries.10 He also spoke of the role of chaplains on such occasions, the Christian themes and 

messages associated with Anzac Day rites and rituals, of sacred Anzac places and spaces, and the 

juxtaposition of pagan and classical virtues and Christian values in claims for “spiritual birth” of 

Australia through the courage and sacrifice of the original Anzacs at Gallipoli. And finally, 

Gladwin spoke of the possibility of an Anzac civil religion, the associated “aura of the sacred” 

and the way in which Anzac Day services suggested the “spiritual aspirations” of Australians 

longing for the transcendent and the numinous. 11  Here, Gladwin’s analysis extended to the 

 
6 Lake, Marilyn. What's Wrong with Anzac?: The Militarisation of Australian History (Sydney: University of NSW Press, 
2010), 1–23.  
7 Lake, What’s Wrong With Anzac, 1–23.  
8 Lake, What’s Wrong With Anzac, 1–23, See also John A. Moses, “ANZAC and the ‘Memory  
Industry’: reflections on political publications”, Queensland History Journal 23, no. 8 (February 2018): 
238, (where he argues for a balanced, historical assessment of such claims or advice).  
9 Lake, What’s Wrong With Anzac, 1–23.  
10 See also John A. Moses and George F. Davis, Anzac Day Origins Canon DJ Garland and Trans-Tasman 
Commemoration (Canberra: Barton Books, 2013), 165–177.   
11 Michael Gladwin, “Anzac Day’s Religious Custodians,” 90–111; 26 April 1916, St. Mark’s National Theological 
Centre’s Anzac Day Public Lecture, “Anzac Day: Remembering for all the wrong reasons?”  
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chaplain’s role in Anzac Day, and made further reference to Australians’ longing or appetite for 

the transcendent. He referred to observations by historian Michael McKernan that, Australians 

“are a spiritual people, even if the forms of their spirituality are not traditional, or specifically 

Christian”. Gladwin noted that this observation was prompted by McKernan’s assessment of the 

1993 entombing of the Unknown Australian Soldier, where “something elemental and sacred” 

had seemingly been stirred in the participants who had also displayed a “silent and reverential” 

demeanour. With regard to the theme of sacrifice associated with the Anzac legend, Bradley 

Billings has argued that there is a correspondence between the sacrifice of the Anzacs and that 

known to Christianity, arising “directly out of” the Christian or pre-Christian, Hebraic 

tradition—an aspect of the Anzac experience and tradition that calls out for further research and 

analysis.12   

With regard to the religious aspect of Anzac commemoration, Colin Bale has demonstrated that 

religion did play a significant role in personal commemoration in particular. In his study of 

personal inscriptions or epitaphs of the Australian fallen in France and Belgium, he observed 

that the resilience of the Christian faith in Australia, both during and after the Great War, was a 

significant theme.13 The largest theme or representative type of message in the study was of 

“religious messages”. 14  Bale discusses the possible reasons for this, noting Pat Jalland’s 

suggestion that it might be some kind of “residual effect”, in a sense, people reverting to what 

they know in times of crisis, whether or not they are believers. 15  Yet, Bale continues, the 

“intensity” of a number of such inscriptions would tend to suggest otherwise. And among the 

possible reasons for this intensity, is his discovery that around two-thirds of the personal effects 

of members of the AIF returned to next of kin were some sort of religious book, such as a 

testament or prayer book—a “higher level of religious devotion” than previously thought.16  

Richard Ely points out in “The first Anzac day: Invented or discovered?” (1985), that already, on 

24 May 1915, Empire Day, the editorial of the Mercury in Tasmania had declared that the 

“Imperial Festival” that year was “invested with a new and striking significance”.17 It continued 

 
12 Bradley S. Billings, “Is Anzac Day an incidence of ‘Displaced Christianity’?” Pacifica 28, no. 3 (2015): 229–242 See 
also: Christopher Hartney, “Neither civil nor secular: The religious dimensions of Anzac” [online], St Mark's Review, 
no. 231 (April 2015): 98–112.  
13 Colin Bale, “Grief, religion and national identity,” St Mark’s Review, no. 231 (April 2015): 1 See also: Bale, Colin 
A Crowd of Witnesses: Epitaphs on First World War Australian War Graves (Haberfield NSW: Longueville Media, 2015).  
14 Bale, “Grief, religion and national identity,” 87.  
15 Bale, “Grief, religion and national identity,” 87.  
16 Bale, “Grief, religion and national identity,” 90.  
17 Richard Ely, “The first Anzac day: Invented or discovered?” Journal of Australian Studies 9, no. 17 (1985): 47. See 
also: Richard Ely, “Secularism and the Sacred in Australian History”, Historical Studies 19, no. 77 (October 1981): 
553–66.  



 11 

that the spirit that “ought to be abroad today … is one of willing and cheerful sacrifice of self for 

the glory and greatness and the sanctity of the Empire”.18 Ely also notes that the Anglican 

bishop, Stephen, eulogised at an Empire Sunday service, “the ‘spirit of sacrifice’ shown ‘all over 

the world’, first by Britain, then by India and Canada, and now by the Australians”.19 Ely further 

notes, referencing McKernan, that despite an initial “marked rise” in church attendance 

accompanied by “a heightening religious enthusiasm and solemnity”, this did not last. 20  He 

concludes that the Gallipoli landing “had the evident potential to become legendary in a more 

substantial and enduring way, but … in May 1915 Gallipoli was the sensational rather than the 

sacred”.21 Finally, Ely notes that by 1916 the Anzac Day “movement” throughout Australia was 

“advancing irresistibly”, and that the first celebration of the Day “was not so much invented, as 

almost effortlessly discovered”.22   

While for Ely Anzac Day was, in essence, discovered rather than invented, for John A. Moses, 

Anzac Day and its ceremonies were the work of Canon David Garland and the Queensland 

Anzac Day Commemoration Committee. Mark Cryle, for his part, sees in his doctoral study of 

the “genealogy” of wartime Anzac Days, Anzac Day as an attempt at filling the perceived need 

for a national commemorative day, and as replacing or taking over from other pre-war days, such 

as Empire Day, yet not as an unproblematic day during the war years. 23 It was a “conflation of 

practices with a traceable genealogy”.24 Cryle makes a number of points with regard to the first 

Anzac Day in 1916, both in Brisbane and elsewhere in Australia. He notes that in different parts 

of the country, by April 1916, “the rhetorical assertion that Gallipoli, rather than 26 January, 

constituted the ‘birth’ of the nation, was in full flower.”25 He notes that what Moses calls “an 

upsurge of grief management within the framework of traditional Christian liturgy” was 

doubtless a factor in the impetus towards, and shaping of, commemoration.26Cryle also suggests: 

“Anzac Day commemoration in Queensland was … shaped significantly by clergymen and … 

bore the influence of Christian liturgical traditions.”27 Nonetheless, he argues that if the joint-

secretary of the Anzac Day Commemoration Committee in Queensland, Canon David Garland, 

was the “architect” of Anzac Day, as Moses claims, “he was certainly not the inventor.”28 Cryle 

 
18 Ely, “The first Anzac day,” 47.  
19 Ely, “The first Anzac day,” 47.  
20 Ely, “The first Anzac day,” 52.  
21 Ely, “The first Anzac day,” 53.  
22 Ely, “The first Anzac day,” 57, 58.  
23 Mark Hamilton Cryle, “Making ‘the One Day of the Year’: a Genealogy of Anzac Day to 1918.” 
24 Cryle, “Making ‘the One Day of the Year’”, 218.  
25 Cryle, “Making the ‘One Day of the Year’”, 61. 
26 Cryle, “Making the ‘One Day of the Year’”, 80. 
27 Cryle, “Making the ‘One Day’”, 92. 
28 Cryle, “Making the ‘One Day of the Year’”, 84. 
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goes on to make the point with regard to the, then, upcoming first Anzac Day in Queensland: 

“There was broad acceptance of the solemn character of the commemoration from within the 

community at large, though it was not unanimous.”29 At the Domain in Sydney, according to one 

report of the first Anzac Day event, and as noted by Cryle: “The people were at a nation-making 

religious service” where “a sense of sadness and reverence filled the air”.”30 

Yet, while in more recent times increasing attention is being given by some historians to the 

religious and spiritual aspects of the story or myth of Anzac and Anzac Day itself, and to the 

experiences of members of the AIF, such attention has as yet not included a systematic analysis 

or a deeper historical understanding of just what appeared to make Anzac and Anzac 

commemoration sacred or religious.   

The Research Gap 

A decade earlier Graham Seal, in his article “ANZAC: The sacred in the secular”, argued that 

“the conceptual complex of history, folklore, commemoration and place known as ‘Anzac‘ is 

talismanic mythology powerfully associated with dominant concepts of nation and cultural 

identity.”31 He also suggested that although Anzac was “routinely referred to as ‘sacred’”, it was 

and is despite this sacralisation “light with signifiers of standard religious rhetoric, observation 

and dogma”, and has been “invested with the sacred through the concept of nation rather than 

through religion.”32 Yet, is this so? Was there something in the sacredness of Anzac that was 

related to religion, or to the religious or the transcendent? Moreover, while it might be true that 

Anzac is concerned with the concept of nation, Seal nonetheless, in Inventing Anzac (2004), 

equates religion in this context with Christianity.33 Professor Ken Inglis, in Sacred Places (2008), 

does something similar.34 Inglis compares Anzac with Aboriginal, classical and archaic language 

and religion, while Seal and Inglis refer to Anzac as a cult or civil religion. However, is sacredness 

related necessarily to any particular religion, here Christianity, or rather to something that is 

found within all religions, such as the numinous, as Otto and Franks Davis would have it? 

Discussion of this question is missing in the Anzac and Anzac Day literature, and will be a key 

focus of this study.  

 
29 Cryle, “Making the ‘One Day of the Year’”, 104. 
30 Cryle, “Making the One Day of the Year’”, 124. 
31 Graham Seal, “ANZAC: The sacred in the secular,” Journal of Australian Studies: Open to Interpretation 31 no. 91, 
(January 2007): 135.  
32 Seal, “ANZAC: The sacred in the secular”, 135.  
33 Graham Seal, Inventing Anzac: the digger in national mythology, (St. Lucia, Qld.: University of Queensland Press, 2004.)   
34 K. S. Inglis and Jan Brazier, Sacred Places: War Memorials in the Australian Landscape (Carlton,  
Vic.: Miegunyah Press; Melbourne University Press, 1998; 2008).   
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With regard to Anzac Day itself, and whether or not it can be seen as a foundation myth or civil 

religion, various historians and commentators have made contributions.  Graham Seal has 

analysed Anzac Day by the application of Alessandro Falassi’s approach to “festival”, which he 

suggests, is “particularly useful for illuminating the structure and meaning of Anzac Day”.35 By 

such an analysis, he suggests, Anzac Day, Perth, 1929, can be seen as a festival day, and to 

exhibit at least some of the following elements: 1. Valorisation, which is the “framing ritual” that 

‘begins’ the festival, and which “modifies the usual meanings of time and space”, noting, that if 

the framing ritual is “religious in character” the term ‘sacralisation’ may be applied.36 Time is also 

“marked in some special way”, “daily time ceases and festival time … takes over”, in effect 

“‘time out of time’”.37 2. Rites of purification, “formalities that cleanse, exorcise, safeguard and 

otherwise protect the community against internal and or external negative forces”.38 3. Rites of 

passage, transition from one life phase to another, for example, initiation. 4. Rites of reversal, which 

involves the inversion of status, gender or class: “The sacred may become profane, and vice 

versa.” 5. Rites of conspicuous display, such performances allowing the “most valued symbolic objects 

of the community to be displayed, paraded, touched or otherwise honoured”, with the ‘ruling 

groups’ typically displaying themselves “as their guardians and keepers”, and as “depositories of 

religious or secular power, authority and military might”.39 6. Rites of conspicuous consumption, “the 

abundance, even excess, of food and drink, consumed in solemnity at feasts, banquets or other 

commemorative meals”. 40  7. Ritual dramas, “usually having creation, foundation or other 

fundamental, mythic significance”. 41  This involves “the sacred story of the community; and 

where it is not staged directly it is often hinted at in other elements of the festival”.42 8. Rites of 

exchange, exchange of goods, money or “symbolic exchanges”, e.g., thanksgiving in order to express the 

‘equality’ of the community members.43 9. Rites of competition, games, contests, etc., including sports.44 10. 

Rite of devalorisation thus balancing the opening, “marking a return to everyday time and space”. Yet, 

while Anzac Day can be seen through such a folkloric and anthropological lens, and as Seal 

suggests, many, if not all, of the ten listed elements can be seen to apply to Anzac Day, past and 

present, this study takes a different turn. 

 
35 Falassi, A., Time Out of Time: Essays on the Festival, (ed.), (Albuquerque, 1987), 123.  
36 Falassi, Time Out of Time, 124.  
37 Falassi, Time Out of Time, 124.  
38 Falassi, Time Out of Time, 124.  
39 Falassi, Time Out of Time, 124, (quoting Falassi).  
40 Falassi, Time Out of Time, 124, 125, 127.  
41 Falassi, Time Out of Time, 125.  
42 Falassi, Time Out of Time, 125.  
43 Falassi, Time Out of Time, 125.  
44 Falassi, Time Out of Time, 125.  
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Of particular note for the purpose of this study, is the implied and explicit use of the concepts of 

the sacred and of the profane, as mentioned above, and the idea of the sacred story of the 

community. Such ideas are central to the work of historian of religions and phenomenologist 

Mircea Eliade, for whom the exploration of the sacred as an expression of religious experience, in 

an historical and cultural form, is key, and as set out in The Sacred and the Profane (1959).45 Central 

to Eliade’s understanding is humankind as homo religiosus, and with a preference to live in, or as 

close as possible to, sacred time and sacred place as it was, mythically and religiously, at the beginning 

of time, in illo tempore. Because of this focus on religious experience and its expression in mythological 

imagery and symbolism, this study will make critical use of such a historical approach, and apply 

it to the sources where applicable (see methodology below). 

In her chapter “The Anzac Legend” in Australia’s War, 1914–18 (1995), Joan Beaumont offers a 

summary and analysis of the legend: its creation, reality, power, transmission, appropriation and 

perpetuation, noting as well its various constituent parts, including links with Christian ritual, but 

cautioning nonetheless that such a “natural identification” as between Christianity and Anzac 

“needs to be qualified”.46 Like Seal and Inglis, Beaumont sees a connection between Anzac and 

Christianity. If the Anzac legend is to be compared with religion, it is with Christianity that any 

such comparison should be made. This thesis, however, suggests that while comparison could 

and should be made with the predominant religion in Australia, comparison should also be made 

with other historical religious traditions as they can be seen to share common religious themes, 

or to offer insights into the current study. Therefore, not only is there a need for qualification as 

to the links between Anzac and Christianity that needs to be made, but also, a systematic, and 

where appropriate, comparative analysis with the themes of numinous or religious experience (as 

defined below). 

2: Soldiers’ and Chaplains’ Experiences, Myth, Religion and History  

A second literature relates to the experiences of soldiers and chaplains, and their interrelationship 

to myth, religion and history. Paul Fussell in The Great War And Modern Memory (1975) is 

concerned with the British experience on the Western Front and some of the literary means by 

which it was “remembered, conventionalized, and mythologized”.47 Robin Gerster, in Big-noting 

The Heroic Theme in Australian War Writing (1987) and noting the inspiration of Fussell, is likewise 

 
45 Mircea Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane The Nature of Religion The significance of religious myth, symbolism, and ritual 
within life and culture (New York: Harper & Row Publishers, 1959).  
46 Joan Beaumont, “The Anzac Legend,” in Australia’s War, 1914-18, (1995), 164.  
47 Paul Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory (New York: Oxford University Press, 1975), ix. 42 Robin Gerster, 
Big-Noting: The Heroic Theme in Australian War Writing (Carlton, Vic: Melbourne University Press, 1987), 20.   
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concerned with the part played by literature in the creation of the “reverential ethos” of Anzac 

where Great War writers wrote like “apostles of a new creed”, and where ultimately “myths, like 

religion, have power and veracity only because people actually believe in them.”42 A similar 

analysis can be made of the writings of some wartime chaplains from Australia with regard to the 

reverential mythologising by them of the Australian digger, something that both chaplains 

William Maitland Woods and James Green can be seen to do, as analysed in this study.48 In 

particular, this study is concerned with how certain Australian servicemen and chaplains saw or 

reported their own experience as either sublime or numinous, and the way in which such experience 

contributed to a new Anzac worldview that could be understood by them and others as a new 

founding myth for a new nation.  

Yet such myths are not only the expression of personal and collective experience, but they also 

have to be lived with, and not only on one day each year. Professor Alistair Thomson, in his 

Anzac Memories: Living with the Legend (1994), focuses on, among other things, how war veterans 

“composed their memories of the war in relation to the [Anzac] legend, and in relation to their 

own shifting experiences and identities”.44 The Anzac legend, however understood, was 

influential in shaping the lives of the Anzacs themselves. Professor Bruce Scates, author of 

Return to Gallipoli (2006), meanwhile in “The First Casualty of War” (2007)—although discussing 

more recent Anzac commemoration—allows for the validity of the experiences of pilgrims to 

Gallipoli at the Dawn and National Services on Anzac Day.49 Many pilgrims reported that they 

were lost for words. 50  Scates provides some evidence of the likelihood or possibility of a 

transcendent or sublime dimension to such experience and the consequent need for further 

systematic research in the area. Professor Ken Inglis referred to an “awareness of the holy” 

associated with the Australian War Memorial and “other repositories of the Anzac tradition”, 

and to his own “awe in the presence of the holy” on his first visit to Melbourne’s Shrine of 

Remembrance.51 Once again, although this is a reference to a more recent post-Great-War Anzac 

experience, it is nonetheless relevant to and suggestive of the possible nature of such experience 

during the war itself, which represents a gap in Anzac research. This study will therefore explore 

 
48 See for example: Simon Farley, “Scenes of Faith and Sacrifice: The Gallipoli Diary of Padre George Green of the 
2nd. Light Horse Regiment,” Queensland History Journal 23, The Royal Historical Society of Queensland, no. 8, 
(February 2018): 256, 257. See also Bale, “Grief religion and national identity,” St. Mark’s Review 231, (April 2015): 
1 and Pat Jalland, Australian Ways of Death: A Social & Cultural History, 1840–1918 (South Melbourne: Oxford 
University Press, 2002). Alistair Thomson, Anzac Memories: Living with the Legend (Melbourne: MONASH University 
Publishing, 2013), 238.  
49 Bruce Scates, “The first casualty of war: A reply to McKenna’s and Ward’s ‘Gallipoli pilgrimage and sentimental 
nationalism,’ Australian Historical Studies 38, (October 2007): 130, 312-321.  
50 Scates, “The First Casualty Of War,” 312-321.   
51 K. S. Inglis and Jan Brazier, Sacred Places, 436, 2. See also K. S. Inglis, “The Anzac Tradition,” Meanjin Quarterly 
24, no. 1 (1965), 25–44.   
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how soldiers and clergy during the Great War reported experiencing something similar—sublime 

or numinous—to that later reported by Scates and Inglis. This study will also consider how they 

expressed or conceived of such experience during the Great War itself, and how it contributed 

to, or was associated with, the new myth of Anzac.  

While various historians such as Bill Gammage, in his epic study of the experiences of soldiers 

during the Great War, The Broken Years (1975), have commented on the religiosity (or lack 

thereof) of the Australian digger, few have done so in any rigorous fashion. And while historian 

Michael McKernan has written extensively on threlationship between Australian churches and 

the Great War, the effect of the war on society, and the role of chaplains during the war, once 

again, detailed attention has not been paid to the numinous dimension of the soldiers’ or 

chaplains’ reported experiences.52 An exception to this trend is the work of Daniel Reynaud and 

Bob Linder.   

In The Long Tragedy (2000), Bob Linder canvasses the historiography of Australia’s involvement 

in the Great War, and argues that despite McKernan’s “highly progressive” and “valuable 

exploratory work”, there was a distinct gap in research with regard to religion and the war, and 

especially the contribution of evangelical Christians. 53  Not accepting McKernan’s view that 

assumed the “committed Christians” were a  “small minority” within the AIF, and that a “the 

average soldier was indifferent to Christianity”, Linder was inclined to the view that the AIF 

“was made up of mostly wowsers and larrikins, in approximately equal numbers”.54 He also 

suggested that the war sometimes produced “an interesting fusion of larrikin and Christian 

sentiment”, and that “war diaries and memoirs contain many examples of spiritual hunger among 

the troops.”51   

With regard to “the evangelical soldier’s soul”, according to Linder, there is perhaps “no more 

poignant window” than a letter, written by Owen Lewis to his father on 27 April 1915, pleading 

for permission to enlist.55 In the letter Lewis  declared that it was difficult to explain “exactly 

 
52 Michael McKernan, Padre: Australian Chaplains in Gallipoli and France (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1986) See also: 
Michael McKernan, Australian Churches at War: Attitudes and Activities of the Major Churches, 1914–1918 (Sydney: 
Catholic Theological Faculty, 1980).  
53 Linder, Robert D. The Long Tragedy Australian Evangelical Christians and the Great War, 1914–1918 (Adelaide, South 
Australia: Openbook Publishers, 2000), 12, 13.  
54 Linder, The Long Tragedy, 45 wowser = one who seeks to deprive others of immoral behavior; larrikin = a person 
who exhibits disregard for convention, or is badly behaved 51 Linder, The Long Tragedy, 46.  
55 Linder, The Long Tragedy, 46, 47 See also: Ely, Richard. ‘At the edge of time’: war letters from an Australian 
private soldier, 1915-1916: with reflections on William Salter’s earlier and later life, and command assumptions 
(North Melbourne: Dissenters Press in conjunction with the Baptist Historical Society of Victoria, 2016).  
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what” was “impelling” him to join up, except “something allied to conscience”.56 As he believed 

in “a hereafter”, if he were to die prematurely, he thought that no one should regret it. He 

continued: “What comes to me a great deal is … others are fighting my battles and giving their 

lives for me.”57 Something similar was felt and believed by Jack Fryer, a soldier whose writings 

are examined in this thesis. Lewis was killed in action in 1918; Fryer died in 1923.  

In At the edge of time (2016), Ely provides us with extracts of, and commentary on, the wartime 

letters of Baptist theological student, Private William Salter. 58 Like the chaplains examined in 

this thesis, Salter showed more than a passing interest in the biblical landscape and seas he 

traversed: 

We are at present in narrow seas, and just now we are crossing those waters which I did not 
expect to see looking so “blue”. You’d wonder why in the world it is called the “Red Sea”. I’m 
wondering how near we are to the spot where the Israelites passed over dry shod, when fleeing 
from Pharaoh. It is a privilege indeed, and extremely interesting to be looking at the places made 
so familiar to us by Scripture History.59  

On 16 March 1916, Salter writes from the Sinai desert: “We are walking by faith and not by sight 

nowadays. There is no certainty, to us at least, as to where we shall move to, though we fully 

realize that very shortly we may be right into the fighting zone, and often discuss what this may 

mean to us.”60 He continued, “I often look forward to those times when we return … and we 

‘returned soldiers’ are giving highly coloured accounts of what we saw in ‘the great war’”.61 This 

thesis takes up similar reports, and delves into the religious and transcendent moments of the 

soldiers and chaplains selected for study.   

In Anzac Spirituality (2018), Reynaud offers further convincing evidence that many Australians 

soldiers did have an interest in things spiritual, despite the conclusions of some Great War 

historians, Gammage in particular.62 Echoing Gammage, Reynaud’s study examined the letters 

and diaries of one thousand soldiers of the AIF. Reynaud suggests that the “spiritual concerns” 

of individual members of the AIF indeed “ran deeper and more widely than has usually been 

 
56 Linder, The Long Tragedy, 47.  
57 Linder, The Long Tragedy, 47.  
58 Ely, Richard. ‘At the edge of time’: war letters from an Australian private soldier, 1915—1916: with reflections 
on William Salter’s earlier and later life, and command assumptions (North Melbourne:  
Dissenters Press in conjunction with the Baptist Historical Society of Victoria, 2016).  
59 Ely, ‘At the edge of time’, 9.  
60 Ely, ‘At the edge of time’, 63 
61 Ely, ‘At the edge of time’, 63.  
62 Reynaud, Daniel Anzac Spirituality The First AIF Soldiers Speak (North Melbourne, Vic: Australian Scholarly 
Publishing Pty Ltd, 2018).  
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acknowledged”.63 Reynaud, like Bale, notes the preponderance of religious books, paraphernalia 

and Bibles carried by Australian troops. He notes further that there are other indicators of the 

religious orientation of members of the AIF. They included Great War honour boards, 

information published in newspapers and journals, enlistment papers and embarkation rolls, and, 

of course, the letters and diaries of the soldiers themselves. This thesis, by contrast, examines a 

much smaller sample, yet delves deeper into the letters, diaries and verse of a selection of seven 

soldiers and chaplains, in order to shed light on, and provide a more nuanced analysis of, 

moments of transcendent or religious experience, reference and interest.  

In The Anzacs, Religion And God (2019), Reynaud reports on the experiences of twenty seven 

members of the AIF, including Private Frank Molony’s search for his soul’s salvation in Beauty 

and poetry, and his struggle with, and “strong attraction” to, Catholicism, yet also his fear of the 

Eucharist sacrament that he wished to take: “With its wonder and beauty there is almost a terror 

about it, not a terror so much as an awfulness.”64 Theorists Rudolf Otto and Franks Davis, as we 

shall see below, have something to say about the spiritual or numinous dimension of wonder, terror 

and awe. This thesis will drill down further into such numinous, sublime and aesthetic experience as 

reported by soldiers and chaplains, thus filling a gap in the research concerning the religious or 

the spiritual dimensions of Australian soldiers’ war experience. As identified and analysed in this 

thesis, Reynaud also notes that Molony’s “aesthetic sensibilities could be awakened by incidental 

things.”65 “There is no doubt that aspects of his faith appealed, particularly the mystical and 

aesthetic dimensions, while the doctrinal and formal sides often left him cold.”66 Consequently, 

his faith moved to the Arts, “steeped in mystery and awe”.67   

While Reynaud’s research, as published in Anzac Spirituality and The Anzacs, Religion And God, 

focuses on the experiences of soldiers in particular, in Celluloid Anzacs (2007), he also takes a 

good look at how the myth of Anzac has been presented in film, from 1914 to 1990, noting how, 

for example, the “connection between truth, history and the myth” had exercised the mind of 

historian Bill Gammage, and Peter Weir, the director of Gallipoli (1981). 68  Reynaud’s work 

 
63 Reynaud, Anzac Spirituality, 305..  
64 Reynaud, Daniel The Anzacs, Religion And God The Spiritual Journeys Of Twenty-Seven Members Of The AIF (North 
Melbourne, Vic.: Australian Scholarly, 2019) 139, 140, 147 See also: Daniel Reynaud, “Signs of Spiritual Crisis or 
Evidence of Unexpected Commitment? Attitudes to Compulsory Church Parades in the First AIF,” Journal of 
Religious History 41, no. 1 (March 1917) (where he demonstrates that a significant minority of soldiers valued and 
engaged with religion, as opposed conclusions drawn by some historians such as Gammage).  
65 Reynaud, The Anzacs, Religion And God, 141.  
66 Reynaud, The Anzacs, Religion And God, 141.  
67 Reynaud, The Anzacs, Religion And God, 147.  
68 Reynaud, Daniel Celluloid Anzacs The Great War through Australian Cinema (North Melbourne, Vic: Australian 
Scholarly Publishing Pty Ltd, 2007), 189.  
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corrects the record with regard to the spiritual and religious orientation of individual members of 

the AIF during the Great War. As we shall see, this thesis builds on the work of Reynaud, 

furthering understanding of such experience  by employing the definitions of the experiential 

dimension of religions provided by Otto and Franks Davis.  

Michael Gladwin has produced a comprehensive history of Australian Army chaplains at war, 

Captains of the Soul (2013).69 His study includes the role of chaplains during the Great War and has 

been described by historian Peter Stanley as a work of “insight and depth” for those who “seek 

to understand the relationship between religious belief and military experience, regardless of 

individual adherence”.70 Gladwin notes that the wartime account of Salvation Army chaplain, 

William McKenzie, reveals “a mystical and charismatic strain among even the most earthy of 

Protestant chaplains”.71  Yet once again, space was not been given to a sustained analysis of the 

numinous, per se, although certain passages quoted from various clergy, in particular from the Rev. 

Dr E. N. Merrington, are indeed suggestive of such transcendent experience.72 This study will 

specifically analyse the numinous and sublime nature of such experiences, as well as place the 

wartime experiences of soldiers and chaplains into a religious and historical context that takes 

note of comparative and historical precedents.  

Gladwin’s colleague at Charles Sturt University, professorial associate John A. Moses, in his co-

authored Anzac Day Origins (2013), has argued for the relevance and centrality of the work of 

theologian Rudolf Otto and phenomenologist Mircea Eliade to an understanding of the sacred 

nature and significance of what might be termed the Anzac experience and tradition.73 However, 

once again, Moses does not provide any systematic or critical analysis of the sources using the 

methodology of Otto or Eliade, pointing instead to the need for such in a future study. In a 2015 

article, Moses takes Inglis to task for his avoidance of exploring the sacred nature of Anzac Day 

commemorations in Sacred Places, namely its religious and spiritual dimensions and its “Christian 

 
69 Michael Gladwin, Captains of the Soul A history of Australian Army chaplains (Newport NSW: Big Sky 
Publishing 2013).  
70 Gladwin, Captains of the Soul, ix See also Daniel Reynaud, The Anzacs, Religion And God The Spiritual 
Journeys Of Twenty-Seven Members Of The AIF (North Melbourne, Vic.: Australian Scholarly, 2019) and his 
Anzac Spirituality: the first AIF soldiers speak (North Melbourne, Vic.: Australian Scholarly, 2018) for individual 
studies. See also Robert Linder, The Long Tragedy: Australian Evangelical Christians and the Great War 1914–
1918 (Adelaide: Open Book, 2000).  
71 Gladwin, Captains of the Soul, 66. See Daniel Reyanud, The Man the Anzacs Revered: William ‘Fighting Mac’ 
McKenzie, Anzac Chaplain (Warburton, Vic.: Signs Publishing, 2015) and Daniel  
Reynaud, “In Two Armies: the experience of two Salvationists in the First AIF 1914–1918.” 
72 Gladwin, Captains of the Soul, 48, 49. 
73 John A Moses and George F Davis, Anzac Day Origins Canon DJ Garland and Trans-Tasman Commemoration 
(Canberra: Barton Books, 2013), 14–38.  
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component”.74 Moses further argues that in so doing, Inglis has failed to appreciate that  ritual, 

like that enacted on Anzac Day, is part of a “universal human phenomenon”.75  

It is just such an oversight that this study seeks to address. Moses continues: “Good history is 

about going beneath the surface, into the depths, and in this case it means to investigate what lies 

at the source of the Anzac legend.”76 He adds that this includes “the specifics of the ceremonial 

of Anzac Day”, its “mystical experience”.77 Moses further  notes that: “For the participants the 

Anzac Day ritual is a religious experience.”78 He concludes: “The [Anzac] legend has become our 

very own origin myth.”79 Indeed, historian Professor Frank Bongiorno has argued that Anzac was 

comprised of the sacred and the secular, the celebratory and the solemn, from its earliest years. 

“If this history of variation and contestation suggests that the sacred meaning of Anzac Day was 

open to more than one interpretation, the recent historiography is also perhaps somewhat 

limited in its sense of how religiosity infused the Australian experience of war.”80   

This study therefore will analyse the experiences of Australian servicemen and chaplains, and 

place them and commemoration of Anzac within a comparative study of myth and religion, 

something called for at least in part by Moses. Anzac commemorations, Moses concludes, fall 

into “the category of an experience of the numinous”. 81  It is the transcendent or numinous 

experience of a selection of individual soldiers and chaplains, of the myth or story of Anzac, of 

the first Anzac Day, and their possible relationship to each other, that his study will be 

concerned to analyse systematically, and in depth. Such a study has not yet been undertaken.   

In light of the preceding literature review, it is clear that there is scope for a fresh study of the 

religious and transcendent experience of soldiers and chaplains from Australia during the Great 

War of 1914–1918.  

 
74 John Moses, “Anzac Day as Australia’s civic religion,” St. Mark’s Review 231, (April 2015): 2338 See also other 
articles in the same April 2015 St Mark’s Review. For example, Frank Bongiorno, “A many-sided nature Historical 
reflections on Anzac and religion”, 39–47 See also: Wayne Hudson, Australian Religious Thought (Clayton, Vic.: 
Monash University Publishing, 2016), 67.  
75 Moses, “Anzac Day as Australia’s civic religion,” 28.  
76 Moses, “Anzac Day,” 25.  
77 Moses, “Anzac Day,” 28, 33.  
78 Moses, “Anzac Day,” 33.  
79 Moses, “Anzac Day,” 34.  
80 Frank Bongiorno, “A many-sided nature Historical reflections on Anzac and religion,” St. Mark’s Review 231, 
(April 2015): 39–47, 43.  
81 Moses, “Anzac Day,” 33.   
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

As noted above in the introduction, the key research question of this thesis can be stated thus: 

How did various Australian soldiers and chaplains understand or express their experience of the 

Great War in religious or transcendent terms? A further related and subsidiary question follows on 

from the first question: How did Australian soldiers during the Great War conceive of or 

experience war commemoration during the Great War (especially on Anzac Day) as religious? 

From these two questions a third follows: To what extent do these findings, when taken 

together, challenge received accounts of AIF soldiers as irreligious or unconcerned with the 

transcendent? As noted above, the thesis takes a historical approach that draws upon the 

techniques and insights of historical biography and micro-history; at the same time, it is informed 

by a scholarship on religious experience that has incorporated insights from the disciplines of 

studies in religions and the philosophy of religion.  

Taken together, the findings of this thesis—on the significant breadth and depth of religious and 

transcendent experience for some Australian Great War soldiers—offer a more nuanced and 

rigorous account of Australian soldiers’ war experience than has been offered by Great War 

historians. Additionally, the findings of this thesis make an important contribution to scholarship 

that is revising longstanding and influential historical accounts of AIF soldiers as irreligious or 

unconcerned with religion or the transcendent.  

Before proceeding, however, it is necessary to articulate the methodology by which the religious 

experience of selected Australian soldiers and chaplains will be discussed and defined.  

METHODOLOGY 

Soldiers and Chaplains’ Wartime Writings: an Empirical Approach  

This thesis investigates the voices of Australians who served in the Great War, as well as those  

within or associated with the creation of the Anzac tradition—the myth of Anzac—and the way 

in which their wartime experiences were expressed in language that can best be described as 

religious or transcendent. In so doing, the thesis employs an empirical and inductive approach to 

historical sources, grounded in historical biographical and narrative accounts.  

The focus here is on the wartime writing (ego-documents such as diaries and letters, and 

published sources such as sermons, poetry and books) of seven members of the AIF: four 

soldiers and three chaplains, from across a broad spectrum of religious affiliation that ranged 
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from committed Protestant (Anglican evangelical, Anglican Anglo-Catholic, and Nonconformist) 

to nominally Protestant and agnostic.82  

In the selection of soldier and chaplain wartime letters and diaries, therefore, the figures and 

percentages of pre-war male affiliates of the various religious denominations have been noted 

(see previous footnote). And although Roman Catholic males and padres comprised 

approximately 20 per cent of the male population and serving clergy, given the small total 

number of subjects to be included in the study, it was decided that the thesis would be best 

served by concentrating on a selection of Protestant soldiers and chaplains from various 

denominations. Note has also be taken of the comments and observations of historians such as 

Frank Bongiorno, who has suggested that the history of Anzac Day is a varied one,  that “the 

sacred meaning of Anzac Day” is capable of more than one interpretation, that recent 

historiography about how religiosity “infused the Australian experience of war” is is “perhaps 

somewhat limited”, and that it was largely the respectable “usually Protestant” clergy who saw 

the fight against Prussian militarism as a “sacred cause”, a “holy war”.83 Consequently, the letters, 

diaries, verse and sermons of the following soldiers and chaplains have been selected for the 

study. Chapter 2: two Anglicans, one Agnostic [soldiers]; Chapters 3 and 4: one Methodist, one 

Anglo-Catholic, one Presbyterian [chaplains], and Chapter 5: one (nominally) Methodist soldier-

poet. Such a sample size allows for analysis of the ego-documents at a greater depth than was 

possible in key studies such as those of Gammage (one thousand) and Reynaud (one thousand, 

 
82 According to the Census of the Commonwealth of Australia (1911), there were 884,634 males in the young 
Commonwealth that identified with the Church of England (Anglican, Episcopalian, etc.), 38% of the male 
population. There were also 26% of male citizens who were Presbyterians, Methodists or Baptists and 465, 803 
Roman Catholic males (20%). Salvation Army ‘officers’ and ‘soldiers’ numbered 12,322, Mohammedans 3,706, 
Agnostics 2,546, Spiritualists 1,100, Atheists 516 and Theosophists 385. There were also 9,165 Hebrew/Jewish 
males; 2,626, Freethinkers 1,313 Pagans; 3,109 Buddhists; 50 Pantheists; 42 Universalists; and 58 Calathumpians 
(those whose religious, philosophical or original ideas were in the early stages of development). Gladwin tells us 
that: “One Jewish chaplain was giving a roving commission.” (Captains of the Soul, 34) Michael Gladwin (Captains of 
the Soul) points out that Michael McKernan has provided a ‘useful composite picture’ of the chaplains who 
volunteered for service during the Great War, in that there were 175 Anglican chaplains (42%), 70 Presbyterian and 
54 Methodist chaplains (30%) and 86 Catholic padres (21%). Gladwin also points out that the reliance on the 1911 
census figures caused friction amongst the various denominations as Anglicans, for example, complained than their 
communicants had volunteered in ‘greater numbers’ than the national census might suggest. (Captains of the Soul, 33; 
see also Reynaud, The Anzacs, Religion And God, 135) Reynaud (Anzacs, Religion And God, 135) alerts us to another, 
related problem with regard to the religious affiliation of members of the AIF, in that, “official form-fillers were 
sometimes indifferent to affiliations”, and that some AIF volunteers “had religions recorded to which they had no 
connection, including one who insisted on being listed as Atheist but discovered to his disgust that he had been 
recorded as Presbyterian.” In addition, Robin Archer points out that there is also a significant difference between 
identifying with a particular religious denomination (affiliation) and that of membership and attendance. While in the 
NSW census of 1891, 95.9% of the population of 1,123,954 identified with one Christian denomination or another, 
only 26.8% attended church at least once a week, and only 13.5% could be counted as members of a particular 
denomination, “which required a person to be a communicant or to accept all the obligations and entitlements set 
down by their church.” Robin Archer, Why Is There No Labor Party In The United States? (Princeton, New Jersey: 
Princeton University Press, 2007) 178, 179.  
83 Bongiorno, “A many sided nature,” 43; see also Gladwin, Captains of the Soul, 34.  
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and twenty seven, respectively, in his two major works). Reynaud does however delve deeper in 

his study of Salvation Army chaplain, William McKenzie.  

Biography and Micro-history  

Micro-history, or Alltagsgeschichte (the history of everyday life), is a genre of historical studies that 

focuses on small samples of empirical or historical data. Despite this focus, it nonetheless asks 

“big questions” of the data under investigation. And despite concerns among some historians 

that such a reduction in scale might limit conclusions that can be drawn from such small size 

historical samples, it is argued, conversely, that the smaller historical scale, if carefully selected, in 

fact enhances insights that can be drawn as the analysis of the sources can delve more deeply, or 

with greater precision, into issues that are being investigated.  

In Biography and History (2010), Barbara Caine argues that there is a “similarly in approach and 

concern of some forms of micro-history with those of biography, as both seek to show through 

an individual life the workings of a larger society”.84 In a corresponding sense, this study seeks, at 

least to some extent, to show, through the individual adventures and experiences of soldiers and 

chaplains, the “workings” or aspects of the collective experience of a nation at war, a form of 

“local history”. It can also be seen as an example of “new micro-history”, as “reading seemingly 

insignificant and marginal, unconsciously or routinely made actions as clues”, as Matti Peltonen 

explains. 85  With regard to “clues”, it can be argued that the “hints” and “suggestions” of 

transcendent or numinous experience are the subjects of study in this thesis, thus constituting a 

new micro-history of the experiences of soldiers and chaplains from Australia during the Great 

War—a religious history from below.  

Andrew Port explains that such a history involves the “dramatic reduction of historical scale”, 

focussing on the individual, community or a “spectacular event”.86 It is a “radical departure from 

traditional mainstream historiography”, the turning of attention to the “lives and struggles of 

ordinary people”. 87  Whether categorised as Alltagsgeschichte (the history of everyday life) in 

Germany, or “micro-history” as in France and Italy, the focus is on “lived” experience—actions, 

feelings, beliefs and mentalités—of those traditionally excluded from history.88 The historian does, 

however, need to be careful not to misrepresent or “over read” the sources, and be mindful too 
 

84 Barbara Caine, Biography and History (Palgrave McMillan, ProQuest Ebook Central, 2010), 24.  
85 Hans Renders and Binnie De Haan, ed., Theoretical Discussions of Biography: Approaches From History, Microhistory, and 
Life Writing (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 105.  
86 Andrew Port, “History from Below, the History of Everyday Life, and Microhistory,”  
International Encyclopedia of the Social & Behavioral Sciences 11, 2nd ed., (2015): 108.   
87 Port, “History from Below,” 108.  
88 Port, “History from Below,” 108.  



 24 

of their own point of view and its possible imposition on the sources themselves. Such concerns 

are overcome, or lessened, in this study by the critical use of phenomenological and theological 

insights, as outlined below in the methodology section. Port also points to another “weighty 

critique”, of which the present thesis is mindful, which concerns:   

the possibility that these historians will interpret sources, persons, and events in an anachronistic 
or ahistorical manner. The use of modern categories and discourses to describe and explain 
earlier experiences (instead of examining them “on their own terms”), as well as the imposition 
of present sensibilities on the past, are all potential hazards of the enterprise—but again, not 
ones strictly limited to the various forms of “people’s history”.89   

A final area of potential concern with the micro-historical approach “involves the extent to 

which the individual, community, or event at the center of a given study are truly 

“representative” of larger trends.90 All persons, communities, and historical events are in some 

way “unique,” of course.” 91  The answer to this potential concern, as Port suggests, is that 

historians can and do use, or concede the need for, a “comparative dimension” with other 

“similarly circumscribed studies”, something employed, where necessary and appropriate, in the 

present study. It is also insisted that “some issues can be best understood at the micro level”.92   

The Empirical/Historical/Inductive Approach 

 

Within a Rich/Historical Context 

 

Experience 

Sublime/Numinous/Transcendent 

 

Expressions 

Self-reports of Experience                                        Letters/Diaries/Verse/Other 

 

Explanations 

Theology / Philosophy / Studies in Religion 

Otto       Franks Davis     Otto, Eliade 

 

Conclusions 

 
89 Port, “History from Below,” 111.  
90 Port, “History from Below,” 111 
91 Port, “History from Below,” 111.  
92 Port, “History from Below,” 111.  
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The scholarly study of religious experience  

Although this thesis adopts a broadly inductive, empirical, historical approach, it also draws upon 

the insights of a longstanding and large body of modern, interdisciplinary scholarship that has 

given serious attention to articulating and understanding religious experience. In particular, the 

thesis draws upon the work of four major scholars: William James, Rudolf Otto, Mircea Eliade, 

and Caroline Franks Davis. Each will be discussed in turn, with particular attention given to their 

specific contribution to the field, critiques of their work and the justification of their use for this 

thesis.   

The beginning of studies in religion as a separate academic discipline in the early twentieth 

century can be said to be the work of the radical empiricist, William James. Moreover, James’ The 

Varieties of Religions Experience (1902) and Rudolf Otto’s The Idea Of The Holy (1917) have 

continued to be key studies in the related yet distinct fields of religious experience, the 

phenomenology of religion and comparative studies in religion. Other works of note include 

Mircea Eliade’s The Sacred and the Profane (1959) and Ninian Smart’s The Phenomenon of Religion 

(1973). In more recent times, works such as that of Philip C. Almond, Mystical Experience and 

Religious Doctrine (1982) and philosopher Caroline Franks Davis’ The Evidential Force of Religion 

Experience (1989), among others, have made significant contributions to the understanding and 

categorisation of religious experience. The literature on religious experience, while extensive, will 

be limited here to James, Otto, Eliade and Franks Davis, and approached chronologically. 

Special note is taken with regard to where this study is situated within the literature.  

William James 

James’ main contribution to the understanding of religious experience is his identification of four 

characteristics of mystical experience: ineffability, a certain noetic quality, transiency and passivity. 

James’ noetic quality is characterised by “insights into depths of truth unplumbed by the discursive 

intellect”, revelations “full of significance and importance”, such that they usually “carry with 

them a curious sense of authority”, while transiency, experiences not sustained for long, once 

experienced then fade into “the light of common day”.93 Passivity is the sense that the mystic’s 

own will is “in abeyance”, or “held by a superior power”, whether or not being facilitated by 

“preliminary voluntary operations” such as the fixing, or centring of attention in meditation.94   

 
93 William James, The Varieties Of Religious Experience A Study In Human Nature (New York, Penguin Books, 
1985) 380, 381.  
94 James, The Varieties Of Religious Experience, 380, 381.  
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As an empiricist, James insisted on the primacy of experience, and his characteristics of 

mysticism or transcendent experience can therefore be seen as a categorisation of, or reporting 

upon, different types of experience, rather than a metaphysical theory of knowledge or being. 

Therefore, to the extent that his categorisation of types of mystical experience is based on 

empirical observation or self-reporting by various historical subjects, his observations and 

insights are drawn upon in this study to lend a counter-balancing, if historical, weight to the 

insights of theologian and phenomenologist Rudolf Otto, and the categorisations of philosopher 

of religion Caroline Franks Davis (discussed below). This study therefore is situated within the 

empirical study of religious experience, in that it relies, in the main, upon the self-reported 

experiences of soldiers and chaplains during a wartime situation.  

Rudolf Otto  

During the Great War itself, Otto laid out the characteristics of the non-rational or experiential 

nature of the divine, at least as he saw them. Such experience he termed the numinous (after 

numen, the power or presence of the divine) and the sublime, both categories of Das Heilige, the holy, 

also translated as the sacred. Sublime, although difficult to define, as Otto himself admits—a 

concept or an idea “that cannot be unfolded” (unauswickelbar)—can be understood as a feeling 

that has in it “something mysterious”, not just something “great”.95 Second, like the numinous, it 

has the same “peculiar dual character”, in that “it is at once daunting, and yet again singularly 

attracting, in its impress upon the mind.”96 Third, Otto suggested that “the idea of the sublime is 

closely similar to that of the numinous, and is well adapted to excite it and to be excited by it, 

while each tends to pass over into the other.”97 Therefore, in a general sense, the numinous and 

the sublime, although different, can be seen as synonymous, or as sharing common characteristics.  

Otto identified various characteristics of the sacred including religious awe or dread (tremendum), a 

certain experiential majesty (majestas), an element of energy or urgency (also expressed as vitality, 

passion, will, force, movement, excitement, activity or impetus), and a mysterious (mysterium or 

wholly other) dimension “filling the mind with blank wonder and astonishment”,and also a sense 

of “something uniquely attractive and fascinating”.98 Otto argues that this feeling of the wholly other 

springs from its own independent source deep within the individual, yet may also “attach” itself 

to, or “sometimes be indirectly aroused by means of”, objects that are “already puzzling” in the 

natural world, or are “of surprising or astounding character” such as “extraordinary phenomena 
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or astonishing occurrences or things” in nature, or “among men”.99 This having been said, Otto 

is nonetheless at pains to point out that there is a distinct difference between numinous and 

natural “moments of consciousness”.100 Yet he also argues that the sublime is also a “an authentic 

‘schema’ of ‘the holy’” (along with the numinous), as it is so “closely similar” to the numinous such 

that it can “excite it”, and “be excited by it”, each tending to “pass over into the other”.101 

Although this study employs an empirical approach (see methodology section), it will critically 

draw upon such descriptions of the experiential divine, the numinous and the sublime, and is therefore 

situated within the ongoing discussion with regard to the nature of religious experience.  

Critique 

The task and question then for the historian is: how does one approach, understand or gain 

access to the sacred or the transcendent? And is it possible? In Das Heilige (1917; 1973), Otto 

argues that if one has never experienced such transcendence, or has emphasised the rational 

dimension of religion above that of the non-rational, then there is a need to be open to (the 

possibility of) the numinous in order to understand or gain access to it. Put another way, although 

the transcendent or mystical moment “eludes the conceptual way of understanding”, it must, “in 

some way or other”, be somehow “within our grasp”, otherwise “absolutely nothing could be 

asserted of it”.102 In his Exploring Mysticism A Methodological Essay (1975), Frits Staal, although 

taking Otto to task over his comparative analysis of Sankara and Eckhart in Mysticism East And 

West (1957), agrees that, in exploring the “subjective aspects” of mysticism, there is “by 

definition no direct access other than through subjective experience”.103 For Otto, then, the task 

of his project was to make a “serious attempt to analyse all the more exactly the feeling which 

remains where the concept fails, and to introduce a terminology which is not any the more loose or 

indeterminate for having to make use of symbols”.104 Otto continues, throwing down the gauntlet:   

This mental state is perfectly sui generis and irreducible to any other; and therefore, like every 
absolutely primary and elementary datum, while it admits of being discussed, it cannot be strictly 
defined. There is only one way to help another to an understanding of it. He must be guided and 
led on by consideration and discussion of the matter through the ways of his own mind, until he 
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reach the point at which “the numinous” in him perforce begins to stir, to start into life and into 
consciousness.100  

According to the phenomenologist, the way to achieve this is for the historian (and the reader) to 

approach historically verified data or expressions of experiences of the sacred or transcendent 

with an open or empathetic mind, such that he or she may also experience something of the 

transcendent, numinous or sublime feeling under investigation or interrogation. In more recent 

years, yet drawing on earlier ideas, the discipline of the phenomenology of religions has labelled 

the first characteristic of such an approach as bracketing (epoché): the setting aside of one’s own 

prejudices and worldview in order to enter into that of those being studied.105 Once the historian 

has familiarised his or her self with the data or expressions (self-reports) of the transcendent and 

its cultural and historical settings or context, he or she is then in a position to experience and 

understand something of what the author intended or is seeking to express. It is also necessary, 

therefore, as far as possible, for the historian to be well versed in the relevant fields of 

endeavour, here the history of religions and studies in comparative mythology, imagery and 

symbolism, so that she or he can be awake to the slightest suggestions of meaning being 

expressed. This historical study therefore draws upon the field of studies in religions, and 

particularly the study of religious experience.  

As noted by Schlamm in “Rudolf Otto And Mystical Experience” (1991), Otto has been 

criticised for not taking enough interest in mysticism.106 Yet, as Schlamm also makes clear, any 

such criticism turns on how mysticism vis-à-vis the numinous is defined or understood by Otto and 

his detractors. In essence, Otto sees both mysticism and the numinous as sharing overlapping, if 

not identical, characteristics. That is, whether or not mysticism is an ancient, modern or 

postmodern category or terminology, the various self-reports of mystics, scholars and the 

everyday individual (for example, as referenced by James) of some kind of mystical or 

transcendent experience cannot be ignored, or be said simply not to exist. Therefore, despite any 

theological or philosophical debate concerning the sui generis nature of mystical, religious or 

numinous experience, for the purposes of this study, it will suffice that the subjects under 

examination themselves have, through their writings, borne witness to having experienced 

something other than the everyday, something transcendent. This is their testament. And any 
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insights or further explanations from Otto (or James) in particular, will be taken as read, and 

cautiously made use of.  

McCutcheon has noted that a debate between “taking religion seriously” (that religious 

experience is sui generis, unique) on the one hand, and “reductionism” on the other, has “now 

lasted for several academic generations”. 107  McCutcheon argues that although this debate 

originally began with a dispute over “the place and authority of religious participants’ self-

reports”, the issue has now extended into “countless branches” of area studies, with writers 

seeking to recover “the silenced voices and meanings” of yet more “others”, ranging from the 

working class to minority groups.108 One such group of silenced voices can be said to be soldiers 

and chaplains seeking to express their deeper wartime experiences.  

Otto, despite critics, also has his admirers. One time Professor in the Comparative Study of 

Religions at the University of California, and Gifford Lecturer for 1979–80, Ninian Smart, has 

acknowledged his indebtedness to Otto in his understanding of myth (and to others such as van 

der Leeuw), without whom his “use of phenomenology” would have been impossible.109 Smart’s 

starting point with regard to the phenomenology of religion, or “the phenomenological enquiry into 

religion”—religious experience—is the need for a “rather heavy contextualization of religious 

utterances.”110 He also argues for attention to be paid to the “notion of the Focus of a rite” (such 

as, for example, Christ in the Eucharist), and from such a position, “the existence or otherwise” of 

the Focus (Christ) necessarily needing to be treated “experientially”, and “in the context of 

ritual”.111 Smart’s second point is that with regard to the theory and treatment of myth, there is a 

need to assume “the numinosity of the divinities”, or at least some of them in the stories, who or 

which are themselves “coordinated to ritual activities”.112 According to Smart, this means “an 

important question for the philosophy of religion is the nature and ‘validity’ of the experience of 

the Holy”, adding that: “here of course I am somewhat indebted to Otto.”113 It is all about the 

experience. That is, Das Heilige, the holy, the sacred (numinous, sublime) is real, and can be experienced. 

It, along with the rational, exists as “a priori elements” of “the complex category of ‘holiness’”, and, 
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as sui generis, has its “own independent roots in the hidden depths of the spirit”.114 Smart’s third 

point in his introductory remarks to The Phenomenon Of Religion, addresses the question as to 

whether or not the phenomenology of religion or of religions is a pursuit “in its own right”.115 Smart 

argues that it is, despite it being a “crucial part” of the social and human sciences.116 As he declares, 

the researcher needs to know “what the data are” if she or he is to explain them, and that human 

data, “especially when directed at a transcendent Focus, are tricky”.117 

Smart then turns his attention to a phenomenological analysis of the Eucharist, while this thesis 

turns its attention to a historical analysis of experiences of soldiers and chaplains from Australian 

during the Great War, including the celebration of the Eucharist in a wartime setting. And, in 

order to do that, significant attention is paid to the historical context within which the participants 

found themselves, and in particular, to the expressions of the participants’ experiences as reported 

in their own words, both on, and to some extent, between the lines of their diary entries, letters 

home and wartime poetry. In this way problems with regard to historical detail and accuracy are 

lessened.  

This study, for its part, is concerned with a description and an analysis of the self-reports of a 

selection of soldiers and chaplains from Australia who participated in the Great War, the voices and 

meanings expressed by them in their letters, diaries and wartime verse, and how such voices 

might be accessed and understood. In particular, it is concerned with those that express what 

might be understood as a certain kind of transcendent or religious experience. In this sense, the 

present study is caught up in the perennial sui generis debate (as to the uniqueness, or otherwise, 

of religious experience), a debate that began at the very beginning of the nascent discipline of 

studies in religion itself—with James and Otto—at the beginning of the twentieth century. This 

study sees something sui generis in reported transcendent and religious experiences.  

At the heart of McCutcheon’s criticism of scholars of religion, “many of our predecessors”, and 

“a great deal of our contemporaries”, is the postmodern critique and avoidance of any hint of 

essences. This can be seen to be the end product of postmodern deconstructionism, and a desire to 

explore the trees rather than the wood, or to insist that there is no wood to be seen.118 Having it 

all, according to McCutcheon, means that one cannot hold “two viewpoints” at the same time: 
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the local and the universal; the rational and the affective; the critically minded and the religious.119 

To which the obvious answer is, why not? McCutcheon’s fear, or argument, is that in having it 

both ways, attempting to bridge the gulf between essentialism and social constructionism, the 

historian of religion just makes up stuff, attributing to “poor, groping souls” an experience of the 

“same ‘much more’”, and unbeknown to them.120 This too, the danger of over reading historical 

data, is borne in mind in this study when utilising insights from Otto (or Eliade).    

Mircea Eliade  

Phenomenologist and historian of myth and religion, Mircea Eliade, in the introduction to his 

The Sacred and the Profane (1959), pays tribute to Otto’s Das Heilige (The Sacred), which was 

published in the same year as Australian Great War soldier-poet Leon Gellert’s Songs of a 

Campaign (1917), also analysed in this thesis, in part using insights from Eliade. Eliade notes that 

Otto’s numinous presents itself as “something “wholly other” (ganz andere)”, that the sacred, 

“always manifests itself as a reality of a wholly different order from ‘natural’ realities”, and that 

Eliade’s concern by extension and comparison, is to “present the phenomenon of the sacred in 

all its complexity”.121 Eliade then goes on to ague that mankind becomes aware of the sacred 

“because it manifests itself, shows itself, as something wholly different from the profane”—the 

profane being the everyday world of nature.122 In order to designate the act of manifestation of the 

sacred, Eliade employed the term, hierophany, meaning something sacred shows itself to us.123 He then 

makes the point that the history of religions displays “a great number” of such sacred 

manifestations, from the archaic to the modern.124   

Moreover, implicit in his characterisation of the sacred is the idea that such expressions of the sacred 

are the expressions of religious experience, expressions of humankind as homo religiosus. 

According to Eliade, mankind prefers to live in sacred time (that corresponds to the time of 

creation), and as close as possible to sacred space. He also suggests, “by its very nature sacred time is 

reversible", in that, “properly speaking, it is a primordial mythical time made present.”125 That is, “every 

religious festival, any liturgical time, represents the re-actualization of a sacred event that took 

place in a mythical past, ‘in the beginning’.”126 Such an understanding will be critically applied, 

where appropriate, to the idea of Anzac, the myth of Anzac and Anzac Day as being sacred (as 
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constituting the beginning and re-enactment of the myth). Moses has suggested such a study, or 

methodology, but until now it has not been attempted in any systematic fashion, and, with regard 

to the transcendent and religious experiences of soldiers and chaplains during the Great War. 

This study therefore, also draws upon such insights in relation to myth and the expressions of 

religious experience.  

Critique  

For the essentialist phenomenologist Otto, it is all, or in the main, about the feeling, the 

experience, while for the historical-typologist phenomenologist Eliade, it is more, but not 

exclusively, about the manifestation of the sacred in all its complex, cultural and historical 

imagery and symbolism. The two approaches (essential phenomenology concerning experience or 

feeling), and historical-typologist phenomenology (concerning expressions), with the necessary 

reservations, can work together. An experience of the sacred can be understood in its pure or 

essential form, or as expressed in a complex, usually interconnected series of religious images and 

symbols. A good example of this it the experience of the resurrection, as participated in each 

Easter in the Christian calendar. Many communicants enter, or claim to enter, into sacred time 

and place. The experience, time and place can then be represented in various ways involving the 

imagery and symbolism of the cross, death, and resurrection.  

This symbolism is well known to the student of comparative mythology and religion. Otto, a 

Lutheran, has in addition commented on the ancient antecedents of this Christian practice, while 

at the same time seeing the Christian rite of the Last Supper, the pre-figuring the Christ’s death 

and resurrection, as having a more recent Jewish origin. 127  In this scenario therefore, the 

essentialist phenomenologist is interested in the nature of the communicant’s experience in and 

of itself, while the historical-typologist phenomenologist is interested more in the expression or 

rendering of this manifestation of the experience of the sacred in religious imagery and 

symbolism. Put another way, from the perspective of the historian of religions, Eliade argues that 

“it is the historian of religions who will make the greatest number of valid statements on a 

religious phenomenon as a religious phenomenon”, and in this respect, differs from the essential 

phenomenologist in that he or she, as a phenomenologist, “rejects any work of comparison”, 

confining themselves to approaching and divining the meaning of the particular phenomenon.128 

While this assertion is not entirely the case—as, for example, essential phenomenologists and 
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theologian, Otto, does make comparisons with, or at least considers, other historical religious 

traditions—Eliade nevertheless argues that, the historian of religions does not reach a conclusion 

regarding the phenomenon in question until after he or she has compared it to other similar or 

dissimilar phenomenon.129   

For a like reason, the historian of religions will not confine himself merely to a typology or 
morphology of religious data; he knows that “history” does not exhaust the content of a religious 
phenomenon, but neither does he forget that it is always in History—in the broadest sense of the 
term—that a religious datum develops all its aspects and reveals all its meanings. In other words, 
the historian of religions makes use of all the historical manifestations of a religious phenomenon 
in order to discover what such a phenomenon “has to say”.130  

This notwithstanding, this thesis, despite drawing upon such historical insights provided by 

typological and historical phenomenology (Eliade), argues that the meaning of any such religious 

or transcendent imagery and symbolism (associated with, for example, death and birth or 

resurrection) is always located in the present, historical manifestation of any such particular 

religious image or symbol, whether seen as historically unique, or in the most recent iteration or 

valorization of it. That is, the same can be said to apply to the experiences and expressions of 

soldiers and chaplains from Australia during the Great War. The meaning of their experiences 

and expressions are what they understand them to be. Moreover, for Eliade, there is also a 

certain logic and coherence to religious symbols and groups of symbols that can be unlocked and 

understood.131 To “grasp” such “authentic” structures or themes, functions and meanings in and 

of symbols, the historian must have recourse to “the inexhaustible indices of the history of 

religions”, and make an informed choice from the many available. 132 In this sense, Eliade is 

providing historical flesh on the bones, as it were, to religious or transcendent experience—

Smart’s call for “heavy contextualization of religious utterances”—and an answer to the call for 

historical contextualization.  

According to Twiss and Conser, in their Experience of the Sacred (1992), one of the aims of 

historical-typologist phenomenologists such as Eliade, and in contrast to the essential 

phenomenology of Otto, is an “historically contextualised understanding of a particular 

tradition’s ethos and worldview”.133 Such an understanding is also said to uncover a “dynamic 

picture of how an ethos and worldview developed over time”, in this case, during the years 
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1914–1918.134 This historical approach is combined with that of the essentialist insights of Otto, as 

set out in his Das Heilige, The Idea of the Holy (1917)—his understanding of the experiential or 

non-rational nature of the transcendent categorised as the numinous and the sublime. Viewed 

through this lens, the thesis is a study of the sacred within a specific historical context. The reason 

for such an approach to, or explanation of, where appropriate, the self-reported historical 

sources, is to elicit from them, or further explain, any numinous and sublime moments—the 

sacred—experienced by soldiers and chaplains. A second reason is to place such experience within 

both its historical context and the broader context of the understanding of such human 

experience, something that a combination of the essential and historical-typological 

phenomenological insights of Otto and Eliade seeks to offer. In this respect, the thesis seeks to 

further access, and to offer new insights into, the experiences of soldiers and chaplains during 

the war, something that others studies have not systematically sought to do.  

Caroline Franks Davis and religious experience 

The study is also mindful of more recent schemas of religious experience and of the sacred that 

have built on the work of Otto and Eliade, and of the point made by Franks Davis in her The 

Evidential Force Of Religious Experience (1989), that not all numinous experiences are as 

“overwhelming” as some others, and that the numen can be apprehended “in a very mild 

manner”, or, “as a general sense of “sacredness” in the world”.135   

Franks Davis’s first point is that religious experiences, generally speaking, are those that are 

described as religious by the subjects themselves, or those experiences that are “intrinsically 

religious”, a kind of taking such experience on its “face value”.136 This is because, she argues, 

given that there are so many different religious traditions, the quest for a “precise definition” of 

religious experience is, in her view, “fruitless”. 137 Indeed, she continues: as most people have a 

“workable idea” of what might constitute such experience, Franks Davis sees as her project the 

“sharpening up” of such an idea with “a few guidelines”.138   

Before proceeding to her second type of religious experience, Franks Davis makes the useful 

point (especially relevant for this thesis), that the dividing line between secular and religious 

experience “is often difficult to draw”.139 She argues: “In the aesthetic realm, works of art and 

 
134 Twiss and Conser, Experience of the Sacred, 25.  
135 Caroline Franks Davis, The Evidential Force Of Religious Experience (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), 53.  
136 Franks Davis, The Evidential Force, 31.  
137 Franks Davis, The Evidential Force, 29.  
138 Franks Davis, The Evidential Force, 29.  
139 Franks Davis, The Evidential Force , 30.  



 35 

the act of creating works of art can often trigger religious experiences, and aesthetic experiences 

sometimes merge into religious experiences with no clear moment of transition.”140 Franks Davis 

also makes a further insightful point regarding experiences that are “intrinsically religious”, 

namely, that they include “at least one of those “other-worldly” factors which are missing in 

quasi-religions such as Marxism and humanism”:   

The sense of the presence or activity of a non-physical holy being or power; apprehension of an 
“ultimate reality” beyond the mundane world of physical bodies, physical processes, and narrow 
centres of consciousness; and the sense of achievement of (or being on the way to) man’s 
summum bonum, an ultimate bliss, liberation, salvation, or “true self” which are not attainable 
through things of “this world”.141  

It is also worth noting that such characteristics of religious experience, according to Franks 

Davis, do not presuppose “any form of intervention on the part of a conscious deity”, while, 

they “do exclude the extreme form of deism according to which “the transcendent” is in no way 

“immanent”.142 Franks Davis’ second type of religious experience is “interpretative experience”, 

experience viewed “in the light of a prior religious interpretative framework”. 143  Common 

examples of this second type include seeing misfortune “as the result of sins in a previous life”, 

“going through illness with joy because it is a chance to ‘participate in Christ’s suffering’”, or 

seeing events as part of ‘God’s will’ or as an “answer to prayer”.144 Franks Davis also notes that 

while many “interpretative experiences” perhaps should not be seen as religious experiences, “they 

form such an important aspect of the lives of deeply religious people that they ought not to be 

ignored.”145 Franks Davis’ third type is religious experience “in which the primary element is a 

physical sensation”, including visions, dreams and sounds, while the fourth is “revelatory 

experiences”, including sudden convictions, inspiration, revelation, mystical vision and “flashes 

of insight”.146Franks Davis gives examples of such revelatory experiences from different subjects 

and traditions, from Zen Buddhism to Meister Eckhart. 

Of the various types of religious experience, Franks Davis suggests that her fifth type, 

“regenerative experiences”, are the “most frequent”, as most religious people “find their faith 

sustained” and renewed by them.147 Interestingly, Davis includes a wide range of experiences in 

this category: “new hope, strength, comfort, peace, security, and joy”, to the extent that they are 
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“obtained during a religious activity” brought on a “divine power”, or accompanied by “the 

sense of a divine presence”.148 Also included are experiences of being guided, “called”, forgiven 

or “saved”; healing experiences; divinely aided or inspired love for others; and the discovery of 

“meaning” in one’s life.149 Some such regenerative experiences, according to Franks Davis, are 

“so intense” that they approach her sixth and seventh categories, the numinous and the mystical.150 

Here, Davis essentially follows Otto in her description of the numinous. Davis contends that a 

numinous experience “may exhibit only one” or “any combination” of the various elements or 

features of Otto’s “wholly other”, and that, “certain things characteristically evoke this sense of 

“mysterium tremendum”.”151 Quoting Otto, Franks Davis agrees that such experience can be 

found:  

In the lives of those around us, in sudden, strong ebullitions of personal piety… in the fixed and 
ordered solemnities of rites and liturgies, and again in the atmosphere that clings to old religious 
monuments and buildings, to temples and to churches … The feeling of it may at times come 
sweeping like a gentle tide, pervading the mind with a tranquil mood of deepest worship. It may 
pass over into a more set and lasting attitude of the soul, continuing, as it were, thrillingly vibrant 
and resonant, until at last it dies away and the soul resumes its “profane”, non-religious mood of 
everyday experience.152  

Franks Davis notes that reports or descriptions of such numinous experience can be found in 

various religious traditions. “If the “Holy, holy, holy” visions of Isaiah and Revelation are 

paradigm numinous experiences for Judaic religions, theistic Hindus can look to the Bhagavad 

Gita’s magnificent revelation of Krishna to Arjuna on the battlefield (chapter 11): …12 If the 

light of a thousand suns suddenly arose in the sky, that splendor might be compared to the 

radiance of the Supreme Spirit.”153 And 14, “trembling with awe and wonder, Arjuna bowed his 

head, and joining his hands in adoration he thus spoke to his God.”154 Franks Davis also notes 

that experiences of evil “often involve a similar numinosity”. 155  She then observes (again 

following Otto) that: “Not all numinous experiences are … overwhelming. One can apprehend 

the numen in a very mild manner, as a general sense of ‘sacredness’ in the world, a feeling of 
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happy dependence upon or devotion to an ‘other’, or a gentle yearning for something, one 

knows not what—‘a sort of homesickness’.”156  

Franks Davis’ last type of religious experience is mystical experience. And while she does not 

attempt a “full-fledged” treatise on the subject, she confines herself to characteristics of the 

category.157 These are four-fold: “the sense of having apprehended an ultimate reality”; the sense of 

freedom from the limitation of time, space, and the individual ego”; “a sense of oneness”; and a 

sense of bliss or serenity.158 With regard to the sense of oneness, Franks Davis suggests that this 

may take various forms: nature mysticism and “other extrovertive mystical experiences”; 

integration or isolation; “introvertive monistic mysticism”; and “introvertive theistic mysticism”.159 

Franks Davis further explains that nature mysticism involves the “transfiguration of external 

things, as if they have suddenly been imbued with deep meaning or with a living force”, often with 

the sense that “everything is guided by Love or some inherently good power”.160  

Critique  

While for Otto, transcendent, mystical and numinous experiences are essentially the same, and, 

the mystical seen as subsumed within the numinous, and also termed the überweltlich, Franks Davis 

has proposed an alternative, yet tentative, modern and complementary seven-point typology of 

religious experience. This includes separate numinous and mysticism categories, successfully 

articulated, according to H. P. Owen, and a “valuable and needed contribution to the philosophy 

of religion”.161 Pamela Sue Anderson likewise notes Franks Davis’ “extensive survey” of types of 

religious experience.162 Franks Davis also draws on Richard Swinburne’s principle of “credulity” 

to encourage openness to reports of religious experience; it is a “principle of rationality that (in 

the absence of special circumstances) if it seems (epistemically) to a subject that x is present, 

then probably x is present; what one seems to perceive is probably so”.163   

As noted above, Franks Davis draws upon Otto’s insights and vocabulary, yet extends and 

modernises them. Such descriptive vocabulary and typology is critically employed and preferred 

in the present study, as it is usefully expressive and explanatory of the experiences of soldiers and 
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chaplains from Australia during the Great War. While each of Franks Davis’ categories of 

experience is drawn upon, this thesis acknowledges Franks Davis’ point that religious experience 

is not easily defined. The most useful categories for this study are categories five, six and seven: 

regenerative experiences, numinous experiences and the mystical. That is, for example, the 

application of Franks Davis’ regenerative category to illuminate the nature and meaning of 

experiences of soldiers and chaplains is a key feature of this study. Experiences of hope, 

strength, comfort, peace, security and joy appear regularly in the letters and diaries of those 

examined in this study, and can, by such an analysis, be seen as examples of religious or 

transcendent—and sometimes numinous or sublime—experience. Similarly, Franks Davis’ category 

of the numinous is also suggestive of experiences of Australian servicemen and chaplains, 

especially the insight or suggestion that such an experience need not be overwhelming, but can, 

as noted above, encompass a “general sense of “sacredness” in the world”.164 With regard to 

mysticism, Franks Davis’ suggestion that “nature mysticism” involves a “transfiguration of 

external things”, as if suddenly imbued with “deep meaning”, or as guided by Love, is also an 

insight that is utilised in the study.165   

With regard to her last type of religious experience, mystical experiences, Franks Davis suggests 

four characteristics, somewhat reminiscent of James. They are: “the sense of having apprehended 

an ultimate reality”; “the sense of freedom form the limitations of time, space, and the individual 

ego”; “a sense of oneness”; and an experience of “bliss or serenity”—noting that the 

characteristic of ineffability is often included in such lists of mystical characteristics, but excluded 

from her list as it is “a problem encountered in most categories of religious experience”.166 And, 

as with other such classificatory systems—namely Otto and James—Franks Davis makes a 

distinction between “extrovertive” and “introvertive” experience—nature mysticism being 

typical of the first, and meditative techniques typical of the latter, both of which are capable of 

exhibiting her four mystical characteristics.167 Franks Davis continues: “The experiences known 

as ‘nature mysticism’ involve the transfiguration of external things, as if they have suddenly been 

imbued with deep meaning or with a living force.” 168And, to reiterate, “also often involve the 
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sense that everything is guided by Love or some inherently good power”. 169  She adds, 

referencing the Romantic poets William Blake and William Wordsworth: “Scenes of natural 

beauty very often trigger these spontaneous extrovertive mystical experiences.”170 Such lines and 

experiences are to be found reported in the verse and diary entries of soldiers and chaplains from 

Australia examined in this study, and have implications for understanding the nature of such 

experiences—hence the choice of Franks Davis as an additional and preferred interlocutor. In 

summary, what Franks Davis has provided in her seven-point typology of religious experience is 

a useful,  comprehensive and updated philosophical reworking of Otto’s sublime and numinous, his 

schema of the sacred.   

Finally, each of the various interlocutors to be drawn upon—James, Otto, Eliade and Franks 

Davis—brings something unique, yet complementary, to the study. As a theologian and essential 

phenomenologist (with an interest in comparative religions), Otto is complemented by Eliade, a 

historical-typologist phenomenologist, with an emphasis on the historical and cultural 

manifestation of the sacred. Franks Davis’s seven-point typology of religious experience, on the 

other hand, can be seen as a revised and extended modern adaptation of Otto’s schema of the 

sacred, while James’s four-fold characterisation of mystical or transcendent states can be seen as a 

precursor of Otto’s analysis and description of the experiential divine, and is subsumed within the 

later schema of Franks Davis. Overall, therefore, the typologies of Franks Davis and Otto 

provide the heft of the methodological framework of this study of religious experience.   

While noting the possibilities of the phenomenological approach to historical material such as 

letters, diaries and wartime verse, and the manner in which such insights are drawn upon in this 

thesis, it is argued that the more productive and verifiable method— the method adopted in this 

study—is first, to consider the experiences and expressions of the subject within a rich historical and 

situational context. Second, the expressions of the subject under investigation are then compared 

and contrasted, and, where possible or appropriate, further explained by reference to expressions 

or descriptors of that which is reasonably considered to be sublime or numinous experience, thus 

avoiding the dangers of phenomenological epoché, and its potential for subjective readings. 

Certain conclusions or suggestions are then offered as to the nature of the subject’s experience 

and its expression. By this methodology, that which might be seen or understood by the subject 

or the investigator as religious or transcendent reveals itself or self-reports.    
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Otto’s idea of the sublime as a co-equal schema of the divine is similarly applied to examples of 

soldiers’ and chaplains’ descriptions of more obviously aesthetic moments. This is the case in 

settings that can be seen as intrinsically religious (as in the celebration of the sacrament of the 

Eucharist), or are otherwise of a more mundane circumstance. With regard to the insights or 

suggestions of Eliade concerning the nature of religious imagery and symbolism, the thesis makes 

use of his idea of the sacred as opposed to that of the profane, and as expressed, in particular, in the 

poetry of soldier-poet Leon Gellert, who himself draws upon his own religious background in his 

wartime verse. The use of such religious imagery and symbolism is analysed as being either a 

conscious or unconscious decision on the part of the poet. To the extent that the use of such 

religious language is conscious and deliberate (as far as this can be determined), it is suggested that 

this is further evidence of the existence of some kind of religious or transcendent experience on 

the part of the poet. It can also be seen as the possible beginning of a myth of Anzac, or a civil 

religion of Anzac with mythic elements. Moreover, both Franks Davis and Otto suggest that 

experiences of everyday life (including those of aesthetic appreciation of, for example, works of art) 

can change into, or become co-equal to, sublime, numinous or religious experiences. Equally, 

experiences of the numinous or the sublime can transform into an experience of the everyday—and 

along the same imaginary line, which this study characterises as an experience continuum.  

Silences 

This study is also mindful of the approach and advice of historians such as Joy Damousi, The 

Labour of Loss (1999), where she suggests that it is important to read the “silences and gaps” in 

the expressions of personal experiences as reported in letters and diaries so as to help understand 

the relationship between history, culture and psychology—here between history, culture and 

religion, or numinous and sublime experience and its expression, and the “evocative force” that 

drives such personal narrative or self-reports.171 “I draw upon those who argue for the need to 

connect the psychic, the cultural and the historical, and examine how these have intersected to 

shape aspects of culture.” 172  “My starting point is a psychological and emotional one.” 173 

Damousi adds that historians have universalised rather than particularised such experience.174 This 

thesis suggests that the universal may be found in the particular, and that the particular needs to 

be placed within its universal or historical context. It suggests that the particular experience of 

soldiers and chaplains can be aligned with similar experiences known to historians of religion. In 
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addition, based on the empirical evidence, the study suggests that the transcendent or the 

überweltlich (otherworldly) can be found or experienced within a particular historical situation. The 

study is, therefore, also mindful of the need to quote extensively from primary sources, the 

letters, diaries, verse and sermons of soldiers and chaplains—as demonstrated by Moses—so as 

to elicit the meaning and understanding contained within their words and lines, the expressions of 

the servicemen themselves.175   

Joseph Campbell’s narrative model  

Finally, this thesis combines the techniques of historical biography and micro-history with 

Joseph Campbell’s narrative model of the hero’s adventure. Campbell’s influential literary analysis of 

the hero model will be applied to historical, individual experience and especially to its poetic 

expression.176 Although Campbell himself takes inspiration from the insights of the psychology 

of Freud and Jung, this study will only make use of Campbell’s narrative model of the hero’s 

adventure, leaving psychological as opposed to religious considerations to others. It is also worth 

noting that in the introduction to his The Hero With A Thousand Faces, Campbell himself 

suggested that his psychological interpretation of myth is only one of a number of possible 

approaches to the understanding of myths.177  

As a consequence of his study of myth, legend and epic poetry, Campbell summarises the 

mythological or religious hero’s adventure as having various key stages.178 The first stage is the 

call to adventure, his or her “setting forth” from their “common day hut”, voluntarily or not.179 

The first stage is followed by the crossing of various thresholds, a descent into a deadly world, 

which may involve the slaying of dragons, dismemberment or crucifixion and the passing of 

various trials. Such trials and adventures also typically necessitate a journey into strange and 

dangerous lands or territory, a sea journey or time in a whale’s belly, with the hero’s eventual 

return to everyday life with restorative powers, a way of life, or, a worldview to save or renew the 

community from which he or she originally set out. As such, the model can be a useful tool in 

understanding and modelling the nature and structure of myths, including classical examples (the 

adventures of Odysseus or Jason), the adventures of mythological figures, and historical or 

religious heroes. Campbell suggests that the “standard path of the mythological adventure of the 

hero is a manifestation of the formula presented in the rites of passage: separation– initiation–return: 
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which might be named the nuclear unit of the monomyth”.180 He further suggests that: “the 

composite hero of the monomyth is a personage of exceptional gifts. Frequently [the “hero”] is 

honored by his society, frequently unrecognized or disdained.”181 This can be said of the Anzac 

soldier or chaplain (with or without “exceptional gifts”), to the extent that he embarked on an 

adventure or journey of a lifetime, and returned (or died) having obtained experiences (a boon) of 

various kinds, including moments of transcendence, variously described and explained as 

something mystic, sublime or numinous.   

Critics and critiques of Campbell’s method and psychology are not difficult to find. Indeed, they 

are many. Once such detractor is Norman H. Holland. In his “Trouble in Myth-land: Campbell 

and Moyers” (2010), Holland takes up a typical line of criticism, namely, that there is a lack of 

detail and precision in Campbell’s “free reading” of myths prior to his psychological and spiritual 

conclusions.182 Holland asserts that Campbell’s approach is to “mash all the myths together”, 

then arrive at a “few patterns”—for example, the hero’s journey.183 Yet, such an objection, while 

it can be offered, can be made to any attempt at a comparative analysis of myth and legend, 

especially one that covers a diverse range of myths covering different historical periods. The 

same criticism, as we have seen, is levelled at Eliade. It is easily countered by the opposite 

assertion, or argument, that by its nature, any such work of comparison can be equally accused 

of such a shortcoming. The devil is of course in the detail, and, any fair reading of the myths set 

out by Campbell would find that he does present sufficient examples to make his case. What is in 

contention, and is outside of the scope of this thesis, are the psychological underpinnings of 

Campbell’s conclusions. Any comparative work is always a balance between depth and breadth.   

In contrast, Stephen R. Phillips, in an earlier appraisal, “The Monomyth and Literary Criticism” 

(1975), suggested that the monomyth of Campbell, and others, does have a place in an approach 

to literature.184 Phillips quotes literary critic Northrop Frye, who points out that “[i]n myth we 

see the structural principles of literature isolated; in realism we see the same structural principles 

… fitting into a context of plausibility.”185 This thesis uses Campbell’s structure of myth, and, 
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more specifically, the structure of the hero’s journey, in a literary and historical context. This is 

done so as to highlight the chronology, context and possible meaning of the adventures and 

experiences of the subjects under investigation. That is, it is used in the presentation and anlaysis 

of the poetry of Leon Gellert, who himself sets out his verse in his wartime anthology in a way 

similar to Campbell’s hero cycle. And, as will be seen, Gellert’s literary offerings (his wartime verse) 

have been assessed in literary terms as being realistic, while also drawing upon religious and 

classical allusions. Moreover, all seven subjects examined in this thesis, in one way or another, 

implicitly or explicitly saw their wartime service as an adventure, replete with Campbell’s various 

stages. Phillips also refers to Campbell’s insistence on the necessary completion of the 

monomyth; the adventurer must return home with his “life trans-muting trophy” 186  Such a 

“refusal” of the return (to everyday life back in Australia), is borne out in the poetry of Gellert. 

Therefore, the hero model of Campbell can offer a useful methodological tool to illuminate a 

certain structure to the hero’s adventure, not only in literature—the verse of soldier-poet 

Gellert—but also in life, narrative and history.  

Definition of terms  

We are now in a position to offer a brief definition of terms. For the purpose of this thesis, and 

in light of the previous discussion of the work of key interlocutors, religious experience is defined in 

a number of complementary ways.  

In the first place, following Franks Davis, it refers to experiences that “subjects themselves 

describe in religious terms”, and which may or may not include terms or factors such as ‘holy 

presence’, ‘salvation’, “apprehension of an ‘ultimate reality’ beyond the mundane world”187 It 

encompasses Franks Davis’ fifth characteristic of regenerative religious experience: “new hope, 

strength, comfort, peace, security, and joy”, and, in particular, but not exclusive to, experiences 

that they are “obtained during a religious activity”, brought on by a “divine power”, or 

accompanied by “the sense of a divine presence”188. William James influentially defined religion 

as: “the feelings, acts, and experiences” of individuals “in their solitude, so far as they apprehend 

themselves to stand in relation to whatever they may consider the divine”. This definition can 

clearly be subsumed within Franks Davis’ definition.189  
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Second, following Otto, it refers to the various characteristics of the sacred including religious awe 

or dread (tremendum), a certain experiential majesty (majestas), an element of energy or urgency (also 

expressed as vitality, passion, will, force, movement, excitement, activity or impetus), and a 

mysterious (mysterium or wholly other) dimension, “filling the mind with blank wonder and 

astonishment”—also including a sense of “something uniquely attractive and fascinating”.190 For 

Otto, and for this thesis, the sublime, the numinous is the sacer, the sacred, the religious. 

Finally, terms or ideas associated with institutional religion and belief, religious figures or a 

religious worldview, along with meanings of being devout, pious, or reverent behaviour or attitude 

of mind or outlook, are also included as a general category of religious experience.  

The related term, transcendent experience, is also used in the thesis, and is defined as being 

synonymous with the sublime and or the numinous—with or without a spiritual or religious 

dimension or interpretation of individual experience. As noted above, the sublime is understood 

as having something mysterious within it, akin to the numinous. Other terms are defined as 

follows: religious awe is understood as, but not limited to, dread before the uncanny; and uncanny, 

synonymously, as that which engenders, or can engender, religious awe and dread.  

In the final analysis, however, with regard to the difference between what is religious and what is 

not (or between what is transcendent, sublime or numinous and that which is both transcendent 

and religious), it is suggested here that along with the definitions (outlined above) being followed 

in the thesis, it is the self-reporting or opinion of the subject that is crucial. Put simply, that 

which is religious, like beauty, is in the eye or in the heart of the beholder, the believer.  

THESIS STRUCTURE AND CHAPTER SYNOPSIS 

The thesis explores the transcendent and religious experiences of soldiers and chaplains from 

Australia during the Great War. Each chapter is structured in a chronological fashion, and begins 

with biographical background (including educational and socioeconomic contexts) of each of the 

four soldiers and three chaplains.   

While chapter One introduces the aim, scope and methodology of the thesis, chapter Two 

investigates the experiences of three soldiers from Australia, two from Queensland and one from 

Victoria, and from diverse educational and socio-economic backgrounds. It presents their self-

 
190 Otto, The Idea of the Holy, 26, 31 For Otto, the numinous (including the mystical/mysterium/’wholly other’) is the 
non-rational, experiential ‘over-plus’ of the holy, the sacred minus any ethical/moral or 
rational/philosophical/theological factors/interpretation: “the real innermost core” of all religions, the pre-eminent 
“living force” in the Semitic religions. Otto, The Idea of the Holy (1959), 19-25, 39–44, 20.  



 45 

expressed experiences in a thick historical context. It shows they indeed did report and 

experience something that can be described and understood as transcendent, sublime or numinous, 

according to categories adopted by Otto and Franks Davis. The chapter also introduces the idea 

of an experience continuum, whereby everyday experience can move or “pass over” to the sublime 

and the numinous, and vice versa.  

Chapter Three investigates the experiences of two chaplains from different religious 

denominations, one from New South Wales and one from Queensland, and from different 

educational and social backgrounds. The chapter finds that each chaplain experienced profound 

sublime and numinous moments associated with the celebration of the Eucharist and at times in 

natural settings, or in the incongruous and surreal experience of war. It also introduces that idea 

of a two-way sacralisation process, whereby the religious instruments of faith carried about and used 

by Anglo-Catholic chaplain William Maitland Woods, themselves became something special and 

historic, being transformed and re-invigorated due to their association with the deeds and actions 

of the Anzac troops (or heroes, as they were termed by both Woods and Primitive Methodist 

James Green). At the same time, historic items or artifacts, such as the first flag flown at 

Gallipoli, were being sanctified, made sacred, because of the deeds and actions of the Anzac 

heroes, and also in part because they were to be placed into a recognised holy place, in the case 

of the flag, in St John’s Anglican Cathedral in Brisbane.  

Chapter Four narrows the focus of the thesis to one chaplain, and examines the wartime 

experiences of Harvard-educated Presbyterian chaplain, Ernest Northcroft Merrington, born in 

New South Wales, but who left for the Great War from Queensland. It finds that he too 

experienced moments of sublime, numinous, mystic and regenerative religious experience while 

at Gallipoli. It is also interesting to note that, as a doctoral student at Harvard prior to the war, 

he was most inspired by William James, who was one of his mentors. Moreover, as a 

consequence of his training in philosophy, psychology and theology, he was well equipped to 

comment profoundly not only on his own transcendent experience, but also on the 

psychological states of others. It can therefore be said that this lent weight to his various 

observations and descriptions of wartime experience. The chapter also examines Merrington’s 

contribution to the establishment of, and participation in, the first Anzac Day commemoration 

ceremonies in Queensland. Furthermore, it notes the religious dimensions of both civic and 

religious Anzac Day commemorations in 1916.  

Chapter Five analyses the wartime verse of Australia’s leading soldier-poet, South Australian 

Leon Gellert. The chapter notes that Gellert drew upon his religious background and classical 
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education, common at the time, in order to express his experiences in the Egyptian desert prior 

to seeing action on Gallipoli. Analysis of his verse draws on Eliade’s insights from studies in 

comparative myth and religion, and suggests that Gellert was expressing his experiences via 

themes and implicit religious ideas from the poet’s own Methodist background. Recurring 

themes include those of the reality, the seeming unreality, and the triumph of death, birth and 

apotheosis in a wartime setting. The inspiration and appeal of nature—and in particular that of 

water (ocean, seas, rivers), trees, the sky, stars, moon, the earth and hills—are further recurrent 

motifs. Religious or transcendent experiences, references and motifs pervade Gellert’s poetry, as 

do classical allusions, which are further testament to the poet’s background and education, and 

attempt to express and make sense of his wartime experience. The chapter also finds that Gellert 

sang of a new Anzac hero, and a new Australian ‘song of Truth’, or heroic Anzac story or mythology.   

The thesis finds that each of the seven subjects experienced a range of religious or transcendent 

moments in their wartime adventure. For soldiers Adcock, Fryer, Mallyon and Gellert, such 

moments were experienced while at the front, behind the lines or when on leave, and were not 

necessarily expressed in explicitly religious terms per se. However, for chaplains Green, Woods 

and Merrington, their transcendent, numinous or sublime moments were, unsurprisingly, more 

commonly expressed in religious language, yet also with an eye for the aesthetic appeal of their 

surroundings. Nonetheless, soldier-poet Gellert consistently drew upon his religious background 

and classical knowledge to express his experiences in verse and song. All, however, directly or 

indirectly, through their letters, diary entries, verse and published books, put pen and pencil to 

paper to self-report and reflect upon their experience, which can best be described in terms of 

the religious and transcendent. Several also drew upon their religious and transcendent 

experience to extol the virtues of the Anzac soldier, paving the way for a myth of Anzac.  
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CHAPTER 2   

The Angels at the War 

“And if he should be called to die,  
     The Angels are about.”191   

Introduction  

While for Jack Fryer the Great War was seen as a quest and with spiritual or religious 

underpinnings, for Garnet Adcock, by contrast, participation in the war was an adventure, pure 

and simple. It was an adventure and a journey with all the elements of a classic odyssey: 

departures, arrivals, the crossing of significant thresholds, a homecoming and on one occasion 

the crossing of the equator—expressed as and celebrated in a de-sacralised rite or ceremony as 

was common at the time. Adcock’s war experience also included moments that can best be 

described as surreal or transcendent, as in France with regard to the sight of  ‘pretty little white 

balls of smoke’ in the distance, a battle scene on the Western Front.192 And although as an 

agnostic he did not express his experiences and adventure in religious or spiritual terms per se, it 

can be argued that the structure of his odyssey, his wartime experience, was nonetheless similar 

to that of Protestant chaplains James Green, William Maitland Woods (Chapter 3) and E.N. 

Merrington (Chapter 4), and soldier-poet Leon Gellert (Chapter 5): an adventure, a hero’s 

journey with peak experiential moments, and a myth, or elements thereof, in the making.  

This chapter suggests that on analysis of the empirical evidence, for Victorian mining engineer 

Garnet Adcock, wartime experience was indeed an adventure with transcendent or numinous 

elements, moments of aesthetic appreciation or apprehension of the sublime that can be placed on 

the same experience continuum that leads from the experience of the everyday to the sublime or 

the numinous. In contrast, for Queensland University student Jack Fryer, participation in the war, 

his wartime adventure, took on the characteristics and justification of a quest against German 

militarism—yet also with transcendent elements, moments of cultural, aesthetic or sublime 

appreciation. While the worldview of each was different, it can be argued that based on their 

letters and or diaries, the experiential nature and structure of the adventures were similar. While 
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the adventure and hero trope is usually associated with literature, verse and prose, it is used here 

in framing and explaining aspects of wartime participation, and makes for an informed analysis 

as to the possible nature of the archetypal or classical hero’s journey and its associated myth or 

story, with its various constituent phases and the use or otherwise of specific religious language, 

reference and interest.   

For chaplains Woods, Green and Merrington, the adventure (as will be suggested in chapters 3 

and 4) was overtly spiritual or religious—indeed sacred, yet also imperialist and nationalistic. For 

Fryer and Adcock the overt religious element or worldview was missing.193 Nonetheless, it can 

be suggested that all men experienced similar transcendent moments that might be plotted on 

the same experience continuum, thus forming the potential basis for and the constituent elements of 

a myth in the classic and heroic tradition—for those who had the eyes to see and the language to 

describe the creation of such a myth or tradition (something that will be discussed in more detail 

in later chapters). This chapter also examines the experiences of stretcher-bearer Private Herbert 

Mallyon, an Anglican and a central Queenslander like Fryer, and identifies an early expression of 

a myth of remembrance, especially with reference to those mourning his (that is, Mallyon’s) 

death. Yet the chapter also makes the point that the soldiers who experienced something 

transcendent were not necessarily the ones to see their own experience as worthy of a myth or 

tradition in the making. This was often a result of the work and worldview of others.  

 G. I. ADCOCK 

A First Class Adventure  

Lieutenant Garnet Ingamell Adcock, a mining engineer by profession, had joined the Mining 

Corps’ No. 5 Tunnelling Company on the 3rd of May 1916 aged 21 and departed Melbourne on 

board H.M.A.T. A69 Warilda on the 25th of the same month.194 And while life on board the 

Warilda was an adventure, it was also, at least for some, a first-class adventure. As an officer 

Adcock enjoyed “splendid quarters”.195 Writing home in May 1916 he explains that the ship is 

“the same, as regards officers’ accommodation, as when she carried passengers”, and that he had 

a “decent cabin” to himself and another functioning as an office.196   

 
193 For a definition of the terms: religious, spiritual, transcendent, numinous and sublime, see the thesis Introduction, 
Chapter 2 and as provided in this and subsequent chapters.  
194 A.I.F. Nominal Roll, Mining Corps, No.5 Tunnelling Company, AWM RCDIG 1067104–184  
195 Adcock, G. I., Letter, 28 May 1916, AWM L/12/11/2112.  
196 Adcock, Letter, 28 May 1916.  
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The pre-wartime lounges, music, and smoking rooms (minus bars) are still retained as well as the 
first class promenade deck. Meals also are excellent and on civilian lines. A library is provided, in 
charge of a Y.M.C.A. man and in the music room we have a piano and gramophone.197  

Like all adventures, there were departures, arrivals and trials and tribulations of various kinds. 

On departure from Melbourne in 25 May 1916, the fare-welling band “displayed great delicacy” 

by playing the wartime adventurers on to the wharf to the tune of “ Here come the married men 

… they’re going to lose their wives, if they’ve got to lose their lives” especially suitable according 

to Adcock as their unit had a higher recruitment age limit as compared to others.198 In the same 

letter from on board the Warilda, Adcock explained that at “five days out” the journey had 

indeed begun with Australia “well astern” and life on board ship a “pleasant” one.199 And yet as 

with all adventures, there were trials and tribulations, tests of endurance to overcome, if not 

always of a serious nature. Adcock reports that the previous night he had rolled out of bed 

“three times” and that his early morning cup of tea “on which we Spartans have to subsist until 

breakfast” had “combined its functions with those of a showerbath”.200 And after recounting a 

further comic incident with “the pet kangaroo” (which involved he and the kangaroo rolling into 

the scuppers, “followed by a deck seat and its occupants”), Adcock makes it known that the 

Australians on board were as adventurers also tourists with a capital “T”.201 And in the case of 

Adcock, a further mixture of naturalist, geographer and social (if also racist) commentator with 

an eye for natural beauty, and spontaneous, humorous and theatrical incidents and events—

some of which represent the assumptions of the period and to an observer of more recent times 

can be seen as degrading. While in Durban he noted:  

There seem to be six niggers to every white man. Zulus, Kaffirs, Hottentots, and numerous 
Hindoos. The manual work is done by the niggers, the heavy work chiefly by the local product 
and the house-work by the Hindoos. They all make excellent servants, and in the better hotels 
they seem to have a nigger to every dish.202  

Adcock then continues commenting that the “rickshaw men” understand little English, and that 

“when the passenger gets in and gives an address they trot off with an air of great assurance, 

arriving eventually where they think their fare ought to want to go”— adding that the “only way 

is to learn the route and direct the “hoss” by prodding with a walking stick”.203 He noted further 

that: “We of course staged some rickshaw races which made Ben Hur’s chariot race look silly. It 
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was an inspiring sight to see half a dozen chaps flogging (!) on their steeds, the latter capering, 

bucking, and generally enjoying the fun.”204 “Their enjoyment”, he concluded, “was probably 

increased by the large tips they received”.205 Whether or not it was enjoyment or a result of the 

type of belittling and racist behaviour exhibited to colonised peoples throughout the British 

Empire is of course another matter. It was a period when a white, global colour line was still in 

existence, and a time of the White Australia policy.206 Adcock was quite obviously also seeking to 

entertain his audience, his family back in Australia.  

A Sight Full of Wonder  

Tourists of every era are in many respects the same. Time is taken out from the everyday, the 

mundane to travel to foreign or uncertain shores where experiences are had in which certain 

moments of transcendence often occur. The same was true for the tourists and adventurers from 

the antipodes during the Great War. And although Cape Town, according to Adcock, was 

“nothing like as interesting as Durban. There are no rickshaws”; the mountains, Table Mountain, 

held a “certain appeal”, indeed the “only interest”.207 Adcock continues: “It is a wonderful sight 

from the Bay in the early morning when the mists are round the base and the sun is shining on 

the top.”208  It was a sight full of wonder, the only point of interest, and the very type of 

experience that can be of sublime, transcendent or numinous appeal and resonance. And the very type 

of experience that as German theologian Rudolf Otto argues (and is here on the evidence 

suggested as possible) can indeed move from the aesthetic or the sublime to the numinous (both 

categories or schema of the sacred or the holy according to Otto) and back without notice. And it 

can be suggested, it can move along an invisible experience continuum comprised of experiences 

at various levels of intensity.209 Such experience was the subject of Otto’s Das Heilige (translated 

as The Idea of the Holy or The Sacred), a study of the non-rational aspects of religious or 

transcendent experience, and to which it could be added, is the type of experience that can also 

be understood from either a religious or a non-religious perspective. As Otto puts it, and with 

echoes of William James, it is the kind of feeling or experience that may come “sweeping like a 

gentle tide” and continue “thrillingly vibrant and resonant” until “at last it dies away and the soul 

resumes its ‘profane’, non-religious mood of everyday experience”.205 Or, as James declares, until 
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such transient mystical states which cannot be sustained for too long, “fade into the light of 

common day”.210 James also notes that: “Certain aspects of nature seem to have a peculiar power 

of awakening such mystical moods.”211 This is also an aspect of Franks Davis’ seventh category 

of religious experience: “Scenes of natural beauty very often trigger these spontaneous 

extrovertive mystical experiences in Westerners out hiking.”212 She continues, quoting from a 

subject, reported in Alister Hardy’s The Spiritual Nature of Man (1979): “the setting sun blazed out 

turning the whole world crimson and gold.”213  For Adcock, then, whether or not such an 

experience was seen by him as spiritual or sublime (and it is suggested here that it was sublime), 

the land by this stage of his journey, and in particular the sea (as reported), had begun to reveal   

their experiential charm to the traveller: “We have now been on the water five weeks and regard 

it as the natural existence.”214  

We see quite a number of flying fish, and further south, wales. One of the former (not the latter), 
flew through my porthole the other evening and hit me on the cheek as I was dozing. It was a 
lovely little thing but ‘packed quite a punch.’ There are lots of Spanish ‘man-of-war’ and at night 
the sea is quite phosphorescent.215  

It was indeed a different world that Adcock was now traversing, a world of endless water where 

apart from moments or glimpses of something other than the now ordinary, everyday life at 

sea—the sea phosphorescent at night or a mountain shining in the sun and rising from an early 

morning mist—life could be (in the tradition of a long journey into a strange or new 

environment) as equally monotonous as it was originally and at various times full of interest and 

wonder. Adcock writes: “One day is very much like another.”216   

The Old, the New and the Transient  

Once again on land and after arriving at Plymouth in July 1916, the traveller was, however, able 

to report that it was “a very interesting old place”, and that after travelling by train to Camp No. 

4, Perham Downs, Tidworth on the Salisbury Plains, there were walks in the countryside and the 

hiring of cars to be had in order that one might “tour through the country to all places of 

interest”. 217  Adcock was also able to record via letters home that: “we have never been so 
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contented in our military experience.”218 This was because unlike in Australia: “camps in England 

are not like prisons”, and “all ranks can wander within four miles of camp without a pass.”219 

And so they did. The old, the new, and the transient beauty of the countryside all combined to 

provide situations within which the individual experienced something out of or other than the 

everyday: a feeling of wonder and a sense of the mystery of and fascination in and about the 

natural world and the world of human endeavour.  

From the train we caught glimpses of beautiful countrysides in Cornwall, Devon, Somerset, 
Wiltshire, Berkshire, and Shropshire. We stopped for a time at a lovely old Cathedral town, 
Exeter, and had a glimpse of Dartmoor…. The beautiful countryside, with its green trees and 
grass, wildflowers, villages, old buildings, ruins and tradition, must be seen to be realised.220  

It can be suggested that it was not only the inspiration of the countryside, the beauty of nature and 

the sense of mystery and fascination that surrounds and clings to old buildings, ruins, tombs and 

cathedrals that captured the attention of Adcock, but also the realisation that history was coming 

alive in the present.221 Adcock the agnostic, and, as we shall see, much like chaplains Green and 

Woods, was entering into another world, a world that he had only read about or imagined. It was 

an experience that had to be felt, something that had to be seen to be realised—and believed.  

Adcock writes: “Just returned from a couple of days’ leave in London… and it is wonderfully 

interesting to see spots of which we have read in history, and visit the tombs and works of famous 

people. Of course the more ancient parts appealed to us.”222 Like chaplains Woods and Green who 

walked in the footsteps of the apostles in the biblical lands of Egypt and on the shores of the 

Aegean, it is reasonable to suggest upon the reported evidence that Adcock was walking in wonder 

in the footsteps of previous generations of abbey visitors and worshippers.   

We have been to the Tower of London and Westminster Abbey several times now. This time we 
were admitted to the Royal Chapels, which are ordinarily closed to the public. The whole 
building is split up into a maze of chapels and niches, each with their tombs and memorials, and 
even the floor, worn by generations of feet, shows inscriptions regarding the great men buried 
beneath.223  
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In the Trenches 

In her study of the wartime experiences of Sister Kit McNaughton in Kitty’s War (2013), Janet 

Butler discusses how the diarist or letter writer needs to decide how they are to present 

themselves to their intended audience, and how they are to construct their own image, an image 

she suggests for women and men in 1915 and 1916 was already based upon the “fiercely 

masculine” Anzac legend, the “dominant discourse” then available. 224  For Lieutenant G. I. 

Adcock, his image, whether or not based on such a national identity, included an element of the 

storyteller and at times the frank social commentator. At the same time it also included the 

characteristics of the self-confessional:  “I used to wonder whether I’d be scared at my first 

experience in the trenches, but it was too interesting and exciting. Everything was novel and 

hence enjoyable and the hardest thing was not to be able to get on top and see what was going 

on properly.”225 He continues: “Early in the piece I managed to have seven narrow squeaks in 

one day, so now the boys reckon I’m born lucky and am immune.”226 That is, while there was an 

element of entertainment in his storytelling prior to and while seeing action at the front, there 

was also honesty in digger Adcock’s accounts.   

By October 1916, Adcock was already at the business end of his journey and facing the true test 

of his adventure. And although time away from the trenches was to be welcomed—it being “nice 

to get a change and a bath”—dugout domesticity was to be preferred to billets, Adcock noting 

that his then existing dugout was “the pride of the sector and the envy of the Infantry”.227 The 

exact nature of his digs he was all too keen to convey to those at home in Australia, partly to 

reassure them of his safety: “Am back in billets bored stiff. I wish they would give me a job. 

There is nothing to do but hang round and read. I always look forward to my turn in the 

trenches.”228 Even at the front, in the time of trial, there were departures and arrivals and times 

of action and inaction. “Have been running around a bit lately on my motorbike visiting French 

and Belgium towns and people. Saw some dogs harnessed into and dragging carts today. We are 

seeing the world alright. We always say the T on our shoulders stands for ‘Tourists’.”229  
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I entertained the Infantry Colonel and one of his officers to “dinner” last night in my dugout and 
had quite an impressive menu. My batman was sent down to Armentieres to see what he could 
get and came back with a “poulet” and some drinks, and a few other items.230  

In the same letter, Adcock went on to explain that the “simplest things”, like a dugout dinner 

party, add “quite a festive air” and that “we enjoy our little functions as well as we would a 

dinner party at home.”231 There were, as reported, still moments of relief and of festivity amidst 

the destruction of war, and although Adcock was not going over the top with the infantry, death 

and danger were always close at hand. Writing home from near Armentieres in mid October 

1916, Adcock explains that a trench raid is “quite an interesting thing.”232 He then goes on to 

describe how before the raid, trench motors strafe enemy wire and “blow it to pieces” and that 

after “several days” of training the chosen men “go over armed with rifle and bayonet and 

bombs”.233 And with faces “blackened and all badges removed”, and after “everything is quiet”:  

Then there is one tremendous crash, and every gun and trench mortar starts pumping out shells 
at high speed. It sounds as if the Earth has fallen into the cellar. The whole sky is one continuous 
flare and the shells are bursting at the rate of 10 or 12 per second. The whole ground shakes … 
The Hun replies by pouring shells on our front line and sandbags go in all directions. If you try 
to walk about you are blown over by the concussion.234  

Shell Shocked  

It was an experience of total destruction, the earth falling, the sky ablaze and human life and 

consciousness in concussion. As Adcock notes, however, such raids did not always result in 

heavy casualties, inviting the observation that it was all “Much Ado About Nothing”.235 Yet it 

was on one such occasion that the totality of the “show” meant that Adcock himself was badly 

concussed.236 In his history of the Great War, 1914–1918, David Stevenson reminds us that even 

if medical science was “more effective” than in previous wars in caring for more terrible physical 

injuries, it had less success with “psychological wounds”, and that “the newly established 

psychological profession” was feeling its way with post-traumatic stress disorder, or “shell 

shock” as it was then commonly known.237 Stevenson also notes that “as early as 1915”, English 
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physician Charles Myers had identified the condition’s “basic characteristics” and that in Britain 

methods of treatment varied from rest to counselling, hypnosis and electric shock therapy.238 

And that despite the fact that such treatment might alleviate symptoms, most likely in the short 

term, 87 per cent of shell-shocked British troops “were back on frontline service within a 

month”.239  

On the first day of January 1917, Adcock wrote home to say that he had received “a very mild 

touch of shell shock”, so he thought he had better “take it easy for a while”.240 He had got “very 

close” to a “Minnie”, “12 lbs. of H.E. in a steel case thrown by a trench mortar”.241 In full 

storytelling mode he explained further: “They can be seen coming and keep one dodging. The 

concussion is terrific.”242 Once again, Adcock was trying to reassure his readers and at the same 

time let it be known that he had recently suffered a “great loss”, in that his batman, Cantello, had 

been killed by his side the night before, and that he, Adcock, had been “recommended for the 

Military Cross—for doing my job”.243 On this occasion doing his job entailed “twelve sappers, 

two infantry men and myself” kicking the enemy out of the trench, killing three of the raiding 

party and the capture of two charges of high explosives “intended for blowing in our shafts”--all 

in all “a glorious scrap” in which 40 out of 43 friendly infantry and tunnellers were killed.244 The 

“Hun” who had thrown the bomb that killed Cantello, “I shot” Adcock reports, “wounding 

him”. 245 “We finished him as he got to our wire.”246  

The Hero’s Journey  

For Adcock, his wartime experience was seen (by him) as an adventure. It can also be 

understood as an age-old adventure of the hero venturing into foreign and dangerous lands. The 

classical adventure of Jason, for example, is now believed to have possibly occurred. He (or 

other historical figures) crossed through the Dardanelles and went on to the eastern shores of 

the Black Sea, where he (they) came across the practice of panning for gold using the wool of the 

sheep, hence the Golden Fleece. It can be argued that at the time such an adventure, Jason’s 

adventure, was simply that, an adventure full of dangers to be overcome. In time it became 

mythologised. The adventure of Garnet Adcock and that of his contemporaries, in time and 
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indeed quite quickly, became mythologised as the Anzac myth or legend (and became so for a 

number of reasons that will be suggested elsewhere in this study). That is, the historical events 

that make up the adventure or journey can be seen—at the time—as either an adventure pure 

and simple (in the case of Adcock), or as a spiritual and religious journey or quest (in the case of 

chaplains Woods and Green and private Jack Fryer, as we shall see). Its nature depends on the 

perspective or worldview brought to bear on the experience, the salient features of which it can 

be argued on the evidence presented being the same or similar. For Adcock, the sunrise over 

Table Mountain was simply awe-inspiring, for Woods and Green (again as we shall see), the 

same sunrise or sunset in classical and biblical lands, while celebrating the rite of Holy 

Communion was rendered as—was—something deeply spiritual or religious. In both cases it was 

full of awe. And in all cases the structure of the hero’s or traveller’s journey can be seen as 

similar: a departure, a road of trials, (possible) redemption, apotheosis (attainment of divine 

status or a transcendent experience, mythically the attainment of enlightenment), receipt of a 

boon or fame won, and or a final death or return home.247  

Behind the Lines  

Amongst scenes of total destruction and the by now almost eternal or unending comings and 

goings, departures and arrivals at the front—as in the other sectors or stages of the adventurer’s 

journey—Adcock continued exploring the countryside and life behind the lines. Writing home at 

the end of October 1916 he records: “This afternoon I rode the motor cycle to a neighbouring 

town and did some shopping”; adding that: “Of course we had to go to a café and have 

afternoon tea” this being “one of the most pleasant pastimes in France”.248 He also makes it 

known that he is very impressed with everyone he meets: “Everyone is so nice and polite and 

willing to help with French”; noting that “An English, or Australian, restaurant keeper would 

treat you with bare civility if you had ordered a modest cup of tea, but here, in France, they seem 

to acknowledge the rights of man.” 249  Adcock the social commentator, and reflecting his 

knowledge of French, revolutionary history—the rights of man—was struck by the 

“consideration for the individual” and would “sooner have a pleasant spoken heathen than a 

disagreeable Saint”.250 His agnosticism was showing.   

Judging from the images and pictures we have seen in the churches, Saints were, on the whole, 
mostly afflicted with acute dyspepsia or liver. As Hubbard points out, this has frequently been 
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mistaken for piety. The chief difference seems to be that piety is the harder to cure and will not 
react to a pinch of soda.251  

Yet despite his agnosticism or irreligious worldview, Adcock, as has already been noted, was not 

averse to visiting churches, cathedrals and graveyards. In fact, he sought them out. He was also 

able to pursue such an interest while “putting down a shaft through a cemetery” in Flanders.252 

Such an irreligious or a-religious attitude of mind was of course in stark contrast to chaplain 

James Green (Chapter 3), who saw something quite different in the figures of the crucified 

Christ that he and others came across amidst the destruction that was the Western Front. Yet for 

Adcock, there was an interest and it would seem an experience nonetheless—even if the 

cemetery through which he was then tunnelling lacked “the classic interest of the majority”.253  

The war or the show was continuous, despite his and others’ comings and goings in and out of 

the trenches. On 7 November 2016, Adcock reported from Armentieres that the guiding 

principle for the continuous shelling by both sides seemed to be: “You kill my cat, I’ll kill your 

dog.”254 Yet, as he also reported the previous month, also from Armentieres, the cats and dogs 

were on that occasion “four women and two children” who were nearby to where he was 

passing through the town square.255 Adcock also let it be know that in his opinion, although “the 

newspapers… strafe the Hun for that sort of thing and call it ‘frightfulness’… that is all rats” as 

allied batteries do the same thing to “certain cities Fritz now holds”. 256  While billeted in 

Armentieres he added: “If we have our batteries hidden in a town he has a right to search for 

them and for troops billeted, and if civilians are foolish enough to remain they must take their 

chance with us.”257 War, then, for Adcock had its own morality, or lack of it, and at times also 

revealed not only its indiscriminate callousness, but also its surreal and fascinating aspects.   

As you say, war is a great education. It brings out either the best or the worst in a man. There is 
nothing superficial here and a man shows up as what he is. Although it is unpleasant at times 
there is something fascinating about it. It is thrilling, for example, to watch the guns at work, 

 
251 Adcock, G.I., Letter, Flanders (Estaires), 4 November 1916; Arthur Howes Hubbard was a private in No 11 
Platoon, 'C' Company, 1/14th (County of London) Battalion (London Scottish), London Regiment (168th Brigade, 
56th London Division), May - November 1916. His war letters of 1916 display disillusionment with the war. 
Hubbard took his own life after the war (March 1929), with shellshock seen as a possible factor. 
https://livesofthefirstworldwar.org/lifestory/1996630; Private Papers of A H Hubbard, Documents 22009, 
Imperial War Museum (on line content description), 
https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/1030028852.  
252 Adcock, Letter, 4 November 1916.  
253 Adcock, Letter, 4 November 1916.  
254 Adcock, G.I., Letter, Armentieres, 7 November 1916.  
255 Adcock, G.I., Letter Armentieres, 24 November 1916.  
256 Adcock, G.I., Letter, Armentieres, 24 October 1916.  
257 Adcock, Letter, 24 October 1916.  



 58 

especially at night, and generally speaking, we get the same thrill from war as we did from 
“shooting the chute” or from “figure-eight railways”.258  

That Which Repels  

That which repels also attracts. As reported, the experience of war for Adcock included 

moments of fascination (fascinans), with ‘thrill’ rendered as something akin to the peacetime 

activities of amusement rides and model trains.259 While such a comparison may seem surprising, 

Adcock was doing his best to express moments of peak experience in the language of everyday 

experiential activity—and, as already noted, with such moments also capable of being located on 

an experience continuum ranging from the profound to the profane, from the extraordinary to the 

ordinary. As philosopher Caroline Franks Davis suggests in The Evidential Force Of Religious 

Experience (1989), transcendent, numinous or religious experiences can be identified or described 

in a number of ways, including as a certain experiential energy or sense of urgency, or as “a 

fascination with or attraction to the numen”, and not necessarily as something completely 

overwhelming, but rather something “very mild”—different levels or aspects of experience on 

the same continuum.260 She also suggests that “experiences of evil” often involve a numinosity 

similar to that associated with the awe and wonder of “non-evil numina”. 261 Amidst death and 

destruction therefore, and based on the empirical evidence, there were moments of 

transcendence, moments of the surreal—the unusual, the unreal.  

It is difficult to imagine that there is a war on—there is only the distant ‘thud’ of the guns and 
“archies” to remind one. Thousands of feet overhead a German plane is cruising trying to see 
what we are about. Pretty little white balls of smoke appear about it as our guns get busy. I am 
sitting in a comfortable office. Outside, a sentry is marching up and down…. In the mess, 
officers are sitting around the stove entertaining visitors. Such is War!262  

It was also a war that by then was fast becoming “a business” rather than an “adventure”.263 Yet, 

the business of war did not exclude various types of transcendent or peak experiences, including 

trips “in the moonlight through beautiful country”.264 Indeed, Adcock writes home on 17 April 

1917 that: “I have taken quite a fancy to the country” of Belgium and “I prefer it to England”; 

 
258 Adcock, G.I., Letter, France, 12 November 1916; shooting the chute = riding a flatbottomed boat amusement 
ride.  
259 See Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1959), 45; and 37: where Otto analyses a 
third element of his trememdum and majestas (awefulness and majesty), namely, ‘urgency’ or ‘energy’—to which might 
be added ‘thrill’—often expressed, according to Otto, as: “vitality, passion … movement, excitement, activity, 
impetus”.  
260 Caroline Franks Davis, The Evidential Force Of Religious Experience (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), 48, 53.  
261 Franks Davis, The Evidential Force, 51.  
262 Adcock, G.I., Letter, Belgium, 4 March 1917. Archie = anti-aircraft artillery.  
263 Adcock, Letter, 4 March 1917.  
264 Adcock, G.I., Letter, Belgium, 17 April 1917. 
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adding in a post-war note, quite a fancy also “to a certain young lady, now Van’s mother”.265 

Four months earlier Adcock had also written home describing how “very nice” it was to meet up 

with “old friends”, as when he spent “another evening” with his friend “Wog” in a “lovely 

French Chateau”.266 He reported: “It is very little damaged and we were very comfortable. In the 

moonlight, with the snow and the “Verey” lights in the distance, the view from the tower was 

glorious.”267  

Light Relief  

Life on the Western Front also included moments of light relief. Troops and clergy put on 

various types of entertainment, shows as with the “Divisional Follies”, which included the sad, 

unworldly naïveté of Pierrot the clown, pining for the love of Columbine: “the best Pierrot Show 

I’ve seen—better than the Melbourne Tivoli”.268 Special scenery had been arranged, the stage 

“lighted by an electric set supplied by the Bosche”, it being “rather amusing to hear the pauses 

filled in by the guns”.269 The experience of war was a multi-faceted adventure and a surreal show 

not to be missed. Adcock’s rendering of his wartime experience therefore was coloured, quite 

naturally, by his personal worldview, his Weltanschauung. And it was a view of the world that saw 

theatre, comedy and irony in the events occurring around him. Writing from France in early 

November 1916, Adcock comments: “When used to the messy side one is struck by the humour 

of war and you would be surprised how funny it can be.”270 He continued: “Bairnsfather has hit 

it to a T in his “Fragments from France”, which are a continual joy to us and grace most billets. 

The scenes are mostly drawn from this very section.”271 War for Adcock was an adventure, a 

business, a theatre and a show. At times, it was also a Pierrot performance.   

 
265 Adcock, Letter, 17 April 1917. Adcock writes from Belgium on 20 January 1917, with a postwar “Note for 
Van”: “It was about this time I first met your Mother.” On 25 November 1918, Adcock married French woman 
Marguerite Marie Van Coillie. He was granted leave from 4 May 1919 to 5 July 1919 for Non-Military Employment 
in a perfume factory in the south of France, and also to attend a course in herb and medicinal plant culture. With 
the final rank of Lieutenant Colonel, Adcock returned to Australia with Marguerite in July 1919. AWM File and 
Nominal Roll, RCDIG 1067104-184.  
266 Adcock, G.I., Letter, France, 17 December 1916.  
267 Adcock, Letter, 17 December 1916; ‘Verey’ lights refer to a type of illumination from flare guns, large-bore 
handguns that discharge flares. They can be used to create light for improved vision or as a weapon.  
268 Adcock, G.I., Letter, Belgium, 9 April 1917.  
269 Adcock, Letter, 9 April 1917; Bosche = Germans..  
270 Adcock, G.I., Letter, France, 7 November 1916  
271 Adcock, G.I., Letter, France, 7 November 1916; Captain (Charles) Bruce Bairnsfather was a British humourist 
who joined the Royal Warwickshire Regiment as a second lieutenant and served with a machine gun unit in France 
until 1915. He was hospitalized with shellshock and hearing damage during the Second Battle of Ypres. 
268 Adcock, G.I., Letter, France, 1 January 1917.  
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An Inferno  

As a tourist with a capital T, Adcock was a keen souvenir collector. Referring to “pineapples” or 

“pineapple bombs” (a “cylindrical pineapple with a propeller on the stalk”), Adcock relates how 

the deadly fruit may be picked and that he has “two fine ‘dud’ pineapple bombs that will look 

well on Father’s mantelpiece”.268 On a later occasion, after the attack at Ypres and Hill 60 in June 

1917, the adventurer reports that: “It is magnificent to walk over ground that could only once be 

seen through a periscope…. There is quite a thrill in exploring the remains of Jerry’s trenches 

and there is often a souvenir to be picked up. We are all inveterate souvenir hunters.”272 That is, 

there was an experience, a thrill to be had in actually walking on significant ground that 

previously was unapproachable. The adventurer was at this stage close to the thick of it, if 

nonetheless on this occasion on the sidelines. The “more fortunate” were “really doing 

things”.273 For Adcock it was “harder, and perhaps more exhausting, to stay behind here in cold 

blood and help pull the wires, than to do the work keyed up to fever heat”.274 The field of battle 

was akin to the “inside of a volcano” and the “great attack” had been “indeed wonderful”.275 

Adcock then adds: “I walked after it was over the ground where the German trenches had been 

and it was an outstanding sight.”276 Adcock had witnessed, taken part in and then walked upon 

what in another language, in another world might be called a divine inferno, a mythological 

landscape where the tourist, it could be suggested, was indeed the archetypal hero surveying a 

scene of destruction and transformation.  

A Son of Neptune  

Adcock’s wartime service had been an adventure, a journey into the unknown. It was also an 

adventure that was comprised of various classic, constituent phases:  departures, trials, an 

apotheosis or experiences of the transcendent including aesthetic moments, making history come 

alive in the present, the crossing of various thresholds and an eventual homecoming (in 1919). 

At the crossing of the equator threshold at his journey’s beginning, Adcock took part in a 

centuries old, desacralised ceremony, still common at the time, where: “Each candidate was 

‘lathered’ with a mixture of soft soap, black lead, flour, and water, then shaved with a great 

wooden razor.”277 He continued: after being ducked “three times” in a bath the initiate was 

declared a “‘son of Neptune’”—a ritual immersion in water, symbolising, if only in fun, a 

 
272 Adcock, G.I., Letter, Letter, Flanders, 13 June 1917.  
273 Adcock, G.I., Letter, Flanders, 6 June 1917 (midnight).  
274 Adcock, Letter, 6 June 1917.  
275 Adcock, G.I., Letter, Flanders, 15 June 1917.  
276 Adcock, Letter, 15 June 1917.  
277 Adcock, Collected Letters, 7.  
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ceremonial death and rebirth, a baptism and an apotheosis of another kind. 278   “Souvenir 

certificates” of the occasion were also issued.279  

JACK FRYER 

A Great Cause 

For Jack Fryer, participation in the war took on the nature of a quest, a fight against German 

militarism while trusting in a higher power. John Denis (Jack) Fryer was born in 1895 in 

Springsure on the central Queensland highlands, was educated at Rockhampton Grammar 

School and for one term at the University of Queensland prior to enlistment in 1915. Writing to 

his father from His Majesty’s Australian Transport A69 Warilda, Sydney, on 8 October 1915 

concerning his wellbeing and whereabouts— the same troopship upon which G. I. Adcock was 

to depart eight months later—private Jack Fryer closes with: “the very best of love & God’s 

blessing on you all”.280 A few months earlier on the 20 June, he had written to his sister Lizzie 

from the Australian Military Camp, Enoggera, Brisbane, on Y.M.C.A. letterhead, with the news 

that his brother Will had become a rejected volunteer “on account of his teeth”.281 Jack Fryer’s 

religious language and reference were of an implicit kind, and his faith expressed more in deeds 

than in words. Writing to Lizzie from the Church of England’s St. John’s College, Kangaroo 

Point, Brisbane on 13 May 1915 in order to enlist her support in convincing his mother to allow 

him to sign up for military service, he says:   

You don’t know how much I am affected by thoughts of this war. One can’t work properly, & 
so I would like to get away as early as possible. Of course I know what your own personal 
feelings may be at losing one of us [four brothers]. But we should lay everything like that aside, 
and trust to the King of Kings to bring us safe through.282   

Fryer’s was one of implied, and at least initially, complete trust in the almighty, the angels at the 

war. And in the same letter to his sister Lizzie, in whom he was to confide, he characterised his 

quest as a “great cause” to which his mother would be giving her sons:   

Dad would most likely give his consent to my going, but of course it is very hard for Mum to 
leave us go. But she must remember that she is giving us to a great cause, and one which has in 

 
278 Adcock, Collected Letters, 7 Such a ritual, if only in jest, had been performed for some time by the British Royal 
Navy, and with obvious classical/religious, if desacralised symbolism.  
279 Adcock, Collected Letters, 7.  
280 Fryer, Jack, Letter, A69 Warilda, Sydney, 8 October 1915.  
281 Fryer, Letter, 8 October 1915.  
282 Fryer, Jack, Letter, St. John’s College, Kangaroo Pt., Brisbane, 13 May 1915.  
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[the] end her own ultimate good. We don’t wish to become a race of slaves subjected to German 
militarism; and if someone does not make sacrifices, we will, in all probability become such.283  

A High Old Time  

His quest, like most quests, also took on the characteristics of a journey or an adventure. Writing 

to “My Dear Mother”, from No 3 Zeitoun Camp in Egypt shortly after disembarking in that 

foreign land on 8 November in order to let her know that he and brother Will, now enlisted, had 

“arrived here safely” (having left Fremantle around 18 October), he said: “Our trip across was 

nothing if not calm. We had smooth seas all the way from Fremantle to Suez … arriving in camp 

here the same evening, travelling by rail, of course.”284 During the war, Jack was to become a key 

member of a letter-writing community of family and friends—not uncommon for the times—

and, as noted above, had already written to his father from HMAT Warilda informing him that 

“we must be going south for we are calling at Fremantle” and that: “We leave to-day with some 

800 N.S.W. troops extra” in addition to the 700 already on board.285 In the same letter to his 

mother upon arrival in Egypt, Jack Fryer continued and, like Adcock, commented on the 

crossing of a significant threshold on his journey: “‘Crossing the Line’ we had the usual fun. 

King Neptune paid us a visit. His wife was also in attendance and the Court Barber was also in 

great request. Of course you all know what ‘Crossing the Line’ means on board a ship—a day on 

which everyone has a high old time.”286  

The Ravages of Time  

As is the case with all adventures, and especially in war, there is a constant air of uncertainty 

about. Writing to his mother from the No 4 Auxiliary Hospital, Abbassia, Egypt on 14 

December 1915, Jack opens his letter with one of his usual greeting: “I suppose all of you are 

anxiously waiting for news of us boys.”287 He then continues to inform his community of family 

and friends that “at present” he is “in the above mentioned hospital suffering from a mild attack 

of the Mumps”, and that there is no need for concern as he has recovered, but needs to, or had 

elected to, “stay in here till the New Year, when my term of isolation is finished”.288 He also spelt 

out another reason for his staying in hospital, if only for the benefit of those at home: “You see, 
 

283 Fryer, Letter, 13 May 1915 See also: Robert D. Linder, The Long Tragedy Australian Evangelical Christians and the 
Great War, 1914–1918, (Adelaide, South Australia: Openbook Publishers, 2000), 46, 47: the letter of Owen Lewis, 
27 April 1915.  
284 Fryer, John Denis (Jack), Letter, Egypt, no date, John Denis Fryer Papers, UQF23, Box 1 Folder 1a. Jack had 
done what he could for his brother Will to “get him in”, arranging for Dr  
Brown to “have a look at him.” Jack Fryer, Letter, Enoggera, Brisbane, 20 June 1915.   
285 Fryer, Jack, Letter, Sydney, 8 October 1915.  
286 Fryer, Letter, Egypt, no date.  
287 Fryer, Jack, Letter, Egypt, 14 December 1915.  
288 Fryer, Letter, 14 December 1915.  



 63 

the camp is only about half a mile away from the hospital, and at night time we can sneak out. At 

present we have a very easy time of it in the hospital, and are not very keen on leaving it for a 

few more weeks yet.”289 And sneak out they did.  

The next day Jack informs his readers that “a party of us” from the “Mumps” hospital went for a 

walk to “Old” Cairo, visiting “the Tombs of the Khalifs, the Citadel, Napoleon’s Forts, The 

Dead City, the Mosque of Mohammed Aly, and a host of other places”.290 Like Adcock, Jack 

Fryer had an interest in things historical. “It is really marvellous to think that all these old places, 

some of them built hundreds, some thousands, of years ago, have withstood the ravages of time 

so well. Even to-day some are well-nigh perfect.”291 As it was for Lieutenant Adcock, there was a 

certain heightened experience to be had in such places. And as is often the case with such 

experiences, they defy description. Jack Fryer further explained to his mother that if he was to 

“enter into a minute account” of all such places visited, “it would exhaust pretty near half a pad 

of paper.”292 One would be “writing all day & all night” and still not be able to “do the places 

justice”.293 Nonetheless he did manage a brief description of “the tomb of the late Khedive”, and 

the “huge candelabra in the centre of the mosque—for it was really such a place, built over the 

actual tombstone” and with “200 glass candle sticks on it. By Jingo! It was a beautiful affair!”294 

It was an experience that was not easy to forget. And an experience that he, his comments to the 

contrary notwithstanding, described at greater length and in greater detail to Lizzie the same day 

in an eight-page letter home.   

Works of Art  

The same “hecatomb (I think that is the correct word)”, the “resting place” of the late Khedive, 

“the brother of the present Sultan”, Jack wrote to his sister, “is nothing if not a work of art”.295 

The mosque or resting place also contained a “small, exquisitely carved table, not more than 2’ 

3” high, but beautifully inlaid in ivory, mother of pearl & with several jewels inset. I think all the 

cupidity in me came to the top on looking at this beautiful little piece of work.”296 And in seeking 

to understand the import of his descriptions, it can be suggested that the desire to possess that 

which is full of beauty is sometimes an aspect, if also an unobtainable goal, of the experience of 

 
289 Fryer, Letter, 14 December 1915..  
290 Fryer, Letter, 16 December/ same letter as 14 December, 1915.  
291 Fryer, Letter, 14/16 December 1915.  
292 Fryer, Letter, 14/16 December 1915.  
293 Fryer, Letter, 14/16 December 1915.  
294 Fryer, Letter 14/16 December 1915. The expression “By Jingo” is a euphemism for “By Jesus”, referring to 
the/a living God.  
295 Fryer, Jack, Letter, Egypt, 16 December 1915.  
296 Fryer, Letter, 16 December 1915.  
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the divine or the transcendent—and is not necessarily to be understood as avarice per se, but 

rather a reaction to something that takes one’s breath away. As Franks Davis suggests, “the line 

dividing secular experiences from their religious counterparts is often difficult to draw” and in 

the “aesthetic realm” such “works of art”, as Jack Fryer was confronted with, can “often trigger 

religious experiences, and aesthetic experiences sometimes merge into religious experiences with 

no clear moment of transition”.297 And so it was also for Jack Fryer with sights, including of “a 

Koran, small, but with text beautifully illuminated”, as it was for “Persian carpets, gold & silver 

inlay work, carved silver rose bowls”, which were “everywhere”.298 It was indeed a picture and 

description of a certain image of paradise. The “next great mausoleum” that Jack and his fellow 

adventurers visited that day was that of a Sultan, “I forgot whom”, where he saw a stone “in 

which was shown an imprint of the foot of Mohomet, both feet, as a matter of fact. We also saw 

the imprint of his hand.”299 Such a sight, as with yet another mosque, “simply takes your breath 

away”.300 Jack and his group also visited the Temple of the Khalifs, the second tomb of which 

included a minaret. Finding a stairway inside the building they “went up aloft”, and were no 

doubt “a little nearer Heaven” than they had been “for some time”.301 The wonderment and awe 

of such experiences were also accompanied “on the way home” that day, with a sight of a 

different kind, a sight that gave pause for thought, “a place where excavation work had been 

carried on bones & skeletons of several hundred people, all killed during the Napoleonic 

occupation of Egypt”, causing Jack Fryer to further muse: “The sand has preserved them 

wonderfully, hair, skin & flesh in many cases still clinging to the gruesome remains.”302 Soon Jack 

himself would be in a war zone—war-torn France—witnessing modern day gruesome remains, 

this time on the Western Front.  

Entanglements  

Private and later Lieutenant Jack Fryer was a conscientious letter writer and receiver of letters. 

His love for the various members of his family was ever present in his thoughts and words, as 

was his concern for other war participants, expressed in his words and deeds. Writing to his 

younger brother Walter from France on 22 July 1916, Jack let it be known that their brother 

“Charlie is over in France but we have not seen him yet.” 303  And talking simply and 

affectionately to his youngest brother, he noted that: “of course you can ride the bike now”, and 
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asked: “Have you had any more rides on Gazelle? Perhaps by next Christmas we will all be 

home, & take you out for a ride on Gazelle or one of the other ponies.”304 The next day Jack 

wrote to Lizzie, addressing her as “Dear Old Girl”, then immediately seeking to be excused for 

the “familiarity which breeds contempt” in his “thus designating you by such an ignoble 

epithet.”305 And with regard to the sending and receiving of letters between the various family 

members, Jack says that Lizzie’s letters to him “contained all that you intended doing”, while 

Will’s was “the epistolary account of noble deeds well done”.306 Jack also noted that “Mother’s 

Note to me arrived on the 20th July; her No 3 on the 22nd. A case of “Behind before” … or, as 

our classical friends would term it: “Hysteron. Proteron”— the cart before the horse.”307 Jack 

ends this letter with: “I think that Walter’s letters are very comical. As Will & I both say, we have 

enough entanglements in his letters to furnish the whole of our Western Front. By 

entanglements, I don’t mean intricacies of speech, but his kisses. Au revoir, Love Jack.”308  By 

mid July 1916, the four Fryer boys were in active service in France: Jack, Will, Charlie and Henry. 

Only two would survive the experience.  

Gassed 

Despite being gassed on 3 June 1917, and seriously wounded by a stick bomb in the final push to 

Amiens on 4 August 1918, Jack seldom mentioned such matters, preferring to talk about other 

things, and especially the wellbeing of others.309 His was a quiet assurance or hope that all would 

be well, that goodness would prevail or that “Fritz is just about beaten.”310 Occasionally he 

mentioned his health as being “pretty good”, or that he spent two weeks in a rest camp as he was 

“a bit fagged out”, but usually his reporting of such matters centred on the health of others.311 

Such a reluctance to talk about his injuries can of course be seen as an attempt not to alarm his 

family, as much as complying with censorship requirements relating to strategic matters. 

Nonetheless, his concern for others was noted. On the 3 September 1918, Mrs E. M. Goodwill 

wrote to Jack from Midland Junction in West Australia, hoping not to be “impertinent” in so 

doing: “I cannot resist writing to you, & thanking you for your kindness to my boy [Dave]. In his 

letters he often speaks of his bonza Officer, (meaning you), & also mentions your name… I 
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know you are good to him, & I feel more contented.”312 Like others, Jack had seen horrible 

things, and on 18June 1917 wrote home to Lizzie that: “Will is at present at Weymouth. I hope 

he goes back home, for life here is not all “beer & skittles”.”313 This was after an earlier letter to 

his mother on 17 March of the same year informing her that Will was “still at Dareham” and 

“considered by the Board as unfit for further active service. His hip troubles him a good deal.”314   

In his 18 June letter after leave in England, Jack also gave evidence to the constant wartime 

rhythm of time in and out of the line, something also noted by others: “Am back here again now 

& ready for anything that may turn up.” 315  He had also reported that: “Henry [Fryer] was 

wounded last time in the line, also Tom Gillespie.”316 He continued: “Spinks (Henry) received 

one in the arm & also one in the head, but was looking pretty right, so the boys said. The head 

wound was rather slight, I believe. S’pose its my turn for a clout now.”317 The show, as it was 

commonly known as by the troops, nonetheless had to go on. And on this occasion Jack ended 

his epistle home stating: “I am quite well. We are out having a rest now, but will most likely have 

time to visit Fritz a few more times before this show is finished.”318 Jack Fryer’s quest and 

wartime adventure, like Adcock’s, also included elements of a show, however that might be 

conceived, and whatever it may conceal—one of various euphemisms often used by soldiers to 

shield those at home from the gruesome realities of the war.  

A World Away 

Jack had been on an overseas adventure like no other. There had been high times at sea, times of 

aesthetic and sublime experience in the appreciation of foreign cultural treasures, and lessons in 

modern history. Yet by the end of the war, it had “been quite a long time away”, “quite different 

to my schooldays when we thought ten weeks was long”, and this time on “this side of the 

world” he writes home from Weymouth.319 His adventure had indeed taken him far from the 

familiar, to the other side of the planet. And his quest to rid the world of the threat of German 

militarism had by now lost much of its original vigour and earnestness. “Wish I were on the boat 

with Bert. There are lots of chaps I know on her… shall soon be home again.”320 The King of 

Kings may well have been watching over Jack Fryer, but his quest was nonetheless to have a sad 
 

312 Goodwill, E.M., Letter, Midland Junction, West Australia, 3 September 1918.  
313 Fryer, Jack, Letter, France, 18 June 1917.  
314 Fryer, Jack, Letter, France, 17 March 1917.  
315 Fryer, Letter, 18 June 1917.  
316 Fryer, Letter, 17 March 1917.  
317 Fryer, Letter, 17 March 1917; clout = a heavy blow. 
318 Fryer, Letter, 17 March 1917.  
319 Jack Fryer, Letter, Weymouth, no date; In the same letter he also refers to “all our relatives on this side of the 
water”, those in England (whom he had visited while on leave).  
320 Fryer, Letter, Weymouth, no date.  
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end. On Armistice Day, 11 November 1918, Jack’s father, Charles G. Fryer, wrote to his son: “I 

was glad to hear from your last letters that your wounds were progressing so satisfactorily.”321 He 

concluded with: “May God bless and keep you from all harm is the prayer of your affect 

Father.”322 Jack died of tuberculosis in February 1923 after returning to Australia in 1919. He 

received his Bachelor of Arts degree, which was conferred upon him by the Senate of the 

university in December 1922, “without further [final] examination”.323  

HERBERT MALLYON 

Mary’s Well 

Tradition has it that the Virgin Mary received a visit from the angel Gabriel at a site in Nazareth, 

in the Holy Land, telling her that she was to give birth to the Son of God. Today, as they have 

for centuries past, pilgrims visit the spring of the Virgin Mary there, Mary’s Well, the place of the 

Annunciation, for inspiration and guidance. And whether or not it was to this same holy place 

that station hand, Private Herbert Mallyon of the 15th Field Ambulance, A.I.F. made a visit on 29 

February 1916, or another similarly named “Mary’s Well & Church”, one thing is clear; it is the 

only place of specific religious or historical significance in Egypt and nearby areas that Herbert 

Mallyon recorded in his diary of 1916 as having been visited by him in the two months he was in 

the area.324 Private Herbert Thomas Moffit Mallyon, who like Jack Fryer was from Springsure in 

the central Queensland highlands, began his “journey” from Australia to Egypt, via Fremantle 

and Colombo on 20 January 1916.325   

Like Adcock and Fryer, Mallyon “crossed the line” at sea, witnessed various sights of interest 

and wonder—for Adcock, including flying fish and the sea phosphorescent at night—and on 8 

February, the day before arriving at Colombo, Ceylon, reported that he had “sighted a log with a 

bird perched on it” that “looked just like a raft with a man on it”.326 And while not quite the 

ancient mariner, Mallyon arrived in Suez, Egypt on 21 February and departed two months later 

on H.M.T. Royal George for France, arriving in Marsailles on 27 June and leaving again by train for 

a “destination unknown”.327 On 10 July he had his “first go” as a stretcher bearer in the trenches 
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near Stenbecque, and began the next phase of his adventure in and out of the front lines, amid 

the mud, the death and the destruction on the Western Front, and in and out of moments of 

peace, contentment, excitement and uncanny encounters and their antithesis, the dissatisfaction, 

the monotony and the hatred of war-time routines, drills and inspections.  

A New World  

By October 1916, Mallyon was on the Somme, and by then was getting used to the rhythm of 

time in and out of the trenches, retrieving the wounded and attending to them at field ambulance 

dressing stations, and witnessing the constant raising of the casualty count. For 21 and 22 July, 

he records in his diary that the “total casualties” for the division were “8000 killed & wounded” 

from 4 pm to 7am on 19 July.328 It was indeed a new world that he was experiencing, as he left 

for what was to be a week at the Field Ambulance Dressing Station, “Nouveau Monde”.329   

Went into trenches on Somme front. We carry our wounded about four miles by hand over shell 
holes etc. Ground terribly wet & muddy raining every day & night at intervals feet always wet & 
clothes much the same we are in a sorry pickle in a few days mud from head to foot…. but still 
happy.330  

Despite the horrible conditions and loss of life, Mallyon, because of his even temperament and 

naturally positive outlook on life, and sense of purpose, was still happy. And by the end of his 

first half-year in France, he had come out of the trenches for a rest behind the lines at Bernafay 

Wood near Delville Wood, and was by then gaining experience in the ways and history of the 

war, and the destruction that it wrought. His diary entry for 17 November/3 December read: 

“Delville Wood where the fierce battle was fought some time previous has been a death trap for 

both the enemy & ourselves. Bodies still lying there unburied in great numbers. It is a horrible 

sight. The wood is nothing but a mass of charred & broken timber.”331  

Going for a Walk  

Like Jack Fryer, Herbert Mallyon was a quiet, compassionate person who did not wear his 

religion on his sleeve, letting his actions do the talking. On one occasion, after meeting a French 

woman and her crippled daughter on a visit to a near-by village, Mallyon “went for a walk” back 

to Franvilliers to give the girl photos of herself and her mother he had taken on the previous 
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329 Mallyon, Diary, 23 July 1916.  
330 Mallyon, Diary, 23/28 and 29 October 1916.  
331 Mallyon, Diary, 17 November/3 December 1916; See also A. B. Grimes (First Field Ambulance), Diary entry, 6 
January 1917, in Ken G. Grimes (Compiler), Alister Bailey Grimes at War Diary & Letters 1915–1919 (Hamilton, 
Victoria: K. G. Grimes, 2010), 3: “In Delville saw a terrible lot of dead. The Wood is one mass of shell holes & 
implements of war scattered all over the place. There is not one tree that has not been hit.”  
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visit, noting that the daughter was “greatly pleased”, and that it was “a pleasure to see the poor 

girl get some enjoyment from such a little thing”.332 Like Jack Fryer and his three brothers at the 

war, Mallyon was also to see many awful sights until his own war came to an end on 29 

September 1917. And like Jack Fryer, Herbert Mallyon was a prolific letter writer, who kept lists 

in his diary of letters received and sent to family and friends, along with address lists. His diary 

for 1917 was a substantial French diary, with a good amount of space in which to write. It also 

included the name of the French saint of each day, along with the number of days left until the 

end of the year. Herbert’s first entry for the New Year began with a wish for peace.  

Spent quiet New Years Day fatigues as usual. Met an old friend Tom Horsfield spent the evening 
talking over old times. I open this Diary with the fervent wish that I will record in it the end of 
war & peace restored once more & a happy home coming to all our dear ones in good old 
Australia again.333  

The year had begun with promise enough. There was time for some well-earned rest after thirty-

two days in the trenches. The weather had been “glorious”, and “fairly warm & without rain”, 

something “uncommon” for that time of the year.334 There was also an evening picture show to 

attend, his first since being in France, yet still “within range of German guns”.335  There was also 

the opportunity to visit the nearby town of Albert, four kilometres away, where a certain “feature 

of interest” was to be seen.336  

The town itself is much battered from the German bombardment. A feature of interest is a 
statue of the Virgin on the tower of the church … hanging from the tower…. The church itself 
is a mass of ruins. There are [sic] a number of civilian population still living in Albert but the 
majority have left.337  

Strange and Sad Incidents 

Yet unlike others who saw such a sight of the Virgin Mary (or of the Christ), Mallyon, despite his 

interest, did not then proceed to make any particular religious, spiritual or philosophical 

comment regarding the hanging Virgin, except to speculate on the more technical aspects of her 

precarious situation.338 His interest lay more in a “strange incident” that happened two days later, 

 
332 Herbert Thomas Mallyon, Diary 1917, 14 July 1917, M767/2, JOL.  
333 Mallyon, Diary, 1 January 1917.  
334 Mallyon, Diary, 2, 6 January 1917.  
335 Mallyon, Diary, 2, 6 January 1917.  
336 Mallyon, Diary, 2, 6 January 1917.  
337 Mallyon, Diary, 2, 6 January 1917.  
338 Primitive Methodist Chaplain Rev. James Green, by contrast, noted that (as reported in the next chapter) he had 
by the end of 1916 never seen a sculptured image of the Christ “injured”, giving him and others food for thought: 
“everyone notices this and wonders”; as was also the case in Fleurbaix, where an image of Christ on the Cross was 
“just hanging together”, yet untouched. The Methodist (Sydney), 15 November 1916, 2.  
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when, after he had “happened to be speaking of Springsure” and a certain Walter Grenham, the 

same Walter appeared saying, “hello Herb”, as Mallyon was just leaving the local baths, where 

Walter’s cousin, unbeknown to Walter, just “happened to be working”.339 Such coincidences, or 

chance encounters, often loomed large in the experience of servicemen, and generally fell into 

the same category as luck and lucky escapes, and heightened any sense of providence or fate that 

might be part of the worldview of the digger at any particular point in time.340 War was also often 

as uncanny as it was unpredictable—mysterious, strange, eerie, remarkable or noteworthy events 

did occur, the same kind of experiential noteworthiness that Otto identified as an aspect of the 

numinous, or the divine, in his Das Heilige (The Sacred, 1917).341 In discussing the nature of the 

mysterium tremendum aspect of the numinous, the transcendent, Otto argues that the element of 

fascination is often associated with experiences that are often described as weird, or in German 

Ungeheuer, and that the best English translation is perhaps uncanny. He continues:   

And it is just this element of the uncanny in man that Sophocles has in mind. If this, its 
fundamental meaning, be really and thoroughly felt in consciousness, then the word could be 
taken as a fairly exact expression for the numinous in its aspects of mystery, awefulness, majesty, 
augustness, and ‘energy’; nay, even the aspect of fascination is dimly felt in it.342  

The next day Mallyon had arranged to “meet a mate at Church” and go with him to the 

pictures.343 The mate “did not turn up” and Mallyon records in his diary that he did not know 

“what has happened to him”.344 Such a failure to show up, whether by decision or misadventure, 

only served to heighten the uncertainly that underpinned the wartime experience and increased 

the sense of the transitory nature of life at the front. On the evidence presented in his diary, this 

was the case for Mallyon.   

During what remained of the year for the central Queenslander, many sights of death and 

destruction were recorded in pencil in his diary. And although there was one line that was often 

 
339 Mallyon, Diary, 8 January 1917.  
340 See Gladwin, Captains of the Soul, 81–83: where he challenges Great War historian Bill Gammage’s assertion 
regarding fatalism amongst Australian servicemen, noting that Gammage’s 1967-68 survey of 256 veterans 
“suggested that only 16.4 per cent could be rightly be considered ‘Fatalists’”; and that for example, according to 
Anglican padre Halford Hennell: “the spiritual life of a man was more pronounced than would appear on the 
surface.” See Bill Gammage, The Broken Years Australian Soldiers In The Great War (Ridgewood, Victoria: Penguin 
Books, 1974), 260: “by about 1917 most old soldiers were fatalists.” See also: Laurence Browne, The Many Faces of 
Coincidence (Exeter: Imprint Academic, 2017).  
341 Otto, The Idea Of The Holy (1959), 31.  
342 Otto, The Idea Of The Holy (1959), 54, 55 Otto argues that apart from the everyday meaning of Ungeheuer as 
‘huge’, there is, as in Goethe, its “original non-rational meaning of uncanny, the fearful, “the dauntingly ‘other’ and 
incomprehensible”, which “arouses in us stupor.”  See also: Franks Davis, The Evidential Force, 50.   
343 Mallyon, Diary, 9 January 1917. Pictures = Movies.  
344 Mallyon, Diary, 9 January 1917. The next day Mallyon records that “P.L. still missing no word about him yet. 
Must have met with an accident.” Diary, 10 January 1917.  
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repeated—“everything quiet on front”—it was testament to a quietness that was often 

punctuated by the unexpected.345  Mallyon writes: “A very sad accident happened to a chap 

today.”346 He continues recording that the chap concerned, while digging a drain, struck “an old 

hand grenade buried in the earth. It exploded & practically blew his legs off. He had the leg 

amputated at the dressing station here.”347 And with a view to the life of the French farmer after 

the war, Mallyon ponders: “The farmers life will not be worth much after the war when he gets 

back on this shell torn ground with his plough.”348 Again in March he writes:  

Everything quiet up to noon. No casualties … no stunt. Had a look through the village of Flers. 
Captured by New Zealanders last Sept-Oct. Nothing of village left except a heap of ruins. The 
village is situated on high ground surrounded by a wood. The trees are torn up with shell fire 
branches scattered about intermingled with bricks timber of houses etc. Altogether a sight of 
utter destruction.349  

Getting a Rough Up  

Despite time out of the lines, there was no complete rest from the relentlessness and ever-present 

danger of the day-to-day reality of the Western Front. On being relieved from Factory Corner 

Relay Post near Bapaume on 13 March, Mallyon went back to Tunnel Hospital Brigade 

Headquarters, getting a “rough up” on the way out.350 “Fritz opened out his big guns on the track 

just where there are a number of large & small dugouts. We had to go through it. He put over two 

big 9.2 in shells together with an interval of about 1 minute. Got the wind up us properly.”351 On 

that occasion he was lucky and was alive for an inspection from General Birdwood in the Tunnel 

Hospital the next day, and was able to comment on the “terrible concussion” that the big shells 

occasion.352 Indeed, the work of a chap with a Red Cross on his sleeve was not “soft”, the “false 

impression” that according to Mallyon prevailed amongst other units.353   

On the empirical evidence self-reported by the diarist, amidst such experiences and scenes of 

destruction and uncertainty, there were also moments of peace and contentment, such as rest 

and re-creation on the Sabbath. And although it could not be reasonably expected that Sunday 

on active service would be like that at home in Springsure, Mallyon, because of his quiet, 

religious disposition, nonetheless sought out such peace and solitude and wrote about both its 

 
345 Mallyon, Diary, 19 January 1917.  
346 Mallyon, Diary, 19 January 1917.  
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348 Mallyon, Diary, 19 January 1917.  
349 Mallyon, Diary, 4 March 1917.  
350 Mallyon, Diary, 13 March 1917.  
351 Mallyon, Diary, 13 March 1917.  
352 Mallyon, Diary, 14 March 1917; Mallyon, Diary, 15 March 1917.  
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presence and absence in his diary. On Dimanche, 14 January, St Hilaire’s day, and with plenty of 

days left in the year, Mallyon wrote:  

Sunday is much the same as any other day when there is work about. A Church service was to be 
held at 11am today. But we paraded as usual & were told off on a fatigue erecting a tent. Not a 
very pleasant job as the site was nothing but mud. We don’t often get the opportunity of going 
to church here in France as services are very seldom held.354  

Peace and Quiet  

On 8 April, Mallyon again writes about the lack of a proper break on the Sabbath, noting that 

although there was a Church Parade on this occasion, it and tea were the only spells in what was 

otherwise a day of work, prompting the comment: “This is what they call a rest on a Sunday 

too.”355 He continued, saying that it reminded him of “last Easter Sunday at Ferry’s Post Egypt 

where we were doing pick & shovel work all day Easter Sunday”.356 He concluded, “Lets hope 

the next Easter will be in Australia & finish war.”357 By contrast, the last Sunday in April, St. 

Marie’s day, at Fricourt Camp was: “More like Sunday to me than it has seemed for a long time. 

Guns seem to be very quiet on front today & everything round us seems peaceful.”358 Mallyon 

had a preference for his own times of peace and quiet, and on more that one occasion, declined 

the opportunity of leave in a near-by town in order to have an early night in or rest on his bed, 

reading and writing letters, as he did on this occasion: “Wrote long letter home.”359 Such a 

preference can be seen to be illustrative of Franks Davis’ fifth category or characteristic of 

religious experience, as was his preference to lay beside a cool running brook, amidst, and 

despite the distant noise of battle—her ‘regenerative’ religious experience of new hope, strength, 

comfort, peace, security, and joy. Mallyon was, or so it seems, more of a ‘retiring’ type of person, 

and, as we have noticed, did not wear his religion on his sleeve, letting his actions do the talking.  

Another manifestation of Mallyon’s preference for, and experience of moments of peacefulness, 

was his enjoyment of those times and places where he had a good “possy”, a home, or place of 

rest.360 On 7 June 1917, he wrote in his diary while having a rest at Becordel Rest Station: “Still 

 
354 Mallyon, Diary, 14 January 1917.  
355 Mallyon, Diary, 8 April 1917 See also: Daniel Reynaud, “Signs of Spiritual Crisis or Evidence of Unexpected 
Commitment? Attitudes to Compulsory Church Parades in the First AIF,” Journal of Religious History 41, no. 1 
(March 1917) where he demonstrates that a significant minority of soldiers valued and engaged with religion, 
including church parades, as opposed conclusions drawn by some historians, such as, for example, Bill Gammage.  
356 Mallyon, Diary, 8 April 1917.  
357 Mallyon, Diary, 8 April 1917.  
358 Mallyon, Diary, 29 April 1917.  
359 Mallyon, Diary, 29 April 1917. It is also arguably indicative of his mood that his hand writing in this diary entry 
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360 Mallyon, Diary, 4 April 1917.  
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having the time of our life. Nice & peaceful. Nothing to disturb us. No parades etc…. we are a 

happy family of eight.”361 On 16 June, four days after a day’s leave in Amiens—the “main feature 

being the Cathedral”, a “wonderful bit of architecture”—Mallyon was inspired to describe the 

destination of their march (Contay), as “a lovely place” with “a running spring among green 

trees” and “beautifully clear & cool” water, a place and it would seem also an experience 

“completely out of hearing of the guns”, and a place—and it could again be added, a state of 

being—that “would do me for the rest of summer”.362 “It is lovely to lie down on the bank 

under the trees.”363 It was an experience of peace, and a place that could be seen as an oasis or a 

paradise in a world gone mad with war. The experience of a certain kind of peacefulness in 

contrast to the noise of battle was therefore something of note, and something to be savoured. 

For Mallyon, religion and regeneration, it would seem, were associated with feelings of 

peacefulness, quietness and security.  

Fine Displays  

There was a variety other sights and experiences that made an impression on Mallyon’s 

consciousness and took his mind away from the unspeakable death and destruction on the 

Western Front, including the heaviest snowfall he had yet seen in France. It was a “beautiful sight” 

accompanied by a “good deal of fun” throwing snowballs, and breath “freezing” on one’s collar 

“just after it emitted from our mouth”.364 There was also the sight of the Australian Light Horse on 

its way to its first time in action in France, and the sight of an enemy plane being towed by a motor 

lorry, reportedly the aircraft of Prince Frederick of Bavaria “painted blue with a black Cross” on its 

tail and the “skull & cross bones” on the front and sides. 365  On another occasion, Mallyon 

witnessed a “fine display” by a flying machine, very new technology, “looping the loop”.366 He 

wrote in his diary: “It is an exciting moment when the airman is on the point of looping the loop & 

one involuntarily holds ones breath until the machine rights itself again.”367 It can be reasonably 

suggested that these are examples of moments in time when time itself stops, when one’s 

consciousness of time ceases and there is an experience of something other than the everyday.   

Moments such as these described by Mallyon, Fryer and Adcock, when something of the sublime, 

something full of awe, something out of the ordinary, something transcendent is experienced, can 

 
361 Mallyon, Diary, 7 June 1917.  
362 Mallyon, Diary, 16, 18 June 1917.  
363 Mallyon, Diary, 16, 18 June 1917.  
364 Mallyon, Diary, 17 January 1917; 23 January 1917.  
365 Mallyon, Diary, 17 March 1917; 22 March 1917.  
366 Mallyon, Diary, 23 June 1917.  
367 Mallyon, Diary, 23 June 1917.  
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be said to have occurred within a certain historical moment or series of moments, within history. 

For Mallyon, as for Adcock, times of “intense bombardment” and the “noise of the guns” at the 

front, were also not only “terrific” with the sky “lit up almost like day”, but were also times and 

sights that “makes a chap tingle with excitement”, the kind of excitement that can inspire more 

than an ordinary thrill.368  They were times of awe and wonder, of one kind or another. And, as 

Franks Davis reminds us, illustrative of Otto’s and her numinous religious experience, one aspect 

of which is an “almost unbearable energy or urgency”.369  

Fed Up  

Yet despite timeless moments of excitement and peacefulness, the war and soldering in particular 

were in the end not to Mallyon’s liking. On various occasions he expressed not only a wish for 

an end to the war—indeed to war itself it would seem—and a desire to return to civilian life, but 

also his displeasure at the monotony of continuous, exhausting drills and inspections. On 6 April 

1917 he lamented:   

Fed up with the whole show. Marched to this place this morning about 1½ miles from Bapaume. 
Commenced at once to pitch tents out in an open field preparatory to establishing the Rest 
Station on the spot & a miserable hole it will be too. Everybody disgusted with the whole thing 
as we really expected to get back to a decent town where we could get a few luxuries & a well 
earned rest.370  

In recent times there has been a reassessment of the career of General Sir Douglas Haig by 

historians such as Denis Winter, and despite Mallyon’s displeasure with regard to the war, it was 

into the commander-in-chief’s apparent all-seeing eyes that Herbert Mallyon looked on 28 

August, exactly one month before his own death further north at Ypres. 371  He wrote: “He 

looked at us keenly as though taking in every little detail & forming his own opinion. I think him 

a wonderful man.”372 Despite Mallyon’s objections to aspects of his active service as a stretcher-

bearer and his personal “hate” for military ceremonies that had by this time “lost all their 

glamour”, as already noted, between June and August 1917 he was nonetheless still receptive to 

moments of insight and feelings of peacefulness.373   

 
368 Mallyon, Diary, 14 March 1917. See earlier analysis of such phenomenon.  
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Seven Days Leave  

On 4 September, Malllyon’s long awaited leave in England away from the “discipline & the 

monotony of military life” had begun.374 Now it was time for excursions to all places of interest: 

a “stroll” around the Strand and Trafalgar Square and visits to the theatre to see shows such as 

“Smile”, “Seven days leave”, and “Chu Chin Chow”, and to historic sites such as Westminster 

Abbey, “a lovely old place”, “worth going a long way to see”.375 Nothing could have been a 

greater contrast to life at the Western Front than his last furlough in Blighty. And on his return 

to “Froggy land”, he was feeling “pretty down hearted having to face it again in France”.376 

Mallyon nonetheless “commenced the business” again just outside Ypres on 20 September, and 

on 24 September recorded that “Fritz used a lot of gas shells last night”; the effects of which 

makes the skin blister and the flesh “red roar”, and that he “worked all night” the next day 

“carrying wounded without a break”, “Fritz shelling … all the time.”377 On 25 September, he 

records seeing an “awful sight”, men “lying dead all round” with “several Ambulance men being 

killed”.378 Ypres had been a “hard & rough time”.379 And on a morning that was “dull & cloudy”, 

“as though our run of fine weather is coming to an end”, Herbert Mallyon made the last entry in 

his diary.380 It was St. Michel’s day, the day before Sunday.   

Last Resting Place  

On 10 January 1918, a hand written letter was sent to Herbert Mallyon’s mother in Springsure, 

Queensland, signed by 22 of his comrades form C Section of 15th Australian Field Ambulance 

A.I.F., expressing “deep sorrow” at the loss of their “much loved comrade Herb”.381 The same 

letter also described the manner of his death and informed his mother that a “nice large cross” 

stood erected on his grave to mark his “last resting place”.382  

He, & his squad, were returning from a carry, when a piece of a bursting shell struck him. There 
is a slight consolation in knowing that he died instantly, without suffering any pain. We carried 
him back to the well kept cemetery at Ypres, & with a Church of England padre officiating made 
our last farewells to the one who, above many others, had, in life & death, earned our love & 
admiration.383  
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Soon after his death, the following poem—“He did his duty”—was inserted in a local mass-

circulation newspaper by Mallyon’s “sorrowing brothers and sister-in-law” of Hale St., Red Hill 

in Brisbane, “In Proud and Loving Memory”. 384  The verse includes words of religious 

consolation, and elements consistent with the hero’s journey and the retelling of his or her 

adventure, the call to a cause, duty or adventure, (implied) trials, and a sacrificial death:  

Just when his life was brightest,  
   Just when his hopes were best,  
His country called—he answered; 
   Now in God’s hands he rests.  
  
Ah, the hope for ever blighted,  
   That he would return again,  
For my dear brother in foreign land, 
   Lies numbered with the slain.  
  
In the cause of right and freedom,  
   Answered he his country’s call,  
And beneath the Empire’s banner  
   Sacrificed his all.385  

CONCLUSION  

For Adcock, Fryer and Mallyon the war had been an adventure, quest and journey that was filled 

with moments that can be variously described as transcendent or extraordinary, and that can be 

located on the same experience continuum:  

The Experience Continuum 

 
Everyday Sublime Numinous Everyday 

 
Extraordinary / Transcendent / Überweltlich 

 
(± Religious / Mystical / Spiritual) 

 

[Diagram: After Rudolf Otto, Das Heilige] 

 

 
384 “He did his duty,” Poem, M767/1, JOL.  
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As Otto argued in his Das Heilige (1917), one such experiential moment can lead to the other, and 

back again, and can be of various levels of depth or intensity—to which it can be added, the 

context within which such moments occur seen as either an adventure, quest or journey, 

depending on the worldview of the participant or the commentator. Franks Davis, in her The 

Evidential Force (1989), also makes the point that aesthetic experience (it is argued here, an aspect 

of the sublime), can also lead to religious experience of one kind or another. For Adcock, war 

service was an adventure pure and simple, for Fryer a quest with religious underpinnings, and for 

Mallyon a journey. For all, it can be argued, it was a hero’s journey into the unknown—such a 

journey traditionally understood as a spiritual, mythical or simple adventure or quest comprised 

of departures and arrivals, the crossing of thresholds, times of trial, possible apotheosis, death 

and or a homecoming—a myth or tradition in the telling and the making, for those who had the 

eyes to see or the will to promote such a creation.   

A Sublime Spectacle  

In “The Idea of the Holy and the History of the Sublime” (1992), Lynn Poland, in commenting 

on Rudolf Otto’s Das Heilige (The Idea of the Holy; The Sacred), quotes from the diary of Carl 

Ludwig Fernow, who recounts a description of an experience while touring in the Ticino, 

Switzerland, in 1794:  

Here is the eternal home of horror. I have not seen anything more terrible ... We heard the 
increased thunder of the stream. Astonished, we looked at it, breaking its way through the rocks, 
cascading deep below us. We rolled large stones into the roaring abyss which were soon crushed 
by the stream and colored the foam red. With every step the sublime spectacle became more 
awe-inspiring. One is unable to speak; the shouts of joy are submerged in this thousand-voiced 
thunder; all of nature trembles in this valley of terror ... All this arouses the power of the soul in 
its innermost depth; it is the image of eternity. Sensible nature shudders in its nothingness, but 
the free spirit rejoices.386  

One of the points she makes is that, despite criticisms that can be made of Otto’s groundbreaking 

work, his writing in itself (as with Fernow’s above), has the power to invoke in the reader 

something of the sublime itself, the sublime or the experience of the sublime provoking in both 

the observer and the reader the “ambivalent feelings of terror and delight”—the same duality of 

response, that it can be suggested from the empirical evidence, was elicited from Australian soldiers 

during the Great War when confronted by a different kind of horror on the Western Front.387 For 
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Adcock, Fryer and Mallyon, there was the sublime experience of various awe-inspiring sights 

within the natural world: the sun shining on the top of a mountain in the early morning mist, 

exquisite works of art, or lying under shady trees beside a cool running spring in summer—a 

paradise in a world gone mad with war. As Poland also notes, for Otto, the sublime is “virtually 

identical”, in both structure and content, to the numinous, the mystery and fascination (mysterium et 

fascinans), for example, that surrounds and clings to old buildings, ruins, tombs and cathedrals.388 

This was also true for Australian soldiers, for example, Adcock. Franks Davis agrees. As Otto also 

suggests, the sublime can give way or ‘pass over’ to the numinous and vice versa—and, it can be 

added, along the same experience continuum, an invisible thread that links the everyday, the sublime and 

the numinous. For Poland, this runs from the corporeal to the spiritual, as dread gives away to joy 

and to “an apprehension of transcendence”.389 Following such an understanding or explanation of 

the empirical evidence, transcendence can be seen as synonymous with the sublime and the numinous—

with or without a spiritual or religious dimension or interpretation of individual experience. For 

Otto, the sublime, the numinous is the sacer—the sacred, the religious.387 For Adcock, Fryer and 

Mallyon, aspects of their wartime experience can be seen as transcendent, sublime or numinous, and 

with or without a particular religious interpretation, while, as we shall see below, for chaplains 

Green, Woods and Merrington, their transcendent wartime experience was seen by them, for the 

most part, in spiritual  or religious terms.   
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CHAPTER 3   

Deep Reverence in Strange Circumstances 

“The flag has become ... a sacred object, a symbol, a holy thing”390  

Introduction  

This chapter examines the wartime letters, experiences and roles of two Australian Army 

chaplains: the Rev. James Green, a Primitive Methodist, “low church” clergyman, writer and 

journalist, and the Rev. William Maitland Woods, M.A., a strict “high church” clergyman and 

Oxford graduate. It argues, based on the empirical evidence and a comparison of the experiences 

of both, that first, despite the difference in their educational backgrounds and denominational 

adherence, their faith and religious experience were deepened or strengthened because of 

wartime service. It further argues that second, there was a transcendent element or dimension to 

this experience, as when, for example, they became conscious of the historical, biblical or 

timeless landscape on which they trod; that third, it was sublime or numinous experiences in 

particular that changed the ordinary into the extraordinary or the sacred; that consequently 

Woods and Green understood their experience as religious, and as a spiritual adventure, by 

aligning it with their preexisting religious worldview, and by recognising a variety of religious, 

numinous or transcendent experiences—amidst the death and destruction of war—as meaningful 

and religious; and finally that they were witnessing and assisting in the creation of a new 

Australian Anzac hero and or myth. The chapter therefore examines the various ways in which 

such transcendent, religious or numinous experience was manifested or reported. This chapter also 

considers further questions. How did the ordinary, the banal, the mundane—the profane—

become significant and sacred? And how and why did Green and Woods understand their 

particular wartime experience as religious?   

Finally, this chapter suggests that for both men the experience of the sacrament of Holy 

Communion amidst a battle scene or prior to battle, revealed an inner meaning or experiential 

significance that it had not previously had, or was not obvious or as compelling before. For 

Woods in particular, the war brought into play a two-way sacralisation process, whereby various 

religious items or key instruments of faith— namely the chalice, the crucifix and the prayer 
 

390 Maitland Woods Papers, OM74–101/31, JOL.  
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book—became historic and reinvigorated; historic artifacts, such as the first flag flown at 

Gallipoli, became sacred. This was because such sacralisation was associated with the sublime or 

numinous nature of their wartime experience and the centrality of the Christian Weltanschauung, in 

that the latter was founded upon (concepts of) sacrificial death and rebirth (especially, it could be 

suggested, as substitutionary atonement as opposed to martyrdom; Christ, like the Anzacs, died 

“for us”).391 For both men the war was also a just or holy war, with nationalist and imperialist 

imperatives.  

BACKGROUND AND EDUCATION  

Both Green and Woods were born in 1864: Green in Newcastle-upon-Tyne, England, the son of 

a journeyman mason; and Woods in Mayfair, London, the son of a master draper. Woods was 

educated at the City of London School and St Mary Hall, Oxford, while Green was educated at 

Rutherford College, Newcastle, one of the schools founded in 1870 by the Rev. Dr John Hunter 

Rutherford, an Evangelical minister, doctor and educationalist. Green had seen previous military 

service as a Wesleyan chaplain to the New South Wales Citizens’ Bushmen contingent in the 

South African or Boer War, and, although a Primitive Methodist, he was to serve as a Wesleyan 

Methodist during the Great War.392 Primitive Methodists were more democratic, decentralized 

and “low church” than Wesleyan Methodists and typically had a social base amongst the working 

class or poorer echelons of society. In 1902 they, along with the Wesleyan Methodist Church, 

Bible Christians and the United Methodist Free Churches, joined forces to form the Methodist 

Church of Australasia.   

Woods had been appointed chaplain to the Queensland Land Forces in 1893 after arriving in 

that colony in 1889, the same year that Green arrived in New South Wales. He continued service 

in the Australian Military Forces, later being transferred to the Australian Imperial Force in 

August 1915.393 Both men therefore came to their new roles in 1915 with experience and a keen 

desire to serve not only the men in their charge, but also their denominational colleagues and 

superiors, and their individual spiritual calling. Both men were also subsequently officially 

recognised for their war service, Woods with an O.B.E., and Green with a Distinguished Service 

 
391 See also chapter 4: Rev. Dr. E. N. Merrington’s and various Anzac sermons in 1916.  
392 Michael McKernan, 'Green, James (1864–1948)', Australian Dictionary of Biography,  
National Centre of Biography, Australian National University, http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/green-james-
6471/text11083, published first in hardcopy 1983, accessed online 8 September 2019.  
393 J. P. Haldane-Stevenson, 'Woods, William Maitland (1864–1927)', Australian Dictionary of Biography, National 
Centre of Biography, Australian National University, http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/woods-william-maitland-
9181/text16213, published first in hardcopy 1990, accessed online 8 September 2019.  
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Order and appointment as a Commander of the Order of St Michael and St George. Both held 

the rank of Chaplain Lieutenant Colonel and both were mentioned in dispatches.394  

JAMES GREEN  

Early Ecumenism  

On August 14, 1915, the organ of Methodism in N.S.W., The Methodist, published a letter from 

the Rev. James Green in reference to, amongst other things, “our great NEVERTO-BE-

FORGOTTEN SERVICE on the side of Braund’s Hill”, Anzac Cove.395 This was an evening 

“united communion service”, an early example of ecumenism during the war, held on 20 June at 

the suggestion of Church of England clergyman, Chaplain A. E. Talbot.396 Green describes the 

scene where men “gathered up in great numbers”, the service beginning with the singing of the 

hymn Rock of Ages, Green reading the Gospel and giving the address, and Chaplain Talbot 

reading the service.397 It was an occasion that left a deep and lasting impression on the Primitive 

Methodist. Green recounts:   

There was deep reverence under strange circumstances. Between the opening of the hills we 
caught a glimpse of the beautiful sunset over Imbros. A destroyer was steaming down to her 
position opposite Gaba Tepe to guard our right flank during the night. A few enemy shells 
soared overhead occasionally, but unmindful of these circumstances, the men in large numbers 
came up to the improvised communion table fifteen at a time, and knelt to receive the emblems 
of salvation.398  

Green makes the further comment that lower in the gully, two companies of men were being 

“mustered to go into the trenches”, and that the orders of the officers were “mixed with the 

 
394 There were four Chaplains-General appointed to the Australian Army Chaplains’ Department in 1913, one for 
each of the Anglican, Roman Catholic, Presbyterian and Methodist denominations, with there to be a Senior 
Chaplain as the head of each of the four state denominations. And although the Chaplain-General had no 
equivalent military rank, the four classes of chaplains in each denomination corresponded to the relative ranks of 
colonel, lieutenant colonel, major, and captain (with a field and travel allowance and “the ‘part services’ of a 
batman.”) See Gladwin, Captains of the Soul, 27-30.  
395 Braund’s Hill was named after a dead comrade, Lieutenant Colonel George Frederick Braund, a theosophist, 
teetotaler, non-smoker and fitness devotee who was shot by an Australian sentry after he (Braund) slightly hard of 
hearing, failed to hear a challenge on 4 May 1915. Darryl McIntyre, 'Braund, George Frederick (1866–1915)', 
Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of Biography, Australian National University, 
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/braund-george-frederick-5340/text9027, published first in hardcopy 1979, 
accessed online 8 September 2019; www.parliament n.s.w.gov.au/prod/web/…/Info%20Sheet _Gallipoli.pdf.  
396 The Methodist (Sydney), 14 August, 1915, 2; Michael McKernan, PADRE Australian Chaplains in Gallipoli and 
France (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1986), 107, 108 See also: Daniel Reynaud, Anzac Spirituality The First Anzac Soldiers 
Speak, (North Melbourne, Vic: Australian Scholarly Publishing Pty Ltd, 2018), 172, where Reynaud notes: “the men 
of the AIF had a strong tendency to nondenominationalism.”  
397 The Methodist (Sydney), 14 August, 1915, 2; Michael McKernan, PADRE Australian Chaplains in Gallipoli and 
France (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1986), 107, 108.  
398 The Methodist (Sydney), 14 August, 1915, 2. See also: Michael McKernan, Australian Churches at War, Attitudes and 
Activities of the Major Churches 1914–1918 (Sydney: Catholic Theological Faculty and Australian War Memorial, 1980) 
54, 55 397 The Methodist (Sydney), 14 August, 1915, 2.  
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words of the ministers, yet there was no confusion, no distraction; they came to the communion 

steadily, then donned their arms and equipment for the firing line.”397 These were strange 

circumstances indeed, yet circumstances within which, Green writes, “one could not help gazing 

towards our burial ground on the hillside facing the sea, where so many of our brave comrades 

lie sleeping.”399 Such was the impression that the scene had upon Green, that he commented 

once again on the “deeply impressive” nature of the experience:   

The kneeling men in the twilight, the boom of the guns, the ranks of men marching through the 
gap to the trenches, and the rest of the worshippers still singing softly, was deeply impressive, 
and will be a sacred memory to me, as the sight and occasion was a blessing to us all.400   

It was a sublime and profound religious experience for chaplain Green amidst the natural beauty of 

a sunset and the not-too-distant sound of guns at war. It was, as reported, and to use the 

vocabulary of Otto and Franks Davis, an experience of the sublime, of the numinous.  

Mystical Communion  

As a Primitive Methodist and serving as a Wesleyan Methodist, Green, like the high church 

Anglican Woods, recognised two sacraments, Holy Communion and Baptism. And both men 

would ordinarily have differed with regard to the true nature of what actually happened to the 

bread and wine during the service or mass. That is, while Roman Catholics and Anglican Anglo-

Catholics believe that the body and blood of Christ as represented by the bread and wine actually 

changed in substance—transubstantiation or transsubstantiatio in Latin, Methodists like Green, 

without defining how, believed that they nonetheless received the body and blood of the Christ 

such that they may be Christ-like in the world.400 It was, religiously or historically speaking, the 

Christ that sacrificed himself for others. On 20 June 1915, Green was witnessing his fellow 

communicants, his charges, Anzac soldiers, also about to offer themselves in the world of war, 

sacrificially if necessary. It was indeed truly a sight to remember, deeply impressive, such that it 

would appear Green’s own spirit was quickened and his faith deepened—a regenerative religious 

experience, as defined by Franks Davis. In such circumstances, doctrinal differences disappeared. 

It was a moment for deep reflection. And a moment or series of moments within the celebration 

of the Lord’s Supper that Otto, both as theologian and historian of religion, analyses in his 

Religious Essays A Supplement To ‘The Idea of the Holy’ (1931).401 He argues that within the Supper, 

Eucharist or Holy Communion, there is indeed a “Real Presence”, or “just what each man 

 
399 The Methodist (Sydney), 14 August, 1915, 2.  
400 The Methodist (Sydney), 14 August, 1915, 2.  
401 Rudolf Otto, Religious Essays A Supplement To ‘The Idea of the Holy’, 1931 (London: Oxford University Press, 1931) 
48, 51, 45, 4.  
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experiences who simply opens his heart … without importing either much dogma or much 

exegesis”.402 He continues, arguing that what is of importance in those historical “mystical rites 

of communion” is that it is “the mystical being itself in its dying and revitalization which is 

shared”.403 It can therefore be suggested that some Anzac soldiers and chaplains were now in the 

timeless company of those who had also experienced something of the divine, the memory of 

which was, at least for Green, to be sacred.  

A Righteous Cause  

Prior to the landing at Gallipoli on 25 April 1915, Green wrote a letter to his superior in 

Australia, Chaplain-General Holden, in which he made reference to another communion service 

held for the troops, at which he took as the text for his sermon the Old Testament book of 

Joshua 3:1-8. Green preached: “Sanctify yourselves: for tomorrow the Lord will do wonders 

among you” in the same way that he did for Joshua: “We are in a righteous cause. We are where 

God has placed us and, being in the line of His Providence and doing His will, can claim what 

He promised to Joshua—His Presence and blessing.”404 For Green this was the same presence 

that all attending the service at Anzac Cove on 20 June carried with them as they left, “the 

assurance of the Master’s presence”.405 Again, this is a good example of Franks Davis’ category 

of regenerative religious experience, in that specific reference is made to a “divine presence”.406 

Yet, something had changed since the Landing, and although in the earlier service Green was 

quite simply applying biblical lessons to the circumstances in which he and his charges found 

themselves (the chaplain noting that “I think the lesson came as a revelation for the men of how 

the Bible can match any experience or crisis through which we are to pass by its appropriate 

massage”), both services revealed something other than the usual.407 He continued: “An occasion 

of this sort, when you realize that the men kneeling around you are about to go into battle, 

reveals the inner meaning and the great value of the service.”408 Such a revelation or insight 

 
402 Otto, Religious Essays, 48, 51, 45, 46 Regarding the “deeper meaning” of the Eucharist see also, for example: 
Most Rev. James D. Conley, S.T.L., Auxiliary Bishop of Denver “Reflecting on Transcendence in the Liturgy: The 
New Translation of the Mass and What Will it Mean for Us,” (address delivered at St. Boniface Church in 
Lafayette, Indiana) Southern Nebraska Register, Lincoln, Nebraska.   
403 Otto, Religious Essays, 48, 51, 45, 46 Otto also notes that the holy rite itself is nonetheless most likely of a more 
immediate Jewish origin, to which it could be suggested, itself also being of a more ancient heritage.   
404 McKernan, Australian Churches At War, 45.  
405 The Methodist (Sydney), 14 August, 1915, 2.  
406 Franks Davis, The Evidential Force, 45.  
407 McKernan, Australian Churches At War, 45.  
408 McKernan, Australian Churches At War, 45.  
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equates with another of Franks Davis’ categories of religious experience, revelatory experiences, 

comprised of sudden convictions, inspiration, revelation, or flashes of insight.409  

An Inner Meaning  

That is, for Green, the inner or deeper meaning of the sacrament of communion was impressed 

upon him due to or within the particular and changing circumstances in which he found himself, 

and is further evidence that already, in the early stages of his adventure, his faith and religious 

practice and experience had been strengthened. Nonetheless, in the June service on Gallipoli, 

something different and experientially deeper had occurred. Men were kneeling in the twilight, 

guns were booming and worshippers were singing softly as others were marching into the 

trenches. It was a solemn scene, deeply impressive and sacred, a real life re-enactment and 

experience of the real meaning, the inner meaning of the sacrament of Holy Communion: 

salvation through death, resurrection and a holy presence.410 Those who were participating in the 

re-enactment were also soon to offer themselves as a sacrifice for others, as those already 

sleeping on the hillside facing the ancient Aegean had already done. This was not just a biblical 

lesson; it was something deep and real, something both witnessed and felt, something other than 

the everyday. It was, it could be argued, based on Green’s reporting, a divine, sublime or numinous 

experience. And with a sacred memory thus etched into his heart, and his consciousness, Green 

concluded that as Methodists “we made a great mistake” in not having a communion service 

“more frequently”— Methodists usually celebrated the sacrament once a month, unlike their 

Anglo-Catholic or Roman Catholic co-religionists.411 There was also a divergence of theological 

underpinnings as between Anglo-Catholics and Methodists with regard to the sacrament, yet the 

significant point on this occasion was that Green’s lament in the lack of celebration of the 

communion service was prompted by a deep spiritual experience of the inner meaning of the 

sacrament, rather than any particular doctrinal difference, significant as that might be on other 

less potent or momentous occasions.  

Holy Mysteries at Sunrise  

Gallipoli was indeed a baptism of fire, not only for the troops, but also for the padres, chaplains. 

And chaplains such as Green and Woods performed a variety of roles and duties, depending on 

the time, place and situation, from talking to the troops and upholding morale, to burying the 

dead and holding religious services when circumstances permitted. While on the island of 
 

409 Franks Davis, The Evidential Force, 39.  
410 See Otto, Religious Essays, 45–52, for a discussion of the numinous or mystical nature, significance, meaning and 
history of the Lord’s Supper.  
411 McKernan, Australian Churches At War, 44.  
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Lemnos the previous month, Woods wrote to his Anglican friend and colleague in Brisbane, 

Canon David Garland, telling him that one of his “K.P.” (Kangaroo Point) communicants had 

“arrived from Gallipoli to the rest camp here”, and that the men at Gallipoli were “talking about 

you”—a meaningful coincidence for Woods and therefore worthy of mention, as was his 

comment on the scene and surroundings of the island that “seem to me more sacred than 

Egypt”, a scene not dissimilar to Green’s never-to-be-forgotten ecumenical service at Gallipoli.412 

He continued: “from the hill yonder this afternoon we saw Imbros, Mytelene, & Samo-Thrace 

the immense towering master-Island of the group—and we Chaplains celebrate the Holy 

Mysteries at Sunrise near where St Paul himself did The Blue Mediterranean Sea so close to 

us.” 413  Woods continues: “Last Sunday we had an open air Eucharist, the soldiers kneeling 

around, the sea like glass and not even a flicker from the Altar Lights.”414 Woods concluded, “I 

would not miss a moment of it even if life were more uncertain than it is.”415 It was, as reported, 

indeed a serene, sublime and numinous moment amidst the uncertainty of war.  

The experience of the Holy Mysteries, the Eucharist in the open air, the Altar Lights amidst the 

blue Mediterranean Sea, the deadly uncertainty of Gallipoli, and following in the footsteps of St 

Paul were peak experiences, not to be missed. Something had changed for Woods and Green. 

Their wartime and spiritual adventure had deepened, and by all accounts become more 

meaningful.416 It can be suggested that the reason for this was that there was a transcendent, 

sublime or numinous element to their experience. Taking part in the Holy Eucharist or Holy 

Mysteries was one thing, but doing so in such significant and experientially potent places was 

another. They were not only making history and consciously observing it being made, but they 

were also standing in the sandals of the saints, the apostles. They were entering the sacred places 

and spaces—now revalorised—of those who spoke and spread the word of God at the 

beginning of New Testament times. They were participating in illo tempore, at the beginning of 

time, in the creative acts of their biblical, culture and religious heroes, and of new Australian 

heroes, the Anzacs.417   

 
412 Maitland Woods Papers, OM74–101/5 See Browne, Coincidence, 30-55.  
413 Maitland Woods Papers, OM74–101/5; By referring to a former parishioner as a communicant, one who 
partakes of the Eucharist or Holy Communion, Woods is adding an extra or deeper dimension to the chance 
encounter.  
414 Maitland Woods Papers, OM74–101/5.  
415 Maitland Woods Papers, OM74–101/5.  
416 See also: Letter, Rev. James Green, “St Paul’s Steps”, The Darling Downs Gazette, 2 August 1915, 6.  
417 See Mircea Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane The Nature of Religion (New York: Harper and Row, 1961), 70, 82; 
and Simon Coleman and John Elsner, Pilgrimage Past And Present Sacred travel and sacred space in the world religions 
(London: British Museum Press, 1995), 83, 200.  
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A Great Adventure  

At the same time there was another aspect to the uncertainty of war, namely an excitement that 

accompanied such an adventure. A period of overseas service for a chaplain was usually also a 

series of comings and goings, of arrivals and departures, as Green explains in a letter “From the 

Front”, written from Abassia, Cairo, to “Dear Mr. Holden”, dated 5 February 1916, and 

published in the Spectator and Methodist Chronicle (Melbourne) on 12 May 1916, entitled “Egypt 

Again”:   

It is a far cry to Lemnos, beautiful Lemnos, with its marvelous colour and spacious harbor. This 
classic island … was the jumping off place for our great adventure, but now we have left it far 
behind. We have probably gazed for our last time at Patmos, the scene of John’s inspired muse, 
and the isles of Greece with their filmy soft colour and little white towns.418  

Lemnos, that is, was experientially associated with the various elements and facilitators of 

Green’s personal experience: the aesthetics of colour, expanses of watery space, classical 

reference, adventure and spiritual inspiration, all of which prompted in him a sublime or numinous 

response.419 These were exceptional times.  

During the Great War itself, as already noted in the introduction, the German theologian and 

historian of religions, Rudolf Otto, offered a new language and vocabulary adopted by Franks 

Davis and generations of scholars of religion, to describe and explain such experience, that 

irrational or non-rational aspect of the experience of the transcendent or the divine, giving it the 

term numinous from the Latin numen, meaning the power or presence of the divine. The felt 

nature of the numinous was further categorised by Otto as containing the elements of creature-

feeling or consciousness of an aspect of “the divine”, the emotion of being “submerged and 

overwhelmed” by one’s own “nothingness”; of a mysterium tremendum, the tremendum aspect being 

further comprised of the three sub-elements of awefulness, majestas, and energy or urgency (also 

described as vitality, passion, will, force, movement, excitement, activity and impetus), while the 

mysterium aspect could be explained as being the wholly other (that which is inexplicable or 

mystical), with an additional element of fascinans, fascination, the uniquely attractive or alluring.419 

From the self-reported evidence, it can be suggested that Green had experienced something of 

 
418 Spectator and Methodist Chronicle (Melbourne), 12 May, 1916, 632 Although disputed by some scholars, tradition 
has it that it was John The Evangelist (John The Apostle) who wrote the New Testament book of Revelation while 
banished to the Island of Patmos late in the first century (during the rule of Emperor Domitian, 81–96 A.D.), after 
receiving certain visions there.  419 See Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy (London: Oxford University Press, 1973), 
25.  
419 Otto, The Idea of the Holy, 10, 13, 14, 19, 23, 25, 26, 31 For a fuller explanation of the wholly other, see Otto, The 
Idea of the Holy  (1959), 39–44; “Mysticism continues to its extreme point the contrasting of the numinous object 
(the numen), as the ‘wholly other’, with ordinary experience.” Otto, The Idea of the Holy (1959), 43.  
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these elements in his adventure, thus far, something of the awe, excitement and fascination of 

the wholly other, and in association with the aesthetic appeal of the soft colour of the Greek 

islands. When seeking to understand the nature, meaning or implications of such transcendent or 

numinous human experience, Otto for his part—and here I am following him and Franks Davis—

makes it clear that we can only understand it either by analogy or by “hint and suggestion”, 

adding that there are in fact similarities between that which can be called the sublime and the 

numinous respectively, and that one can pass over to or excite the other.420 Woods and Green 

were on an adventure in a land and on a sea that was overflowing with classical resonance and 

biblical meaning.   

WILLIAM MAITLAND WOODS 

An Uncertain Life  

Although the Rev. William Maitland Woods left for overseas service from New South Wales, he 

had been rector of St. Mary’s Anglican Church at Kangaroo Point, Brisbane, from 1903 to 1912, 

and previously elsewhere in Queensland. During his wartime service, he corresponded regularly 

with his friend and colleague Canon David Garland, considered by historian John Moses as the 

architect of Anzac Day ceremonies in Brisbane, beginning in 1916.421. And in a letter to “My dear 

Archdeacon”, Garland, on 3 December 1915 from the Australian Light Horse at Anzac, 

Gallipoli, Woods makes the point (as he often does in his letters to Garland) that it is “very had 

to write letters as the subjects of most importance [strategy e.g.] must of necessity not be 

discussed now”.422 While this was the case, Woods also makes it clear, and does so on a number 

of occasions, that such restrictions therefore allowed him to concentrate on more personal 

matters, and his role as a chaplain in his correspondence with his esteemed colleague. He reports: 

“I go around the firing line every morning chatting to the men” and “have spent the morning 

with the 7th L.H. and the men of the 4th.”423  

Life on Gallipoli was very tenuous. “Latterly the enemy seems to be able to put heavy stuff onto 

us form almost every direction which makes life very uncertain.”424 On this occasion Woods 

continues in his characteristic diary-like style noting that he was bringing in “a poor fellow” the 

previous afternoon, and when the service was over, was “surprised that any of us were alive”; 

 
420 Otto, The Idea of the Holy, 25; See also Philip C. Almond, Rudolf Otto An Introduction to His Philosophical Theology 
(Chapel Hill, N.C.: The University of North Carolina Press, 1984), 65–67.   
421 Moses, Anzac Day Origins, 78–87. 
422 Maitland Woods Papers, OM74–101/5.  
423 Maitland Woods Papers, OM74–101/5.  
424 Maitland Woods Papers, OM74–101/5.  
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and that “they got the range and simply rocked it into the valley—wonderfully good shooting 

and nearly all the stuff burst into ragged lumps of jagged metal.” 425  He added that it was 

“wonderful the way the men read their Testaments”, and that “their attitude to us Clergy is, so 

far as I can see, quite changed.”426 Woods then explained further that on the occasion of an 

incident at Chatham’s Post, “when the enemy suddenly attacked with 75s and bombs”, the men’s 

anxiety for his safety was “most touching”, the men telling him afterwards that “two fellows 

were killed a few days previously” where he was sitting.427 As a consequence of such deadly 

uncertainty, Woods realised that things “can never be the same after this”.428 And they were not.  

Departures and arrivals during war-time service and adventure also had their moments of regret 

and of excitement, as Green and Woods both noted on various occasions: “We cannot help 

regretting our departure form these beautiful Aegean Isles. Hellas, Anzac, Tenedos, Imbros, 

Lemnos, are all names which recall many associations to Australians to-day.”429 Green continues: 

“We think of snow-capped Samothrace looking over to Anzac Cove, to the place where we have 

left so many of our dead heroes.”430 Woods wrote to Garland on 1 October 1915: “We are all 

excitement here tonight, those of us who are off tomorrow.”431 Such departures and arrivals were 

part and parcel of the adventure both padres were on, and within which they experienced not 

only the beauty and the destruction that surrounded them, but also moments of profound 

religious or spiritual experience, and moments of heightened excitement.  

Two-Way Sacralisation  

For Woods, who had a keen interest in history and archaeology, there was an awareness not only 

of the religious significance of the places they were visiting and fighting in, but also of their 

historic importance, including the history that the Anzac troops themselves were making. 

Writing to Garland, “My dear Padre”, from the “Holy Land” on 10 April 1917, Woods says (in 

reference to Garland’s idea of putting the candlesticks of their colleague Canon Batty in the 

Military Chapel of Garland’s St. Luke’s church in Brisbane): “how historic everything one carries 

 
425 Maitland Woods Papers, OM74–101/5.  
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 89 

about with one has become! The Chalice, the Crucifix, the prayer book you gave me, now that 

one can add Palestine to Egypt & Sinai & the rest.”431 

That is, the religious instruments of faith carried about and used by Woods had now themselves 

become something special and historic, being transformed and reinvigorated due to their 

association with the deeds and actions of the Anzac troops, or heroes, as they were termed by 

both Woods and Green. At the same time, historic items or artifacts, such as the first flag flown 

at Gallipoli—first, at least according to some, including Woods—were being sanctified, made 

sacred, because of the deeds and actions of the Anzac heroes, and also in part because they were 

to be placed into a recognised holy place, in the case of the flag, in St. John’s Anglican Cathedral 

in Brisbane. This was a two-way process of sacralisation. As suggested in the chapter introduction, 

this was because such sacralisation was based upon, or associated with, the sublime or numinous 

nature of Woods’ and Green’s wartime experience, and the centrality of the Christian message or 

Weltanschauung (at least to the extent that the latter was founded upon sacrificial death and 

rebirth). Christ, like the Anzacs, died ‘for us’—each sacrifice in its own way establishing a new 

religious outlook and belief, or a historic or mythological outlook.   

For some, perhaps many back home in Australia, the death and slaughter of Australian volunteers 

on foreign shores was a disaster and a waste of life, while for others it was proof of Australian 

manhood and the true birth of a young nation through blood and selfless sacrifice. An analysis of 

the responses of various Australian newspaper reports to the initial landing on Gallipoli on 25 

April 1915, and war in general, is instructive. For The Worker in Brisbane, it appeared that good 

could not come from this war, or any other: “No one has ever gathered grapes from thorns or figs 

from thistles.”432 For The Age (Melbourne), the landing at Gallipoli was not so much, or only, about 

Australia’s defence, but about something done for the Motherland, for “pride of race and pride of 

citizenship”.433 “How can man die better / Than facing fearful odds / For the ashes of his fathers 

/ And the temples of his gods.”434 This verse was a reference by Labor Senator Needham to 

Publicus Horatius Cocles’ defence of Pons Sublicius (Rome’s earliest known bridge) against the 
 

431 Maitland Woods Papers, OM 74-101/54 Francis de Witt Batty was born in London in 1879 and received a 2nd 
in Literae Humaniores (classics) from Balliol College, Oxford in 1902 and an M.A. in 1905. He arrived in Brisbane 
with his Hornsey vicar, St. Clair Donaldson, upon his appointment as Anglican bishop of Brisbane in 1904. 
Between 1909 and 1916 Batty was the editor of the Brisbane Church Chronicle and lectured at St. Francis (Theological) 
College. In 1916 he was appointed sub-dean and canon residentiary at St. John’s Cathedral, Brisbane and was 
“closely involved” with the St. Martin’s War Memorial Hospital Appeal. See K. J. Cable, 'Batty, Francis de Witt 
(1879–1961)', Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of Biography, Australian National University, 
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/batty-francis-dewitt-5155/text8649, published first in hardcopy 1979, accessed 
online 9 September 2019.  
432 The Worker (Brisbane), 21 January 1915.   
433 The Age (Melbourne), May 8; May 5; “Labor and Politics”, May 17, 1915.  
434 The Age (Melbourne), May 8; May 5; “Labor and Politics”, May 17, 1915.  
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Etruscans in the 6th century B.C. In the Cairns Post, December 1918, the return of the “men of 

Anzac” to Australia was welcomed by Emily Bulcock, sister of writer, poet, craft socialist and Free 

Religious Fellowship associate, Vance Palmer, in a poem with something of a songs of Haiwatha 

rhythm to it: “Oh! the frenzy of rejoicing! / Oh! the bliss too deep for voicing! / As the firstborn 

of our Army come in manly triumph home!”435 The returnees, “Now our own—our own forever”, 

had come home as “young conquerors”, “crowned with glory”: “Our thrilled hearts recall the story 

/ Of that darling, deathless landing, / where youth found its Calvary!”436 The Free Religious 

Fellowship of Bulcock’s brother, by comparison, was opposed to the war in general and 

conscription in particular.  

Despite such objections, the abovementioned sacralisation process was underpinned by a now 

heightened sense of significance of the various religious objects of faith and the Gallipoli flag, 

and by Woods own deepened personal experience in these war-torn holy lands. Woods makes 

his feelings about this matter clear in a number of letters to Garland. In a letter marked 

“Confidential” sent from the 7th Light Horse, Egypt, on 18 June 1916, and on “The Young 

Men’s Christian Association with H.M. Forces in Egypt” letterhead, he asserts:  

The flag has become, through its wonderful history, and associations, a sacred object, a symbol, a 
holy thing; and before I obtained it from the remainder of the party whose property it was, and 
who had purchased it themselves, I stated definitely that it should be placed in the Brisbane 
Cathedral.437  

In the same confidential letter, Woods refers to the “sectarian jealousy” that the issue of the flag, 

and its proposed placement in the Anglican Cathedral, had caused at home, stating that “the 

position of the objectors is paradoxical”, as “one moment they say “the trophy is hardly 

genuine”, and the next, “it is much too valuable to be hidden in a ‘sectarian’ building”—adding 

that, as he stated to Garland in his original covering letter, the flag was carried by “some brave 

young Queensland soldiers at the original landing on St Marks day”, 25 April 1915.438 In another 

letter to Garland two months later, written from “Anzac, Gallipoli”, Woods emphasises that “the 

Queenslanders were the first to land here—and the men of other states generously give them the 

honour of first place” as their brigadier was the senior officer, stating further, that he “did not 

 
435 Emily Bulcock, “The Anzacs Return”, Cairns Post, 11 December 1918.  
436 Bulcock, “The Anzacs Return”, Cairns Post, 11 December 1918.  
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438 Maitland Woods Papers, OM 74–101/31, Woods, 1 October 1915, to Garland (received 9 November 1915, 
Note sent with flag), “The first flag that was hoisted on Gallipoli Peninsular St Marks Day 1915 Australian 
Casualties 9000 Landing force 18750”, “To the Archbishop of Brisbane To be hung in the Cathedral”; See also 
John A. Moses and George F. Davis, Anzac Day Origins Canon DJ Garland and Trans-Tasman Commemoration 
(Canberra: Barton Books, 2013), 180, 181.  
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live long after the landing.”439 Woods also made it clear that he had had “long conversations with 

some of the men here still”, men who had taken part in the “first few days fighting”, and that he 

only hoped the flag had reached Garland “safely”.440 Woods therefore was keen to vouchsafe the 

authenticity of the claim of the flag and its sacred and symbolic nature, by giving the names of 

“two of our lads” in whose possession he found the “sacred object”, namely James P. Fullerton 

“of H.T. Woolloongabba” and Harry Raine “of St. Marys K.P.”, the latter Woods’ own former 

church at Kangaroo Point. 441  Woods again asserts that it was indeed “some brave young 

Queensland soldiers” who carried the flag “at the original landing on St Marks day”.442   

A Novel Aspect  

Woods had a keen sense of history in the making, and he infused this with an obvious devotion 

to his religious worldview, while for Green, the interest, whilst historical in a general sense, was 

informed more by his awareness of, and interest in, biblical history, and his retracing of the steps 

of New Testament figures such as St. Paul—something that Woods in his own way also shared. 

On 2 August 1915, the Darling Downs Gazette in Queensland published a letter from Green, who 

“writes from Gallipoli, touching on a novel aspect of the war”.443 The Gazette noted that: “The 

country in which the Allies are presently fighting is the country where St. Paul and his confreres 

worked”, the chaplain mentioning the matter in an “interesting fashion.”.444 Green’s letter then 

describes in some detail the route that Paul is said to have taken. Quoting from Acts 16:8: “‘And 

they passing by Myala came down to Troas’—the modern Kum Kale.”445 And after “a vision 

appeared to Paul in the night”, “immediately we endeavoured to go into Macedonia … to preach 

the gospel unto them”, “therefore loosing from Troas, we came with a straight course to Samo-

thracia.”446 Green makes it clear that:   

Paul’s company left the “Kum Kale” of to-day, sailed down the Narrows, which is now bristling 
with forts on either side, and stations where torpedoes may be launched. Passing Cape Hellas, 
Paul, in a little ship … sailed right in front of our position, for yonder is “Samo-thrace,” rising 
out of the blue green waters of the Aegean Sea.447  

 
439 Maitland Woods Papers, OM 74–101/8.  
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447 Darling Downs Gazette (Queensland), 2 August 1915, 6 See also: Spectator and Methodist Chronicle (Victoria), 10 
December 1915, 1727: Green’s further reference to completing “Paul’s tour”.   
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Again, there is a reference to the waters of the Aegean, and Green, ever the evangelist, concludes 

his piece declaring that they were now “in the midst of Paul’s world. How different it is now. 

Paul and his confreres preached the Gospel all over what we now call the Near East. Now the 

blight of Mohammodanism has fallen upon Paul’s world like the ashes of a volcano, smothering 

Christian ideals.”448 Once again, for Green, the experience of re-entering the world of the apostles 

is significant. To walk on the same soil or sail on the same sea, or imagine Saint Paul sailing by 

the same spot on which the current fighting was taking place, imbued the landscape with a new 

potency and meaning. And for Green, just as Paul had preached the gospel to the ancient 

inhabitants of these lands seeking their salvation from false gods, so now the same lands had 

fallen, yet again, to another false religion, that of Islam, and hence the need for it also to be 

saved. Green also makes these observations with regard to the religious or spiritual significance 

of the Gallipoli peninsular in conjunction with a description of the blue-green waters of the 

Aegean Sea, inviting the beauty of the scene further into his and his readers’ consciousness, and 

in juxtaposition with the death and destruction of the Gallipoli campaign. That is, there is in the 

description an inter-play, an association, and a passing to and fro from the sublime or the numinous 

(here, understood from a religious worldview) to the historical, the everyday, in the way 

mentioned by both Otto and Franks Davis, and, as suggested in chapter 2, along the same 

experience continuum.  

A Magnificent Sight  

Like Woods, Green also saw action on Gallipoli, and in a letter to his Chaplain General in 

Australia, dated 8 May, he noted that although the Allies “dominate the rifle fire” of the enemy 

and the Allies’ navy guns have “settled all the fixed guns”, “we cannot locate or quell their field 

guns, mountain guns and howitzers”, such that “every day we are subjected to deadly shrapnel 

which causes terrible casualties.”449 Green also makes mention of the difficulty of burying the 

dead in such circumstances, it being “most unpleasant”, and that the “heroism and self-sacrifice” 

of the men was “simply amazing”.450 It was “a magnificent sight on April 25th to see the attack in 

the early morning”.451 He also makes the point, after canvassing the various options, that the 3rd 

 
448 For further evidence of Green’s zealous or evangelistic interests, see Spectator and Methodist Chronicle (Victoria), 12 
May 1916, 623: Re “old evangelistic fervour which sent men up and down England preaching the Gospel”, noting 
that such opportunities existed in Egypt “even when the war is over”. See also: Reynaud, Anzac Spirituality, 181–
187, for the opinions of soldiers on Islam.  
449 Spectator and Methodist Chronicle (Victoria), 2 July 1915, 955.   
450 Spectator and Methodist Chronicle (Victoria), 2 July 1915, 955.  
451 Spectator and Methodist Chronicle (Victoria), 2 July 1915, 955 Green was (most likely) not ashore that day (and 
watched from aboard ship). Michael McKernan, 'Green, James (1864–1948)', Australian Dictionary of Biography, 
National Centre of Biography, Australian National University, Volume 9, (MUP), 1983 With editing and additions 
by David Deasey.  



 93 

Brigade “landed in the wrong place”, the “better landing that was intended” being “the beach at 

Kapa Tepe”.452 Green declares that it was “a providence of God that the mistake was made, as 

the Turks thought we should land at the Kapa Tepe beach, and had nine guns trained on it”, 

along with mines and barbed wire entanglements, “right into the water”.453 That is, in seeing the 

site of the landing at Gallipoli as the providence of God, Green was trying to make sense of 

what happened, and align historical events to a higher or divine purpose, the will of God—

something that he had preached about prior to the landing, taking an Old Testament text as his 

reference. The death and destruction that was all too obvious—and which might have been 

worse had they landed elsewhere—could then, at least, have some greater meaning.  

The Anzac soldiers were not only fighting in a holy cause, but they were also to be seen as 

heroes by the padres who served them. The two chaplains were expressing their experiences by 

recourse to familiar religious language, ideas and reference points, while constructing and 

witnessing the birth of a new Australian tradition, a tradition born through heroic deeds, death 

and (self) sacrifice. This worked in a way similar to the forging of earlier and more ancient 

traditions and stories in classical, Christian and pre-Christian times—those of Horatius Cocles in 

the defence of Rome, or arguably of the mythical, Mesopotamian Tammuz or Phrygian Attis, 

and of the historical Jesus of Nazareth, each in their own way.  

The Great Completed Design  

Yet despite all of this, there was still something that, at least for Woods, was not completely 

clear. There was still something that death and destruction on such a scale would seem to cast 

doubt upon: the lack of an obvious purpose to it all. Woods nonetheless was open to the idea of 

a holy or higher purpose. Writing from Alexandria, Egypt on 1 October 1915, to “Dear Canon 

Garland”, he says:  

I meet your boys everywhere—and it seems to me you have really got hold of them, and I too 
feel that at this end I can follow up your work—no doubt some day the Great Designer who 
sends us as the shuttles, will permit us to see the great completed design we are too near at 
present to see the whole. I am off to Gallipoli tomorrow.454  

While Green the evangelist could already see the hand of God as it intervened in the course of 

human history, Woods would have to wait. Yet for both, their faith and religious experience had 

already been strengthened and deepened, and the inner meaning and significance of the Holy 
 

452 Spectator and Methodist Chronicle (Victoria), 2 July 1915, 955.  
453 Spectator and Methodist Chronicle (Victoria), 2 July 1915, 955.  
454 Maitland Woods Papers, OM 74–101/2: Garland’s “boys” refers principally to those he ministered to as 
Resident Chaplain at the Australian Military Camp, Enoggera Brisbane.  
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Eucharist revealed. Both had retraced and brought to life, if not by their own doing, the paths of 

St. Paul and St. John, while Woods had taken part in a two-way sacralisation process involving 

artifacts of material religious significance, partly of his own making. Both were now about to 

venture or return to new fields, Green to the green and war-torn fields of desolation in Western 

Europe, and Woods to the deserts of Egypt, the Sinai Peninsula and Palestine—the Holy 

Land—where he was to see “some of our Lord’s sayings in an entirely new light”.455  

A Soldier’s Chaplain  

As Michael McKernan and Michael Gladwin point out, despite certain expectations and with 

minimum training, what each chaplain did in the fulfilment of their role was very much left to 

them to decide.456 In his history of Australian army chaplains, Captains of the Soul (2013), Gladwin 

devotes a generous section to the experiences and roles of chaplains during the First World 

War.457 Gladwin discusses recruitment and motivation for service; the training of chaplains, or 

lack of it; their baptism of fire at Gallipoli; the various roles and duties performed by padres 

including burials, help with the wounded, stretcher-bearing, acting as medical orderlies, parades, 

soldiers’ morale and welfare; war and army theology; and the various denominational differences 

that existed between chaplains and their attitudes towards ecumenism—the latter brought on, as 

McKernan argued earlier in his PADRE Australian Chaplains in Gallipoli and France  (1986), “under 

the influence of war”, and as analysed earlier in the chapter.458  

Yet, along with such considerations with regard to the role, responsibilities and actions of the 

wartime chaplain, one abiding concern that weighed upon the mind of church leaders and 

thinkers was whether or not the chaplain was a man’s man and a soldier’s chaplain. Gladwin 

reminds us that since the nineteenth century “churches had been concerned about declining 

numbers of men in the pews”, which led to “an emphasis on a ‘muscular Christianity’ that could 

bridge the fissures of class and nationality which stood between the clergy and the mainstream 

culture of non-religious men, especially those of the working classes and the bush”.459 Or, as 

Anne O’Brien, referenced by Gladwin, puts it, the clergyman in Australia “had not only to prove 

his manhood but also to overcome barriers of class and national feeling”, and as most clergy in 

Australia, like Green and Woods, “were immigrants”, they were “particularly conscious of the 
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need for manliness” as “their encounter with the Australian environment was an encounter with 

conditions quite foreign”.460    

As Gladwin also points out, along with such concerns with regard to concepts of manliness, 

there is a sense in which Australian servicemen have been traditionally viewed as displaying or 

having little regard for “less manly” attributes, those of tenderness or any sense of spirituality. 

“Evidence has sometimes been overlooked in assessing the religious temper of the AIF.”461 For 

example, Gladwin refers to McKernan’s quoting of Anglican padre Kenneth Henderson’s 

argument that the battlefield did not give to most servicemen “any immediate apprehension of 

the Divine”. 462  Nonetheless, as Gladwin also points out referring to Henderson’s further 

observation: “callousness was ‘nature’s anesthetic’, and only a temporary protective mechanism 

to enable men to function in battle.” 463  Gladwin continues, referring to Padre Donald 

Blackwood’s observation that the Australian serviceman was indeed “a ‘hypocrite’, and a 

‘camouflage artist’, when it came to religious professions and outward behaviour”, and that if a 

chaplain “looked beneath the surface of men who seemed hopeless propositions in religious 

terms”, there lay, according to Blackwood, “deep beneath the surface in most cases”, a “real 

sense of God and of His moral Law”, “his deeper feeling”.464 Therefore, it can be argued that 

any reference to, or analysis of, the roles and responsibilities of chaplains during the Great War, 

and to ideas of and assumptions regarding manliness in the Australian soldier, need to be made 

with certain qualifications. All was not necessarily as it appeared. This also applies to the ‘sky 

pilots’, the chaplains at the front, who, as Gammage suggests, often had the obverse test to pass 

as compared to the digger: not whether or not they were religious or capable of deeper feelings, 

but whether or not they were manly enough.465  

Green, for one, sensitive and zealous, was ready for the task ahead and had previous experience 

in such a role in South Africa, where he had served with the rank of captain. He had been active 

in the interwar period, delivering lectures on his South African adventures, including the 

Australians “long march” to Mafeking.466 He also conducted the Easter service at the Liverpool 

“Kitchener” militia camp, which opened, “as is usual”, with a massed band rendition of the 
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Hallelujah Chorus.468 Soon after the start of the Great War, he had also suggested in the 

Methodist column of The Maitland Weekly Mercury, that not only was it “very satisfactory that so 

many men, most of them probationers [ministers on probation prior to ordination],” had 

“volunteered for active service”, but also that these men and others could also “do very useful 

work” and gain “valuable experience” amongst the cadets and the militia by arranging church 

parades “at regular intervals”, giving lectures and interesting themselves in “the institutions of 

boys’ clubs, libraries, bands, etc.”—thus, not only advancing the war effort, but also, it could be 

argued, shoring up the ‘manly’ credentials of the church.467 This was because: “These movements 

are on foot in many districts, and the Church and ministry have everything to gain by co-

operating with them.”468 In the same edition of The Maitland Weekly Mercury, and in the same 

Methodist column, it was reported that the Rev. G. E.  

Rowe had recently preached in the Albert St Methodist Church in Brisbane “on Kitchener’s 

words to the troops embarking for the continent”. 469  The article noted the power of such 

“pregnant words”, adding: “Some men looked upon the fear of Godrighteousness and self-

restraint as old-fashioned in the battle of life to-day, but the principles Kitchener inculcated 

stood as firmly as ever as the granite pillars of life, and true manliness could not be possessed 

without them.”470 With regard to those serving, Green reported in The Methodist in August 1917: 

“At present we have 24 chaplains on service abroad”, and in addition, “many of our Divinity 

Students”, and “some probationers”.471 Green also reported that: “We have had to close some of 

our colleges. Five of our ministers have fallen on the field of honour, two as officers, and one as 

a private soldier.”472  

The role of the chaplain was indeed a multi-faceted one and sometimes also fell to those who 

were not officially fulfiling such a task, as it did to Corporal J. G. Hunter of the 9th Battalion, and 

late of King’s College Brisbane, who was “killed in action” on 28 June 1915. 473  Writing to 

Chaplain-General Holden on 26 July of that year, Green expresses his own disbelief at the death 

of one of the Methodist Church’s “most promising young ministers”, and that he “began to 

think it must be true” after talking to an officer from his battalion, “who stated that he saw him 

lying dead”, and after visiting “some of the men who were wounded in the same fight, and saw 
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him fall, shot through the head”.474 He was “one of the first recruits, and very enthusiastic”, 

“took an intrepid part in the historic landing” at Gallipoli, had been doing the work of an officer, 

and when needed, “acted as chaplain”, conducting services and burying the dead “under fire”.475 

He was a Territorial, a U.K. volunteer of the army reserve, before coming to Australia, and was 

therefore “under an obligation to go to the front”, a man’s man and a soldier-chaplain.476  

Green was on a spiritual mission to minister to Methodist sons in the service of their country 

overseas, and prior to his delayed departure for such service, was a house guest of Dr and Mrs 

John Robert Lee.477 Lee writes: “Many a father and mother’s heart has some comfort in having 

seen and spoken with the chaplain, who will have the spiritual oversight of their sons during this 

time of great crisis.”478 And as both Green and his superior Colonel Holden eventually said their 

“last farewells” on Port Melbourne pier, Lee added that he and Holden both felt that (addressing 

the readership of The Methodist) “your man and our man, the same Colonel Green, was a fine 

type, and a Christian gentleman, and every inch a soldier’s chaplain.”481   

Green was ready for action, was a man of the world as well as a man of God, and was not afraid 

to speak his mind openly, when needed. An example of this was when he and other chaplains 

(including the Harvard-educated Rev. Dr E. N. Merrington) wrote from Egypt to the Minister 

for Defence, on 26 January 1915, “as the result of a meeting [of chaplains] held”, in protest 

against the reduction of chaplains’ allowances “to the rank of captain”, amounting to “a 

repudiation of the clear term under which we were appointed”.479 Manliness, worldliness and 

assertiveness were not necessarily exclusive of sensitivity, spirituality and deeper or transcendent 

feelings—something that is established in this and the previous chapter.  
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Footsteps of Livingstone and Moffatt”. [David Livingstone was a Scottish, Congregational missionary to and 
explorer of Africa in the nineteenth century who gained legendary status as a martyr, dying of malaria and 
dysentery in 1873 in present day Zambia. Robert Moffat, also a Scottish, Congregational missionary to Africa with 
the London Missionary Society, was Livingstone’s father-in-law.] 481 The Methodist (Sydney), 14 November 1914, 
11 Holden himself took up duties with Australian troops abroad in 1916 and was “tendered a farewell” in the 
Auburn Methodist Church on 24 July 1916. Kyneston Guardian (Victoria), 25 July 1916, 2.   
479 The Methodist (Sydney), 17 April 1915, 13.   



 98 

Bird Song and Shell Burst  

Disbelief in the reality of death, juxtaposed with the experience of beauty that existed amidst 

such death and destruction, was something that was never far from the mind on the war-torn 

Western Front. Writing from “France” on 5 July 1916, Green commented that, for the moment, 

things were fairly quiet and that for three days “we have had one killed and 10 wounded, most 

wounds being slight.”480 He was taking the place of Capt. Rev. Ingamells, who had “even left a 

bunch of roses and poppies on the rough table for me” in what was his dugout, or more 

properly, “a ruined bit of a farm house, made safe by sand bags”.481 Green comments that the 

country is “very beautiful, long grass, weeds, and flowers grow out of the very sandbags on the 

parapets, so that our positions are well hidden”.482 Yet danger lurked. “Here and there” in the 

communication saps, there are signboards advising “not to loiter here”, or “run across this 

bridge”, such that Green assured his fellow Methodist and other readers of his published letters 

home: “you may be sure we duck and go fast.”483 Green then alerts his readers to the fact that, in 

the centre of his position, there was “a ruined village and a very good convent property, once 

well built in brickwork, but, of course, now ruined by shellfire”.484   

There are hedges with may blossom and briar roses, and corn flowers and poppies are to be seen 
around. During the day the birds sing between the shell-bursts. It is just as though God’s world 
of nature constantly rebukes man’s unnatural war. At the same time, these birds do fight for their 
homes, and nothing is so likely to key our men up to the fighting pitch as to see the destruction 
wrought by the Huns in these quaint Flemish villages.485  

There were various and different ways in which Green’s spirit, faith and thoughts of God were 

quickened, and the sight of such natural beauty amidst scenes of destruction and death was one 

of them. The war was unnatural, yet at the same time some things, one’s home, were quite 

naturally worth fighting for. Green concluded his letter, furthering his description and 

explanation that “women in mourning and those who sometimes come out from their houses to 

cheer us on our way as we march through their villages … sometimes break down and cry”, 

reiterating that “all these things have their appeal to man’s fighting instinct”.486 Once again, 

experiences of new hope, and strength, fit with examples of Franks Davis’ category of 
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regenerative religious experiences. Flowers and bird song, God’s world of nature, were 

juxtaposed with constant danger, yet provided hope.  

In Constant Danger a Helping Hand  

In a letter written at the end of July 1916, also from “France”, Green comments on a “good deal 

of fighting”, having “entered the trenches” on 11 July, and now attacking “on a front of two 

miles” as part of a “general offensive” with British, Canadians and Australians cooperating.487 He 

continued, recounting that the enemy offered “a very fierce resistance”, and that their gunfire 

and machine-guns “were directly on our men as soon as they got over the parapets. So you can 

imagine our casualties were very serious.”488 And unfortunately, he added, “we lost one of the 

chaplains of the 14th Brigade—my Church of England colleague, Rev. Captain Massted [Maxted], 

M.A.” who, “tired out with running for stretcher-bearers and helping”, “turned aside for refuge 

and rest into one of the trenches … and immediately fell asleep”; he was then “killed instantly by 

a fragment striking his head”. 489  This having been said, according to Australian Red Cross 

Society Wounded And Missing Bureau report, written by D. P. Dickson, Maxted “Was blown to 

bits when helping to bandage some of the wounded at Fleurbaix. He might not have been so 

good in the pulpit but, my word, he was the gamest man in the 54th. He just hopped over the 

trenches with the rest when the charge was on.”490 And according to Private Ellis said: “there are 

going to be a lot of casualties, and I’ll help you all I can.”491 Ellis’ own appraisal was that: “He 

was plucky.”492 Such was the danger for the chaplain.  It was also an anxious time prior to an 

attack. Green noted:  

It is a very anxious time at the beginning of a battle for the chaplain. He has to endeavor to be 
where he can be most useful. I always stay with the battalion, and have been in the trenches with 
them all the time. But we were brought out for two days to organise for this attack, and as I 
marched back with them I wondered where I would find myself, for we were going to fight on 
ground new to us.493   

War at the front was unpredictable, not least for chaplains, and often meant helping with the 

wounded. On the occasion of this attack, Green found himself doing the rounds with the 
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doctor: “writing the tickets”, “handing the requisites”, “speaking to the wounded men”, giving 

them Bovril and “drinks of water”.494 And “when the darkness came”, he worked by electric 

torch giving a helping hand to friend and foe alike:  

When we were in the shadows of the ruined farm-house we could use candles in kerosene tins, 
which had the sides knocked out, but often the stretchers were laid right out in the road. Just 
before dusk the first batch of German prisoners came up and we could not help pitying them. 
They were white-faced and unnerved, and kept their hands up all the way. Some were badly 
wounded, and we attended to them just the same as our own men.495  

The whole experience had a deep effect on Green who commented that it would be “very hard 

to describe that awful night”; that “the whole region seemed to rock with the bursting of huge 

shells”; that, as there were several batteries around the dressing station, they had to “put wool in 

our ears to prevent deafness”, and that it was “very hard to persuade some of the wounded that 

it was the roar of our own guns”.496 Green continued: “They had suffered from shock, and were 

less able to stand the inferno of battle”, noting that there had been “more cases of hysteria [shell 

shock] than I saw at Gallipoli in twelve weeks”.497 War was hell.  

Numerous Calvaries and a War Conference  

Belgium and France were not Gallipoli. There were important differences. But the unreality, 

unnaturalness and horror of war remained the same. Yet Green continued to see its unfolding 

from a spiritual or religious perspective, if not also with an aesthetic eye:  

In every village there is a good and quite large church, but only one—no rivalry of churches here 
[Australian towns typically had three or four of different denominations]. In these towns the 
churches are as large and fine as our cathedrals. Though the exterior is of ancient stonework or 
brickwork, sometimes both oddly mixed, the interiors contain priceless treasures of marble 
altars, and the most beautiful carven oak pulpits and organ fronts.498  

Green continued his description, and noted that he had “always found people praying in the 

churches”, that by the roadside “there are numerous ‘Calvarys’’’, and that “although many of the 

little chapels are broken by shellfire”, he had “never yet seen the sculptured “Christ” injured”.499 

The providence of God was evident and seemingly omnipresent and omnipotent: “everyone 

notices this and wonders”, as was the case in Fleurbaix, where “the marble representation of 

‘Christ on the Cross’ is just hanging together, riddled with cannon fire, but the Christ is 
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untouched.”500 There was something or someone who, or which, transcended the surrounding 

and all-pervading destruction, and spoke to the heart of those like Green who had ears to hear 

and eyes to see.   

One aspect of life at Gallipoli and on the Western front was that at times one could get away 

from the noise and shock of battle, especially if one was a chaplain. On the 4 August 1917, The 

Methodist published an account by Green of his attendance at the Primitive Methodist 

Conference in London, while “over on leave from France” in compliance with a “cable request”, 

and to which body he conveyed “the greetings of the Australian General Conference”, Green 

being one of two Australian representatives. 501  During the address of the new President, a 

“terrible Hun air raid began”, which necessitated water being “passed down from the platform to 

fainting women”, fellow conference attendees, the raid itself resulting in “a good many civilians, 

especially school children” being killed or wounded, yet with no military targets being  

hit, but with “some buildings and trains wrecked”.502 It was, Green commented, “indeed a war 

conference”, with the church doing its share in “the great national crisis”.506 Green was doing his 

share, not only for the men he served, but also for his church, and notes with some interest and 

appreciation meeting the Rev. J. Goldthorpe at the conference, “an older minister”, one whose 

influence upon him “during a critical period in my life was all for good”, and who had “counted 

for something in the formative stages” of his life.503 For Green, then, the war was understood, 

experienced and rendered as being something spiritual or religious, and he was playing his part, a 

part that in many ways he had been well prepared for.  

A Changeless Purpose  

In the same year as Green attended the Primitive Methodist Conference in London, 1917, he 

also published the first of two books on the war. The first edition of News From No Man’s Land, 

appeared in London with an introduction by Lieutenant-General Sir W. R. Birdwood, and is 

further evidence of Green’s perspective on the war. 504  He begins Chapter 6, “The God of 
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Battles”, with the words of English journalist, novelist, and poet William Arthur Dunkerley (also 

known as John Oxenham) in the form of a hymn, “For The Men At The Front”:  

Lord God of Hosts, whose mighty hand  
Dominion holds on sea and land, 
In Peace and War Thy will we see 
Shaping the larger liberty.  
Nations may rise and nations fall,  
Thy Changeless Purpose rules them all.505  

It was the will of God, therefore, that was shaping history, “the larger liberty”, freedom in 

history, in and through war and peace, seen providentially (via a personal God). “Everything is in 

the melting-pot”, Green himself begins, also noting, “even our ideas of religion are changing.”506 

He continues:  

The development of theology is being hastened by the “big push,” and orthodoxy is being tested 
in the red crucible of war. There is a lot of confusion, and that all the contending nations claim 
God is embarrassing to us, but not to God. … there is no jostling or confusion in the Eternal 
mind. The Good Shepherd knows His own and is not deceived by our claims and counter-
claims. “Gott mit uns” [God with us] is engraved upon the belt of each German soldier … [and] 
even the Sultan’s soldiers advance to the charge crying, “Allah, Allah.”507  

And yet for Green, even though the conscientious objector refuses to fight by appeal to “His 

name”, and God is all-knowing: “‘The Lord is a Man of War’”, and “if history shows anything it 

shows that God does not despise the sword as an instrument whereby men contend for the 

faith” where “even the blood of men is not too precious to spill for the defence of the ideals of 

freedom and right.” 508  Green was therefore not only explaining God’s all-knowingness, his 

Eternal mind, but was also attempting a theological basis for a just war, a war in the name of 

God and freedom.509 God, it would appear, after all, was on his side, and he, Green, was on the 

side of the right, on the right side of history.  

Living in Heroic Days  

In Chapter 5 of News From No Man’s Land, Green seeks to draw a distinction between what he 

describes as romance and reality. He begins by saying that the army chaplain, “drawn by Mars 

[Roman god of war] from his quiet round of parish work and life … is certain to find active 
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service a restless experience”.510 He adds that the man of God “moves in an atmosphere of 

romance mingled with grim reality, and he begins to feel that he is living in heroic days”.511 

Green also sees the world in a process of “reconstruction”, and “looks on whilst the fabric of 

man’s life and character is taken down and built up again according to a new pattern”.512 The 

war, it can be suggested, was creating things anew, especially the character of man; a new man, 

and a new hero, was being born, ab origine, as in the heroic days of times past. The war, the just 

war, was a time of creation, of deconstruction, construction and reconstruction, and the 

chaplain, as God’s representative, was there to witness it all. Eliade argues that from the point of 

view of comparative studies in myth and religion, the story of creation, the sacred myth, relates a 

“sacred history”, and is equivalent to “revealing a mystery” as the persons of the myth, here, the 

heroes of an emerging myth of Anzac, are not human beings as such, but rather “culture 

heroes”, their actions or gesta constituting mysteries and their changed nature establishing a new 

ontological reality.513 Yet, whether or not this was the case, and new ontological realities were 

being created, according to Green, somehow, because of the war, man’s “life and character” 

were being rebuilt according to a “new pattern”. The war had changed things.  

Going Down to Egypt  

In News From No Man’s Land, Green continues relating something of his war experience, which, 

once again, on this occasion included his wanderings in the very same places that his religious 

heroes had done in the past. He notes of Vieux Cairo, “the ancient Forstad—with its undoubted 

earliest Christian Chruch”, that it was “the place to which we can say with almost certainty that 

Joseph and Mary came with the Infant Christ”.514 Such “wanderings” amidst “the antiquities of this 

ancient place full of Coptic traditions”, and the “eternal sand” of the desert, were indeed 

something special, especially for a Primitive Methodist not used to the more Orthodox and 

liturgical expressions of religiosity.515 Yet, with an eye to see and a heart to experience not only the 

beginnings of his own religion’s traditions, but also, the creation of another, the Anzac tradition, 

his eyes, it would seem, were opened.516 And yet, such a “going down to Egypt”, for example, had 

the same “dangerous fascination” for us, the Anzacs, Green writes (echoing Otto), as it did for the 

“ancient Israelites”; and the padres therefore had to be “modern Isiahs” warning men of the same 
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“languorous seductions” which Egypt holds out in modern as in ancient times.517 That which 

attracts—the divine, the numinous, the religious—can also be associated, and contrasted, with that 

which is alluring and dangerous in “other” (carnal) ways, Green was saying, as well as being the 

embodiment of that which is uniquely attractive, in its own transcendent way.   

While James Green was experiencing unexpected moments of beauty, contemplating God’s 

changeless purpose amidst the death and destruction on the Western Front, and witnessing the 

creative work of a new set of culture heroes, Maitland Woods had returned to the Holy Land, 

being shuttled from one front to another by the Great Designer, whose grand design in it all was 

yet to be revealed to the Oxford graduate. Writing to his friend and colleague Garland, on 

YMCA “with H.M. Forces in Egypt” letterhead, on 18 June 1916—the same confidential letter 

regarding the first flag flown on Gallipoli, now a “sacred object, a symbol, a holy thing”—

Woods once again remarked upon ancient, holy ground, this time, ground along which the 

Infant Saviour, amongst others, had passed:  

We are guarding, patrolling, and raiding on the road down which Joseph was taken when he was 
sold by his bretheren, along which the spies travelled when they went 40 days journey into the 
Promised Land, on which the Infant Saviour was carried by the B.V.M. [Blessed Virgin Mary] 
along which Cambyses travelled with an army of 200,000 from Mesopotamia to conquer Egypt 
(600 B.C?) down which Euripides the Soldier Poet and Play-wright marched on the Egyptian 
wars. … Old Jacob also tottered along here … I saw him only a few weeks ago—The Children 
of Israel poured along it towards the walls of Jericho. It’s the oldest road in the world, dear old 
Herodotus travelled … here too.518  

Woods, like Green, was conscious of the historical, classical and biblical significance of the 

terrain on which he trod, and described it and those who passed by in some detail— including a 

reference to the fifth century classical Greek historian Herodotus, the so-called Father of 

History, whose Histories investigated the lives of the Persian kings Cyrus, Darius, Xerxes and 

Cambyses II (also mentioned by Woods), who conquered Egypt in the sixth century B.C. He 

also makes a specific point of linking or merging the past and the present: “Old Jacob also 

tottered here with all his heavy stuff on camels. I saw him only a few weeks ago—.”519 That is, 

the historic, biblical past and the deeds of his culture heroes are conflated with his actions in the 

here and now, transporting him, if only momentarily, into an experience of the timeless present. 
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He quite literally was waking in the shoes of Jacob, along the same path, if not also climbing the 

same ladder, as a soldier of the cross.520  

Something Wonderful  

In his own matter-of-fact writing style, Woods is aware that the detail and subject matter of his 

letters to Garland may not necessarily be of interest to anyone else except himself. He is also 

conscious that he must take advantage of whatever opportunity arises to put pen to paper, and 

for at least three reasons. First as a release from the pressure of the particular situations in which 

he finds himself. Second, as a way of expressing his experiences, and third, as a future record of 

his adventure, knowing that otherwise he will forget the immediate reality of his wartime 

experience. He writes, “all this I am sure must interest you immensely but one writes what is 

uppermost in ones mind.”521 In the same letter to Garland, from Ma’adi, Egypt, in January 1916 

(and after writing about the cold of the Egyptian desert that “simply leaps at you here when the 

sun sets”), Woods thanks Garland for “the little prayer book”, which he used in “the little ‘mat’ 

Chapel” that he, Woods, had built “here in the Camp—the only place of worship in the midst of 

4,000 men or more”.522 And after telling of that night’s lesson given to soldiers about Mytelyne 

and Samothrace, which he could see “all so clearly”, Woods again makes the point that the 

campaign has been “something wonderful.”523 He continues with a simple illustration:  

After the terrible bombardment of Lone Pine in December when all the saps were  blown in 
with high explosives, a chap found a coin; he came all the way round to Chathams Post to ask 
me what it was. It was over 2000 years old, with the head of Minerva on the obverse, I offered 
him a pound for it, but he carefully put it back in an inner pocket—it was a small copper coin.524  

The Sum of Aspirations  

What is significant here is that for Woods there was something full of wonder happening, and 

taking place in a classical, biblical landscape, especially for one steeped in the classics and biblical 

history. Woods was in the habit of giving lectures to the troops on things biblical and historical, 

and matters specifically related to the terrain they were traversing at any particular time. In doing 

so, as Gladwin points out, Woods had made quite a reputation for himself amongst the troops 

and the military hierarchy.525 The finding of an ancient coin, therefore, was something full of 

interest and awe, both to Woods and the soldier. And on the occasion of this letter, Woods had 
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just made a visit to the pyramids, “into the center” of three pyramids with someone who had 

“made a study of them”, and announced that he had made a “most interesting discovery” in the 

temple of the Sphynx, as to “how the angles were cut—it’s all so wonderful—Life is the sum of 

Aspirations caught in God’s great web.”526 And if this was not the answer to all that Woods had 

been seeking—‘the great completed design’— then for Woods it was something very close to it, 

with the design of the Sphinx taking on a higher meaning and significance. He then concludes 

his letter with: “And near here is the well at which the B.V.M. and Joseph and the infant 

Redeemer rested on the flight into Egypt—and that was only yesterday to the pyramids!”527 In 

his next letter to Garland just over a week later, Woods again takes up the subject of writing, 

adding a fourth reason for it: the possibility of publication, and with a further explanation 

regarding its usefulness. He begins:  

One of the Officers of the ‘remounts’ tells me that he saw ½ a column of the [Brisbane] Courier 
[newspaper] over my name—of course I asked him to show me a copy—but he had lost it!! So I 
am very disappointed as one quite forgets what one writes, and it’s quite fresh to read; my diary, 
which I kept every day is now quite interesting, incidents I should have quite forgotten come 
back with vivid freshness.528  

This Mad World of Ours  

Life in the desert was just as interesting and just as impermanent as at Gallipoli, or anywhere else 

in the campaign. Woods on one occasion reports being off “for a short trip” to the “Western 

front of Egypt”, and that, as there was “nothing doing where we are now … I shall probably 

hear the sound of guns again”; adding that he was now permanently attached to the 2nd Brigade 

of Light Horse, “if there is anything permanent in this mad world of ours”.529 Yet although the 

guns for Woods were quiet for the moment, the desert itself was “full of interest”.530 He was 

going out with the regiment “every day” on a “fine horse”, and through the same pass among 

the sand hills “where Moses & Aaron led the Children of Israel out of Egypt”.531 It was also a 

journey into the wilderness, and a journey “far from drink and other evils”.532 He writes:  

A rather interesting thing has happened. We find we have camped on a large sand hill, and 
underneath this hill is an old temple of Serapis—a deep trench has been cut running E and W—
and what I take to be the top layer of a stone course supported (I suppose) on stone pillars has 
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been exposed—also a broken fragment of red granite on which has been carved very beautifully 
in bas relief, a piece of a winded Bull.533  

Woods continued, noting that on the previous Sunday they had conducted a Church Parade on 

top of this very sand hill, attended by the whole Brigade, including General Birdwood, and that it 

was improved by his, Woods, alluding to the fact that this was the first time that a Christian 

service had been held over this temple, and that “the kindly sands” had covered it up, “as tho’ 

Heaven itself was offended at the filthy sexual orgies that disgraced Bull worship”, and 

“degraded” the country that worshipped “such an emblem”.534   

Woods was indeed taking heed of his own lesson on the excesses of the flesh, speaking as a 

prophet of old from the wilderness of the desert sands: “in this district somewhere the children 

of Israel said farewell to Egypt and Bull worship—and went back on their pledge” to the 

Almighty, resulting in “isolation for 40 years in the wilderness—isolation (here’s the point) the 

punishment of isolation—”; his point being that to disregard the worship of the one true God 

had its consequences.535 And, to further this assertion, Woods then mentions that there was 

presently “a certain inferno of corruption” in Cairo called “the Bullring”, and conjectures that 

the reason for the name, the Bullring, may just be “expressive of the dregs of an ancient 

ceremonial”, the curse of which is still as “swift and malignant as ever” it was in Old Testament 

times.536 The sands of time, it would appear, can only do so much to cover such abominations 

and irreligiosity. “This is a wonderful experience” Woods concluded; “one knows nothing of war 

news—and one can only live from day to day—” he added, echoing a teaching of the desert 

prophets.537 And despite an appreciation of the image of the winged Bull of Serapis beautifully 

carved in red granite, Woods was at the same time preaching the superiority of the Christian 

message of resurrection and redemption over against that of the ancient syncretic Graeco-

Egyptian Bull deity, a deity which combined the attributes of Osiris, god of resurrection, and 

Apis, the bull deity, together representing abundance, regeneration and resurrection.   

Recruitment and More Finds  

In December of the same year, 1916, in a letter to Garland from the Sinai Peninsular, and after 

thanking his colleague for “a number of Couriers which are always interesting”, Woods was again 
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expressing his excitement in finding further ruins, this time what appeared to have been “a very 

ancient Greek Xtian Church”, with a “brick (Greek) Baptistry”, a crypt, a sanctuary “and a 

Secrarium”, all confirming to Woods that it was a “5th Cent Greek Church”, as the pillars in the 

Nave were twelve in number “as in every Greek Church today—representing the 12 Apostles”.538 

He continued: “The orientation is accurate, the floor is all marble, as are The Columns, only the 

bases are left!”539 So taken was Woods with his find of “pure white” marble, a column “with a 

cross on it”, that he draws an illustration of it, further commenting on the “very beautifully carved” 

design, and comments yet again on how everything is “all very wonderful”, before concluding with 

an historical assessment of his find: “as this land has not been under observation for many 

hundreds of years we don’t quite know what to say definitely on the subject. Some think the 

Crusades? I don’t. I think 5th Cent AD” and destroyed by “Mohamenaden invasion 8th Cent (or 7th) 

AD”.540 For Woods there was also interest in the purported discovery of ‘Holy Relics’ of Saint 

George, and his wish was that they be placed in the Brisbane Anglican Cathedral “under the Altar”, 

a “fitting witness to the bravery of our Anzacs”, and “a link between our Holy Catholic and 

Apostolic Church ... and the Church … in Southern Palestine”.541   

Woods was writing to his friend Garland for a variety of reasons, and in a letter dated 13 May 

1916 sent from Roumani, Egypt, he makes it clear that an additional reason for his writing was 

to help with the recruitment of further volunteers, perhaps lured overseas by the prospect of 

ancient discoveries such as he and others were making: “It would be expedient in my opinion, if 

(when using the information I am sending you for the purpose of interesting soldiers in 

Queensland and thereby assisting enlistment in our forces) … not in every case [to] allude to me 

as your informant.”542 Although the reason for such anonymity is not necessarily immediately 

apparent, he adds that such advice is “only a suggestion, and being a man skilled in law matters 

you will see the reason”.543 Woods further explains his reason:  

While in Australia I felt that intelligent information with regard to operations at the front was 
largely witheld [sic], which might impede enlistment; we want the men, but the case must be put 
before them with some vividness. And it is not everybody who can (as I know you are able to 
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do) interpret the rough notes containing but matters effecting personal experiences: and being of 
no strategic value.544   

A Certain Purpose: Crusaders Under the Triple Cross 

For Maitland Woods, his wartime adventure was an experience that deepened pre-existing religious 

sensibilities, his worldview and his sense of purpose. He now saw things differently: “since coming 

here I have read some of our Lords sayings in an entirely new light” he explained to Garland in 

July 1916 from “Egypt or Elsewhere”.545 “On the Road to Bir El Ag two or three days ago,” he 

wrote the month before, “we were actually on the Caravan Route down which Joseph travelled a 

slave in the hands of the Ishmaelites”, the same road “up which we are building a Railway line”.546 

He added that they were placed in their current position “for a certain purpose”, and “by the 

supreme Disposer”; “the men of the Light Horse are the screen in front of the English troops, and 

these latter seem quite satisfied so long as they know the Australians are in front of them—.”547 

With such comments Woods was once again displaying a sense of strategic and spiritual insight 

and conviction, along with a patriotic, and if imperial perspective. And as in previous letters, 

Woods also makes reference to the interest of the men in things religious: “sometimes a dozen or 

so of our soldiers will sit around me and listen with the greatest attention while I tell them bible 

stories of this district—and I think they too write home—one of them remarked … I would 

sooner be here than in France after all.”548 And so it was for Woods also, for with victory there was 

a certainty that things would indeed be different. For with the victory of these modern 

“Crusaders”, who displayed the true qualities of selflessness, or Christianity—something noted by 

Reynaud—there could be no other choice than to be by their side:   

under the British Flag all will be different—we are Crusaders under the triple Cross— and I am 
afraid our men swear as hard as the Crusaders of old did—but they practice every Xian 
[Christian] virtue—they share the last bit of anything with one another—I would sooner die with 
these chaps than live with the shirkers at home.549  
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Every Anzac a General  

For Woods, his wartime experience in all its various aspects was not to be missed. He could say 

that the desert “is wonderful, but quite impossible of description”, yet not so the Anzac 

soldier.550 Writing in August 1916, Woods describes the Anzac Mounted Division in glowing 

terms: “Of course the Roumani battle was a signal success and a clean victory (sweet word) for 

us.”551 He continued in confidence to the Canon: “I may tell you that the whole battle was 

fought out and won by the Anzac Mounted Division who never let go of the enemy from the 

first contact, as Major Royston … told me ‘Every Anzac was a general that day’.”552 Woods 

continued comparing the Anzacs to heroes past, and the battle to a sporting bout:  

The attack on our lines was wonderfully thought out and carried through without a single hitch, 
on points Jacko [the Turks] won as the enemy did at Waterloo—The Anzacs were at a spot 
where they bore the brunt of the massed attack. Instead of on each flank to cut off the Enemy 
retreat; on one occasion 250 Anzacs took over 400 unwounded prisoners—The courage of the 
Anzac in battle is almost a miracle.553  

The courage of the Anzac soldier had indeed made an impression on Woods, who was now on 

General Chauvel’s “personal staff”, and seeing the campaign “from the scientific side”.554 In a 

letter sent from “Anzac Mounted Division Headquarters” on 13 September 1916—and still ever 

the historian—he could proudly write, in confidence, that:  

The fallen Anzacs in Egypt are to be commemorated in a memorial to be erected in view of the 
Suez Canal; the work should be carried out by Australian Artists, in Australian material. Bronze 
and stone I suggest. The pediment should bear the names of every fallen Anzac—and the whole 
cost should run into 5000 pounds555   

Woods continued with his vision, suggesting that the Canal Company “should give 1000 

[pound]—etc. etc. each officer 1 days pay every trooper ½ a day, etc. etc. white marble should be 

used. Contrasted with some of our hardest stone”.556 He also provides a sketch of the proposed 

memorial, depicting a horse with bowed (presumably bronze) head on top of a stone base with a 

cross central at the top, and a wreath already sketched in at the bottom left, the whole edifice to 

be fifteen foot from the top of the base to the bottom of three steps. He ends his letter in a 

 
550 Maitland Woods Papers, OM 74–101/21.  
551 Maitland Woods Papers, OM 74–101/37.  
552 Maitland Woods Papers, OM 74–101/37.  
553 Maitland Woods Papers, OM 74–101/37 Abdul, Johnny Turk and Jacko were slang terms given to the Turkish 
enemy.  
554 Maitland Woods Papers, OM 74–101/37; OM74–101/40.  
555 Maitland Woods Papers, OM 74–101/37; OM74–101/40.   
556 Maitland Woods Papers, OM74–101/40.  



 111 

matter of fact style, with: “We go into action again tomorrow.” 557  History and Anzac 

mythmaking were still works in progress.  

Soldier-Brothers  

While Woods’ opinion of the Anzacs was of the highest order, and his opinion of Turks also 

high, there was nonetheless a certain understandable distance from the enemy. In a letter from 

“Roumani Camp” in May 1916, Woods recounted how: “We brought in a Turkish prisoner, 

found exhausted in the desert”; how “he drank a whole bucket of water”, and how “we went & 

had a yarn to him through our interpreter”, only to discover that “he was in the regiment 

(Turkish) opposite our trenches in Gallip[oli]!!”558 Through the interpreter, the prisoner also said: 

“While the battle is on we try to kill one other, now the battle is over we are soldier-brothers give 

me a cigarette please.”559 Woods assessment was that he “assumed to think he had a special claim 

on our kindness because we were sort of neighbours” in Gallipoli.560 The fellowship of brothers 

in arms had its limits.  

Yet, while not necessarily in the line of fire, chaplains like Woods were nonetheless often close 

to the action. On the occasion of the Battle of Roumani, Woods reports to Garland that he 

could do without one nights sleep, but that two “does me in”; that he had not yet recovered 

from those two nights service “at … [the] dressing station”; and that as a result of the battle they 

had captured an entire field Ambulance, including six Turkish doctors, “very nice fellows”.561 He 

then goes on to report that he had spent two hours “talking with them”, and that they were 

“very downhearted” as “they had heard that all they [would have] to contend with was one 

division of Australian Light Horse.”562 What Woods didn’t disclose to them was that, “that was 

all they had fought.”563 The prisoners were also “most anxious” to know whether or not we were 

going to take Istanbul from them—Woods telling them that that now rested with Russia, adding 

that amongst other things: “We broke it gently to them that Verdun had not fallen, and that the 

British navy was not at the bottom of the North Sea!”564 So nice were the Turks that he 

suggested the doctor colonel of the 2nd Light Horse Brigade Field Ambulance, Dr Crowl, “a 

Sydney Graduate”, and the Turkish “Stamboul Graduates” and himself, an Oxford graduate, 
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563 Maitland Woods Papers, OM74–101/24.  
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“should be photographed in a group on the historical battlefield”.565 The photo opportunity did 

not eventuate as the prisoners had requested a postponement of the shoot to the following day, 

“as they were unshaved”.566 They were transferred to Cairo the following day as the enemy had 

begun to show a “certain liveliness” on the front.567  

Woods continued: “if you can call a level sand desert a ‘front’.”568  

Full of Life 

In the same letter from Roumani to his now dear archdeacon Garland, Woods also informs the 

strident recruiter that he has posted a war diary to him, as he is “sure it may be useful” to 

Garland in his “work”, adding that “in getting men to enlist for service I am convinced that 

knowledge of this sort is helpful.”569 And, in another confidential letter later in the same month, 

Woods expresses the hope that the diary had arrived safely, “as we are always on the move 

somewhere”, it therefore being “impossible to write much”—adding that “I must post you my 

Gallipoli diary—I left it with some people at Ma’adi.”570 On 31 August, Woods writes again to 

Garland mentioning his diary: “So my diary is to be published! Well I suppose it will be alright”; 

and at the same time expressing the real reason for his letter: “I wrote because I felt so full of the 

life around me.”571  Woods concluded: “we are shortly off in the direction of the place the 

Psalmist loved to plant his feet.”572 The war for Woods indeed had many facets, yet it was a war, 

a just war, a crusade now seen through the eyes of his wartime experience and his religious 

worldview. It was a war punctuated with moments of various types of transcendent, joyous or 

religious experience.  

The Little Chapel: Somewhere to Pray 

The life and role of the chaplain at war had its own challenges and rewards, including the 

building of a place of worship. Wanting to thank Garland and those who have “sent us this 

present of one Church (or perhaps two)” in the form of a bank draft for ten pounds, and to 

explain something of “the work which such a simple building supplies”, in July 1916, Woods 

reports that at the present moment, he could not erect “another rush-mat Chapel here, as a 

 
565 Maitland Woods Papers, OM74–101/24.  
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move seems imminent”; that “one feels these things on a Campaign rather than hears them”; and 

that after consultation with his commanding officer, Colonel McArthur Onslow, “we agreed that 

it would be wise to wait for a few weeks.”573 Woods then detailed the two main uses for such a 

building:  

(1.) A soldier man may want to pray—he may receive news of a brother in France— or he may 
come to the Padre and say, with the blank stunned look on his face, “my father is dead”… where 
can we turn to in the bustle and publicity of a Military Camp? In the little chapel he is sure of 
being undisturbed.  

(2.) We Padres can meet every morning for our own office, and this is an immense spiritual help. 
One can almost feel the spiritual influence for evil in Egypt; the obscene spirit that ruined 
Greece and ultimately the Roman Empire came from this hot-bed of elaborated vice. I was 
speaking to some French nuns and they told me that the Egyptians hate them, revile them, and 
“cry out after them” in the street. One realises here in this land the Wisdom of Holy Church in 
giving us, her children, a daily office … our men have been in deadly peril here ... “OUT of 
Egypt have I called my son.”574  

It is worth noting that Woods initially described the “obscene spirit” coming from a “hot-bed of 

elaborated vice”, as ‘spiritual’, then struck out the word.575 This can be understood from Otto’s 

and Franks Davis’ point of view in that, that which is spiritual or numinous is experiential rather 

than rational or conceptual, beyond any ethical or moral category. With regard to Woods’s 

words: “OUT of Egypt have I called my son”, it is reasonable to suggest that Woods would have 

been familiar with Genesis 46: 3, 4, Hosea 11:1, and Matthew 2:15. Woods may also have had is 

own son (serving in Egypt) in mind.576 The observation of Amanda Laugesen, Boredom is the 

Enemy (2012), regarding the religious life of soldiers at war being a “real part” of their worldview 

and values, and the welcoming by soldiers of “quiet spaces” as a means of maintaining their 

faith, an opportunity “to find a space in the world of war where their spiritual life could be 

nurtured”, is borne out here. 577  There is resonance here with Reynaud’s extensive research 

demonstrating that a significant minority of soldiers valued and engaged with religion, as 

opposed to conclusions drawn by historians such as Bill Gammage.580 Egyptian temptations, or 

hotbeds of vice, were war dangers of a different kind: “let us ‘be quite honest’”, Woods 

continued, “we Padres have felt the horror of it, and some even have faltered and stumbled. The 
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little Chapel stood for so much to me, strange how other things fade in one’s memory, but the 

little Chapel will always remain—.”578   

Taking Its Toll 

In the same letter to Garland, Woods writes that he regrets “so much to hear that you have had a 

breakdown and that young David is so unwell”, and goes on to suggest that: “A Chaplaincy for 

the Voyage only is what you want, it would be a joy to meet you here for a day or so—but you 

would have to get back to your work again in Brisbane.”579 Woods added, seeking to reassure his 

friend, that he felt that he could do the work he is doing “among the men always”, and that he, 

Woods, “should be utterly lost” with Garland’s job, as would “every other priest I know”.580 The 

war was taking its toll. Yet Woods, although looking forward to some leave after months of 

continuous service, was “soldiering” on.581 Writing on the back of a postcard, with a “very fine 

picture showing the Australian Trooper who brought in the crowd [of Turkish prisoners] (we 

were clearing the Desert in this district as we go along)”, and dated 7 November 1916, Woods 

reports that the previous day they had found “quite a few heaps of Turkish abandoned 

equipment 15 miles from here”, and that, “I rode 35 miles yesterday”—“life in the old dog!”582 

Woods was now 52 years old, and, as his desert diary records, was at least on one occasion riding 

through the desert with his own son, Mait.583  

After the War 

The Rev. William Maitland Woods returned to Australia in 1919, became rector of St. Clements 

Episcopal Church in Honolulu in 1923, and died there in 1927. 584 Referring to him on the 

occasion of the unveiling of a Memorial Bell in his honour at St. Mary’s Anglican Church, 

Kangaroo Point, Brisbane in 1929, his war-time correspondent, Canon David Garland spoke of 

his late colleague as one who “believed in God”, and then read from a couple of Woods’ war 

letters.588 At the same unveiling ceremony, Brigadier-General L. C. Wilson said that he had heard 

of the Rev. Woods “at Gallipoli”, that later in Palestine they had become “acquainted”, and that 

 
578 Maitland Woods Papers, OM74–101/33.  
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he had “pleasant recollections” of him in the “later years of the war”.585 He also mentioned that 

Woods was a chaplain “attached to General Chauvel’s staff”, a man “beloved by all”, and a man 

with an interest in “geology and archaeology”. 586  Sentiments similar to these were again 

expressed by the Brigadier-General, Garland and others as members of The Late Rev. Maitland 

Woods (M.A., O.B.E.) Memorial Committee: “He long will be remembered as one who 

translated the ideals of the Christian religion into practice, and as a Man’s Priest appealed to men 

with an extraordinary degree of success, enabling them to see the beauty of religion.” 587  It 

continued: “Many a returned soldier to-day relates with thankfulness the fact that Maitland 

Woods was “Padre” out there.”588 The committee added: “Parents whose boys were wounded or 

died were comforted by the knowledge that in their suffering and last agony their boys were 

cared for by Maitland Woods.”589  

Like the Rev. James Green, Woods was known by his admirers to be a man’s man and a man’s 

priest. Green returned to Australia in 1918 to a “most enthusiastic” welcome home at the 

Newtown Methodist Church in Sydney, “after nearly three and a half years’ service in Gallipoli, 

Egypt, France and England”. 590  The building, as reported in the Sydney Morning Herald, was 

“crowded, and had an unusual appearance, with the bright draperies, which included the Union 

Jack, the Australian Ensign and the flags of the Allies”.591 The Newtown District Senior Cadets 

(“with their band”) and the Newington College Senior Cadets were also in attendance.592 Green 

was elected President of the N.S.W. Methodist Conference in 1918. Upon his death in 

November 1948, it was said of Green by the Council of the Methodist War Memorial Hospital, 

Waverley, N.S.W. (which he helped to establish), that: “He was fearless; he was inspiring; he was 

himself; he was very human; a friend of sinners, and especially of soldiers.”593 And that his soul 

“still goes marching on”.594 According to the Rev. S. W. McKibbin, who first met Green in the 

early morning of 20 July 1916 as he was resting in a French barn after “one of the most terrible 

battles” of the Great War, Green was held in “sincere affection” by both officers and men in his 
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battalion.595 He was a great “human”, McKibbin concluded, “always interested in people”, and a 

man who approached everyone he met with respect, sympathy and patience.596   

CONCLUSION 

The Sublime, the Numinous and the Sacred 

Woods and Green had been on an adventure and had experienced transcendent, sublime and 

numinous moments along the way. The Primitive Methodist Green had witnessed and experienced 

“deep reverence under strange circumstances” on Gallipoli, while for the Anglo-Catholic Woods, 

the scene and surroundings of Lemnos Island in the Aegean seemed “more sacred than Egypt”, 

and an open-air Eucharist with soldiers kneeling—“the sea like glass” and with “not even a 

flicker from the Altar Lights”—was something sublime. Despite the difference in their educational 

backgrounds and denominational adherence, their faith and religious experience had been 

deepened and strengthened because of their wartime service. There had been moments of 

various types of religious experience, as understood in terms of the schema articulated by Otto 

and Franks Davis. For Green, a Communion service on the shores of Gallipoli, “when you 

realise that the men kneeling around you are about to go into battle, reveals the inner meaning 

and the great value of the service”. Green concluded that as Methodists “we made a great 

mistake” in not having a communion service “more frequently”.   

It can be argued that the transcendent dimension of their wartime experience, as when conscious 

of the historical, biblical or timeless landscape within which they trod, gave further meaning to 

their adventure, such that the feeling of the sublime and the numinous, or the regenerative and 

revelatory religious experience, in particular, transformed the ordinary into the extraordinary or 

the sacred. Woods, for example, had imagined seeing Old Jacob on “the oldest road in the world” 

between Egypt and Jericho, while Green had imagined St. Paul passing Cape Hellas “in a little 

ship” sailing “right in front” of his then present position. Woods and Green understood their 

wartime experience as spiritual or religious by aligning it with their pre-existing religious 

worldview. Such a religious worldview or Weltanschauung, involving the centrality of sacrificial 

death, also came into play as they witnessed the creation of a new Australian Anzac hero and myth, 

thus giving this development a particularly sacred nature, at least in their eyes.   

In Das Heilige (1917), translated as The Sacred, Otto argues that the sublime and the numinous—both 

co-equal categories of the experiential divine—form the basis of all religions, and in particular of 

 
595 The Methodist (Sydney), 27 November 1948, 5.  
596 The Methodist (Sydney), 27 November 1948, 5.  



 117 

the Semitic religions of the desert: Judaism, Christianity and Islam. And while arguing for the 

superiority of one over the others—that of Christianity—Otto nonetheless makes it clear that at 

least for him, that which is sanctus or sacred was not “originally a moral category at all”, the more 

obvious rendering of the word sanctus or its Hebrew equivalent qādôsh being transcendent, 

supramundane or the German überweltlich. 597  The sacred, the transcendent, the sublime and the 

numinous are therefore all descriptors of the divine, and for Otto and Franks Davis, of the religious.    

For Woods and Green, as evidenced in various wartime letters, diaries and publications, the 

emerging foundation myth or story of Anzac was associated with their own transcendent 

experience. This is because it was the sublime or the numinous and other descriptors of the divine, 

that not only gave deeper meaning to their own wartime experience and religious worldview, but 

also to the gesta or deeds of the Anzacs amidst the death and destruction of war, one informing 

the other through a two-way sacralisaion process. This was a process whereby various religious 

items or key instruments of faith—namely the chalice, the crucifix and the prayer book—became 

historic and reinvigorated. Historic artifacts, such as the first flag flown at Gallipoli, became 

sacred. It was this new story of a just and holy war, or crusade, with its resultant new Anzac 

culture heroes, that for Woods and Green was already a sacred history and a sacred memory during 

the war itself.   

Digging Deeper 

While historians such as Gammage have canvassed whether or not the Australian digger had any 

time for religion, concluding that “the average Australian soldier was not religious”, Gladwin 

suggests that with regard to issues relating to concepts of manliness, there was, and still is, the 

sense in which Australian servicemen have been traditionally viewed as displaying or having little 

regard for the less manly attributes of tenderness, or any sense of spirituality, or at least that 

evidence of this has sometimes been overlooked. 598  This having been said, Gladwin also 

suggests, by referring to a wartime padre’s comment that if a chaplain “looked beneath the 

surface of men who seemed hopeless propositions in religious terms”, there was in fact “deep 

beneath the surface in most cases”, a “real sense of God and of His moral Law”—the digger’s 

“deeper feeling”. And, although it can be reasonably expected that the same need not be asked 

or said of clergy on wartime duty, they did, as might also be expected, have one ace up their 
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sleeve: a language with which to describe or analyse the transcendent or religious experience, not 

only of themselves, but also of their spiritual charges, the diggers. The findings of this chapter in 

this sense make an important contribution to the historiography and understanding of the 

religious experience of chaplains during the war. Along with the conclusions of chapter 2, they 

contribute to making the case for the importance and significance of transcendent experience of 

servicemen, including chaplains, and its relationship to the emergence of a new, national 

foundation myth— something that is, with some recent exceptions, largely overlooked in the 

literature of Australian experiences of the Great War.  
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CHAPTER 4   

Their Name Lives 

“E’en though it be a cross that raiseth me. Still all my song shall be  
Nearer, my God to thee.”599  
  
“Lead, kindly Light, amid the circling gloom, Lead thou me on; The night is dark, 
and I am far from home.”600  
  
“Their name liveth for evermore.”601  

Introduction 

This chapter examines the wartime letters and diary of Harvard-educated Presbyterian chaplain, 

the Rev. Dr Ernest Northcroft Merrington. There were transcendent moments variously 

described as numinous, sublime or mystical within his time as a padre at Anzac Cove and on the 

Western Front. The chapter also examines his active membership of the Queensland Anzac Day 

Commemoration Committee (ADCC) during the war, and his contributions to, and interest in, 

various patriotic events. Such activities were directly related to his wartime experience and 

contributed to the establishment and development of Anzac Day and its ceremonies during the 

Great War. Moreover, it is because of the conjunction of Merrington’s wartime experiences, his 

activity within the ADCC, and its relationship with the creation and early development of Anzac 

Day ceremonies and celebrations (1916 to 1918) that selections from his wartime letters, diary 

and other earlier writings are examined at some length. Moreover, his philosophical work and 

personal relationship with various leading contemporary scholars of religious experience at 

Harvard and Edinburgh (notably William James) meant that he was able to articulate and reflect 

upon such experiences at a depth that few others could, hence his selection for analysis in this 

chapter. 

EARLY LIFE AND EDUCATION 

Merrington was born in 1876 in Sydney N.S.W. and received his secondary education at Sydney 

High School in the 1890s. As a child he regularly attended various church youth group meetings, 
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including Band of Hope, Christian Endeavour and Sunday School, and writes in his memoirs 

that: “Although I did not make any public profession of my faith at the time, I have always felt 

that the spiritual change in my life occurred just then.”602 The family, meanwhile, having become 

unhappy with the Congregational Church while at Glebe in the 1890s, had gone over to what 

Merrington described in his memoirs as evangelical Presbyterianism. Merrington’s father became 

a Freemason on 3 Sept. 1862, rising to become a Mark Master and Royal Arch Mason. He was 

also a “devoted Anglican chorister” at St. Andrew’s Cathedral, Sydney.  

Merrington’s father, James Mayfield Merrington, who had arrived in Sydney from London in 

1845 aged 18, died a year after his son Ernest’s birth, leaving his wife Elizabeth, twenty years his 

junior, to care for two young boys, with a third arriving five months after his demise. 603 

Merrington recalls that at high school, although the headmaster had no apparent “scholastic 

ability”, he was nonetheless considered to be good at cricket—something that young Ernest 

himself had developed an early love for. 604  There were, however, some teachers of ability, 

including the “outstanding” Mr Crompton, “an Oxford classic with donnish proclivities”, and 

Mr J.G. Legge M.A. LL.B, a “good all-round teacher” and a lieutenant in the military.605 Later, at 

Gallipoli, Merrington again met Legge who was by then Major-General Legge and General 

Officer Commanding of the 2nd Australian Division, and with whom he had “a long 

conversation … in front of his dugout in Anzac Cove,” where they talked about “school 

experiences”.606  With an interest in academics, Merrington sat for the Junior University Exam in 

1891, passing all 7 chosen subjects, and noting with particular emphasis that he received an A in 

History. He did not matriculate, however, as he had deliberately chosen not to take Arithmetic, 

something that he later had to make up for in order to enter university and be eligible to study 

for the Presbyterian ministry.   

A Heart Drawn Out 

His decision to enter a life of religious service came upon him one mid-October afternoon in 

1896, not long after he had quit his job in the jewellery industry and moved with his family from 

their waterfront Sydney home to Glebe, in order that his stepfather might take up a new business 

venture. He writes in his memoir of what can best be described as a sublime, religious 

experience, similar to those reported by his future Harvard mentor, William James:  
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One evening … I was walking home across Ultimo, when the great decision of my lifework was 
made. The western sky was ablaze with golden light as the sun sank towards the hills. My heart 
was drawn out in more than adoration for the natural beauty, its depths were stirred with 
adoration for the great Creator. I suddenly felt the “call” to serve God with my whole life.607  

It was also the kind of experience that Franks Davis describes as ‘nature mysticism’, involving 

the “transfiguration of external things, as if they have suddenly been imbued with deep meaning 

or with a living force … guided by Love”.608 It is also worthy of note, that, as mentioned in 

chapter 3, Franks Davis also refers to a similar type of spontaneous, extrovertive mystical 

experience of a subject reported by Alister Hardy: “the setting sun blazed out turning the whole 

world crimson and gold … and I felt as if I had been swept into the very heart of all that glory 

and colour, taken over by something outside myself of which I was yet a part.”609   

Merrington was now, by family circumstance and divine calling, to give up his “boyish 

collections and inherited stocks of books” from his “own father”, stored in the attic at Snails 

Bay, and to say farewell to “the garden, the fragrant, tall magnolia tree, guava and hibiscus.”610 It 

was time to put away childish things and enter the world of men, but not a world void of poetry, 

thought, mystical experience and academic pursuits—including a first-class BA Honours (Greek, 

Philosophy and English) with the University Medal, and the Professorial Prize in Philosophy in 

1900, an MA Honours with Medal in 1903, and a PhD from Harvard University prior to the 

Great War, after first proceeding to the University of Edinburgh on the same Woolley Travelling 

Scholarship.611 By 1912, the year of the historic General Strike in Brisbane, the Reverend Dr 

Merrington was a key player in Presbyterian, religious and university circles in the city.612 He was 

also a representative of the Brisbane Ministers’ Union.     

A Mystical Urge 

With regard to transcendent experience, Merrington notes in some detail in his memoir the 

circumstances of a particular “mystical urge” that overcame him while engaged in elucidating 

certain points to be included in a foreword, “largely historical”, that he was writing for a souvenir 

booklet on the occasion of the Jubilee of St. Andrew’s congregation, Brisbane, the event to be 

spread over three Sundays in August 1912.613 The celebrations included a Jubilee Communion 
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Service, held with a “sacrificial Thankoffering”; a “vice-regal garden party” of the Govenor-

General; a Jubilee organ recital and a “special and beautiful” souvenir booklet—the foreword 

emphasising the “spiritual background of the origin and growth of the Congregation.”614 While 

so engaged, he recalls: “I was moved to write a Hymn of Jubilee for the occasion, realising the 

great work of the pioneers of the Church, and the gratitude felt to God for His Providence.”615 

His heart was “filled with thankfulness” for the founding of Emmanuel College (a theological 

and residential college within the University of Queensland) and what it might mean “to the 

future of the lands of the South Pacific Ocean”, and, “conscious of a mystical urge”, Merrington 

found himself dwelling on the “eloquent words” of the Rev. Thomas Mowbray M.A. regarding 

the building of the first church on Wickham Terrace in Brisbane: “a Temple in which Jehovah’s 

name shall be hallowed and His Majesty adored”.616 He then penned his own “God of Eternity”:  

God of Eternity, Lord of the Ages, Father and Spirit and Saviour of men.  
Thine is the glory of times’ numbered pages;  
Thine is the power to revive us again.617  

The hymn was written in Merrington’s study, “off the verandah facing the sunny north”, such a 

setting surely adding to a conducive, creative atmosphere—his “mystical urge” nonetheless 

seemingly springing from “within”, his heart “filled with thankfulness”, the catalyst for which 

being the inspiration of that upon which he was focused.618 According to Caroline Franks Davis, 

the sense of religious revival (referred to in the fourth line of the verse) falls into a category of 

religious experience she terms “regenerative”.619 She also suggests that such experiences are the 

“most frequent” type among “ordinary people”—those that are not mystics, ecstatics, prophets 

or psychics— such experiences tending to involve a renewal of the subject’s faith and an 

improvement in their spiritual, moral, physical or psychological “well-being” and being mild or 

overwhelming, daily occurrences or “extraordinary ‘one-off’ events”. 620 Such experiences can 

also be differentiated from “revelatory” experiences involving “sudden” conviction, inspiration, 

revelation or enlightenment.621   

Prior to his experiences during the Great War itself, Merrington, from his own reporting and 

recollections, had a particular capacity for and openness to transcendent experience, which can be 
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described and or explained as numinous, sublime or mystical, similar to that reported by William 

James in his The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902), and analysed more recently by scholars such 

as Philip C. Almond and Franks Davis. Such experiences as that of Merrington while walking 

home in 1896 (mentioned above), can be understood as an example of extrovertive nature mysticism, 

as differentiated from introvertive mystical experience, and can be either “spontaneous” or the result 

of “reflection upon the relation of self and world”, “subsequent to interior mystical experience”.622 

According to Franks Davis in her The Evidential Force Of Religious Experience (1989), “the experiences 

known as ‘nature mysticism’ involve the transfiguration of external things, as if they have suddenly 

been imbued with deep meaning or with a living force”, and “also often involve the sense that 

everything is guided by Love or some inherently good power”.623 Such moments as these were also 

to be experienced on the Gallipoli Peninsula in 1915.  

Therefore, because of Merrington’s own transcendent and religious experiences and activities 

prior to the war, and his doctoral studies at Harvard with James in particular, he had the 

experiential background, insight and analytical tools with which to comment authoritatively on 

his (and others’) wartime experiences. It is for these reasons that Merrington’s prewar 

experiences, activities and writings have been incorporated and drawn upon (rather extensively at 

times) in the chapter, in order to give further weight to the arguments of the thesis and to the 

contemporaneous and historical analysis of the empirical evidence being investigated. His 

doctoral dissertation was published during the war (1916). 

EGYPT 

Strange and Wonderful Sights 

By January 1915, the Rev. Dr Ernest Northcroft Merrington of St. Andrew’s Presbyterian 

Church, Creek St. Brisbane, was in a far-off exotic land, Egypt, where the winter nights were 

bitterly cold and the light of day brought unfamiliar sights, sounds and smells to his alert and 

enquiring mind. Merrington had studied psychology and philosophy at Harvard University prior 

to the war and had a trained eye and ear for the unfamiliar. In a letter to his “dear children”, 

Agnes, Frances and son Harvard, written from the Australian Light Horse Camp in Ma’adi in 

January 1915, he describes the streets of Cairo: “What strange & wonderful sights we see!”624 

With a keen eye for detail, Merrington wrote of the streets “full of men with turbans & gowns”, 
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 124 

“women with veils covering their faces, and little babies astride on their shoulders”, and children 

“nearly all dirty” and with flies they did not brush off.625 He also reported to his children back 

home in Australia that: “The camels troop about with their noses pushed far forward and with a 

very contemptuous expression on their faces.”626  

With such an interest in the exotic and the historic amidst the reality and unpredictability of war-

time service, Merrington, like other chaplains and servicemen, made time to visit the historic 

sites of ancient Egypt that impressed themselves upon the minds of the antipodean tourists. 

Such sites included the stepped pyramid of Saqarra and the Great Pyramid of Giza, and 

journeying there mounted on camels and donkeys. In the same letter home he explains that he 

was hoping to go down the river Nile to Luxor to see the ruins of Karnak and Thebes—“all very 

wonderful”—unless that is, the advancing Turks meant that he had to be “with the troops”, 

although it was thought (he reports by others) that the Turks did not have much of a chance 

against the British and the Australians. 627 Amidst such uncertainty and battling of the desert 

sands, Merrington also promised to send home more stamps and photos—tokens, souvenirs of 

the exotic—and reported that he had arranged photos of the family on his desk, something 

familiar amidst uncertainty, and that he would soon get a photo frame for his collection of family 

photographs, thus providing some stability or something familiar amidst the shifting sands and 

fortunes of war.  

Taking Up Duty 

In December the previous month, Merrington wrote home from the Australian Light Horse 

Camp in Ma’adi Cairo to “My Dear Flo”, his wife, on the back of a Carte Postale, a Union 

Postale Universelle: “Yesterday was a great day in Egypt. The new Sultan held a Reception. The 

Proclamation was made of British Protectorate on Friday 18th.”628 Times were changing and with 

the Union Jack hoisted on all the main buildings, the chaplain from Australia was indeed 

witnessing historic moments as old empires crumbled and new political realities took shape. He 

continued: “On Saturday our Regiment was armed, and slept with arms on, but there was no 

disturbance.”629 He then further noted that they had had a good Church Parade and Service the 

previous day, and that he and his regiment were to march through Cairo the following 

Wednesday “in connection with an installation ceremony”; that Sir George Reid the Australian 
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Minister of Defence would “arrive soon”; and that consequently he had been recently riding a 

horse belonging to an officer, as he, Merrington, might also “take part” in the procession.630 And 

in a letter to his church back in Australia on 12 April 1915, Merrington noted that “good work” 

was “going on quietly”, that men had been “coming forward to the full calling of Christian life, 

and consecrating themselves to the Lord Jesus Christ”, and that “in conversations with the men 

it is not difficult to get close to the great question.”631 He also noted that the men had “behaved 

splendidly” and that, yes, “the temptations of Cairo” were “excessive, perhaps unique”, but that 

“only a small proportion”, “comparatively speaking”, had “succumbed to them”.632  

Merrington’s adventure was already exciting in a variety of ways, and his work as a chaplain had 

begun. For example, in the minutes of a conference of Presbyterian ministers, chaplains and 

workers “among the Civil and Military in Egypt” held at the home of the Rev. James Gillen, 

B.D., Minister of St. Andrews (Church of Scotland) Egypt, in February 1915, Merrington 

“offered prayer by which the conference was constituted.”633 Merrington notes that Gillen was 

“unanimously voted to the chair”, and that after the moderator, Gillen, addressed the 

conference—“remarking on the unique nature of such a gathering” in Egypt and “expressing the 

hope that it might prove to be the preliminary to great work in the future”—he also offered a 

welcome to all present and then a suggestion for a “gathering of Presbyterians” from the military 

who were in Egypt, which might include a service at his St. Andrews followed by “a gathering of 

a social character”.634 Merrington himself then moved: “That a series of “Rallies” in St Andrews 

be arranged for Presbyterian soldiers”, which was duly seconded and agreed to by the meeting.635 

Despite challenges, good work was already being done. Merrington was a man of action, and a 

man in command of detail.  

GALLIPOLI 

Following Directions 

As noted in chapter 3, although chaplains often had to use their own discretion, draw upon their 

own reserves and act upon their own inspiration in their chaplaincy work, there were guidelines 

nonetheless. In a memorandum of July 1915 from Acting Senior (Presbyterian) Chaplain J. C. 

McPhee from Adelaide and of the First Australian Division Headquarters, five directions were 
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set out. The first noted that the General Officer Commanding wished that “every officer and 

man should be afforded opportunity of attending Divine Service at least once a week”, it being 

suggested that “for those in the trenches”, services on Sunday, Monday and Tuesdays be 

provided “as trench service normally provides one day in three in which the men are free from 

trench duties”.636 The second direction was that a report was to be forwarded to the Senior 

Chaplain each Monday “on burials as per instruction of the Principal Army Chaplain (No 

13/M.E.F. April 14 1915)”, and that at the same time a report be furnished on the “previous 

week’s work”.637 The third direction with regard to burials stated that “the name of the dead is 

[to be] recorded”, and that “in each grave” there be “placed in a bottle, if possible, near the 

surface” with the name inside; that “a permanent mark is placed on each grave” (for example, 

the name being “indented on a tin plate” in addition to “any crosses of other memorial”) and 

that each burial place was to be “well cared for”.638 The fourth guideline or notification was that 

certain arrangements had been made for “R.C. Chaplains”, for example, that the Rev. Father 

McAuliffe “will celebrate Mass at his Dug-Out every morning at 6.30”, and that Rev. Father 

Fahey of the 11th Battalion “will hear confession at his Dug-Out every afternoon and evening”.639 

The final guideline was that a “visitation of Field Hospitals should receive special attention”.640 

By July 1915, the Rev. Dr Merrington had been at Anzac Cove on the Gallipoli Peninsula for 

three months and by all accounts had acquitted himself well in the execution of his official 

duties. In a post-war letter to the Director of the Australian War Memorial, Lieutenant Colonel J. 

L. Treloar, Merrington says of his of his own work and of padres in general that: “the true 

padre’s work is in his life, and his life, is in his work. He touches experience at every point, and 

he should touch it with a foreground of humanity and a background of Deity.”641 

Nearer, My God to Thee 

Like his fellow chaplains, the Primitive Methodist James Green and Anglo-Catholic William 

Maitland Woods—both also serving at Gallipoli—the Presbyterian Merrington experienced 

moments of sublime or numinous transcendence, “deep reverence” under “strange 

circumstances”, and wrote about such moments in his Gallipoli diary and elsewhere. Indeed, as 

Gladwin points out, prayer meetings in dugouts revealed a certain “incongruity”, but also, it can 

be added, moments of transcendence within uncertain and strange circumstances, as expressed 
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in Merrington’s diary entry of 3 June 1915: “The bullets were flying over the burial-ground like 

bees at swarming time while we walked about in view of the Turks a thousand yards away.”642 By 

any standard, a strange situation for “a little prayer meeting”, a dugout on Pope’s Hill, Anzac 

Cove, that each night saw “some of the men gather there after tea, and as many as can get inside, 

while others squat around the entrance.”643 And as Merrington comments here and elsewhere, 

the dugout itself was a kind of sanctuary amidst a grim battle scene from which the strange and 

the beautiful could also be seen and felt. Merrington continues: “I read a chapter of Scripture 

and then prayer follows, concluding with the Lord’s Prayer, in which all join.”644 He adds: “It is 

very strange and beautiful in these grim surroundings. We watch the lovely sunsets out at sea, 

over Imbros and Samothrace.”645 The aesthetic and the sublime, if not also the numinous, are 

experienced at the same time or one after the other; “Sometimes we sing a well-known hymn, 

and the sound is wonderfully inspiring as it rolls down the valley.”646 Momentary flashes of 

inspiration, insight, or revelation are examples of Franks Davis’ fourth category of religious 

experience, “revelatory experiences”.647  

What the mystic-aware Merrington is describing here is nothing, it can be suggested, if not a 

certain experiential wonder, awe and sense of inspiration. It was not theology, belief or indeed 

psychology or philosophy, but rather, it would seem, a non-rational experience of the sublime—

the sacred—as delineated by Rudolf Otto two years later in his Das Heilige. This was 

foreshadowed thirteen years previously by Merrington’s Harvard colleague and friend William 

James in his The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902). Dr Merrington continues in the same diary 

entry: “‘Nearer, my God to thee’, and ‘Lead, Kindly Light’ are so impressive here that I am sure 

we shall never hear them in time to come without thinking of these scenes.” 648  It can be 

suggested from the firsthand evidence that it was an experience or series of experiences ‘so 

impressive’ as to be remembered forever, and arguably, an experience equal or akin to that which 

Otto also refers to in his discussion of the various elements of the numinous, where he makes 

reference to William James’s understanding of human consciousness: “It is as if there were in the 

human consciousness a sense of reality, a feeling of objective presence, a perception of what we may call 

“something there”, more deep and more general than any of the special and particular “senses” by 
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which the current psychology supposes existent realities to be originally revealed.”649 Or, as Otto 

would have it, for certain aspects of the sacred (holy) or numen to arise in the mind, “the ‘numen’ 

must be experienced as present, a numen praesens.” 650  Something numinous or “bearing the 

character of a ‘numen’, to which the mind turns spontaneously”, must be felt, argues Otto.651 He 

adds, for good measure that “these feelings can only arise in the mind as accompanying emotions 

when the category of ‘the numinous’ is called into play.”652   

Making Sense of It All 

Not only was it an experience to remember, but also one to make sense of and to further 

describe, a unity of contrasts, an experiential unity within duality and amidst grim surroundings. 

Lead on kindly, mystic light of God, it could be said, within these “grim surroundings”, a light of 

peace within the darkness of war. By such an understanding, God was an experience “nearer” to 

oneself, of oneself, “to thee”—“within no self and without no other”—a mystic experience of 

the divine. Merrington continues:  

The stars come out in the sky. The hillsides sink into darkness, somewhere the rifles flash on the 
crags, or a machine-gun starts into action, or a flare goes up over no-man’s land. Out at sea the 
forms of the ships become dark and indistinct. The hospital ship lights up her green band and 
brilliant red cross, which are reflected in the calm sea.653   

It was, on a straight-forward reading or empathetic understanding of the empirical data, a surreal 

experience, an experience of “light amidst darkness”—the symbolism of which was further 

explained by Merrington: “The red cross at sea is the symbol of the light of peace, love and hope 

in the darkness of this war.”654 And while for Merrington the symbolism of the (red) cross no 

doubt would have been understood from the perspective of his Christian worldview, the same 

symbolism, it can be added—light amidst darkness, the triumph of light over darkness—can be 

found in most religious traditions, including in the mystic traditions within each religion.655 Such 

symbolism and associated feelings of hope, peace and love can also be understood, as Otto 

suggests, as springing “spontaneously” from within, “even in cases where it is not—as in 
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Hebrew and primitive religion—prepared for and sustained by a traditional cult and mysticism of 

‘sacrifice’”.656 Otto continues: “That is, it is a natural religious instinct, due to the pressure of the 

numinous experience and to nothing else.”657 At the same time, Otto makes it clear that: “For 

the abyss between creature and Creator, ‘profanum’ and ‘sanctum’, sin and holiness, is not 

diminished but increased by that deeper knowledge that comes from the Gospel of Christ: and, 

as a result of the emotion spontaneously stirred in the recognition of it.”661  

Such an experience, explained by Merrington with reference to peace, love and hope, can also be 

seen as a ‘regenerative’ religious experience, as categorised by Franks Davis (and as outlined in 

the introduction to this thesis), which, if intense enough, can ‘approach’ the mystical or the 

numinous, a term borrowed from Otto. This is perhaps especially true, as Franks Davis also 

suggests, if the experience is seen as being accompanied by “the sense of a divine presence”.658 

Moreover, the primacy of numinous experience per se is further noted by Otto in the discussion 

of his mysterium tremendum and the element of overpoweringness or majestas, and in his introduction to 

the numen and the numinous.659 In analysing this, the majestas aspect of the divine, Otto makes the 

point that a certain characteristic “common to all types of mysticism” is that of Identification 

experienced in “different degrees of completeness of the personal self with the transcendent 

Reality”.660 He then makes the further point that such identification on its own is not enough 

and that it must be with “the Something”, that which is “absolutely supreme” and “wholly non-

rational”.661 In support of this, Otto quotes an example of such mystic experience from William 

James: 

The perfect stillness of the night was thrilled by a more solemn silence. The darkness held a 
presence that was all the more felt because it was not seen. I could not any more have doubted 
that He was there than that I was. Indeed, I felt myself to be, if possible, the less real of the 
two.662 

It should be noted that Merrington was well aware of James’s The Varieties of Religious Experience, 

and his own reference to a certain stillness of the night or calmness of the sea as the hillsides 

sank into darkness—only to reveal the light of a (hospital) ship of hope—may indeed have been 

drawing upon such a previous description of the divine, a peace that passes all (rational) 
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understanding, while at the same time expressing his own experience at that moment on the 

Gallipoli peninsula.663 Merrington was experiencing a certain “something”, yet within a particular 

time and a place when and where experience can be heightened amidst the death and destruction 

that is war. As Merrington’s Gallipoli dugout companion and Methodist padre A. C. Plane put it: 

“Since being here I understand why General Grant said ‘War is hell’.”664 And it was within such a 

historical situation that the familiar words of prayers and hymns took on a deeper, more 

experiential meaning, such as that expressed by Merrington and fellow chaplains Green and 

Woods, and such that they might, as self-reported, never be forgotten.  

Amid the Circling Gloom  

The hymn “Nearer, my God to thee” was written by nineteenth-century English poet and 

Unitarian Sarah F. Adams, who died from tuberculosis aged 43. The first verse of this hymn that 

rolled down the Gallipoli valley includes the words: “E’en though it be a cross that raiseth me. 

Still all my song shall be, Nearer, my God to thee.” 665  That is, even though the singer or 

communicant may be close to death, he or she will face their fate with the thought of the divine 

in their mind and, here particularly, his God progressively closer to his heart—as the line 

‘Nearer, my God to thee’ is repeated in the singing—and as his fate sits ever heavier in the hands 

of his God. And as the second verse poured solemnly forth, one can imagine, given the 

circumstances, what thoughts and feelings accompanied them: “Though like the wanderer, The 

sun gone down, Darkness be over me, My rest a stone, Yet in my dreams I’d be Nearer, my God 

to thee”—again, a poetic reference to death and an uncertain fate in a deeply felt moment or 

series of moments.666  

A similar reading of the words of “Lead, Kindly Light”, written by nineteenth-century theologian 

and Anglican priest, John Henry Newman, can also be made. Newman, who later converted to 

Catholicism, had been travelling in the Mediterranean in 1838 when he was struck down by 

fever, and was stranded and becalmed at sea. “Lead, kindly Light, amid the circling gloom, Lead 

thou me on; The night is dark, and I am far from home.”667 Amid the “circling gloom”, the 

darkness of the night, and affirming that “I am far from home”—and close to death—conscious 
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articulation was given to the historical and existential situation which faced Merrington and his 

dugout companions, and within which they prayed, sang and felt nearer to their God.  

In his The Varieties Of Religious Experience A Study In Human Nature (1902), William James defined 

mysticism as having four principal characteristics, namely ineffability, a certain noetic quality, 

transiency and passivity. These referred to experiences that defy expression and that are “more 

like states of feeling than states of intellect”.668 He added noting that although “similar to feeling, 

mystical states seem to those who experience them to be also states of knowledge” or “insight 

into depths of truth unplumbed by the discursive intellect”, “illuminations, revelations, full of 

significance and importance, all inarticulate” and carrying with them “a curious sense of 

authority”. 669  They are also states of consciousness that, with rare exception, “cannot be 

sustained for long” before they fade “into the light of common day”, and with the accompanying 

feeling that the mystic’s own will is “in abeyance” and as if he or she was being held “by a 

superior power”. 670  It would seem therefore that Merrington, following the definition and 

understanding of his Harvard professor and colleague, was experiencing something akin to a 

mystic experience, something transcendent—the transcendent being, moreover, to use Otto’s 

terminology, a designation for a “unique ‘wholly other’ reality and quality”, something that can 

be felt but not easily put into words or concepts, something supra mundane or überweltlich.671   

THE WESTERN FRONT 

Revelations from Another World 

Three years later, while in France, and as published in the wartime soldier magazine Digger, 

Merrington reflected on his time on the Gallipoli Peninsula, and in particular his dugout 

experiences, in an inspired, sensitive and in part humorous retrospect entitled “Dugout Life”.672 

He writes: “I remember the first time I heard a frog croak at Anzac, after about a month’s 

occupation of the noisy Peninsula. It seemed like a revelation from another world!” 673  He 

continued:  

Nature was not quite dead. In other parts of the world the Spring was probably much as usual. 
Birds were singing; flowers and leaves were not lopped off by shells and bullets as they were in 
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670 See also Otto, The Idea of the Holy, 12.  
671 Otto, The Idea of the Holy, 30.  
672 Colonel E.N. Merrington, “Dugout Life”, Digger, 3 November, 1918, Vol. 1 No. 14, 3, [on sale for 1 penny; 
“published weekly by soldiers” of the AIF at La Havre, France].  
673 Merrington, “Dugout Life”, Digger, 14, 3.  
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the seared scrub around Shrapnel Gully. That frog’s croak set me right once more with the 
universe.674  

Further on in the article he commented: “the weird comfort of the glow-worm’s light [,] the 

intermittent chirrup of a cricket, and the hard scratching sound of the centipede’s claws, furnish 

contrasting effects of the life of nature ‘below stairs’….”; and a “newborn mouse”, “mewling on 

the sleeping valise” of the dugout—all contributing to a “memorable day when the banished 

birds of Anzac began to come back, one or two at a time”.675 In his usual observant manner, and 

with insight and sensitivity, he added:  “Things were quieter. Birds were a little safer. One day in 

particular brought love and music to the dug-out, when a bird sang in the little bush at the door, 

and then cautiously hopped in to pick up crumbs on the ground.”676 The article finished with the 

lines:  

Butterflies are not so concerned as birds about the war, and fly more freely. He is a miserable 
man who has no eyes or ears for such creatures of God, and whose heart cannot be touched by 
the lower fellowship which opens up to man, when perforce he lays his head upon the breast of 
Mother Earth.”677  

It was an experience of new life remembered amidst the death and destruction of war, and of a 

heart touched by the beauty of nature, of Mother Earth, in all her glory—an expression of life, 

love, wonder, cosmic connectivity and the sounds of spring. As characterised by Franks Davis, it 

was a regenerative or revelatory experience. Indeed, the significance of Merrington’s Gallipoli 

experience cannot be overstated. His doctoral dissertation, The Metaphysical Problem of Personality, was 

published during the war in 1916 under the title, The Problem of Personality. And it can be suggested 

that by then he was experiencing that which he had written about, and that he had solved the 

problem experientially that he had struggled to solve philosophically at Harvard in 1904.   

SELF AND THE UNIVERSE 

The Problem of Personality  

In seeking to solve the problem of the relationship of the Self to the Universe or the ‘universal 

Principle’, as a doctoral candidate in 1904, Merrington was keen to maintain the identity of the 

Self while at the same time account for the immanence of the Unseen. While establishing a 

certain “objectivity of view”, “which Selves seek”, Merrington was expressing “the desire to see 

 
674 Merrington, “Dugout Life”, Digger, 3.  
675 Merrington, “Dugout Life”, Digger, 3.  
676 Merrington, “Dugout Life”, Digger, 3.  
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the universe sub specie aeternitatis [under the aspect of eternity], and all ideals of truth, as well as 

those of beauty and goodness” as “manifestations of this immanent and universal Principle”.678 

He continued, from the perspective of the eternal and pre-figuring Mircea Eliade’s notion of 

hierophanies or manifestations of the sacred: “everything that actually has come to be in the 

universe, that really exists is a messenger and a revelation from the Unseen.”679 And to drive his 

point home, Merrington argued—and using phraseology similar to his later Gallipoli 

descriptions—that first: “Reality must be conceived in terms of Thought, Spirit, and Personality”; 

and second, that outside of the study of the classroom “we have the budding trees of spring, the 

singing birds and the gay butterflies as our companions!”680 He continued: “We may feel with the 

poet [Wordsworth]—‘To me the … flower that blows can give thoughts that do often lie too 

deep for tears’.”681 Here it can be suggested that Merrington is hinting at an experience that 

cannot be put into words, echoing James’ first descriptor of mystical states, that of ineffability, 

and pre-empting Otto’s assertion in The Idea of the Holy (1917) that such mystical experience of 

the ‘wholly other’ is inexpressible.   

A Fresh Thought  

In his published thesis, Merrington says that he offers the “fresh thought” that “the Universe is 

so related to Personality that Personality has really appeared as the child of All.”682 For the Harvard 

doctoral candidate, the human being, and in particular his or her Personality or Self, was the 

crown of creation, the human manifestation of the divine, and certain proof that: “Reality 

indubitably manifests Rationality and Personality” and that “the Living God” is at the heart of 

things. 683  As Merrington saw it, the ‘problem’ of Personality was related to “some of the 

fundamental truths of philosophy and theology”, and noted in the 1914 foreword to The Problem 

of Personality (1916) that: “The kingdom of truth is to be found, if anywhere, ‘within you’.”684 That 

is, despite experiencing a variety of different transcendent or mystical moments during the war 

and before, Merrington the philosopher was nonetheless keen to maintain the independence of 

the (personal) Self within any Absolute, Unity or Truth. He argued that there must be “a place in 

the Absolute for independent persons”, and that any Unity must be “capable not merely of 

relative independence of the various parts … but capable of the positive otherness clearly 

 
678 Merrington, The Problem of Personality, 188.  
679 Merrington, The Problem of Personality, 189.  
680 Merrington, The Problem of Personality, 189, 190 This is arguably a neo-Kantian idea.   
681 Merrington, The Problem of Personality, 190.  
682 Merrington, The Problem of Personality, 191.  
683 Merrington, The Problem of Personality, 193.  
684 Merrington, The Problem Of Personality, foreword.  
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required by … that of Personality”.685 This is because, Merrington continued, Personality is “the 

only available and competent category” of such an ultimate Unity “to apply to the conception of 

the Absolute”, and that all aspects or component parts of such a Unity—beings, organisms, 

consciousness and “the universe of separate things”—can only be “truly unified” in an Absolute 

“which produces distinctions, and provides for independence”, which is Perfect Personality.686 

With such an emphasis, and the association of Personality with the Absolute, it can be suggested 

that Merrington avoided the charge of pantheism. Merrington the mystic and Merrington the 

philosopher maintained and inhabited their respective and separate, yet connected domains—

despite a “unifying” mystical experience and a philosophical explanation to the contrary, as when 

in 1896 (noted above), “the western sky was ablaze with golden light as the sun sank towards the 

hills” and Merrington’s heart was “drawn out in more than adoration for the natural beauty”, its 

depths “stirred with adoration for the great Creator”. And despite an experiential living God at 

the heart of things into which everything can dissolve in thoughts that lie “too deep for tears”, 

thus solving experientially and to his satisfaction the “fundamental truths” of philosophy and 

theology with which he was wrestling.   

In his post-war memoir, Merrington points out that while at Harvard, although Professor J. 

Royce’s “absolute idealism was more in line with the system which I accepted, following the neo-

Kantian school represented by T. H. Green, the Cairds and A.E. Taylor”, he nonetheless “felt 

more indebted to James for his emphasis on the particular richness of experience as against all 

abstract generalisations and empty conceptions of unity”.687 T. H. Green was a major nineteenth 

century English idealist philosopher influenced by Hegel’s metaphysical historicism, and for 

whom self-consciousness was the key characteristic of being human. Edward Caird was a 

nineteenth-century Scottish philosopher and a Hegelian idealist, and like Green, was an 

influential member of the British idealist movement, a subset of absolute idealism— the chief 

characteristics of British idealism being the belief in or the existence of an Absolute as a single 

all-encompassing reality, and an emphasis on reason. Edward Caird was also the younger brother 

of Scottish theologian and Professor of Divinity, John Caird, who delivered the 1892-96 Gifford 

Lectures, entitled The Fundamental Ideas of Christianity, at the University of Glasgow, while A. E. 

Taylor was a notable British idealist philosopher of the early twentieth century who was 

influential at the University of St. Andrews and the University of Edinburgh, a possible reason 
 

685 Merrington, The Problem Of Personality, 212; See Franks Davis, The Evidential Force, where she refers to J. A. 
Symonds’ experience of anxiety regarding the loss of “the conscious Self” at “the verge of the abyss”, “a gradual 
but swiftly progressive obliteration of space, time … and the multitudinous factors of experience … our Self.” Cf. 
James, Varieties of Religious Experience, 385, 386.  
686 The Problem Of Personality, 212, 213.  
687 Merrington, Memoirs, 32, 33.  
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for Merrington’s choice of the later as the first stop on his pre-war doctoral adventure. That is, 

the likely reason for Merrington’s visit to Edinburgh were the ‘Edinburgh professors’, and it can 

be suggested, in particular, Andrew Seth Pringle-Pattinson, another Gifford lecturer, who 

insisted on the unique existence of the self, something that should not be merged into the 

Absolute—also insisted on by Merrington. At Edinburgh, Merrington studied Logic and 

Metaphysics with Pringle-Pattinson, author of Hegelianism and Personality (1887). 688 At Harvard 

University in 1904, Merrington took Metaphysics with Professor William James and Professor 

Josiah Royce, and Psychology with Professor Hugo Munsterberg. Royce and Munsterberg were 

influential in Taylor’s Elements of Metaphysics (1903). Royce gave the Gifford Lecture at Aberdeen 

in 1898–1900. At Edinburgh and Harvard Merrington was in esteemed company.   

The One and the Many 

At the same time, for Merrington “the puzzle of the One and the Many” is solved as “a Unity in 

diversity”—a puzzle and a solution that has long been a common concern for mystics and 

philosophers alike.689 That is, if creation presents itself in a diversity of manifestations, how is the 

One, Reality or the Truth to be identified and experienced (assuming that the One, Reality, Truth 

and God are one and the same thing, no-thing, Person, or all three)? For Merrington, the answer 

was that if the Living God is at the heart of all things (and the Self is to be maintained as Real 

and Rational), then the answer to the puzzle is that the One, the Living God, exists in all things, 

and, in particular, in mankind as the highest manifestation of the divine, of God. In this way, 

Merrington sought to harmonise or explain the immanence of God and Perfect Personality by 

insisting on His transcendence, again avoiding the impersonal god of pantheism.  

Further evidence regarding Merrington’s philosophy, and the primacy for him not only of the 

Self, but also of the nature of humankind and his life’s work, was his reference to William James 

in the 1914 foreword to his 1916 publication. Here he refers to James as: “this knight-errant of 

truth”, “the greatest of the century”— albeit a century just beginning—and as the “most beloved 

by all who were honoured with his friendship”.690 For his part, James says of Merrington’s The 

Problem of Personality: “The part of your thesis that hits me the hardest [is] the remarks on 

 
688 The Brisbane Courier, 26 July 1910, 5 See also Appendix 1.  
689 Merrington, The Problem of Personality, 191-193.  
690 Merrington, The Problem of Personality, viii. Merrington recalls that on arriving at the Psychological department at 
Harvard, and upon registering: “I could not help noticing a lively man of middle height, beard turning grey, English 
clothes, bow tie (blue with white spots) who was conversing with professors and senior students. I found out 
afterwards that this man was Professor William James, who had just returned from convalescing after delivering the 
Gifford Lectures, afterwards published as “Varieties of Religious Experience”.” Memoirs, 26 See also Appendix 1.  
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“Experience”—with the rest I am in sympathy of tolerance if not of active echo.”691 In his 

dissertation, Merrington had argued that there was a need for more preciseness in the use of the 

word “experience”, including in the experience of mystic unity or oneness—a kind of 

transcendence— within a duality of good and evil and the diversity of the creation, and, it could 

be added, amidst the noise and horror of war and the beauty to be experienced within wartime 

(historical) situations—itself something to be remembered and understood. Merrington was 

receptive to, and had the philosophical tools to reflect on, transcendent and religious experience.  

A Science of Casuistry 

Love does not exist in a vacuum, even for the mystic, but rather in giving and receiving and in 

the experiencing of acts of kindness, thoughtfulness or affection, as evidenced in this and 

previous chapters.692 This included the giving and receiving of letters across the seas and oceans, 

something that was a living reality and lifeline for servicemen, clergy included. For the mystic 

there is oneness with the divine, for the father or husband there is a different kind of experiential 

oneness with his children, his wife, his friends, colleagues and his wartime comrades. Each 

relationship has its own unique characteristics, yet each was an experience transcending, yet 

existing within the mundane, the everyday. This was something that Merrington (as a medalist in 

Logic and Mental Philosophy at Sydney University and President of the university’s 

Philosophical Society) had spoken to in 1902 in his first publication, The Possibility of a Science of 

Casuistry.693 And it was something—love in action—he was now living, by all accounts, to the 

best of his ability in a wartime situation.   

In this gold-medal-winning graduate essay, Merrington had canvassed the possibility of a 

“systematic treatment” of “cases of conscience”, a “neglected branch of moral study”.694 The 

problem as seen by the essayist was the relationship of the individual “to particular duties in daily 

life”, and the extent to which the study of ethics fulfills its “high aim” to “guide us” in our moral 

life.695 He asks: “Does the science of duty really help us in the rough ways of the tractless deep, 

does it give us clear light in our darkness.” 696  Merrington’s conclusion, after discussing the 

possibilities and problems of such a science (where the facts of science might be replaced by “the 

phenomena of conscience” or moral judgements), was that such a science was neither possible 

 
691 Merrington, The Problem of Personality, vii.  
692 See reference to the selfless acts of stretcher-bearer, Private Herbert Mallyon, for example, in Chapter 2.  
693 Ernest Northcroft Merrington, The Possibility of A Science of Casuistry (Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1902).   
694 Merrington, A Science of Casuistry, preface (St. Andrew’s College, University of Sydney).  
695 Merrington, A Science of Casuistry, 3.  
696 Merrington, A Science of Casuistry, 3.  
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nor necessary.697 Before coming to his conclusion, Merrington argued that in the history of 

casuistry the “chief instance” of such a system was the Law of Moses and as extended to a civil 

code, to ceremonial life and to everyday life and conduct. He further argued that the effect of 

such a system was “psychological”, resulting in the “minutiae of conduct” over against 

conscience and a “refining away” of a reliance on one’s conscience in matters of moral 

conduct—ending in “carelessness, immorality, and cynicism”.698   

While noting that the positions of both Socrates and Jesus of Nazareth on the “morality of rule” 

were “in striking agreement” in turning men from outward observance to “the guidance of an 

inner principle”, nonetheless, Merrington continued: “the great place occupied by the ‘heart’ in 

human life”, the “sweet and fragrant flower of unconscious virtue” was “left unfilled” by the 

former.699 The main problem with the Morality of Rule was that “only rules of direction are 

required”, and that rules, however complete, wise or practical, need interpretation and therefore 

are “insufficient to meet the theoretical and actual needs of morality”.700 Rather, reliance in such 

matters should be based on the Supreme End itself, the “constant theme” of one’s reflections and 

the “chief subject” for one’s interpretations and “everlasting joy”—that is, reliance on 

philosophical inquiry, theological understanding and the transcendent experience of love and 

joy.701 In the end Merrington argues that the best guide, “the more excellent way” as to moral 

choices and ethical behaviour—interpersonal relationships—is “a loving heart”.702 He concludes, 

“in Love absolute harmony is reached.”703 He adds: “Love to God was shewn to be necessary for 

true love to man, and when both should be perfectly united the ideal of morality would be 

realised. Casistical codes appear shrunken corpses besides such living embodiments of truth as 

the list of the Beatitudes of Jesus.”704 Love, in short, is all you need.  

THE WESTERN FRONT (continued) 

 Chocolate, Tinned Fruit, Love and Things Like That 

In a letter to his children on 2 October 1918 from France, Merrington gives a contemporary, 

wartime example of such love in action. He reports that due to a “shortage of shipping”,; “I have 
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just opened the Christmas gifts for the troops sent in a little cardboard box from Australia for 

last year!’”705 He added:  

In the parcel there are cigarrettes [sic], tobacco, which I will give to some pipe-smoker, a tin of 
sardines, a tin of Ideal milk, a stick of shaving soap, and two packets of Wrigleys Chewing Gum. 
So there’s not very much for me in it. But it is very good to get it as it reminds me of the 
kindness of the people at home.706   

Merrington then further explained that: “It is a long time since any parcels from Brisbane 

reached me, but several parcel mails have gone astray.”707  This was a common complaint or 

observation amongst servicemen and an additional wartime inconvenience and annoyance to 

contend with. Merrington then requested that: “If you are sending another, you might send 

chocolate, almonds & raisons, tinned confectionery, or cakes (small), enthymol toothpaste and 

things like that.”708 It was quite a list. Merrington explained that there was still plenty of sugar 

and tea “from what I brought over” (presumably on his most recent trip).709 And not to be 

behind in coming forward, Merrington added for good measure that: “Tinned fruit is always 

acceptable. I give so much away to ‘the diggers’ that it is more important to consider their tastes 

than mine.”710 And although Merrington can be taken at his word here and his acts of kindness 

noted, selflessness and love shown towards others at times have their limit, even for a saint. A 

month earlier, also in a letter to his children from a then new address, the 11th Field Artillery 

Brigade, A.I.F., France, Merrington once again takes up the uncertainty of the receipt of mail and 

makes the point that he “fully expected” that letters addressed to the new address “will find me 

more quickly”, and confesses that: “It is some time since I wrote a letter to you dear kiddies. I 

have been so busy.”711  He explains that he is not allowed to send post cards “descriptive of 

places”, “so that short way of correspondence is denied to me”.712 But that he has enjoyed 

receiving “your nice, full letters”, “Each one—even Harvard—has sent me letters recently, 

which came just before my birthday and helped me to remember that ‘somebodies’ care for 

me.”713  

 
705 Letter, 2 October 1918, AWM, PR 86/386, DPI 300.  
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A Sort of Homesickness 

Once again, the essayist and overseas correspondent was displaying his softer side, his love and 

care and also his need for love and connectedness—“a sort of homesickness”, “a gently 

yearning”, or a “very mild” sort of numinous experience as suggested by Franks Davis. 714 

Merrington continues: “Agnes’ letters tell me of “ripping” times”; “Lib’s description of creamy 

cakes with icing on, and all sorts of nice things make me feel hungry; and Harvard’s remind me 

that you are all growing up.”715 He continues: “Yes, I feel hungry in other ways for home and 

love and kisses when I get your sweet letters.”716 Adding: “It did me good to get Mother’s cable, 

just before my birthday in reply to the one I sent about meeting Auntie Mollie”; “Overjoyed … 

loving greetings”.717 Merrington then reports that: “It was my only present from home!”718 And 

that: “I stayed in all day, and felt a wee bit lonely except that I read the news in the French 

papers to the sick & wounded men in the hospital.”719  

As Otto argues, one kind of feeling, emotion or form of contact can lead on to another: cakes 

and kisses to loneliness, to connectedness and to love; or to a glorious feeling. Merrington 

continues his 30 August letter: “glorious news”, noting that since arriving in France almost two 

months previous: “Bapaume, Pozieres, Peronne, are in our possession again, and still we 

advance!”720 A month later Merrington adds an optimistic, yet cautionary note: “The war looks 

promising well for an early peace, & some are saying that the Australians will not see any more 

fighting. But who can tell? Nobody knows.”721 In the same letter home he also candidly admits 

that he was “wondering” how he would get on when he went “up the line” on the Western 

front, although his main concern (at least as expressed to his children) was with regards to the 

weather: “We have already had some pretty cold weather.722 So far I have been sleeping indoors; 

and can keep warm at nights.”723 Merrington then finishes the letter to his children with: “Now 

my wee hearties, I pass on the common word of greeting out here, Cheerio.” “With love from 

Father”. “Kiss Mother and one another for me.”724   
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Presbyterian Chaplain Rev. Dr E.N. Merrington, conducting a   
Communion service for members of the 3rd. Light Horse Brigade,   
“Apex”, Gallipoli, Turkey, 1915 (AWM P01875.004)  
 

ANZAC DAY COMMEMORATION COMMITTEE 

As his various letters, diary entries and service records reveal, Chaplain Merrington spent time both 

on the Gallipoli Peninsula (1915) and at the Western Front (1918). While back in Australia in the 

intervening two years, amongst other patriotic and religious interests and duties (including as 

President of the Returned Sailors’ and Soldiers’ Imperial League in 1917), he was an active member 

of the Queensland Anzac Day Commemoration Committee (ADCC), which grew out of the 

Brisbane Recruiting Committee.725 From its inception, the ADCC was active in promoting a variety 

of patriotic issues and causes related, but not limited to, the observance of a new celebration on the 

state and national landscape: Anzac Day. For example, a resolution of the Committee in June 1916 

called for a proposed “Anzac Square” opposite Central Railway Station in the CBD (so long as it 

was of a decent width, 332 feet), which would also feature an “Anzac Monument”.726 Other initial 

and later interests of the Committee included memorial tree planting, the erection of a Cross of 

Sacrifice in the Toowong Cemetery in Brisbane (1924), and letters sent to local councils 

 
725 Queensland Pictorial, supplement to The Queenslander, 24 November 1917, 24; and “Anzac Day”, “Returned 
Soldiers”, Queensland Pictorial, The Queenslander, 5 May 1917 (Note caption: “Chaplains Merrington and Plane 
Leading the Line.” Methodist Rev. A. C. Plane was Merrington’s dugout companion on Gallipoli.) Returned 
soldiers were also typically arranged in the following order for the “Church Parade” [1918?]: (a) Church of England 
(b) Other Denominations (c) Presbyterians (d) Roman Catholic (e) Salvation Army (f) Methodist (g) “Hebrews” 
(Synagogue, Mary St.), “Military Arrangements for Returned Soldiers, Church Parade, Anzac Day”, ADCC, Letters 
1924–31, Incl. 1917-1919, OMHA/9, Box 3552, John Oxley Library (JOL); See: John A Moses and George F 
Davis, Anzac Day Origins Canon DJ Garland and Trans-Tasman Commemoration (Canberra: Barton Books, 2013), 167. 
726 Letter, 20 November 1924, to E.J. Shaw, from Rev. David Garland, Joint Hon. Secretary, ADCC; also to M.J. 
Barry, Mayor of Brisbane, 20 November 1924; See also Letter from The Returned Sailors and Soldiers Imperial 
League of Australia, Queensland Branch, 4 December 1924, ADCC Correspondence, Box 3550, JOL, Brisbane.   



 141 

throughout the state in November 1918 inquiring as to whether there was a need to identify and 

properly mark the graves of servicemen who had died after their return to Australia.727   

A National Commemoration  

At the fourth meeting of the ADCC (the Anzac Commemoration General Committee) held in 

the Premier’s office at 8 o’clock in the evening on 30 June 1916, the Reverend Dr Merrington, by 

now Moderator of the Presbyterian Assembly, moved: “That steps be taken to make Anzac Day 

a national commemoration in such manner as may be decided hereafter.”728 The seconder of the 

motion, Colonel A. J. Thynne, made the point that “the intention of the public meeting 

originating the observance was, that it should be a national observance, leaving the future 

method free as to mode year by year.”729 The ADCC for its part (and its Hon. Secretary Canon 

David Garland in particular) was concerned to have its (or his) say as to what the “mode” might 

be, as later efforts also attest.730 At the 30 June 1916 meeting, the relevant resolution of the 

public meeting inaugurating the 25 April Anzac observation, and referred to by Thynne, was 

read.731 Discussion then followed with regard to possible clashes with Easter holidays, Garland 

suggesting that this would “not again coincide with Anzac Day” until 1943! 732  Alderman 

Diddams then raised the issue of a clash with St. George’s Day, while also suggesting that such a 

problem would “settle itself later on”, depending on public opinion.733 He also suggested that the 

committee keep in contact with London and other places regarding Anzac Day observances. The 

chair of the 30 June meeting, Roman Catholic Archbishop James Duhig, suggested that a room 

be found for the keeping of “records and mementos of Anzac”; he also moved a motion to the 

effect that practical steps be taken to have the proposed (memorial) site or square opposite 

Central Railway Station (to be gifted by the Commonwealth) called “Anzac Square”, and that a 

 
727 Letters sent/received by the ADCC: January 1919 (soldiers’ graves); 27 September 1925 (Cross of Sacrifice); 20 
February 1926 (tree planting), ADCC Correspondence, Box 3550, JOL, Brisbane.   
728 Minutes, Forth Meeting of the Anzac Commemoration General Committee, 30 June 1916 (signed and verified 
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729 Minutes, 30 June 1916, ADCC Correspondence, Box 20168 O/S, JOL, Brisbane.  
730 See Circular of ADCC, “Anzac Day”, 26 October 1922, noting that a resolution of the Committee (made at a 
ADCC meeting held in the Premier’s office) had been carried advocating the retention of “the whole day” of April 
25 as a “solemn observance”, with no sporting events, race meetings, or opening of hotels. This was in response to 
(public) suggestions made urging “an alteration in the celebration of Anzac Day”, namely, firstly, that it should be 
held “on the nearest Sunday”, and that, secondly, “while the solemn character of the observance should be 
maintained in the morning, sports of a national character should be held in the afternoon.” See Appendix 2. See 
also: Moses and Davis, Anzac Day Origins, 76–87; 136–164; 165–177.  
731 Garland also moved that a letter be sent to Mr T. A. Ryan, “recognising him as the originator of the observance 
of Anzac Day, congratulating him on its world-wide celebration and that he be elected a member of the General 
Committee.” The motion was carried. Minutes, 30 June 1916, ADCC Correspondence, Box 20168 O/S, JOL, 
Brisbane See also Moses and Davis, Anzac Day Origins, 176.  
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place be “reserved therein” for an “Anzac Monument”.734 Anzac Day and its importance, at least 

to the ADCC, had begun to take early shape, and to be moulded by a few. Its mode was already 

evolving.  

Graves of the Fallen 

A year earlier, while at Anzac Cove on the Gallipoli Peninsula, Merrington had as part of his 

official duties as a chaplain (and it would seem also out of personal choice) been concerned that 

the graves of the fallen be properly marked and cared for. He says of his landing at Gallipoli on 

12 May 1915: “After a long delay, we were marched southwards along the beach” where he was 

met by Chaplain James Green, going with him “to his dugout”.735 He and Green “talked of the 

situation, and of the best way of meeting it from the padre’s point of view”.736 Merrington noted: 

“During the afternoon I visited the hospitals on the beach.”737 He continued: “I shall never 

forget my first night at Gallipoli. I spent it in Captain Littler’s dugout above the beach, after 

returning from burial duty at Hell Spit with Green.”738 This same concern for the graves of the 

fallen was again expressed in a motion put, then later withdrawn, at the 30 June 1916 Committee 

meeting: “That the General Committee undertake the duty of co-operating with the Federal 

Government in taking steps to the care of graves at Gallipoli.”739 A year later at the Committee 

meeting on 25 June 1917, Merrington also proposed: “that an Anzac Day collection be made to 

be divided between the care of the graves, repatriation fund, and returned sailors and soldiers 

Imperial League”; “that the financial arrangement in regard to Anzac Day be accordingly 

renewed”, and “that collections be made at Public Meetings.”740 These propositions, seconded by 

Captain H. M. Maddock, were also withdrawn, after “lengthy discussion”. 741  Merrington’s 

experiences on the Gallipoli Peninsula (and later on the Western Front) had clearly inspired and 

guided his efforts and activities in relation to commemoration back home as his active 

involvement in the ADCC clearly demonstrate.   

Yet despite the withdrawal of Merrington’s motions regarding the care of graves at Gallipoli and 

collections to be made on Anzac Day, the sale of Badges for “The Gallipoli Graves Fund” did 

proceed, and by 1918 the Committee had £455 in the Queensland Government Savings Bank 

 
734 Minutes, 30 June 1916, ADCC Correspondence.  
735 “Transcript copies of extracts from diary of Chaplain E. N. Merrington, A.I.F.” AWM File 6240, 1 DRL.  
736 “Diary of Chaplain E. N. Merrington”.  
737 “Diary of Chaplain E. N. Merrington”.  
738 “Diary of Chaplain E. N. Merrington”.  
739 Minutes, 30 June 1916, ADCC Correspondence, Box 20168 O/S, JOL, Brisbane.  
740 Minutes, 30 June 1916, ADCC Correspondence.  
741 Minutes, ADCC, 25 June 1917, JOL, Box 20168 O/S, 43 Both Merrington and Maddock, (along with ADCC 
Joint Hon. Sec. Capt. E.R.B Pike) were also members of the RSSILA.   
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for that purpose alone.742 The graves of returned soldiers who died at home in Australia were 

also not to be forgotten. Indeed, as already noted, a circular letter of 6 November 1918 from 

ADCC Hon. Joint Secretary Pike to local councils and patriotic organisations with regard to the 

marking and caring for such graves met with overall welcoming responses. The town clerk at 

Blackall, Mr Barttlett, informed the Committee that although there was only one soldier buried 

in their cemetery, Harry Jellie (buried on 8 September 1918), the local sexton Mr Ed Short would 

be “only too glad to do his best in keeping this grave in proper order for the Annual fee 

suggested”.743 The Adavale Shire Council, however, replying on 19 November 1918, a week after 

the Armistice, suggested that friends and family of their deceased would no doubt “care and 

tend” to such graves “after Death”, while noting that there might also be “isolated cases” that 

might be difficult to legislate or make arrangements for.744 The Adavale (Patriotic Committee) 

Hon. Secretary also suggested that the ADCC Committee’s fund “be totally expended on Anzacs 

graves abroad, they being in a foreign land are most likely to be neglected, it would be greatly 

appreciated by distressed relatives and friends in Australia”.745 He suggested further that:  

As years pass on in Australia, an Anzac, returned to private life, without friends of relatives, may 
not be recognized as an Anzac at Death, but those who are known dying without friends or 
relatives, will be buried on Australian soil amongst Patriotic Australians, who will see that the 
body is buried decently, and as well as if with the funds assistance. I trust Australians in general 
to be very patriotic to all Anzacs.746  

The 6 November 1918 ADCC circular letter also suggested that in larger towns, “a plot of 

ground be reserved for returned soldiers”, and that “parts of it” be “consecrated by the various 

denominations”.747 In its handwritten reply to the Committee a month later on 13 December, the 

Emerald Women’s Patriotic League Hon. Secretary, Miss Vera Ridgeway, said that their League 

was “quite agreeable” to the ADCC’s idea with regard to soldiers’ graves and that it was an 

“excellent use to put the money to”. 748  However, with regard to “consecrating a piece of 

ground”, the League thought that such a notion was “rather a weird idea”, but that if the 
 

742 “The Gallipoli Graves Fund”, Letters, 2 February 1919 and 17 February 1919, ADCC Correspondence 1924–
1931 (Incl. 1917–1919), OMHA/9, Box 3552, JOL, Brisbane The amount received by the ADCC for the sale of 
“Remember Anzac Day” badges on Anzac Day 1918, totaled £1244/18 shillings/and a halfpenny (with another 16 
localities then still to be remitted), “Amounts Collected on Anzac Day 25 April 1918” OMHA/9, Box 3552, JOL, 
Brisbane.  
743 Letter, Blackall Town Council, 11 February 1919, OMHA/9, Box 3552, JOL The annual fee was 10 shillings per 
grave to be paid by the ADCC.  
744 Letter, Adavale Shire Council, 19 November 1918, OMHA/9, Box 3552, JOL, Brisbane.  
745 Letter, Adavale Shire Council, 19 November 1918, OMHA/9.  
746 Letter, Adavale Shire Council, 19 November 1918, OMHA/9.  
747  Letter, from ADCC, 6 November 1918, ADCC Correspondence 1924–1931 (Incl. 1917–1919), 
OMHA/9, Box 3552, JOL, Brisbane.  
748 Letter, from Women’s Patriotic League Emerald, 13 December 1918, OMHA/9, Box 3552, JOL, 
Brisbane.  
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majority of local authorities were agreeable, they would be also.749 Miss Ridgeway also suggested 

that a memorial “tablet” could be put “in each of the four churches” in town.750  

ANZAC DAY CEREMONIES, SERMONS AND ADDRESSES 

 
Anzac Day March, Albert Square Brisbane, 25 April 1917   
Chaplain-Colonel Rev. Dr E. N. Merrington (centre)  
The Queenslander, 5 May 1917  
  

Thou Art the Glory 

Eight years after his time on Gallipoli, the Rev. Dr E. N. Merrington spoke to a  

“devout congregation” in a “crowded” St. Andrew’s Presbyterian church in the Brisbane CBD 

on Anzac Day.751 The congregation included many returned soldiers who had marched two city 

blocks from “the demonstration” in Albert Square near the Methodist church.752 “I to the Hills 

will lift Mine Eyes” was sung, after which the former Gallipoli chaplain gave a “stirring address”, 

speaking from the text: “Thou art the glory of their strength.”753 Merrington made the point that 

it was no longer necessary to apply the virtues of the Anzacs in “the prosecution of war”, but 

rather their, the congregation’s duty was, “as trustees of the departed heroes, to ask how they 

could apply them in civil life”.754 He continued, preaching that they met that day to remember 

“the glory” of their men and of the British heroes who died “on the Southern extremity of the 
 

749 Letter, from Women’s Patriotic League Emerald, 13 December 1918.  
750 Letter, from Women’s Patriotic League Emerald, 13 December 1918.  
751 Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1923, ADCC Press Cuttings, Cutting Book Vol. 1, 1923–1928 OMHA 118, Box 
19003, JOL, Brisbane.  
752 Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1923.  
753 Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1923; ‘words’ = Psalms 89:17.  
754 Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1923.  



 145 

peninsula” and elsewhere where their blood “mingled” one with the other.755 It was upon their 

soldiers’ “baptism of blood” that such a duty hung, because they, their heroes, had “drunk of the 

[bitter] waters of Merom”.756 According to Merrington, Australian soldiers knew that they had 

been “tried” at the Dardanelles; there had been “plenty of Sacrifice and hardship at Anzac”.757 

But “the glory of Anzac” was “in the cross”.758 Anzac, Merrington concluded, was “the most 

sacred spot” to Australians “on alien soil”.759 There “slept” so many men, loved so dearly.760 For 

Merrington, almost a decade later, and five years after the end of hostilities, Anzac was a sacred 

place and the deeds of the Anzacs a glorious story. Anzac was sacred, in every sense—trial by 

ordeal, blood sacrifice, sacred spaces, heroic deeds done, a debt to be repaid and a spiritual birth 

for the new Anzac tradition: “thou art the glory of their strength”, to God be the glory. The 

sacredness of Anzac for Merrington was real, yet expressed within the theology of Christianity. 

He was locating his wartime experience within a larger biblical narrative and worldview.  

Our Glorious Dead 

On Anzac Day 1921 in the same church, Senior Chaplain (Presbyterian) of the First Military 

District, Merrington, took as the text for his address Hebrews 11:27: “He endured as seeing Him 

who is invisible.” 761  “Anzac Day has become our greatest anniversary. It is more than a 

holiday—it is a holy day.”762 He continued, noting that it reminded his audience especially of 

“our glorious dead”:  

It commemorates the pioneers of our true Australian destiny—both the dead and the living. We 
live the past over again, and watch the towboats in the chilly dusk of that Spring morning in the 
Aegean moved stealthily towards the shadowed heights of Gallipoli. We see the signal light flash 
from the sinister cliff. The rifle-shot rings out in the silence, and the ridges flame with fire and 
death.763  

For Merrington there was once again as on Gallipoli a certain mystical unity of the living and the 

dead now commemorated on Anzac Day, a living destiny born in spring amidst death and silence 

on the shores of a foreign land, and relived, experienced, each year on the 25 April—within a 

 
755 Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1923.  
756 Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1923 The Waters of Merom is a lake north of the Sea of Gallilee, where Joshua 
defeated the Canaanites during the conquest of Palestine. (Joshua 11: 5–7).  
757 Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1923.  
758 Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1923.  
759 Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1923.  
760 Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1923.  
761 H. J. Diddams, Compiled (With the approval of the Anzac Day Commemoration Committee of Queensland), 
Anzac Commemoration 1921–A Brief History Of The Movement–SERMONS AND ADDRESSES–Delivered Throughout 
Queensland–The Immortal Story of the Landing–, 51. 
762 Diddams, Anzac Commemoration 1921, 51.  
763 Diddams, Anzac Commemoration 1921, 51.  
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new foundation myth of Anzac. To further illustrate the mystical or spiritual meaning of his 

address, Merrington quoted from his Gallipoli War Diary entry of the 12 May 1915:   

I could not sleep for a long time. The fire in the trenches rattled on, and the pounding of bombs 
was frequent; but there is in every soul a window looking out upon the Infinite, and there is 
always relief for the mind, even in circumstances never experienced before and full of uncertainly 
and danger for the future.764   

Such a “window”, it would seem, looked out upon the Infinite, and within, it can be suggested, to 

a place of peace, comfort and strength—characteristic of Franks Davis’ fifth category of religious 

experience, regenerative experiences. Yet to what extent, if at all, had such a sacred concept of, 

or associated with, Anzac and Anzac Day already developed during the Great War itself?  

First Anzac Day 

The report of the executive of the ADCC concerning the first Anzac Day in Queensland on 25 

April 1916 concluded that it had be observed in “general throughout the State”, and that: “So far 

as could be ascertained there was not one town or settlement where there was not some 

observance of the day.”765 Furthermore, the Committee was pleased to report that: “There was 

no departure from the general rule laid down by this Executive that the day should begin with 

religious observances in the Churches, observed with solemnity, and ended with public 

meetings.”766 In Brisbane, the report noted that troops “in camp” paraded through the city in the 

afternoon, and of those witnessing the march “it is stated” that the numbers were “the largest 

ever gathered in the City of Brisbane”.767 Also pleasing was the fact that the resolution “drafted 

and issued” by the Executive was “passed unanimously and without any alteration by every 

public meeting held on Anzac Day”.768  

 
764 Diddams, Anzac Commemoration 1921, .  
765 “Anzac Day Its Future Observance”, ADCC Letters 1924–31 (Incl. correspondence 1917–1919), OMHA/9, 
Box 3552, JOL, Brisbane. Although, as Moses and Bongiorno observe, there were various other Anzac 
observances prior to 25 April 1916, here it is suggested that the first Anzac Day—as ritually observed one year 
after the landing at Gallipoli—was in 1916. See: Frank Bongiorno, “A many-sided nature Historical reflections on 
Anzac and religion,” St. Mark’s Review 231, (April 2015): 41, 42, John Moses, “Anzac Day as Australia’s civic 
religion,” St. Mark’s Review 231, (April 2015), and John A. Moses and George F. Davis, Anzac Day Origins Canon 
DJ Garland And Trans-Tasman Commemoration (Canberra: Barton Books, 2013), 155–158 See also: Richard Ely, 
“The First Anzac Day: Invented or Discovered?” Journal of Australian Studies 9, no. 17 (1985): 41–58; Mark 
Hamilton Cryle, “Making ‘the One Day of the Year’: a Genealogy of Anzac Day to 1918,” PhD dissertation, 
University of Queensland, 2015.  
766 “Anzac Day Its Future Observance”, ADCC Letters 1924–31.   
767 “Anzac Day Its Future Observance”, ADCC Letters 1924–31; with regard to the numbers, they would need to 
be compared to those witnessing the Brisbane General Strike marches of 1912, for example (and marchers).  
768 “Anzac Day Its Future Observance”, ADCC Letters 1924–31.   
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An analysis of the “Citizens’ Celebration Programme” for the first Anzac Day event in Brisbane, 

held at the Exhibition Hall on Tuesday 25 April 1916, is revealing.769 The evening began with 

organ solos by the City Organist, Mr George Sampson, playing “March on the death of a hero” 

by Beethoven, then “Funeral March” by Chopin. This was followed at 8 pm by the five verses of 

the hymn “Nearer My God To Thee”—the same hymn (along with “Lead, Kindly Light”) that 

Merrington had described in his 3 June 1915 Gallipoli diary entry as being “so impressive here 

that I am sure we shall never hear them in time to come without thinking of these scenes”.770 

And sing them again he did less than a year later, after which he gave an address at 8.35 pm 

(having been received “with great applause”), before moving the first resolution of the meeting: 

pledging “unswerving loyalty” to the throne, empire and majesty of the King; and pledging the 

citizens of Queensland’s “determination to maintain the partnership of national sacrifice which 

has been sealed already by the blood of Australia’s bravest sons”.771 This was followed at 9 pm 

sharp by “ABSOLUTE SILENCE FOR ONE MINUTE”, after which the organist played the 

“Dead March”.772 The evening ended with the singing of the hymn “Abide With Me”, and “God 

Save The King”.   

According to The Telegraph; “Anzac Day ended, as it had begun, in sober recognition of the 

heroic deeds performed in Gallipoli at the cost of so many brave lives, deeds which are a lasting 

inspiration to the men now or soon to be on the battle front.”773 It continued, noting that this 

“first anniversary observance”, with the “big building packed to overflowing”, heard speeches 

“reaching a level of sincerity and eloquence which told how deeply Anzac and all that it means 

has moved Australians”. 774  In speaking to the resolution of loyalty in the Exhibition Hall, 

Merrington spoke of the renown of Australian soldiers and sailors, “known now throughout the 

 
769 H. J. Diddams and Co., Printers, Brisbane, Citizens’ Celebration Programme, 1916.  
770 Gladwin, Captains of the Soul, 48, 49. “Nearer My God To Thee”, and other hymns such as “Abide With Me” 
were to become regular renditions at Anzac Day celebrations into the future, including in 1923 at the Brisbane 
“Hebrew Synagogue”, where “Abide With Me”, “Land Of Hope and Glory”, “The Lord is My Light”, and “Lord 
Thy Glory” were sung. (“Telegraph”, 25 April 1923) And at the unveiling and dedication of the Cross of Sacrifice 
in the Toowong Cemetery, Brisbane on Anzac Day 1924, where according to suggestions from the ADCC, 
“solemn music” was to be played, including “Funeral March” and “Lead Kindly Light”, with  
“Abide With Me” and “Nearer my God to Thee” to be played during the laying of wreaths— “silence” being 
observed as the Govenor-General arrived. At the Ithaca “Anzac Commemoration Service” in Brisbane on 25 
April, 1931, “O God Our Help in Ages Past”, “Nearer, my god, to Thee”, and “Lead Kindly Light” were played. 
ADCC Press Cuttings Book, Vol. 1, 1923–1928, OMHA118, Box 19003, JOL, Brisbane.  
771 Diddams, Citizens’ Celebration Programme; Addresses were also given by the Acting Premier, Edward G. Theodore 
(Labor); The Govenor, Major Sir Hamilton John Goold-Adams; J. J. Kingsbury M.A.; The Right Rev. James Duhig 
(Catholic Archbishop); and The Right Rev. St.  
Clair G. A. Donaldson (Church of England Archbishop); “Anzac Meeting A solemn Incident”, The Telegraph 
(Brisbane), 26 April 1916, 4.   
772 See John A. Moses, “Anglicanism and Anzac Observance The Essential Contribution of Canon David John 
Garland,” Pacifica 19, (February 2006): 74.  
773 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 26 April, 1916, 4.  
774 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 26 April, 1916, 4.  
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world as Anzacs”, who were “a most wonderful manifestation of human gallantry, grit and 

endurance”; and quoting General Birdwood, “a spectacle of manly qualities” which have “never 

been surpassed in the annals of arms”. 775 Applause followed. 776 Merrington added that if he 

could transport those assembled “in imagination” below the “high ridges, shell pitted, and into 

those deep gullies, he would be enabling them to enter more fully into the meaning of the 

sacrifice of the gallant Anzacs”.777   

The heroic, mythic and religious elements of future Anzac Day celebrations can be easily seen on 

this “First Anzac Day”. 778  They were themes of heroic death, blood sacrifice and loyalty—

experienced and expressed within a solemn and religious atmosphere. It can be suggested that 

such an atmosphere was aided by the organ renditions of Beethoven and Chopin, the singing of 

poignant hymns (as on Gallipoli) and the minute’s silence that added a certain experiential depth 

to the celebration. The first Anzac Day was already an experience. At the end of the printed 

programme was placed a watercolour drawing of Gallipoli entitled “Anzac–The Dawn”, “25th 

April 1915.”779 On the front of this first “Anzac Day” Programme was a pictorial representation 

of “The Heroes of Anzac”, “25th April 1916”.  

Deep Religious Fervour 

At the morning service on the same day, St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church was, according to a 

report in The Telegraph newspaper, “thronged to the doors”, “many of the congregation being 

unable to obtain seating accommodation”. 780  The front pews were reserved for “returned 

soldiers” and soldiers from Chermside and the nearby Exhibition camps, numbering “about 300 

in all”.781 The Australian flag was “draped over the communion table”.782 At St. John’s Anglican 

Cathedral in Brisbane, the observance of Anzac Day “took the form of a solemn celebration of 

the Holy Communion”, the service “made memorable” by the “ceremonial presentation” and 

carrying to “the altar steps” of the flag about which Woods had written to Garland and that “the 

 
775 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 26 April, 1916, 4.  
776 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 26 April, 1916, 4.  
777 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 26 April, 1916, 4.  
778 Diddams, Citizens’ Celebration Programme.  
779 Diddams, Citizens’ Celebration Programme. 
780 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1916, 2.  
781 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1916, 2; At the February 1916 meeting of the St. Andrew’s Kirk Session 
[Elders’ meeting], Merrington (recently returned from Egypt and Gallipoli) proposed (as recorded) that a service 
“of a memorial character” be held in the church for those who had died “on the field” and those who had died in 
Brisbane “during his absence”. Discussion on the matter was deferred to the next meeting where it was decided 
that the service be held on “Anzac Day.” St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church Minute Book Kirk Session, 22 
February, 2 March, 1916, St. Andrew’s Church Archives, Creek St. Brisbane.   
782 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April 1916, 2; See also the discussion of the ‘two-way sacralisation process’ in Chapter 
2.   
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9th Battalion carried ashore at the first landing on Gallipoli”. 783  Meanwhile, at St. Stephen’s 

Catholic Cathedral, mass was celebrated, and after his sermon Archbishop Duhig asked the 

congregation to stand as the choir sang “Australia’s Hymn of the Day”: “In nameless graves of 

foreign coasts, / On bloodstained battle fields far spread; / O! Gracious Father, God of Hosts / 

We leave with Thee our holy dead.”784 Prior to the service at St. Andrews, the organist Mr R. J. 

Archibald played Chopin’s “Funeral March” with “great feeling”.785 The reporter also observed 

that “the beautiful hymns”, “For All The Saints”, “Lead Kindly Light”, “Peace Perfect Peace” 

and others were “joined in with deep religious fervour”.786 After prayers for the bereaved and 

“all sufferers in the war”, Chaplain James Cosh prayed that “all suffering humanity, the world 

over, might sit in the sunshine of divine love”.787 Miss Paton then put “inspiring soul” into her 

singing of “Nearer, My God, to Thee”, after which Senior Chaplain the Rev. Dr E. N. 

Merrington gave the address.788   

According to The Telegraph reporter, “the service was affecting, and particularly returned soldiers 

visibly were labouring under emotion.”789 Feelings of deep religious fervour and inspiring, soulful 

singing and prayers for divine love were added to, as reported, by Merrington’s words of 

“fervent” and “united” tribute to “their comrades who fought so heroically and died so 

devotedly”. 790  According to the reporter, Chaplain Merrington also “drew a touching word 

picture of the burial of those dead”, read the King’s message published that day, and said that 

“indeed the sacrifice of Gallipoli heroes was not, never was, and never would be, in vain.”791 The 

message of the dead to the living was: “We died for you. We laid down our lives that the flag of 

freedom might fly high throughout the world.”792 Merrington concluded that: “the congregation 

that day was placing a flower of memory on the rough graves at Gallipoli.”793 The organist played 

“The Dead March”; “The Last Post” sounded. 794  For those assembled, it is reasonable to 

conclude that on the evidence, a tradition and a mythology was born.  

 
783 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1916, 2.  
784 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1916, 2.  
785 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1916, 2.  
786 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1916, 2.  
787 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1916, 2.  
788 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1916, 2.  
789 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1916, 2.  
790 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1916, 2.  
791 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1916, 2.  
792 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1916, 2.  
793 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April 1916, 2 It was also reported that: “A retiring collection was taken up to go 
towards the upkeep of graves on Gallipoli.”   
794 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1916, 2.   
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Historic and Religious Significance 

From his early days on Gallipoli, Merrington was alert to the historical significance of the landing 

on 25 April 1915, and its aftermath. On Anzac Day 1916 at the Exhibition Hall meeting, he said 

that he had seen medical officers working with the wounded while under fire, and that “too 

much praise” could not be given to them.795 He also remarked that he “almost immediately 

recognised the heroic tragedy that was taking place in connection with that spot which they 

afterwards came to know as Anzac”.796 Merrington told the crowd that after he had taken his 

place with his regiment on Gallipoli, and “after experiencing several narrow escapes from bullets, 

and shrapnel”, he went “down a track” and “first saw Private Simpson … who with his red 

donkey, many times went up the bullet-swept gully, and rescued many wounded men, and who 

subsequently was shot”.797 Merrington was also alert to the parallels between the Anzacs at 

Gallipoli and another who gave His live for others. In a letter from Gallipoli dated 25 June 1915 

to his church back in Australia, he wrote that he had experienced “the full and terrible meaning 

of war”.798 As with his remarks at the Exhibition Hall in 1916, Merrington told his parishioners 

back home, “with my comrades I have been in the danger zone and under fire all the time, 

sharing the rigours and perils of war.”799 Thankfully, he continued, he was then, in June 1915, in 

the “best of health” and yet: “I have had many escapes from shrapnel and rifle fire; and I am 

thankful for many mercies from the hand of our Divine Father.” 800  To those of his own 

congregation and others who have been “left to mourn for our young manhood, which has been 

offered up in defence of our sacred rights and liberties,”  Merrington continued:  

I would suggest the memory of the deathless grandeur of such heroism and selfsacrifice, a 
broken light from Calvary, the Divine death for us. Does not the cost in life and blood caused by 
the war, as shown in our casualty lists, help us to enter more into the Mind of Christ, as stated in 
the simple words: “He died for us,” and He gave His life “as a ransom for many”.801   

The story of heroic sacrifice on the shore, in the gullies and on the hills of Gallipoli meant 

something sacred for Merrington, both in terms of the new tradition of Anzac (1915 and 1916), 

 
795 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 26 April, 1916, 4.  
796 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 26 April, 1916, 4.  
797 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 26 April, 1916, 4 See: Tom Curran, Across the Bar The Story of ‘Simpson’, The Man with the 
Donkey: Australia and Tyneside’s great military hero, (Yeronga, Qld.: Ogmios Publications, 1994).  
798 “Letter to Kirk Session”, 25 June 1915, Rev. Dr. E. N. Merrington File, St. Andrew’s Church Archive, Brisbane; 
See also Noel Adsett, Valuing Our Heritage The Story of Saint Andrew’s Uniting Church Brisbane, (Brisbane: Copyright 
Publishing Company Pty Ltd, 2005), 44–46. Merrington landed on Gallipoli “under shrapnel fire” on 12 May 1915.  
799 Letter, “Letter to Kirk Session”, 25 June 1915; Merrington was himself transferred from the Gallipoli Peninsula 
to the Helcuan Con. Hospital in Helipolis, Egypt with malaria on 20 November 1915; he embarked for Australia 
on the H. T. “Themistocles” on 4 December 1915. “Casualty Form–Active Service” (copy), Rev. DrE. N. 
Merrington File, St. Andrew’s Church Archives, Creek St. Brisbane.  
800 “Letter to Kirk Session”, 25 June 1915.  
801 “Letter to Kirk Session”, 25 June 1915; See also Moses and Davis, Anzac Day Origins, 171.  



 151 

and as a reminder for him and his congregation of Christ on Calvary.  As the report of the 

executive of the ADCC noted, the 1916 Anzac Day religious services had been “observed with 

solemnity”, and according to The Telegraph the public meeting at the Exhibition Hall had been a 

“solemn incident”. Undoubtedly for Merrington there was a particular experiential and conceptual 

depth to his participation in the first Anzac Day meetings and ceremonies, both civil and religious.  

A Harvest of Golden Grain 

At the Albert St. Methodist Church, two blocks from Merrington’s St. Andrew’s Presbyterian 

Church, there was “a large attendance” of civilians and military personnel at the 1916 “Anzac 

service”.802 The pulpit was “draped” with the Union Jack and the flag of the Commonwealth of 

Australia, and occupied by the President of the Methodist Conference, Rev. J. J. Gee, “and 

chaplains the Revs. [sic.] Dr Rowe and A. C. Plane”—the same chaplain Plane who shared a 

dugout on Gallipoli with Merrington.803 The service itself was preceded by the “Dead March” 

from “Saul”, “impressively played” by the organist Mr A. H. Littler and followed by the hymn 

“For All The Saints Who From Their Labour Rest”, “earnestly sung” by the choir and the 

congregation.804 It was, according to the reporter, as if it had been written “especially for the 

occasion”: “Oh may Thy soldiers, faithful, true and bold, / Fight as the saints did nobly fight of 

old, / And win with them the victor’s crown of gold, / Alleluia.”805   

After the chanting of the Lord’s Prayer and the singing of another “appropriate” hymn, “Peace, 

Perfect Peace”, Psalm 90 (“Lord, Thou hast been our dwelling place in all generations”, “which 

forms part of the burial service”) was read, the “Litany for the Army and Navy” sung, prayers 

and the King’s message read, and a “moment of silent prayer” for “our deathless dead” 

observed.806 Chaplain Plane then preached from the text John 15:13: “Greater love hath no man 

than this, that a man lay down his live for his friends.”807 As Jesus Christ had declared, this was 

“the limit of human love”, the limit “seldom reached”.808 “Those who had fallen were like the 

grains of wheat which unless they were buried, brought forth no harvest of golden grain.”809 

Plane continued: “Holy writ had declared that a nation should be born in a day. Australia was 

born on Anzac Day”; “Anzac had evolved a new type of Australian.”810 Through death, a new 

 
802 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1916, 2.  
803 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1916, 2.  
804 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1916, 2.  
805 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April 1916, 2.  
806 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April 1916, 2.  
807 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1916, 2.  
808 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1916, 2.  
809 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1916, 2.  
810 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1916, 2.  
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country and a new type of Australian had been born. Once again, in the view of Plane, the 

elements of a new national foundation story and myth were being assembled, experienced and 

proclaimed on the first Anzac Day.   

CONCLUSION 

Something Sacred 

Ernest Northcroft Merrington had experienced moments of transcendence at various times 

before the Great War, and also during the war while on the Gallipoli peninsula and on the 

Western Front. Such experiences were variously described and explained by him and others as 

mystic, numinous or sublime—the sacred. His Harvard University colleague and mentor, William 

James, influentially described such experiences or mystical states as having four qualities: 

ineffability, a certain noetic quality, transiency, and passivity, the sense that one’s own will is in 

abeyance. Merrington knew what it was to be, as he put it, “conscious of a mystical urge”, and as 

a professional philosopher he was conscious too of the difficulties in expressing such experience, 

something that he had grappled with as a doctoral student prior to the war, and, as Gladwin 

points out, when he was conscious of the incongruity of a prayer meeting held in a dugout 

amidst the heat of battle.811 While in France, Merrington wrote: “I remember the first time I 

heard a frog croak at Anzac, after about a month’s occupation of the noisy Peninsula. It seemed 

like a revelation from another world!”812 He continued: “Nature was not quite dead… birds were 

singing; flowers and leaves were not lopped off by shells and bullets ... that frog’s croak set me 

right once more with the universe.”813 Merrington concluded: “Butterflies are not so concerned 

as birds about the war, and fly more freely. He is a miserable man who has no eyes or ears for 

such creatures of God, and whose heart cannot be touched by the lower fellowship which opens 

up to man, when perforce he lays his head upon the breast of Mother Earth.”814   

As noted earlier, it was an experience of new life remembered amidst the death and destruction 

of war, and of a heart touched by the beauty of nature, of Mother Earth, in all her glory—an 

expression of life, love, wonder, cosmic connectivity, and the sounds of spring. As characterised 

by Franks Davis, it was a regenerative or revelatory religious experience, which was also 

suggested in his 12 May 1915 diary entry: “there is in every soul a window looking out upon the 

Infinite, and there is always relief for the mind, even in circumstances never experienced before 

 
811 Gladwin, Captains of the Soul, 48, 49.  
812 Merrington, “Dugout Life”, Digger, 14, 3.  
813 Merrington, “Dugout Life”, Digger, 3.  
814 Merrington, “Dugout Life”, Digger, 3.  
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and full of uncertainly and danger for the future."815 Such a “window”, it would seem, looked out 

upon the Infinite, and within, to a place of peace, comfort and strength.  

As has been argued in this chapter, he was also conscious of moments of transcendence within 

uncertain and strange circumstances, as expressed in his diary entry of 3 June 1915. As noted, 

Merrington himself intimates that in this situation the dugout itself was a kind of sanctuary 

amidst a grim battle scene, from which the strange and the beautiful could be seen and felt. 

From the empirical evidence, therefore, it can be suggested that the aesthetic, the sublime, if not 

also the numinous—whether all at the same time or one after the other—had come into play, 

creating something so impressive that it was never to be forgotten. Something sacred had come 

into being. Such experiences were akin to that which Otto refers to in his discussion of the 

various elements of the numinous, where he makes reference to this aspect of William James’s 

understanding of human consciousness: a sense of something there. Or, as Otto would have it, for 

certain aspects of the sacred or the numen to arise in the mind, the numen must be experienced, be 

felt. With his academic training in philosophy and psychology, Merrington had the tools with 

which to reflect upon his wartime experience in a deeper and more considered fashion when 

compared with other soldiers or chaplains.  

A Seamless Continuity 

Such experiences as described in this chapter gave a certain experiential depth to Merringon’s time 

on Gallipoli (1915) and the Western Front (1918), and informed his efforts as a member of the 

ADCC upon his return to Australia (1916 and 1917), and after the war. There was also continuity 

between Merrington’s transcendent experience overseas and his activities back home in 

Australia, as evidenced in his Anzac Day 1916 contributions. The story of heroic sacrifice on the 

shore, in the gullies and on the hills of Gallipoli meant something sacred for Merrington, both in 

terms of the new tradition or myth of Anzac (1915 and 1916), and as a reminder for him and his 

congregation of Christ on Calvary. The various elements of the Anzac Day ceremonies, sermons 

and addresses of Merrington (and others) in 1916 (and after)—including a minute’s silence—can 

be described as exhibiting heroic and religious elements, both experiential and conceptual, of a 

foundation myth or story of Anzac—involving sacrificial death and the birth of something new. 

It can therefore be concluded that a particular bond between the living and the dead had been 

created, and a tradition, myth or story born for those who assembled in churches and at public 

meetings on the first Anzac Day in 1916.  

 
815 Diddams, Anzac Commemoration 1921, 54.  
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CHAPTER 5   

These Men Know Life 

These men know life—know death a little more.  
      These men see paths and ends, and see  
Beyond some swinging open door  
       Into eternity816   

Introduction 

This chapter examines the wartime poetry of Leon Gellert—arguably Australia’s leading soldier-

poet of the Great War—in order to identify and analyse the use of transcendent or religious 

language in his description and understanding of his wartime experience. It is argued, based on 

an analysis of Gellert’s writings that the purpose of such language, imagery and symbolism was 

to give adequate expression and meaning to his wartime experience and adventure. The chapter 

also suggests that transcendent and religious language was used either consciously or otherwise, 

to make sense of and give meaning to the experience of death and destruction on a hitherto 

unprecedented scale. The chapter further notes that this was done with recourse to the pre-

existing religious worldview and literary sensibilities of the poet.   

It is also suggested that such language and a poetic mode of expression was employed because it 

best gave expression to Gellert’s historical and transcendent experience. Such wartime 

experience and expression can also be understood as, once again, helping to create not only a 

new national hero, but also a new national myth—the myth of Anzac. Moreover, Gellert’s 

wartime verse has been chosen for analysis not only because of its volume and range, but 

because it reports on a variety of experiences common to many soldiers in the Great War.  

BACKGROUND 

A Torrent of Words 

Leon Gellert, aged 22 at the start of the war, was born and raised in Adelaide by a loving mother 

and a strict and sometimes violent Methodist father who had refused to fund his son’s desire to 

further his studies at university. Once at Teachers’ College, Gellert nevertheless studied Modern 
 

816 “These Men”, Leon Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign (Sydney: Angus & Robertson Limited, 3rd edition with 
pictures by Norman Lindsay, 1917), 57.  
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European History and English Language and Literature, and was inspired and influenced by the 

prescribed poets: Tennyson, Browning and, in particular, Wordsworth. He drew upon such 

literary forms of expression and his Methodist and Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) 

background to make sense of, and give form to, his experience on the beaches and foot hills of 

Gallipoli, and elsewhere, and to make sense of the horror concerning which, he declared 

elsewhere, no one seemed to care.817 He enlisted in the AIF in Adelaide, South Australia on 22 

August 1914, and, as a newly promoted Lance-Sergeant of the 10th Battalion’s ‘A’ company, was 

“among the first 300 men” to storm the Turkish beach that was later re-named Anzac Cove.822   

Just before the landing, Gellert wrote in his Gallipoli notebook: “One man told me a story of his 

girl”, and “another man showed me a photo.”818 “Then something happened. A man, a sailor 

slipped. We heard cries in the water in the distance. Someone threw a lifebelt overboard and we 

thought of other things again.”819 He continued, poetically: “Out of the early morning—it was 

still dark—came the shore. Blacker than the morning were the crags in front. The boats were 

lowered and men made ready for their adventure.” 820  At some stage while on the Gallipoli 

peninsular, Gellert was hit by shrapnel while delivering a message to an Indian battery, but 

apparently was not incapacitated by the injury, there being no mention of it in his service 

record.821 The battalion itself was relieved on 30 April, by which time its landed strength had 

been reduced from 29 officers and 921 other ranks to 16 and 468 respectively—in effect 

halved. 822 Furthermore, the battalion suffered from sickness as well as engagement with the 

enemy, and having contracted dysentery during the ninth week, Gellert was evacuated to Malta, 

where he contracted typhoid and was consequently shipped off to the London General Hospital 

and Weymouth Convalescent Camp. While convalescing, he had more time for writing verse 

than when at Gallipoli, where, “in spite of everything”, he nevertheless had “managed to write a 

few poems on scraps of paper and empty cigarette packets”, which were posted back to Adelaide 

 
817 Gavin Souter, ‘Gellert, Leon Maxwell (1892–1977)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography,  
National Centre of Biography, Australian National University, http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/gellert-leon-
maxwell-10288/text18201, published first in hardcopy 1996, accessed online 1 August 2019. The YMCA is an 
organisation founded in the nineteenth century, based upon on Christian principles and the ideals of “muscular 
Christianity” (emphasising patriotic duty, discipline, self-sacrifice and manliness, combining the physical and 
spiritual development of the individual). Gellert’s grandfather, James Leon Gellert, had migrated to South Australia 
from Hungary and was an “ecclesiastical writer” and a teacher. See Gavin Souter, A Torrent of Words Leon Gellert: A 
Writer’s Life (Canberra: Brindabella Press, 1996), 3, 11. 822 Souter, A Torrent of Words, 9.  
818 Gellert, Leon “The Landing of the 10th”, Leon Gellert Papers, Mitchell Library, ML MSS 3456, quoted in 
Souter, A Torrent of Words, 8.  
819 Gellert, “The Landing of the 10th”, 8.  
820 Gellert, “The Landing of the 10th”, 8.  
821 Souter, A Torrent of Words, 10.  
822 Souter, A Torrent of Words, 10.  
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to the safe keeping of his sisters, Thora and Daphne. 823  At Weymouth he collapsed in the 

sergeants’ mess, and “after three days in a coma remained blind for three weeks”, the experience 

of which he captures in verse, along with his other experiences, observations and adventures in 

Songs Of A Campaign, first published in 1917. In that same year he was discharged as medically 

unfit for service due to suspected epilepsy—possibly code for shell shock, as he was never 

diagnosed with epilepsy in later life.824   

Songs Of A Campaign was reissued in 1917 by Angus and Robertson and with an enlarged edition 

of 7,000 copies, and again reprinted in 1921—containing an additional 25 poems and 16 pen 

drawings by Norman Lindsay—“the Lindsay name” being a “good selling point”.825 Gellert’s 

collection of eighty wartime poems was arranged in sections: The Dreams Of Mars, The Edge 

Of The Desert, Songs Of The Expedition, 1915, Songs Of The Sick and Afterwards, which 

mostly follow the author’s adventure chronologically, prior to and after he landed at Gallipoli on 

25 April 1915, and up to his being discharged as unfit for service.826 It is also interesting to note 

that in light of the discussion in chapter 2 and 3, the arrangement of the various sections of the 

anthology and the verse in each follow thematically the well-worn path and pattern of the 

adventure of the classical, mythological or religious hero.   

In following religious and heroic themes—both of which are reflected in Gellert’s verse—the 

inside covers of the publication, front and back, depict a crucified Christ figure with sunrays 

appearing from behind a cloud, a brutish, ape-like creature with three accompanying “wolves”, 

all in black, dragging a naked woman, in white, and an ancient warrior with a spear, shield and a 

dagger in the belt heroically at the ready, while the same apelike creature behind the helmeted 

“ancient warrior” also appears on the front outside cover of the book.  

The poems themselves are, as J. T. Laird and other critics have suggested, of a rather high 

standard, if not “outstanding”.827 His work achieved a rather “restrained and objective” view of 

wartime experience, and invited comparison with the British soldier-poet Isaac Rosenberg.828   

 
823 Souter, A Torrent of Words, 10.   
824 Souter, A Torrent of Words, 10, 11.  
825 Souter, A Torrent of Words, 11,12.  
826 Ten of the poems were written at Gallipoli: “Before Action”, “The Death”, “The Burial”, “A Night Attack”, 
“The Grey World”, “One Who Died”, “In The Trench”, “The Attack At  
Dawn”, “The Cross” and “Poppies”. Souter, A Torrent Of Words, 14.  
827 J.T. Laird, ed., Other Banners An Anthology of Australian Literature of the First World War (Canberra: The 
Australian War Memorial and the Australian Government Publishing Service, 1971), 5, 6.  
828 Laird, Other Banners, 5, 6.  
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High Praise  

This was high praise indeed, as Private Isaac Rosenberg’s Poems from the Trenches contains poems 

considered to be some of the most outstanding of the Great War—Fussell nominated his “Break 

of Day in the Trenches” as the greatest poem of the war. 829  Critic Joseph Cohen said of 

Rosenberg’s ending to “Break of Day”: “there is no appeal, only the realisation that beauty and 

the awareness of having lived are of ultimate significance, even in the imminent presence of 

death.”830 Rosenberg was killed in action at Fampoux, in France, on 1 April 1918. According to 

Souter, however, Gellert was “virtually the AIF’s sole poet”, a poet that is, as distinct from a 

rhymester or balladist, such as Trooper Gerady or Tom Skeyhill.831 The only other contestants in 

the field of “serious poetry” were the expatriate novelist Frederic Manning, and Harley 

Matthews, the latter seeing action at Gallipoli and in France, most of whose work as written after 

the war.832 Souter nevertheless conceded that Gellert was “a worthy laureate for the evolving 

Anzac legend”. 833  Of the collection of poems in Songs Of A Campaign, Gellert’s biographer, 

Souter, says that while to a modern reader they may seem a “disconcerting medley of archaic 

pronouns” and “classical allusions”, they are also “the urgent expression of direct experience in 

plain language”.834  

While soldier-poet Gellert had counselled that any Anzac “song of truth” should be left to 

“ripen with the years”, the singing of the praises of Anzac and the heroic deeds of the Anzacs on 

Anzac Day in particular, had already begun during the war years, and especially from 1916. Laird 

notes that the years 1915 to 1921 saw the penning and publishing of most of Australia’s war 

poetry with an early “spate of imperialistic verse.”835 One of the three most common themes, or 

“dominant motifs”, in such imperialistic verse (paralleling as it did, nationalist and patriotic 

verse) was, according to Laird, the “mythic significance” of the Gallipoli landing in the 

development of an Australian “sense of nationhood”—the other two motifs being pride in the 

“Australian fighting men” and “exhortations to support the A.I.F”.836   

Poems written for, or published by, the patriotic press in this period, subsequently, and especially 

on or about Anzac Day were often if not exclusively of this type. They included offerings by C. 

 
829 Paul Fussell, The Great War And Modern Memory (New York: Oxford University Press, 1975), 250.   
830 Joseph Cohen, Journey to the Trenches The Life of Isaac Rosenberg 1890–1918, (London: Robson Books, 1992) 154, 
155.  
831 Souter, A Torrent of Words, 15.  
832 Souter, A Torrent of Words, 15.  
833 Souter, A Torrent of Words, 15.  
834 Souter, A Torrent of Words, 13.  
835 Laird, Other Banners, 2.  
836 Laird, Other Banners, 2.  
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J. Dennis of “Sentimental Bloke” fame, Emily Bulcock (sister of Vance Palmer), Myra Morris 

(one of the Frankston and Somerville Standard’s “leading poets”), John Laurence Rentoul (Chaplain-

General of the A.I.F.), Leon Gellert (for example, his “The Last To Leave”, written in 1916 and 

re-published in 1919 as “By The Waters Of Anzac”), and Mary Gilmore, a sometime elegiac yet 

pacifist poet. Yet the above notwithstanding, according to Souter, with the notable exception of 

Gellert’s Songs Of A Campaign (1917), “few poems of any note” were written or published in 

Australia during the war—the only verse “attracting attention” being Zora Cross' Songs of Love 

and Life (1917), and C. J. Dennis’ The Songs of a Sentimental Bloke (1915), The Moods of Ginger Mick 

(1916), and The Glugs of Gosh (1917).837 With regard to the theme of transcendence, however, the 

verse of Gunner Frank E. Westbrook, Anzac And After A Collection Of Poems (1916), should also 

be noted. In the introduction to this collection, mostly written at Gallipoli, Westbrook rites:  

In pride of the cause that we’ve fought for and bled / In brilliant transcendence of sunrise and 
splendour, In colours of grandeur the sunsets have worn, / In shade, shine and shower, and days 
of forebodings, / In mirth and grey sorrow these verses were / born.838  

SONGS OF A CAMPAIGN 

These Men 

The poem “These Men” was written by Gellert in July 1915, three months after he landed at 

Gallipoli on the morning of 25 April. In the first stanza of the poem he describes figures 

“moving in a trench, in the clear noon, whetting their steel within the crumbling earth”, men 

“moving in a trench ‘neath a new moon / That smiles with a slit mouth and has no mirth”, and 

men “with narrow mouths thin-carved in scorn / That twist and fumble strangely at dead 

names”—men who in their appearance and manner seem to reflect, through poetic device, the 

natural world within which they fight and struggle, a world where happiness is gone, replaced by 

a scornful defiance of death.839 It is also a description of men who, according to the poet, see, 

amidst the death and destruction of a battle scene, into another realm, into eternity. In “The 

Teacher”, Gellert continues the description of his experience on Gallipoli, the toll it had already 

taken on those who had survived the initial fighting, and the disbelief associated with the death 

of a comrade whom he hardly knew:  

 
837 A Torrent of Words, 5.  
838 Westbrook, Frank E. Anzac And After A Collection Of Poems, (London: Duckworth & Co, 1916), 
Introduction.  
839 Gellert, Songs of a Campaign, 57.  
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I saw him first in peace, amidst a crowd  
     Of streets, nor dreamed him ever one of these,  
So wistfully he mused, so shyly proud  
--- and on an early day  
     Within the trench, I saw a half-known face  
Awake with wonder; a child-lived heart at play  
With dreamed romance; a Drake-keen eye ashine  
For newer worlds .…. A thunder tore the line! .....  
A shell burst! ..... He smiled as Sidney smiled—  
And fell….. 840  

Although it is not certain, Sidney may well be the “friend” referred to by Gellert in “The power 

of explosives”, and referred to by Souter. 841  “The power of explosives used in war is 

enormous.”847 Gellert continued:   

I have seen fellows blown into little red flying bits and a splash of blood on the leaves, who the 
instant before had been laughing and talking. I have been detailed to bury a friend of mine who 
was hit by a shell when drying himself on the beach after a swim. We had lived together for nine 
months. All that was left we put in a sack with a shovel. His head alone was untouched; the shell 
had burst on his stomach. Every day brings horror but no one seems to care; it is disgusting but 
a fact.842  

Gellert continued his poetic account, employing ellipses for dramatic effect, by contrasting the “shell 

burst” with “a soft breeze”, the “crying of a child”, possibly Sidney, and a “wave of little hands”, 

and ends the poem almost as it begins with “The cross… slanting ‘tween two withered trees”, 

instead of “a cross … slanting ‘tween two withered trees”.843 This is a likely reference to another 

cross or tree, the cross of Calvary, the symbolism of which along with its Christian meaning is well 

known to the history of comparative religion and mythology—something that will be examined 

later in the chapter for its usefulness in explaining the use and meaning of such references.  

The Coming of War 

Strong from the hills it comes, and flowing rivers;  
Swift from the waters of the rising seas;  
Swift on the chilling heart that waits and quivers  
    With a terror of its hideousies 844  

 
840 “The Teacher”, Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 58.   
841 A Torrent of Words, 11; Leon Gellert Papers, Mitchell Library, ML MSS 3456.  
842 A Torrent of Words, 11.  
843 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 58.  
844 “The Coming Of War” (1915), Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 19.   
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It is said that Gellert enlisted in the AIF, dancing and singing, eighteen days after the start of the 

war.845 This poem, “The Coming Of War”, was quite likely written while aboard the troopship 

Ionian in the Aegean prior to the Gallipoli landing. The author is possibly drawing, consciously or 

otherwise, not only upon his own experience of foreboding, but also upon a history of 

mythological and religious imagery and symbolism in portraying the coming of the war—it—as 

associated with rivers, waters and seas. Gellert also expresses an experiential “terror” 

reminiscent, it could be suggested, of Otto’s tremendum or religious dread, an element of that 

which Otto calls the experiential, non-rational numinous, an analysis and characterisation of 

religious experience also taken up in more recent times by Franks Davis.846 “Behind grey mist it 

comes, and creeping cloud / That licks the fading earth with foetid breath.” 847  The poet 

continues: “From plains it comes, and silent lakes—a shroud / That holds unloosed the damned 

brigades of / death.”848 Here Gellert, once again consciously or otherwise, is evoking an image of 

the earth, a world being overrun by death, an unnamed war, and in so doing from the point of 

view of a comparative mythological reading, is tapping into an image of, in particular, the “silent 

lake” or waters, symbolic not only of foreboding, but also of the unlimited potentiality of the 

primordial waters—that which existed, in myth and religion, before creation and which is 

understood to be the ultimate source of all life and being.849 “And the earth was without form, 

and void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God moved upon the 

face of the waters.”850 Something big was imminent! He concludes: “Everything is dead /…. 

Then a silence lies.”851 “Faint bells low-tinkling from the bloody sod / Rise from the depth of 

heart, and touch the skies, / And murmur at the very stairs of God.”852 The coming event of 

war, the war that by 1915 had already arrived, and was, when seen from a mythological or 

religious perspective, of cataclysmic proportions, engulfing the entire creation—the terror or dread 

of which from a personal perspective then being understood and expressed as “rising,” it could 

be said, associated with an inner being, a silent, experiential “depth of heart.”  

 
845 Souter, “Gellert”, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of Biography, Australian National University.  
846 Rudolf Otto, The Idea Of The Holy An Inquiry into the non-rational factor in the idea of the divine and its relation to the 
rational (New York: Oxford University Press, 1973), 13, 14, 15; Caroline Franks Davis, The Evidential Force Of 
Religious Experience (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), 50.  
847 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 19.  
848 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 19.  
849 See Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane The Nature Of Religion The significance of religious myth, symbolism, and ritual 
within life and culture (New York: Harper & Row, 1961); Joseph Campbell, The Hero With A Thousand Faces, (Novato, 
California: New World Library, 2008). Genesis 1: 2.  
850 Genesis 1: 2. 
851 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 19.  
852 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 19.  
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A Lazy Ease 

Not only had the war begun, but so had the author’s adventure, along with his desire to express 

his experiences in verse. In a series of poems written in 1914, Gellert alerts us to a certain ease 

that then existed, or was seen to be on display: “smoothness comes to men and lies on lands”, he 

writes in “Ease” (1914), while “Women of peace arise in lusted dress, / And hold aloft their 

sleek and perfect hands.”853 He comments further with apparent disapproval, if not distain.854 In 

nature too, “The birds are in the morn, the bees in noon”, while “The eve has song and sleep 

and slow repose.”855 “A lazy Ease treads soft in feathered shoon”, while “The slinking feet / Of 

half-seen things and thoughts bring brushing sins.”856 By suggestion or implication, a war is 

indeed needed to awaken men and women from their sleep, their sweet repose of “lazy Ease”.857 

This theme continues in “The Moving Of The Shades”, wherein “The black revolving depths 

have moved and stirred / With news. / The Lord has cried, ‘Send these, and these’.”858 “The 

dreadful word / Resounds along the tunnels of the seas.”859 Such lines are accompanied with 

other similar ideas and with self-explanatory titles: “Sly Falsehood”, “Sin”, “Flattery”, “Fear”, 

“Face-hidden Sorrow follows Cruelty”, “Jealousy”, “Slobbering Lust”, “Painted Pleasure”, and 

“Murder takes his place amid the host”.860 

The apparent need for a war to morally cleanse humankind was a common pre-war sentiment 

within certain circles, and is again advanced in “The Advice Of Treachery” and in “The Cry Of 

Mammon”.861 In the first of these two offerings, Gellert talks of “This well-feigned trance, this 

still and stupored sleep” which is “aptly timed” and “nobly fits the scheme”, and a “cloud-

encircled Sword” which “with Night may creep / Besides the gates, and catch the world adream, 

/ Snatching at life before the sluggish breath / Awakes to morning and to vulture death.”862 In 

the second poem, the author likens the situation to a “hall” that is “empty of its rightful lord”, a 

lord “that sleeps, and hugs his rusty sword”, as “The dazzling earth is rich with easy thrones.”869 

 
853 “Ease” (1914), Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 5.  
854 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 5.  
855 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 5.  
856 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 5.  
857 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 5.  
858 “The Moving Of The Shades”, Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 7.  
859 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 7 ‘tunnels of the seas’, possibly = telegraph lines.  
860 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 9-17 
861 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 9, 10; See for example: Michael McKernan, Australian Churches at War: Attitudes 
and Activities of the Major Churches 1914–1918 (Sydney: Catholic Theological Faculty, Canberra, 1980).  
862 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 9, 10; the reference to “gates” that need to be defended (from the ‘enemy within’) 
or may be breached (by an ‘enemy without’), is also taken up in various later Anzac Day sermons, for example, 
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Could not, Gellert continues, the rightful lord “step upon these coral lands, / And hurl his 

polished spear but once, and hold / The shining realm, within his jeweled hands”?863 Here 

Gellert is appealing to a higher power, a god as of old, to intervene in the affairs of mankind and 

to rescue it from itself—an appeal to an almighty or sky god that sits above the world of men and 

women and for whom just one act of intervention would suffice, such that the world might not 

only be cleansed, but also saved and reborn.  This is an obvious religious theme, with well-

documented biblical, classical and mythological credentials: the saving of mankind from an 

approaching cataclysmic upheaval caused by its own misdoings, its own immorality.  

THE CALL 

The Trumpets of Heaven  

As noted above in the introduction to this thesis, in The Hero With A Thousand Faces (2008), 

Joseph Campbell draws upon religious imagery and symbolism, myths and legends from pre-

historic, classical and modern times to outline in some detail the path of the hero from his or her 

initial call to adventure, to his or her road of trials, and finally to the hero becoming the master of two 

worlds, having gained the ultimate boon or prize— the stages of this process being described as the 

departure, initiation and return (or resurrection) of the hero. 864  Without making too much of 

Campbell’s approach, it can be observed in passing that it is this same path or pattern that 

Gellert follows in both his personal adventure, and in the setting out of his experiences in his 

collection of wartime verse and song.   

In “The Trumpets Of Heaven” (1916), the call goes out, from on high:  

A silver cry is calling from a height  
   Leaving the awful pause that follows song,  
And through the silence shines a stretching light—  
   A stretching light that quietly runs along  
The path of stars, and pierces cloud on cloud865  

It is a call that is answered by a “great unseen assembly” that gathers “silently in line on line”, 

suggesting that indeed the real battle to be fought is a spiritual battle against moral torpor, as 

observed or understood by the author prior to 1915, and hinting at a possible experience of 

 
863 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 10. The image of the spear, pole or axis mundi (related to creation and the various 
works or deeds of the gods) is well known to the history of comparative religion.  
864 The ‘two worlds’ being that of the everyday and that of the ‘transcendent’ or the ‘sacred’ as variously expressed 
in Campbell, The Hero With A Thousand Faces.   
865 “The Trumpets Of Heaven” (1916), Gellert, 21.  
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“silence” by the poet.866 The response to the call in “The Trumpets Of Heaven” is also seen and 

expressed as “the proud / Revenge of God”, and gives further weight to the religious idea that 

the almighty is indeed to be seen as intervening in the affairs or history of humankind, and that 

the war has a divine nature and purpose, if not a timeless rhythm as well. This theme is also 

taken up in the poem “The Retirement Of Mars” in the first section—“The Dreams of Mars”—

of the same anthology. It has Mars, the Roman god of war, pausing and “gazing back / Across 

the desert ways of splintered steel”, “long tired” of war.867 And as the “noble Mars” retires at the 

“setting sun” so as “to seek the sea, the waves”, and “rest his heart within the Twilight Caves”, 

he leaves “The dead” lying with “the friendly dead!”868 Once again, it can be suggested that the 

poet is drawing upon themes well known to the comparative study in myth and religion.869 As 

Campbell reminds us: “The motif of birth in a cave is … very ancient.”870 Gellert also has Mars 

retiring at the “setting sun,” with an implied later rising or “rebirth”. It should again be noted 

that the sea and water in many myths and religions, on a narrative and ritual level, are also 

associated with the themes or mythemes of birth/rebirth and death/destruction. Moreover, it 

could also be suggested that there is a sense in which the coming war was already in the past, that 

the future has been foretold, for war, the work of Mars, comes and goes, again and again, as if as 

in the eternal mind of god and the temporal mind of the poet.  

The Edge of the Desert  

In the next section of the anthology—“The Edge Of The Desert”—Gellert gets closer to the 

action, the road of trials, crossing another threshold in his adventure. In “The Riddle Of The 

Sphinx” in December 1914, the poet, like Greek heroes before their departure, seeks advice, or 

answers to his questions, of an oracle akin to that of Delphi:  

Thou gazing face above the shifting sands!  
   Oh, turn thy tearless eyes and answer me! 
Will honour come to thee and to thy land, 
   That this should be?  

And again in the last stanza, he asks:  

 
866 “The Trumpets Of Heaven” (1916), Gellert, 21.  
867 “The Retirement Of Mars”, Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 3.  
868 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 3.   
869 See: Mircea Eliade, Shamanism Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1970); Eliade, The 
Sacred and the Profane, 153.  
870 Joseph Campbell, Thou Art That Transforming Religious Metaphor (Novato, California: New World Library, 2001), 
65.  
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Oh, answer me, thou silent gazing face,  
   All-gifted with the wisdom of the years.  
These teeth of Jason—will they bring thee grace,  
   Or bring thee tears?871  

Gellert’s classical allusion to the “teeth of Jason” refers to dragon teeth in, for example, the story 

of Jason’s quest for the Golden Fleece. The teeth, once planted, turn into soldiers or warriors, a 

metaphor for doing something (sowing dragon’s teeth) that has the effect of creating dispute—

the outcome of which, as here for Gellert, is not certain. In Egypt in early 1915 (his question of 

the Sphinx apparently still not answered), he again asks in “The Song’s End”, what will be; where 

will it end? Beneath a “quiet heaven”, with a “dead foe”, or amid “bells of peace”:  

Where will the song end? Here?  
    Here by the stretching arc Red-rimmed and clear?  
    Or there in the dark?  
Where will the song end?872  

Such questions were clearly weighing upon the mind of the poet-adventurer. The history and 

mystery of the timeless sands, the ancient Sphinx and the Pyramids of Egypt, lent themselves as 

a backdrop to such questions of destiny, and to questions of life, being and knowledge, as in 

“Dreamlight”, January 1915:  

Oh, I am lonely by a desert palm,  
   And dreaming, dreaming on the sands of thought.  
Oh, come to me from out the voiceless calm,  
   And teach me what the Nile has left untaught.873  

He continues, asking for a “draught of Southern wine”, so that he might drink “beside some 

ancient shrine, / And drinking, let my tired eyelids close”, after asking for a more profound 

answer or outcome “from out the voiceless calm”—arguably that same peaceful silence from 

whence (according to the mystics) all wisdom comes and is said to reside, and the same kind of 

peace or comfort observed by Franks Davis as characteristic of her fifth type of religious 

experience, “regenerative” experiences. Yet for the moment, or in another vein in the 

personification of that to which he seemingly appeals (and echoing or drawing upon a rich 

history of “fancied dangerous delight”, Dionysian excess or “divine ‘enthusiasm’ that overturns 
 

871 “The Riddle Of The Sphinx”, Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 25.   
872 “The Song’s End”, Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 26.  
873 “Dreamlight”, Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 27, 28. It can be argued that Gellert here is also suggesting that the 
timeless sands of the desert may be able to provide answers to his questions in a way that the waters of the Nile 
could not. And yet, he again returns to ‘the waters deep and slow’ later in the poem, and to pondering “by these 
pyramids of stone” and “within the shadow of the Sphinx.”  



 165 

the reason”), he writes: “Scatter from my hair the desert dew, / And lilt sweet Arab love-songs in 

my ear”; “Unloose thy twilight hair about thy head, / And listen to the waters deep and slow. / 

For we are dreaming with the dreaming dead, / Dreaming where the flowers of Isis blow.”874  

The wisdom that is being expressed here as derived from listening, listening to “the waters deep and 

slow”—the same archetypal waters that are (in myth and song) the source of wisdom and 

knowledge, life and creation. This is also expressed in association with the Egyptian goddess Isis, 

the daughter of the god of Earth and the goddess of the Sky, and who, as patroness of nature, was 

also instrumental in the resurrection of her brother Osiris, god of fertility and agriculture, and god 

of the afterlife, death, life and resurrection itself.875 In The Riddle of Resurrection “Dying and Rising Gods” 

in the Ancient Near East (2013), Tryggve N. D. Mettinger concludes that Osiris “both died and 

rose”, yet “rose to continue life in the Netherworld”, not the earthly abode, and was “a most active 

character in his Netherworld life”.876 He adds, by way of further explanation that: “we should 

remember that his life there was not the life of a dead person and should not be judged from 

modern Western skepticism over against the possibility of postmortal existence.” 877  Here, 

nonetheless, Gellert’s reference to “the waters deep and slow” and its associated meanings, can be 

understood as answering to Gellert’s need or desire to find expression for his deeper experience in 

the Egyptian desert, something that is self-evident in his poetic descriptions. And once again, 

whether or not such associations were made consciously, the depth of meaning as expressed by the 

poet is significant and apparent—he is referencing a complex set of associations relating to death, 

resurrection and transcendence, as expressed in the various myths, rites and rituals of ancient gods 

and goddesses of the region, gods such as Isis and Osiris in Egypt.  

Despite his desert musings, the war, his war, was indeed coming. In “A Military Camp In Egypt” 

(December 1914), part of the ‘riddle of the ancient Sphinx’ seemed to be answered.878 As night 

approaches, as “The sun sets scarlet on the desert arch”, a “noisy band breaks sudden on the 

air”, and a “drunken song is blared forth here and there”, and as the sun watches “the trampling 

 
874 Joseph Campbell, The Hero With A Thousand Faces (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1968), 79–82; 
“Dreamlight”, Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 27.  
875 See Rowena Loverance, Christian Art (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007), 117; the iconography of 
Isis is varied and can include a headdress of leaves and flowers.  
876 Tryggve N. D. Mettinger, The Riddle of Resurrection “Dying and Rising Gods” in the Ancient Near East (Winona Lake, 
Indiana: Eisenbrauns, 2013), 175, 174.  
877 Mettinger, The Riddle of Resurrection, 175, 174.  
878 “A Military Camp In Egypt”, Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 30 Gellert asks, referring to the approach of war: 
“Should this be Egypt? this be Egypt’s night? / The riddle of the ancient Sphinx is dead, / And Wisdon, head-
bowed, slowly creeps to bed”. Although Gellert here makes use of a personification of the sun, it can be assumed 
that he was also aware of the ancient Egyptian sun god, Ra, who ruled the sky, earth and the underworld. He does, 
either way, have the sun allowing the moon to “creep out with quiet grace”.  
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armies march”, it does also “rise again with blood smeared on his face.”879 War was near. On a 

more personal note, in “A Song”, and “’If You Were Here’ (Overlooking The Valley Of The 

Nile)” in January 1915, Gellert writes: “If you were here / These long grey fields of space /… 

Would have new grace”,,“The glory of the Egypt dawn would seem / More grand, more clear; 

An ecstasy unrivalled in the wildest dream, / If you were here.”880 The poet’s musings and the 

uncertainties of his situation were, if only for a moment, relieved by thoughts of someone dear, a 

sweetheart perhaps (unknown to us). The next phase in the adventure was about to begin, and 

on the shores of the Gallipoli peninsula.  

Dreams of France 

Prior to the landing at Gallipoli on the 25 April, Gellert’s 10th Battalion had indeed been taking 

part in “various training exercises” in the Egyptian desert while camped near Cairo. Part of his 

own responsibility as newly promoted lance-sergeant was for the training of ‘A’ company, which 

included duties such as rifle parade aboard the troop ship Ionian, and route marches and exercises 

“on a landscape of yellowing green fields, white houses and the cobweb wheels of white 

windmills”, while on the north Aegean island of Lemnos.881 Moreover, while still in Egypt, “the 

Australians had heard about [the] sustained but ineffectual naval bombardment of the 

Dardanelles forts.”882 At Lemnos, on 14 April, the 10th Battalion’s war diary states: “‘Came to 

know of landing on Gallipoli’” and were preparing for it with “practiced landings”.883 That is, 

although Gellert’s dreams of the next phase in his adventure may not have included Gallipoli, the 

campaign there had clearly been signalled.   

In the second poem in the section, “Songs Of The Expedition-1915”, “Dreams Of France” 

(February 1915), Gellert expresses his disappointment at not being able to fight in France: “thou 

tortured / West”, instead, being confined on board ship, “fettered in this stagnant cage” as he 

sailed the “blue Aegean sea”:  

 
879 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 30.  
880 Gellert, Songs Of a Campaign, 29, 31.  
881 Souter, A Torrent Of Words, 5, 6, 7.  
882 Souter, A Torrent Of Words, 5, 6, 7.  
883 Souter, A Torrent Of Words, 7.  
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Oh, dreams of France! Oh, faded dreams of  
   France!  
Oh, France, that I had ever dreamed of thee!  
…  
   But, lo, I sail the blue Aegean sea!  
…  
Unseen by me the golden Grecian skies,  
   Forgotten is the Grecian Golden Age.  
…  
Could I but see old Homer, tall and dark,  
   And hear the battle-laughter of his lays!884  

The adventurer’s next phase in his journey had begun. But not as originally expected when 

departing from Australia on the aptly named ship Ascanius, the namesake of the legendary king 

and son of the Trojan hero, Aeneas.885 And it had begun without the consolation of seeing 

heroic Homer, or of fighting under the classical Grecian skies. Gellert was waiting to cross the 

next threshold, waiting as if within the belly of the whale, “drear and dank” in “this stale Ionian 

bark”, 886  a trial in itself—the belly, or womb image symbolising a transit into a “sphere of 

rebirth”.887 As Campbell points out, once the call has been answered, if sometimes reluctantly, 

there are any number of trials to test the hero, physically and psychologically, and various 

thresholds to cross as the adventurer enters into different territory, a mythological landscape 

fraught with danger.  

In “Lemnos Harbour” (March 1915), a month before the landing, and as “The island sleeps”, 

but with “no delight / For me”, Gellert expresses the accumulated effect that waiting had had on 

his “shaken mind”:  

The island sleeps. May sleep come soon to me,  
And lull these dreams within my shaken mind;  
These dreams that tell me I have seen the last  
Of those I left so, loved so in the past888  

The author is thinking of home, of his father whom he imagines “reads his book within his 

chair”, of his mother who “sits beside the fire and sews” with head “bowed” and with eyes that 

are “kind”, and hears the children “crying in the lighted street”, sees the church, hears “the organ 

 
884 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 37.   
885 See also Souter, A Torrent Of Words, 5–7.  
886 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 37.  
887 Campbell, The Hero With A Thousand Faces, 74.  
888 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 40.   
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play”, and sees “the hills I wandered on afar. / And spots of rain at my feet”.889 Yet despite such 

bouts of troubled sleep, the adventurer also experienced those “smiles of peace that were thy 

constant joy”, now gone, as he reports addressing the same island in “Lemnos Revisited”, 

written five months later and after the landing at Gallipoli:  

Hast gathered to thyself too much those ills  
   And pains smoke-fouled form off the plain of Troy,  
Which, bruised and bloody in its modernness,  
   And wet with tears as those Achilles shed  
For Patroclus, has soiled thy loveliness,  
   And housed thy bosom with its weary dead.890  

The war had come. By August, battles on Gallipoli had been lost and won, and on hills and 

beaches close to the classical plain of Troy, just across the narrow strait of the Hellespont, the 

Dardanelles. And with the effect even upon the island hospital base and its landscape suitably 

noted, there was a poetic eye still for its beauty as for its pain: “Lemnos! there are those who still 

can trace / Soft lines of beauty on thy dusty face.” 891 In his three Lemnos poems, Gellert 

contrasts the signs and effects of approaching war, and peace, as in “Lemnos Visited” (March 

1915): “Oh, Peace! the Peace I knew. I thought thee / dead!”892 He continues: “but thou hadst 

only fled, / And hid they face within a Grecian isle.”893 “The sun that rises in the early morn / 

Now gilds these purple hills with golden light.”894   

This land of Lemnos hath not felt the thorn  
   Of thoughtless war. It hath a calm delight  
In waving fields, a lazy grinding mill,  
   In winding shores, a drowsy lapping sea;  
A humble church upon a dreaming hill;  
   A sleeping silence and a home for thee895  

Once again, Gellert is expressing his apprehension of beauty, and it would seem, his experience 

of calmness, delight, peace and silence—regenerative religious or sublime experiences.896 In so 

doing, he was also making reference to the sea, "a drowsy lapping sea", the same Aegean sea that 

 
889 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 40, 41.  
890 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 43. Patroclus was a close wartime companion of Achilles, the greatest of the 
Greek warriors. Achilles wept for Patroclus when he was killed by Hector, the Trojan, who stabbed him in the 
stomach with a spear outside of the gates of Ilium, Troy. Achilles was killed by Paris near the end of the war, after 
being shot in the heel with an arrow.  
891 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 43.  
892 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 42.  
893 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 42.  
894 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 42.  
895 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 42.  
896 Franks Davis, The Evidential Force, 44.  
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features in his Gallipoli poems, and a sea to which he listens: “I hear the murmur of the moving 

sea, / And the murmur of the wind.”897  

THE ROAD OF TRIALS 

Again the Clash Is East 

While references to past heroes and adventurers such as Achilles, Hector, Agamemnon and 

Ulysses upon “the plain of Troy”, and elsewhere in the ancient and contemporary Greek world, 

can, from one perspective, be seen as little more than ‘big-noting’—the “giving of extravagant 

praise to oneself or the exaggeration of one’s own importance”—it can also be seen as an 

attempt to place one’s own experience and that of one’s comrades, the new heroes of Troy, into 

a classical context, such that it might give some meaning and acknowledgement to the horrific 

reality of modern warfare.898 This having been said, it is indeed also possible to see in such 

references the early makings and perhaps promotion of the political and religious mythology of 

that which was to become the Anzac myth or legend, and within that, the creation of a necessary 

new hero, the Anzac hero—a new and greater Achilles. In “Again The Clash Is East”, Gellert 

continues the theme, on 28 April 1915:  

Again the clash is East, the Gates are barred.  
   The rolling echoes of old Troy arise  
With trebled sound: its weary threshold scarred 
   With scattered dead once more, and wild with cries.  
The noise that dinned when smiting Hellas [Greece] reeled  
   Before the brave defence of Hector’s [Troy’s] horde,  
The blows that burst on Agamemnon’s shield,  
   Or echoed from Achilles’ threshing sword 
Were weak and small. Before this mighty blast 
   They seemed the tinklings of a timid past.  
To-day the Grecian arms are still and deep  
   Within the tomb: those heroes deep in dust;  
The eyes of Attic honour closed with sleep,  
   And wise Ulysses’ arrows red with rust.899  

 
897 “Lemnos Harbour” (March 1915), Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 41; See also “The Last To Leave” (January 
1916), 73.  
898 Robin Gester, Big-noting The Heroic Theme in Australian War Writing (Melbourne University Press, 1987), 3; 
as already noted, the Gallipoli peninsular is adjacent to the legendary site of Troy, across the Dardanelles; See also: 
Carolyn Holbrook. Anzac: The Unauthorised Biography (Sydney: NewSouth Publishing, 2014), 88, and Caroline 
Alexander, The War That Killed Achilles The True Story of the Iliad (London: Faber and Faber, 2010), 223, 224. 
Such classical references are also indicative of Gellert’s liberal arts education in the early 20th century.  
899 “Again The Clash Is East”, Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 45 The Trojan War was fought between the 
Achaeans/Greeks and the Trojans; between the Greek heroes Agamemnon, Achilles, and Ulysses, and Trojan 
heroes such as Hector and Paris. It is narrated in Homer’s Iliad, written c. 700 B.C., and in the Odyssey, also 
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In his wartime verse, Gellert is clearly drawing on his knowledge of the ancient world— here the 

Trojan War—and his own religious disposition. This having been noted, there is nonetheless a 

difference in the comparison of the Anzac hero to the heroes of classical Greece vis-à-vis a 

comparison with the Christ figure, or the dying-and-rising gods of the Middle East. In the latter, 

the religious motif of death and rebirth is key.  

With the Greek hero, there are also important differences. In The War That Killed Achilles (2010), 

Caroline Alexander argues that: “historically, the Greek practice of cult worship of heroes kept a 

hero’s identity potent after his death, through the worshippers’ belief that the dead had power to 

assist the living.”900 She also noted that such cults “became widespread following the end of 

Homer’s Iron Age”, and adds: “a [classical] hero will have no recompense for death, although he 

may win glory.”901 She further notes that: “in the Odyssey, the dreadful impotence and nonbeing 

of the dead is made explicit”; “death brings the warrior “himself” no reward or glory.”902 

Alexander does, however, note from the Iliad that the hero’s soul or psyché departs after death, 

going “ ‘down under the gloom and the darkness’”, and that “only his eídōlon, or likeness, briefly 

flickers, caught between memories of … life on earth and the urgent need to reach the gray 

world that now claims him.”903 Yet, what of the dead (or living) Anzac hero during the Great 

War itself, and after? How was he seen?  For Gellert, the Anzac heros, however understood, 

already reigned supreme in 1915. Compared to the Anzac heroes, the actions of ancient, Greek 

warrior-heroes—Agamemnon, Achilles and Ulysses—were ‘weak and small’, and their battle 

noise mere ‘tinklings of a timid past’.  

Although Gellert was now in the thick of it, the waiting and wondering of previous months now 

passed, there was still a certain wondering why, and a wondering what, as expressed in two 

poems written in May 1915. In “Before Action”, it was wondering why “We always had to do 

our work at night”, “why it always felt so cold”, wondering “why I wondered” before “I ran into 

the night”, and “why I smiled”.904 In “A Night Attack”, written on 24 May, there was now a 

certain “watchful agony”, and “coloured thought” with “every beating vein and trembling sense, 

/ Long-tired with time”, “pitched and overwrought”, trying to make sense of “dark forms” 

which the “darkness” held, “soft movements in the leaves, / and wicked glows / That wait and 

 
attributed to Homer—the Odyssey being the tale of Odysseus’/Ulysses’ epic journey home after the war, an 
adventure complete with trials and tribulations of various kinds.  
900 Alexander, The War That Killed Achilles 193, 194.  
901 Alexander, The War That Killed Achilles, 225, 193, 194.  
902 Alexander, The War That Killed Achilles, 225, 194.  
903 Alexander, The War That Killed Achilles, 193, 194 It should also be noted that Gellert refers to a certain ‘grayness’ 
associated with death in a number of his poems.  
904 “Before Action”, Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 47.  
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peer”.905 It was now a strange and dangerous topography that the adventurer trod, where “The 

whole black landscape / swarms / With shapes of white and grey that no one knows”, an eerie 

landscape where all senses are at their limit, the ear, the eye and the hand that “touched the slimy 

face of death”.906   

In June 1915, Gellert again writes vividly about such feelings and sensations in “The Death”, 

which reads much like a diary entry:  

I’m hit. It’s come at last. I feel a smart 
   Of needles in….My God….I’m hit again!  
No pain this time….no pain…. and yet….  
   my heart….907   

He continues his account of being wounded with further expressive lines: “The night is still, the 

night is very still.”908 “I see the lights upon the yonder hill / Agleam and shining in the silent air”, 

and “this buzzing in my head”.909 That is to say, Gellert uses his verse to give, as Laird notes, a 

reasonably objective view of his thoughts and experiences, while at the same time in other places 

makes use of a variety of religious and mythological images, symbols and references (the latter 

usually employed in a more subtle way than in the verse being produced back home and 

published in the patriotic press).910   

Impossible! 

Gellert’s musings continued, not least with regard to the unreal nature of death, especially of 

those close or known. “I sat and disbelieved, and shook my head: / Impossible! Impossible!” he 

declares in “One Who Died”, May 1915. 911 And in “The Burial”, also written in May 1915, 

Gellert writes: “What task is this that so unnerves me now? / When pity should be dead, and has 

been dead.”912 The poet’s subtle religious references also continued, associating or equating the 

good, nascent Anzac hero with that of a dead and shrouded Christ figure, and with a debt that 

“no gold can ever pay”:  

 
905 “A Night Attack”, Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 51.  
906 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 51.   
907 The Death”, Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 49; 4 ellipsis dots, as per original.   
908 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 49.  
909 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 49.  
910 Especially later around Anzac Day, from 1916 onwards.  
911 “One Who Died” (In Memory of E.W.T.S.), Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 53.  
912 “The Burial” (In Memory of W.L.E.), Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 50.   
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Unloose that sheet from round the pierced brow; 
   What matter blood is seen, for blood is red, 
And red’s the colour of the clammy earth.  
   Be not so solemn,--There’s no need to pray;  
But rather smile,--yea, laugh! If pure, thy mirth 
   Is right. He laughed himself but yesterday.  
That pay-book? Take it from him. Ours a debt  
   No gold can ever pay. That cross of wood  
About his neck? That must remain, and yet 
   He needs it not, because his heart was good. 
We’ll house him ‘neath these broken shrubs: dig deep.  
   He’s tired, God knows, and needs a little sleep.913  

Simply put, the warrior is owed a priceless debt because of his death and good character. It should 

nevertheless be noted that although such inherent goodness as opposed to inherent sinfulness of 

the individual was not orthodox Christian teaching, Gellert here seems to be either emphasising 

that the dead Anzac hero simply had a “good heart,” or, that he was not in need of the grace of 

God and salvation through the death of another hero, Christ, on the cross. Whatever the intention, 

and it would seem it is the latter, through death it can be suggested that on the evidence a hero and 

a tradition were being born; a myth was being created. It is also reasonable to suggest that in 

referring to the memory of a particular Anzac, “W. L. E.”, Gellert was replying to the line in the 

hymn, “There is a Green Hill faraway”, “There was no other good enough / to pay the price of 

sin.”914 If so, this is a direct comparison or equation of the Anzac hero with the crucified Christ. 

Indeed, if this is the case, in Green’s view it is the actions of the individual Anzac hero who has 

“saved” us. We, as a nation, are redeemed, “saved by his precious Blood”.915  

Life in the trenches was not easy and sleep, like death, was the only real escape. As a Methodist, 

Gellert would have been aware of Cecil Francis Alexander’s hymn: “There is a green Hill 

faraway”, “where our dear Lord was crucified / He died to save us all.”916 And in “In The 

Trench”, also written in May 1915, he contrasts the “smashed land” of Gallipoli to a “green 

Lawn” back home, faraway, where he lies and feeds his sheep: “Some nights I’ll fall asleep, / 

And will not wake at dawn. / I’ll lie and feed my sheep / On a green Lawn.”917 And “Every 

night I sleep, / And every night I dream / That I’m strolling with my sheep / By the old 

 
913 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 50. 
914 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 50; Cecil Francis Alexander, “There Is a Green Hill Faraway”.  
915 Alexander, “There Is a Green Hill Faraway”.  
916 Cecil Francis Alexander, Anglo-Irish hymnist. The hymn finishes with the lines ‘Oh, dearly, dearly has he loved! 
/ And we must love him too / And trust in his redeeming blood, / And try his works to do.” After noting that: 
“There was no other good enough / to pay the price of sin.”  
917 “In The Trench” (May 1915), Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 55.   
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stream.”918 Here it would seem Gellert is juxtaposing the ‘green’ of the hill ‘faraway’ to the blood, 

‘red’ earth of Gallipoli. He may also be alluding to Psalm 23: “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall 

not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters. He 

restoreth my soul.”919 Either way, Gellert is again making use of a rich trove of religious imagery 

and ideas to express his experience.  

The Anzac Hero 

The Anzac hero was in the process of being created. The Australian digger was being 

transformed into a master of two worlds—that of the ordinary, profane world and that of the sacred 

or mythical world. Campbell has termed the story of such heroic adventures and transformations 

the mono-myth, which, in the case of the myth of Anzac, began to take form in 1915, and 

continued evolving during the war, and up to and including the return home, or death of the 

Anzac. Such a transformation involved the hero successfully negotiating a series of trials, at least 

in the mind of those for whom the story was true. “The standard path of the mythological 

adventure of the hero is a manifestation of the formula presented in the rites of passage: 

separation—initiation—return: which might be named the nuclear unit of the mono-myth.”920 Put 

another way, the passage from ordinary or historical man to extraordinary, mythological or 

cultural hero always involves a “death” of some sort, followed by a “birth” or re-birth into a new 

mode of being, which serves both as a model and as a pathway to an other world, or ontological 

reality, for themselves as heroes, and for the rest of the community in question. “The composite 

hero of the mono-myth is a personage of exceptional gifts. Frequently he is honored by his 

society, frequently unrecognized or disdained.” 921  Such a mode of being attained through 

sacrifice for, or service to, others—or the attainment of spiritual salvation or enlightenment—is 

a common theme in most religious or mythic transformations. A myth of Anzac was taking 

shape. And yet, as with all heroes, there is always a sense of vulnerability, or doubt, as to whether 

or not she or he is on the right path, or has the courage to continue, as expressed in “Now 

‘Neath The Cool Stars”, where Gellert was perhaps thinking or dreaming of his mother’s advice, 

not taken:  

 
918 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 55.  
919 Psalm 23: 1-3 [KJV].  
920 Campbell, The Hero With A Thousand Faces, 245–246. “The standard path of the mythological adventure of the 
hero is a manifestation of the formula presented in the rites of passage: separation—initiation—return: which might be 
named the nuclear unit of the mono-myth.” Campbell, The Hero With A Thousand Faces, 23 Campbell, The Hero With 
A Thousand Faces, 29.  
921 Campbell, The Hero With A Thousand Faces, 29 See also: James L. Cox, A Guide To The Phenomenology Of Religion Key 
Figures, Formative Influences And Subsequent Debates (London: The Continuum International Publishing Group, 2006), 
180.  
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Now ‘neath the cool stars 
   I know thee more.  
Here where the world wars  
    By the winding shore922  

He continued: “by the whirling shell / I know thee most”, while “Strong ‘mid the battle-smoke / I 

hold more dear / Those soft words you spoke / To a foolish ear.”923 The world had indeed gone 

gry, and there was room for doubt, regret and being forlorn: “Grey nights in the wind, / And the 

grey-faced dead. / Grey hairs in my head, / And grey eyes in my mind”, “grey clouds in the sky”, 

and “grey ghosts that sigh”.924 And yet, amid all the greyness and death, there was still the soldier, 

the mythic, composite hero who delighted in the “noisy night”, where “maxims pour / Their 

thudding lead / Upon the ground / And on the shore”.925 Here the soldier-hero “revels in the 

sound, / And lies among the dead”, where also “on his broken head / A shaft from Heaven 

shines”.926 That is, amidst the roar of battle, amidst the dead upon the shore, there is a kind of 

apotheosis, a transformation or transfiguration of the ordinary soldier or adventurer into a mythic 

hero, with all the associated imagery and symbolism (as noted above). Gellert’s wartime experience 

was being conventionalised and mythologised in transcendent and religious terms. In the mind of 

the poet, the Anzac hero—the central player in the myth of Anzac—was being born.  

Armageddon  

In the appropriately-named poem, “Armageddon,” written in January 1916, Gellert paints the 

picture of a world “wet with blood”, where nations “sway and part”, where “honour sits in 

Hell”, and the “scythe of Time runs red, / Red with the bleeding year”—an end of times 

indeed! 927  And yet, in true mythological or cyclical style, it was an end of times with an 

accompanying new beginning, as he makes clear, again subtly, in “Anzac Cove”, also written in 

January 1916:  

 
922 “Now ‘Neath The Cool Stars”, Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 48.  
923 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 48.  
924 “The Grey World” (June 1915), Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 52. A comparison might also be made between the 
theme of ‘greyness’ in Gellert’s poetry and that of the ‘greyness’ associated with death and the underworld in 
classical mythology.  
925 “The Soldier”, Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 54 Maxim = a fully automated machine gun invented by Hiram 
Maxim in 1884 and used in the Great War of 1914–1918.  
926 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 54.   
927 Armageddon is mentioned once only in the New Testament, the Apocalypse of John 6:16. It is where the kings 
of earth wage war upon the armies of God at the end of history. The word itself means a mountain or range of hills 
(Hebrew).  
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There’s a lonely stretch of hillocks:  
   There’s a beach asleep and drear:  
There’s a battered broken fort beside the sea.  
There are sunken trampled graves:  
   And a little rotting pier:  
And winding paths that wind unceasingly  
  
There’s a torn and silent valley:  
    There’s a tiny rivulet  
With some blood upon the stones beside its mouth.  
There are lines of buried bones:  
   There’s an unpaid waiting debt:  
There’s a sound of gentle sobbing in the South.928  

What was created out of physical death and destruction, and cosmic or mythological chaos, in a 

far-off place on a ‘lonely stretch of hillocks’ with ‘sunken trampled graves’, and in a ‘torn and 

silent valley’—the new beginning—was a debt, ‘an unpaid waiting debt’, a new heroic tradition. 

In the various poems so far examined, Gellert makes use of the usual poetic devices, such as 

metaphor and personification, as in “Anzac Cove”, where a ‘tiny rivulet’ has blood beside its 

‘mouth’, and the beach is ‘asleep’. As has already been observed, Gellert also makes reference to 

religious and mythological images and symbolism, intentionally or otherwise, in order to give 

expression to his experiences, and to make sense of death on a hitherto unknown scale. This also 

involves making use of his knowledge of history and the classics; his own religious upbringing 

and sensibilities such as his own “unworthiness”; a feeling for, and response to, the world of 

nature; and his love of romantic poetry.   

The Singing Trees  

In “The Last To Leave”, written in the same month as “Anzac Cove” and “Armageddon”, 

remembrance, death and sacrifice are referred to in a naturalistic way with nature personified, 

without obvious religious content, yet with implied religious references:   

The guns were silent, and the silent hills  
   Had bowed their grasses to a gentle breeze.  
I gazed upon the vales and on the rills,  And whispered, ‘What of these?’ and ‘What  
           of these?’  
‘These long-forgotten dead with sunken graves,  
    Some crossless, with unwritten memories;  
Their only mourners are the moaning waves;  
    Their only minstrels are the singing trees.’929 

 
928 “Anzac Cove” (January 1916), Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 64. 
929 “The Last To Leave”, Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 73. 
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Gellert concludes the poem with more naturalistic references that are laden with archaic 

symbolisms of the sea, the tree and the sky:  

I sat there long, and listened—all things listened to.  
    
  I heard the epic of a thousand trees;  
A thousand waves I heard, and then I knew  
   The waves were very old, the trees were wise:  
The dead would be remembered evermore—  
   The valiant dead that gazed upon the skies,  
And slept in great battalions by the shore.930    

It can be suggested that, viewed sensitively, the trees, the seas and the sky not only had a 

thousand tales to tell, but also had weathered the test of time, each in their own way standing 

outside of time, and to be appealed to, approached and appreciated with a certain awe and 

respect, if not distance as well—themes to which we shall return. As noted elsewhere, the 

symbolism of the tree has a long history, and is associated with creation, life, death and re-birth, 

while waves, water and the sea are also associated with life, death and rebirth. It can be suggested 

that Gellert had, once again, listened to the gentle lapping of the waters upon the beach, here, 

Anzac Cove, in contrast to the death and destruction taking place on the overlooking hills, and 

along the winding valleys, themselves sometimes still and silent, and had taken comfort therein, 

and in the realisation that the dead were not alone.   

The Cross 

The religious concept or idea of unworthiness, as expressed in Isaac Watts’ hymn “When I 

survey the wondrous Cross”—a hymn Gellert would have been familiar with—continues with 

the lines: “My richest gain I count but loss / And pour contempt on all my pride.”931 Such a 

sentiment is reflected in Gellert’s, “The Cross”, written in May 1915, where he makes it clear that 

although the Anzac hero has won a medal for bravery, it is nothing compared to that which is 

achieved through death, imitating the crucified Christ:  

 
930 “The Last To Leave”, Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 73.  
931 Isaac Watts, “When I survey the wondrous cross”. The second verse of the hymn begins with: “Forbid it, Lord, 
that I should boast, / Save in the death of Christ my God.” The hymn also refers to the grace of the crucified 
Christ. Another of Watts’ hymns, “Oh God, Our Help In Ages Past” is often sang at Anzac Day services: “Our 
God, our help in ages past, / Our hope for years to come, / Our shelter from the stormy blast, / And our eternal 
home.” It is worth noting that the founder of Methodism, John Wesley, changed “Our God” to “Oh God”, in the 
1738 published version of 1708 original hymn of the Congregational hymnist and theologian. On 24 May 1738, 
Wesley is reported to have felt his heart ‘strangely warmed’ in a ‘conversion experience’.  



 177 

‘I wear a cross of bronze,’ he said,  
   ‘And men have told me I was brave.’  
  
He turned his head,  
  And pointing to a grave… His fierce mouth set.  
’And yet … I have not won  
That broken cross of wood!”932  

The idea that nothing compares with such a sacrificial offering is also expressed in “Poppies”, 

written in the same month, where Gellert has a soldier noticing “some scarlet poppies” through 

his periscope “all day”.933 And then again the next morning, he notices that they had “came again 

much redder with the morn”, such that, as he continued to gaze he “strangely longed to roam / 

Among their savage splendour”, while thinking of home.934 His wish was fulfilled as he was 

found (presumably dead), “there / Deep in the redness” and “with withered poppies in his 

twisted hair, /And poppies in his hand”.935 Gellert was using his literary and religious knowledge 

and sensibilities to make sense of his experience of the carnage at Gallipoli, and does so in a way 

similar to that noted by Paul Fussell, who commented on the written British response to the 

experience of the Great War. Fussell argued that “unprecedented meaning” had to find 

“precedent motifs and images” to make sense of the “trench experience itself”, and noted that 

such writing was a literary means or process by which such experience could be remembered, 

conventionalised and mythologised.936 This is what Gellert was doing.  

Songs of the Sick  

The next section of Gellert’s collection of verse, which was expressive of the next phase of his 

adventure, is “Songs Of The Sick.” The first poem in this section, “The Dead”, was written in 

September 1915: “These there were, who lost their everything / Gave all! and left the earth a 

vaster sphere”, who will be remembered in a “song or two”, and who are “More near / To 

humanness by death, and blood of death / Than life itself”.937 In so dying, they had “enriched 

the world with an awakened breath”, and given life through their sacrificial death.938 That is, the 

Anzac hero had left the earth itself a “vaster sphere” and a better place. His sacrifice and life-

giving actions were, viewed mythically, or by those within the fledging Anzac tradition, of 

 
932 “The Cross”, Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 70.  
933 “Poppies”, Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 72.  
934 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 72.  
935 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 72.  
936 Paul Fussell The Great War And Modern Memory (New York: Oxford University Press, 1975), 139, 
preface.  
937 “The Dead” (September 1915), Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 77.   
938 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 77.  
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immense proportions. And as culture-heroes of a new creation story, the Anzacs had “set a 

wondrous pattern to the earth” for ‘all’ to follow, and are now “content”: “The pain has been-

the glory is”, Gellert concludes, it could be said, in true Methodist style with resonances of an 

Old Testament psalmist.939   

Although Gellert’s verse is full of both implicit and explicit religious allusions, symbols and ideas, 

there is (as has already been noted) also an appeal to and an appreciation of nature. The songs of 

the sick were still revealing that the adventurer’s road of trials was not yet complete. In “The 

Consumptive”, November 1915, he writes:  

The stars, the fields, will know him never-more;  
   His friends, his trees, the restless swerving sea  
‘Three days to live,’ they said—the kind gave four.940  

And yet he died not from “the lead of battle nor the shell”, but “’Twas through the falseness of 

the winds he fell; / The snow’s mock-warmth—a chill.”941 Gellert added ironically that “His 

humble death / Will ne’er be sung in elegy and rhyme.”942 That the poet was seeing the war 

through his own spiritual or religious filter is further evidenced by his concluding comments: his 

“passage bloodless”, “unstained and still”, “smiling all the time / He waved his last farewell 

behind the Hill”—a Gallipoli Calvary.943 “I saw him die with my half-closed eyes, / And closing 

them I thought of Paradise.”951 The death of an ill-fated comrade is here juxtaposed with 

thoughts of a transcendent Paradise.  

The Flavour of Eternal Peace  

The poet’s debt to literary sources for inspiration and expression is exemplified in “A Book Of 

Wordsworth”, written at the Ghain Tuffeiha Hospital on Malta in August 1915, while recuperating 

from wounds received at Gallipoli. The now familiar themes of nature, the “battering” of war and 

death, and, it would appear, a certain experiential stillness and silence, are again taken up. “This 

 
939 Despite the emphasis on death and the shedding of blood by the new Anzac hero, Gellert 
nonetheless adds: “‘Twas not the shed of blood, but fearless mirth / That set a wondrous pattern 
to the earth.” See Psalm 30: It can be argued that Gellert’s ‘glory’ along with the Psalmist’s ‘joy’ 
coming in the morning are expressive of new life after or through death and/or anguish, a 
‘restoration’ to life (or the creation of new life/hero) and to the ‘eternal’ singing of the praises of 
the new Anzac hero (“no longer nameless”), and for the psalmist, of the Lord God: “You have 
brought up my soul from Sheol [the pit].” In the Hebrew Bible, Sheol is a place of darkness to 
which both the righteous and unrighteous dead go.    
940 “The Consumptive” (November 1915), Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 78.   
941 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 78.  
942 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 78.  
943 It is noteworthy that Gellert here refers to a hill at Gallipoli as “the Hill”, with a capital H, and continues with a 
reference to Paradise, with a capital P.  
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little book of verse, covered red, / A gift to me, a gift of quiet rest” was a book filled with 

“soothing words”, “sweet songs” and “gleanings form the inward eye”, the “noise of bees”, “wind 

in the daffodils”, the “splendour of the sea and of the sky”, and “Nature standing on silent hills”.944 

Such words and thoughts, says Gellert, “for me can never cease / To have that flavour of eternal 

peace”.945 Here, references to “quiet rest”, “soothing words”, “silence” and “eternal peace”, for 

example, are clear indications and expressions of his experiences at the time, and expressive of 

Franks Davis’ category of regenerative religious experience. Indeed, the habit or phenomena of 

soldiers taking favourite tomes to the front with them—and interpreting or expressing their 

experience through them—has been noted by Fussell, where he is concerned to understand 

“something of the simultaneous and reciprocal process by which life feeds materials into literature 

while literature returns the favour by conferring forms upon life”.946 Fussell continues: “Every war 

is ironic because every war is worse than expected.”947 Every participant needed, one way or 

another, to make sense of it all. In the chapter “Myth, Ritual and Romance”, Fussell makes the 

observation that: “The experiences of a man going up the line to his destiny cannot help seeming 

to him like those of a hero of medieval romance if his imagination has been steeped in actual 

literary romances or their equivalent.”948 That is, the soldier understands or makes sense of the war, 

the death, the destruction, the irony, the humour or the transcendent by recourse to what which is 

familiar, which, according to Fussell, for the literary-minded British soldier, was William Morris’s 

“most popular romance”, The Well at the World’s End (1896), or the explicit Christian allegory 

Pilgrim’s Progress. 949  Gellert was doing just that—making sense of his wartime experience, the 

adventure or spiritual quest that he was on by recourse to that which was familiar. “Thy talks on 

God, and the glories of His fields”, Gellert writes in “A Book Of Wordsworth”—perhaps 

addressed to his mother or father, the giver of the book of verse—are woven into “my unworthy 

past”.950 They were now part of his wartime Weltanschauung.  

 
944 Here, with little doubt, Gellert is referring to ‘the inward eye’ and ‘bliss of solitude’ of Wordsworth’s poem 
“Daffodils”/ “I Wandered Lonely As A Cloud”: that “host, of golden daffodils” that “oft when on my couch I lie 
/ In vacant or in pensive mood /… flash upon that inward eye / Which is the bliss of solitude” (William 
Wordsworth, 1815).  
945 “A Book Of Wordsworth”, Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 83.  
946 Fussell, The Great War And Modern Memory, ix; Australian soldiers often carried with them (concealed or 
otherwise) copies of the Bible or C. J. Dennis’ Songs of a Sentimental Bloke (special pocket size edition) for reasons of 
comfort, inspiration or diversion from the horrors and demands of war. See also Amanda Laugesen, Boredom is the 
Enemy: The Intellectual and Imaginative Lives of Australian Soldiers in the Great War and Beyond (Ebook: Taylor & Francis 
Group, Print Pub Date 2012), and Stephanie Audoin-Rouzeau and Annette Becker, 14-18 Understanding the Great 
War (New York: Hill and Wang, 2002), 125: “suffering became literature”.  
947 Fussell, The Great War And Modern Memory, 7 See also: Vera Brittain, The Testament Of Youth An Autobiographical 
Study of the Years 1900–1925 (London: Virago, 1978).  
948 Fussell, The Great War And Modern Memory, 135.  
949 Fussell, The Great War And Modern Memory 135; 138–9.  
950 “A Book Of Wordsworth” (August 1915), Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 83.  
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While recuperating in hospital in England, Gellert continues with the theme of the glories of 

nature, yet in a more mystical vein, seeing or staring with “wide young eyes”, “Eyes that held 

space, had dreams, and saw the / spread / Of the huge seas, and saw the stretch of skies /… 

and quiet / rains”, reminiscent of William Blake’s “eternity in an hour”:  

Eyes that held time, and saw all unafraid  
    Each passing hour  
    Fall like a sleeping flower  
Against a narrow blade951  

Turning to the Divine  

This section of verse, “Songs Of The Sick”, can thus be seen as a continuation of the road of 

trials on which the hero still had a way to go before the final leg of the journey, the return home, 

and the crossing of the final threshold. Reference here is again made to the unpredictability and 

horror of war, and the fickleness of fate. In “Patience”, written on Malta in August 1915, Gellert 

likens such fickleness to a pack of cards being dealt.952 “Red! red! red! / Is there no black? / Red 

like the bloody earth, this pack! / Knaves! Kings! Queens!—all red!”953 Is there no black, he asks, 

“Shuffle again!”, “Black! black! black!”, comes the answer.954 “Is there no red? / Has all the 

blood on earth been shed?”955 In “The Jester In The Trench”, also written in 1915 and included 

in the earlier section, “Songs of the Expedition, 1915”, the poet, rather dramatically, paints the 

picture of such unpredictability.956 When waiting for “a yarn” from a mate who had “a thousand 

yarns inside his head”, and with those waiting “ready with their mirth / And creeping smiles”, 

those assembled “suddenly turned pale / Grew still, and gazed upon the earth / They heard no 

tale. / No further word was said”.957 “And with his untold fun, / Half leaning on his gun, / They 

left him—dead.”958   

“When your time comes, so does your bullet”, wrote a Lieutenant Coe after the first week at 

Anzac Cove.959 With such fickleness of fate and the unpredictability of war, “‘Tis no good being 

anything but a fatalist’”, Coe asserted.960 He died on 2 May 1915.961 Gammage suggests, despite 

 
951 “The Dreamer”, Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 85..  
952 “Patience” (Malta, August 1915), Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 87.   
953 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 87.   
954 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 87. 
955 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 87.  
956 “The Gester In The Trench”, Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, .  
957 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 63.  
958 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 63.   
959 Bill Gammage, The Broken Years Australian Soldiers In The Great War (Ringwood, Victoria: Penguin Books, 1975), 
108..  
960 Gammage, The Broken Years, 108 
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evidence to the contrary, that “most Australians” at Anzac found their situation “too horrible to 

see the workings of divinity in them”.962 Yet, quoting from Lance Corporal Mitchell’s diary entry, 

13 May 1915, Gammage refers to men turning to the divine: “with the advent of action … most 

hardened [men] turn their minds to divine things.”963 “As one man put it, ‘when you are talking 

to your pal, look away, and when you look back see him in a heap with a bullet through his brain, 

it makes you think.’”964 War was unpredictable and produced unforeseen outcomes. Yet not 

everyone turned to things divine. Some had doubts, some turned away. As noted earlier, for 

Gellert it seemed that no one cared about the carnage at Gallipoli.    

The House Delirious  

That the road of trials continued for those on the great adventure, is seen in the titles of the 

various other offerings in the section, “Songs Of The Sick”: “The Epileptic” (February 1916); 

“The Blind Man” (November 1916); “The Cripple” (January 1916); “Blind!” (The Hospital for the 

Blind, December 25 1915); “Fever!”; and the final poem in the section, “The House Delirious”, 

written on a hospital ship. In “The House Delirious”, Gellert ponders the ravages of war, youth 

passing “with Time”, and “the masks of mind” contained within a “chest” on the “sorry vault” of 

the hospital ship— the “robes of life”—wherein his “earthly store of learning lies all rottingly”.965 

Gellert also ponders upon “the folly” that “still outlives the fool’s decay!”—the poet’s dreams and 

observations here imagined or depicted as the various rooms on board the ship:  

These rooms I know not! They are full of sleep,  
   And haunting shapes of dreams  
That flicker silently, and creep  
   Within the darkness from the beams  
Of our perception; time long-lost;  
   Dreams long-dreamed and never known; Deeds of unthought cost; 
Seeds, long sown:  
Rooms of cloud and mistiness  
   Where lurking shadows wait;  
Rooms of sorrowed shiftiness  
   Breathing opiate966  

 
961 Gammage, The Broken Years, 108   
962 Gammage, The Broken Years, 108.   
963 Gammage, The Broken Years, 108 See also: Linder, The Long Tragedy, 14 and Reynaud, Anzac Spirituality, 174, 175.  
964 Gammage, The Broken Years, 108. 
965 “The House Delirious”, Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 91–96: Gellert refers to a certain waywardness of “wanton 
stains”, “youthful rashness” and “evil things”.  
966 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 91–96.  
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The author is walking around the ship, its various rooms: “Here, with padded feet / Within the 

night / I move with muffled beat; / Head-bowed in shame at some foul sight; / Forever raking 

in some dim recess, / Peering at deeds and thought; / Grey things and dead—a dreadfulness”, 

and associates what he sees with “ignorance”, a “bittered passage fraught / With dampness and 

sin / From some vile soakage.”967 He is now seeing the fruits of his cleansing war, necessitated 

by the “lazy ease,” the sinfulness of his pre-war Australia, and in particular, his own life, now 

past. “All alone/ I pause at tombs where none must enter in, / And see my name deep-carved 

upon the stone”—a cleansing and necessary war made all the more so by his own pride, 

sinfulness and ambition, and consequent need for death or redemption (his efforts nonetheless 

perhaps still “worthy of a song / At Judgment Day”), or learning.968 “Come in! Come in! / If 

thou has half a will / To stay and learn / This wilderness.”969 It was a nightmare, a place of 

desolation, isolation and sad memory. Yet viewed mythically, the hero was in a dream world, a 

psychological and mythological landscape, a lost world—the realm of death—at the heart of the 

initiatory ordeal. And it was from this world that he was about to escape, to rise again as all 

heroes do: “I feel the dawn,—and feel the morning wind!”970  

THE RETURN 

My Southern Home  

“I have come home again!” Gellert cries in the first line of “The Return” (May 1916), yet home to 

a “dawn” that is “a dream to me”, he adds, and that is breaking “mockingly”.971 Gellert continues 

making it clear that he cannot return to his native land: “I must away to die; / Die in the proper 

way. / I must away again!”972 That is, with many of his comrades dead in a foreign land, the need 

to die a soldier’s death is again expressed. The final threshold has not been successfully crossed, 

and the hero does not want to live, to return. Two months earlier in “Good-Bye”, as the seasons 

changed, the author was appealing to the warm southern winds, and then to the “wintry wind”, 

seemingly to comfort a Gallipoli personified, as he bids his “far farewells”:  

 
967 Once again, Gellert makes reference to things “grey” and dead and to an associated and likely experiential 
“dreadfulness”.  
968 Gellert notes that “These avenues of searching youth / Wind on, and wind again. / They brought no treasure—
just a truth,— / A knowing,—and with knowledge, pain.”  
969 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 92.  
970 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 96.   
971 “The Return” (May 1916), Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 100, 101.  
972 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 100, 101.  
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Waft on, thou upward breeze 
From the warm south!  
   And on her wayward mouth   
Imprint my far farewells  
   From these thy seas973  

“And calm her fears”, the poet adds, “By whispering in her ears / The sweetest tales that 

youthful summer tells”—the tales, it would seem, of Anzac heroism upon the shores and hills of 

Gallipoli.974   

Rush on, thou wintry wind 
From the high north!  
Thy mightiness put forth, And hurl the feathered foam 
Afar behind.  
Then, with the cries  
Of birds in windy skies,  
Oh, bear me blithely to my southern home.975  

The hero is here commanding the wind and the seas to bear him home in true classical or 

mythological style. Yet the concomitant, all-too-human feelings of apparent remorse or guilt for 

the taking of life, and the difficulty of fitting back into civilian and domestic life—being master 

of the two worlds—are vividly expressed in “The Husband” (February 1916): “Yes, I have slain, 

and taken moving life”, and “heeded not the making / Of things that I was killing”.976 He added: 

“Such ‘twas then!” as “now the thirst so hideous has left me.”977 By 1916, Gellert was back in 

Adelaide, having been discharged as medically unfit for duties the same year, and having been 

earlier evacuated from Gallipoli to Malta with septicaemia and dysentery, after being wounded by 

shrapnel. Yet things had not returned to normal, as Gellert explains: “I live within a coolness, 

among calm men, / And yet am strange”, and yet “strangely love returns”, and “old desires half-

known, and hanging / sorrows”.978 “None sees my sadness. No one understands / How I must 

touch her hair with bloody hands.”979  

Whether or not it was the same “her” or “you” addressed in “‘If You Were Here’ (Overlooking 

The Valley Of The Nile)” in January 1915, Gellert married Kathleen Patricia Saunders on 25 

December 1918, at St Margaret's Anglican Church, Woodville, South Australia, after which he 

 
973 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign,, 99.  
974 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 99.  
975 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 99. 
976 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 102.  
977 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 102.  
978 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 102.  
979 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 102.   
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taught High School English in Sydney until 1922. He then wrote for Smith’s Weekly, co-edited Art 

In Australia with Ure Smith, and became literary editor of the Sydney Morning Herald. He died in 

1977, sixty years after the publication of the third edition of Songs Of A Campaign.980  

When All Songs Have Died  

In this final section of the anthology, “Afterwards”, Gellert returns to the associated themes and 

images of death, water, love, life and the tree, as in “Memory”, where the author remembers—

upon news of “her” death—the “tangled twilight” of her hair, when they were “young”, and she 

was “fair”.981 “Ah! we were young, and you were fair”, and “The river wound its way along / 

Beside yon almond tree; / And ever its evening song / It sang to you / It sang to me.”982 On 

news of her death, the failed returnee resolves to again sit by the same stream:  

“I’ll sit beside this stream,” I said,  
“I’ll dream awhile,  
And then – I’ll sleep.”983  

Here, Gellert is again listening to water, not to the Aegean Sea, but a river, and once again 

returns to the themes of love and silence in “Memories”, written on board a troopship, while 

returning home:  

I see wild waves that break, and breaking run;  
   And the wild sea-birds wheeling round the ships;  
But at the dawn, the coming of the sun,  
   I see your red, red lips984  

He continues, “But in the silence, when all songs have died, / I hear your soft, soft voice.”985 

Once back in Australia, he seeks refuge in, and expresses his feelings through, references to the 

natural world:   

He lingers in the lazy grass  
   And talks of loneliness with trees.  
The clouds pass, and the hours pass;  
   And far afield he hears the bees.986  

 
980 Gavin Souter, 'Gellert, Leon Maxwell (1892–1977)', Australian Dictionary of Biography,  
National Centre of Biography, Australian National University, http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/gellert-leon-
maxwell-10288/text18201, published first in hardcopy 1996, accessed online 21 September 2020.  
981 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 107 as previously noted, the identity of “her” is not certain.  
982 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 107.  
983 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign 107.  
984 “Memoies” (written of a troopship), Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 105.  
985 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 105.  
986 “The Bush-Lover”, Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 104.  
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“’I’ll stay with these’”, he says, “and these”, referring to the “wistful moon”, the bees, trees and 

the grass, and far from the madding “town cries.”987 Again he seeks out solitude and silence. In 

“Acceptance” (July 1916), Gellert nonetheless indicates that there were moments of coming to 

terms with, and going beyond, the pain, the guilt and the loneliness: “Beside the doors of a keen-

lighted hall / I paused, and quite by chance / I noticed Love / Smiling and tall.”988 “She called to 

me to know her yet again, / And know her pale sad friend, / Solemn with tears; / Her friend 

was Pain.”989 “I took Love’s hand … And saw beyond the silent face of Death.”990 And yet, such 

moments were as false dawns, a dawn that “leaves the darkness deeper than before” as he 

laments in “The True Dawn” a month later.991 So “Come, true dawn, that creepeth from the foul 

/ Unclean abyss”, the returned poet cries in resigned desperation:  

Go, false dawn, that cometh as a bride  
   In virgin white  
And brimming eyes so wide  
         With trust, and void of fears!  
             Depart!992  

As already noted above, Gellert was discharged as medically unfit for duty in 1916, due to 

suspected epilepsy, which was possibly code for shell shock as he was never diagnosed with 

epilepsy in later life. 993  And, as is the case in dealing with war-inflicted psychological and 

emotional trauma and stress, the individual’s mood swings and changes in the attempt to return 

to some kind of normality. In Gellert’s case, it also involved the search for grace and forgiveness 

amidst a feeling of apparent dread:   

Head-bowed I stood before the Gates of  
      God,  
  And pleaded starvingly;  
  The Great Eye would not see:  
And cold with hopeless tears again I trod  
The dreaded vast.994  

That is, standing as if before the all-knowing God who holds the fate of humankind in his hands, 

the poet and returned hero-adventurer begs for mercy, grace and forgiveness, so as not to be cast 

 
987 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign , 104.  
988 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 112.  
989 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 112 Possibly Gellert’s future wife, Kathleen.  
990 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 112.  
991 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 113.  
992 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 113.  
993 Souter, A Torrent of Words, 10, 11 See also Michael Tyquin, Madness And The Military Australia’s Experience Of Shell 
Shock In The Great War (North Melbourne: Australian Scholarly, 2019).  
994 “The Soul Forsaken”, Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign 115.  
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into an apparent experiential “dreaded vast”, “amid the fields of space”, “wandering eternally”, “in 

search of grace”995. He continues in the verse, “The Soul Forsaken”: “I moved among Olympian 

ways amoan, / And looked with searching eye / Upon the mournful sky”, laying “abreast above 

the chasm of Hell”, and claiming “my destiny”.996 And in desperation he shrieks for entrance at 

“the well / Of Sin”.997 Religious and classical references and meanings here are clear and explicit. 

In the poem “Cold!”, he continues describing his pain and despair, pleading: “Come not to me 

with loveliness / Across the crying hill”, or with “hot delight”, “And touch this moveless clay”, his 

body: “Lest my poor heart that knows the night / Awake and feel the day”.998  

For I am dead, and thou art dead;  
   And dead is my desire.999  

CONCLUSION 

Reoccurring Themes 

Gellert’s wartime verse exhibits a number of reoccurring themes. These include those of the 

seeming unreality and triumph of death, birth and apotheosis. The inspiration and appeal of 

nature—and in particular that of water (ocean, seas, rivers), trees, the sky, stars, moon, the earth 

and hills—are recurrent motifs. Religious or transcendent experiences with references to dread, 

terror, awe, sin, redemption, grace and forgiveness are also prominent. Religious ideas and 

references such as to eternity, the cross, the Great Eye, gods, goddesses, wisdom, heaven, hell, 

Paradise and Armageddon, and classical references such as to Troy, Achilles, Hector and Ulysses, 

are further testament to the poet’s background and education, and his attempt to express and 

make sense of his wartime experience. It can be suggested that transcendent moments are also 

expressed with reference to the inward eye and other descriptors of apparent transcendent 

experience. These include notions of voiceless calm, depth of heart, eternal peace, stillness, pause 

and silence, all descriptive of transcendent or religious experience as categorised above by Franks 

Davis and Otto, and, in particular, of Franks Davis’ fifth category of regenerative experience.   

The Dark Aisles  

Gellert had, in his many poems collected together in Songs Of A Campaign (1917), given 

expression to his wartime experiences, including moments of transcendence, and in so doing had 

 
995 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign 115. 
996 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 116.  
997 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 116.  
998 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign,  117.  
999 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 117. 
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drawn upon his personal religious, literary and classical knowledge and sensibilities—his 

Weltanschauung—in order to make sense of the senseless. And although he had perhaps not 

overtly promoted a new Anzac mythology, he had nonetheless done so in a more subtle way, 

more subtle than was the case in the patriotic press back home, or in the writings of some of the 

chaplains, for example, that have been examined in this thesis. In his final poem, “The Australian 

Muse”, with obvious classical allusions, Gellert cautions against a rush to such a new Australian 

“song of Truth”, or a heroic Anzac mythology, advising the muse to:   

Uplift thy lyre, and touch the tender strings;  
      But leave unsung the epics of thy land  
   Till thou and Time have made a song both grand  
And mellow with thy long imaginings.1000  

“Breathe forth the secret whisperings of thy birth” he continues, and “let the earth / Grow old; 

then sing the great songs of its youth.”1001 Then he adjoins, “whilst ageing in the pass of time, / 

Add fame to fame, and rhyme to gloried rhyme.”1002 But for now, “let the unripe ripen with the 

years.”1003 The Anzac adventurer-hero, poet and mythmaker had returned home, yet only in a 

physical sense, still having to contend with and conquer feelings of non-life, hopelessness and 

remorse. He makes this clear in “Dejection”, where home is yet to be reached: “Point thy 

battered prow to the dark shore / Thou hoary son of Erebus”, “for I am of the shades”.1004 “Oh, 

bear me slow to my Avernian home!”1005 “For I would be with shadows and forget the day / To 

roam the dark aisles with Persephone”, concluding:  

With opiate blooms all fashioned garland-wise,       
Would I, with solemn face and meekly bended head,  
     Go forth alone to meet the world-forgotten dead  
With twilight in my soul, and sleep within my eyes.1006  

And yet, there was hope, for even though Erebus, offspring of Chaos, the primordial void 

preceding creation, was the personification of darkness and associated with death and the dead, 

Persephone, goddess of the underworld, was associated with vegetation and the rebirth of spring. 

 
1000 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 124.  
1001 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 124.  
1002 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 124.  
1003 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 124.  
1004 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 110.   
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returning home after defeat at the hands of Julius Caesar at the Battle of Alesia (52 BCE); or, after the earlier Battle 
of Gergovia (also in 52 BCE and against Julius Caesar) where the Arverni, again lead by Vercingetorix, were 
victorious.  
1006 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 110, 111. 
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CHAPTER 6   

Conclusion: Anzac and the Sacred 

This thesis has examined the religious and transcendent experience of soldiers and chaplains of 

the AIF, and the relationship of this experience to Anzac myth making and commemoration. 

This concluding chapter draws together the findings of the thesis in three parts. First, summaries 

of the findings of each of the four substantive chapters are offered. Second, themes and patterns 

from across all the substantive chapters are analysed and presented. Finally, these cumulative 

findings are drawn together to answer the key question and secondary questions of the thesis.  

CHAPTER FINDINGS 

Chapter 2: The Angels at the War  

This chapter suggested that on analysis of the empirical evidence, wartime experience for some 

was indeed an adventure with transcendent or numinous elements, moments of aesthetic 

appreciation or apprehension of the sublime that can be placed on the same experience 

continuum that leads from the experience of the everyday to the sublime or the numinous. It 

also found that participation in war for some, their wartime adventure, also took on the 

characteristics and justification of a quest, a personal fight against German militarism, yet also 

with transcendent elements, moments of cultural, aesthetic or sublime appreciation. While the 

worldview of each soldier was different, there were similarities in the nature and structure of 

their adventure.    

While for Jack Fryer wartime experience could be seen as a quest or a just war with religious 

underpinnings, for Garnet Adcock it took on the elements of the classic adventure or journey 

into the unknown. This can be contrasted with chaplains Woods, Green and Merrington, where 

the adventure (as suggested in chapters 3 and 4) was overtly spiritual or religious—indeed sacred, 

as well as imperialist and nationalistic. For Fryer and Adcock the overt religious element or 

worldview was missing. Nonetheless, it was suggested that all men experienced transcendent 

moments on an experience continuum, thus forming the potential basis for and the constituent 

elements of a myth in the classic, heroic or archaic sense. The chapter also examined the 

experiences of stretcher-bearer Private Herbert Mallyon, an Anglican and central Queenslander 
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like Fryer, and identified an early expression of a myth of remembrance, especially with reference 

to those mourning his death. The chapter also made the point that the soldiers who experienced 

something transcendent were not necessarily the ones to see their own experience as worthy of a 

myth or tradition in the making. This was often the work and worldview of others.  

For Adcock, Fryer and Mallyon it was found that there were sublime experiences vis-à-vis various 

awe-inspiring sights within the natural world: the sun shining on the top of a mountain in the 

early morning mist, when confronted by exquisite works of art, or when lying under shady trees 

beside a cool running spring in summer—a paradise of sorts in a world gone mad with war. The 

chapter drew on notions of the sublime being “virtually identical” in content and structure to the 

numinous, the mystery and fascination (mysterium et fascinans), for example, that surrounds and 

clings to old buildings, ruins, tombs and cathedrals. Or, as Otto also suggests, the sublime can give 

way or “pass over” to the numinous and vice versa—and along the same experience continuum, an 

invisible thread that links the everyday, the sublime and the numinous. This ran from the corporeal 

to the spiritual, as dread gave away to joy and to an apprehension of transcendence. Following 

such an understanding or explanation of the empirical evidence, it was suggested that transcendence 

could be seen as synonymous with the sublime and the numinous—with or without a spiritual or 

religious dimension or interpretation of individual experience.   

For Otto, it was also noted that the sublime and the numinous are the sacer—the sacred, or the 

religious, which constitutes the short definition of “the religious” followed in this thesis. 

Experience so understood demonstrates that moments of transcendent experience were more 

common during the war than has been previously acknowledged by historians. This was 

represented diagrammatically as:  

The Experience Continuum 

 

Everyday   Sublime   Numinous   Everyday 

 

Extraordinary / Transcendent / Überweltlich 

 

(±Religious / Mystical / Spiritual) 
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Chapter 3: Deep Reverence in Strange Circumstances  

This chapter found that for chaplains William Woods and James Green, as evidenced in various 

wartime letters, diaries and publications, the new or emerging foundation myth or story of Anzac 

was associated with their own transcendent experience. This was because it was the sublime or the 

numinous that not only gave deeper meaning to their own wartime experience and religious 

worldview, but also to the gesta or deeds of the Anzacs, amidst the death and destruction of 

war—one informing the other through a two-way sacralisaion process. This was a process 

whereby various religious items or key instruments of faith—namely the chalice, the crucifix and 

the prayer book—became historic and re-invigorated artifacts. Likewise, the first flag flown at 

Gallipoli became sacred. Woods reported how “historic” everything he carried about with him 

had become while asserting that the first flag flown at Anzac, the place, had become a sacred object, 

a symbol and a holy thing because of its wonderful history and associations. It was this new story of 

a just and holy war or crusade, with its resultant new Anzac heroes, that for Woods and Green 

had already become a sacred history and a sacred memory during the war itself.   

Woods and Green had also been on an adventure and had experienced transcendent, sublime and 

numinous moments along the way. Green had witnessed and experienced deep reverence under 

strange circumstances on Gallipoli, while for the Anglo-Catholic Woods the scene and 

surroundings of Lemnos Island in the Aegean seemed “more sacred than Egypt,” and an open-

air Eucharist with soldiers kneeling, with the sea like glass (and with not even a flicker from the 

Altar Lights) was something sublime. Despite the difference in their educational backgrounds and 

denominational adherence, their faith and religious experience deepened or strengthened because 

of their wartime service. For Green, a communion service on the shores of Gallipoli, when it 

was realised that the men kneeling around you were about to go into battle, revealed the inner 

meaning and the great value of the service. Green concluded that as Methodists a great mistake 

had been made in not having a communion service more frequently.   

It was argued that the transcendent element or dimension of their wartime experience, as when 

conscious of the historical, biblical or timeless landscape within which they trod, heightened or 

gave further meaning to their adventure, such that the feeling of the sublime or numinous in 

particular transformed the ordinary into the extraordinary or the sacred. Woods, for example, 

had imagined seeing Old Jacob “on the oldest road in the world” between Egypt and Jericho, 

while Green had imagined St. Paul passing Cape Hellas “in a little ship” sailing “right in front” of 

his then present position. Woods and Green understood their wartime experience as religious by 

aligning it with their pre-existing religious worldview, while such a religious worldview or 
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Weltanschauung, involving the centrality of sacrificial death, came into play as they witnessed the 

creation of a new Australian Anzac hero and myth, thus giving such a development a particular 

religious or sacred nature, at least in their eyes.  

Chapter 4: Their Name Lives  

This chapter argued that chaplain Ernest Merrington had experienced moments of 

transcendence at various times before the Great War, and also in particular during the war while 

on the Gallipoli peninsula and on the Western Front. Such experiences were variously described 

as mystic, numinous or sublime. Merrington’s Harvard University colleague and mentor, William 

James, it was noted, had been keen to describe such experiences or mystical states as having four 

qualities: ineffability, a certain noetic quality, transiency and or passivity, the sense that one’s own will 

was held in abeyance, “grasped and held by a superior power”. Merrington knew what it was to 

be, as he put it, “conscious of a mystical urge”, and as a professional philosopher he was 

conscious too of the difficulties in expressing such experience, something that he had grappled 

with as a doctoral student prior to the war. He was conscious too of the incongruity, as Gladwin 

points out, of a prayer meeting held in a dugout amidst the heat of battle. And, as has been 

argued in chapter 4, he was conscious of moments of transcendence within uncertain and 

strange circumstances, as expressed in a diary entry of 3 June 1915, with “bullets were flying” 

over a burial-ground “like bees at swarming time”, while he and others “walked about in view of 

the Turks a thousand yards away”.1007   

To reiterate, Merrington himself intimated that in this situation the dugout itself was a kind of 

sanctuary amidst a grim battle scene, from which the strange and the beautiful could also be seen 

and felt: “It is very strange and beautiful in these grim surroundings. We watch the lovely sunsets 

out at sea, over Imbros and Samothrace.” 1008  From the empirical evidence, therefore, it was 

concluded that the aesthetic, the sublime, if not also the numinous, had come into play: “Sometimes 

we sing a well-known hymn, and the sound is wonderfully inspiring as it rolls down the valley.”1009 

It was something, according to Merrington, so impressive that it was never to be forgotten.  

Something there  

It was suggested that such experiences were equal or akin to that which Otto also refers to in his 

discussion of the various elements of the numinous, where he makes reference to William James’s 

 
1007 Michael Gladwin, Captains of the Soul A History of Australian Army Chaplains (Newport,  
N.S.W.: Big Sky Publishing, 2013), 48, 49.  
1008 Gladwin, Captains of the Soul, 48.  
1009 Gladwin, Captains of the Soul, 48. See also: “A Padre On Gallipoli” 2 AWM, PR 86/386, DPI 300.  
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understanding of human consciousness within which there is “a sense of reality, a feeling of 

objective presence, a perception of what we may call “something there”, more deep and more 

general that any of the special and particular “senses” by which the current psychology supposes 

existent realities to be originally revealed”.1010 Or, as Otto would have it, for certain aspects of 

the sacred or the numen to arise in the mind—to which it can be added, whether sui generis or not—

“the ‘numen’ must be experienced as present, a numen praesens.” 1011 Something numinous, or 

“bearing the character of a ‘numen’, to which the mind turns spontaneously”, must be felt, Otto 

argued.1012 He added that, “these feelings can only arise in the mind as accompanying emotions 

when the category of ‘the numinous’ is called into play.” 1013  Something sacred had been 

experienced and had come into being for Merrington during the Great War. It was further 

concluded in the chapter that such transcendent moments gave a certain experiential depth to his 

time on Gallipoli (1915) and the Western Front (1918), and that they informed his efforts as a 

member of the ADCC upon his return to Australia (1916 and 1917), and after the war.   

It was also argued that the various elements of Anzac Day ceremonies and of the sermons and 

addresses of Merrington (and others) in 1916 and after—including a minute’s silence—could be 

described and explained as heroic, religious or mythic elements (both experiential and 

conceptual) of a foundation myth of Anzac. As noted in chapter 4, Merrington’s comrade at 

Gallipoli, the Methodist chaplain A. C. Plane, preached on 25 April 1916: “Those who had fallen 

were like the grains of wheat which unless they were buried, brought forth no harvest of golden 

grain.” 1014 Plane continued: “Holy writ had declared that a nation should be born in a day. 

Australia was born on Anzac Day.”1015 “Anzac had evolved a new type of Australian.”1016 From 

such a perspective, it was through death that a new country and a new type of Australian had 

been born. The elements of a new foundation story or myth had been experienced and proclaimed 

on that first Anzac Day. The chapter further concluded that a particular bond between the living 

and the dead had been created, and a tradition born, for those who assembled in churches and at 

public meetings on the first Anzac Day in 1916.  

 
1010 William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience: A Study in Human Nature  (New York: Penguin, 1985), 58; as 
noted previously, “current psychology” as understood prior to 1910 (the year of James’ death).  
1011 Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy (London: Oxford University Press, 1973), 11.  
1012 Otto, The Idea of the Holy, 11.  
1013 Otto, The Idea of the Holy, 11.  
1014 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1916, 2.  
1015 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1916, 2.  
1016 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1916, 2.  
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Varieties of relig ious experience 

William James is often cited as the founder of the twentieth-century interest in the systematic 

and scientific study of religion. His The Varieties Of Religions Experience (1902) became a starting 

point for many scholars, and was a volume that Merrington was profoundly familiar with. James 

was one of Merrington’s mentors at Harvard in 1904, and the one that left the strongest 

impression on him despite their philosophical differences. Like James, Merrington also had an 

interest not only in philosophy but also in psychology, and noted in his Gallipoli diary that he, 

Merrington, had “dabbled for many years in the reflective sciences, including psychology”, and 

that he was “particularly mindful to search my consciousness for ‘feelings when going under 

fire’”. 1017  Such a reflective attitude of mind therefore gives further weight to his various 

descriptions of transcendent, transient and extraordinary experiences as reported in chapter 4. He 

continued in his 1915 diary extract:  

Among us there was a sense of mingled excitement and tension, a slight nervousness on the 
subject of nervousness, a fear of being found to be, or even to appear afraid. I know that I was 
confronted with the interrogation. “How many of us will ever return from this place?” There 
was a desire to be “in the show” and see what things were really like “over there”, and a sense of 
impending dangers. Mentally one rubbed one’s hands with a strange and fearsome delight in 
being at last “really up against it.”1025  

In the same diary entry, “Under Fire”, Merrington reported that: “I shall never forget my first 

night at Galliopli.”1026 He had spent it with Captain Littler in his dugout “above the beach”, after 

returning from “burial duty at Hell Spit with [Captain James] Green”.1027 Merrington continued: 

“A nerve-shattered officer had found refuge with the hospitable Littler, and poured out his tale 

of woe.”1028 Merrington noted ironically that: “Littler himself was not above painting the 

campaign in the blackest colours especially when he had a new-chum to initiate into Anzac 

mysteries.”1029 Merrington therefore was well qualified to observe and comment on his own 

mental states, and those of others, including certain mystical or transcendent moments. James 

had noted that there were a variety of mystical or religious experiences, concluding: “As a matter 

of psychological fact, mystical states of a well-pronounced and emphatic sort are usually 

authoritative over those who have them.” James made the further comment, referring to the 

tradition of mysticism, in the light of the comparative study of religions: 

In Hinduism, in Neoplatonism, in Sufism, in Christian mysticism, in Whitmanism, we find the 
same recurring note, so that there is about mystical utterances an eternal unanimity which ought 

 
1017 “Extracts From The War Diary Of Rev. E. N. Merrington MA. PhD”. (Typed Copies) 1 DRL 496, AWM File 
No. 6240. 
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to make a critic stop and think, and which brings it about that the mystical classics have, as has 
been said, neither birthday nor native land.1018   

As previously noted, in a letter to Lieutenant Colonel J. L. Treloar, Director of the Australian 

War Museum in 1922, Merrington says of the extracts of his wartime experiences sent, that: 

“when I looked into my bulky notes, I felt that it would not be fair to you or myself to send the 

whole mass. Accordingly, I have typed out a condensed statement in my spare time.” And as 

noted in Chapter 3, Merrington goes on to say that: “it cannot be too clearly grasped that the 

true padre’s work is in his life, and his life, is in his work. He touches experience at every point [my 

emphasis], and he should touch it with a foreground of humanity and a background of Deity. The common 

things, the conversation, the joke, the trivial round mean more than they seem when they express 

fellowship of a true man with men. We have all failed here; and yet some men’s failures are 

greater than the world’s recognised successes.”1019 In forwarding on Merrington’s extracts to 

historian Mr A. W. Bazley, Treloar noted that the extracts were in response to a circular sent out 

to all ex-chaplains of the A.I.F. “requesting narratives of their experiences in the Field.”1020 As 

pointed out by Reynaud, Treloar himself also wrote of his own religious experiences in his diary 

during the war, as for example when: “Passing through the Red Sea in late October [1914], near 

where Moses was said to have led the Children of Israel across on dry land, he found it ‘a little 

strange’ to be ‘so close to a place where God did so much for His people.’”1021 And earlier en 

route from Australia describing his first Church Parade (Methodist and Anglican chaplains 

combining for the service), Reynaud noting him: “being moved by the singing”, and feeling 

touched “to know that the Light of the World is with us in our journeyings.”1022  

Thoughts too deep for tears  

While for James religion famously meant “the feelings, acts and experiences of individual men in 

their solitude, so far as they apprehend themselves to stand in relation to whatever they may 

consider the divine”, for Merrington it was noted in chapter 4 that: “Reality must be conceived in 

terms of Thought, Spirit, and Personality”, and that outside of the study of the classroom, “we 

have the budding trees of spring, the singing birds and the gay butterflies as our companions!”1023 

He continued in a mystic vein in his published doctoral dissertation: “We may feel with the poet 

[Wordsworth]—‘To me the … flower that blows can give thoughts that do often lie too deep for 
 

1018 “The War Diary Of Rev. E. N. Merrington”. James, The Varieties Of Religious Experience 419.  
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1023 Earnest Northcroft Merrington, The Problem Of Personality A Critical And Constructive Study In  
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tears’.”1024 That is, while maintaining the primacy of reason, Merrington was a mystic of sorts, 

and was here hinting at experience that could not be put into words, echoing James’ first 

descriptor of mystical states, that of ineffability, and pre-dating Otto’s assertion in The Idea of the 

Holy (1917), that such mystical experience of the ‘wholly other’ was inexpressible.   

Chapter 5: These Men Know Life  

As demonstrated in this chapter, soldier-poet Leon Gellert’s wartime verse exhibits a number of 

recurring themes. These include those of the reality, seeming impossibility and triumph of death, 

and the themes of birth and apotheosis. The inspiration and appeal of nature—and in particular 

that of water (ocean, seas, rivers), trees, the sky, stars, moon, the earth and hills—and religious or 

transcendent experiences of, or references to, dread, terror, awe, sin, redemption, grace and 

forgiveness were also prominent. Religious ideas and references such as to eternity, the cross, the 

Great Eye, gods, goddesses, wisdom, heaven, hell, Paradise and Armageddon, and classical 

references such as to Troy, Achilles, Hector and Ulysses were further testament to the poet’s 

educational and cultural background and his attempt to express and make sense of wartime 

experience. It was suggested that transcendent moments were also expressed, for example, with 

reference to the inward eye and other descriptors of apparent transcendent experience, including 

voiceless calm, depth of heart, eternal peace, stillness, pause and silence. It was through such 

transcendent and religious ideas and references, along with a range of poetic techniques drawing 

upon the inspiration of nature and the classics, that experiences of transcendence within the 

horrors of war were expressed by and for the benefit of the poet-soldier himself and for a wider 

audience. It was also noted that such references were subtly linked to the making of a myth of 

Anzac.  

THEMES AND PATTERNS 

The Sublime and the Numinous  

In chapter 2, a number of themes were identified, most of which were continued throughout the 

findings of the other three chapters. The first and predominant theme of the thesis—the 

transcendent or numinous and sublime moments experienced by the subjects—was identified and 

examined. For Garnet Adcock, such experiences included various awe-inspiring, sublime scenes 

and moments involving the natural world, the mystery and fascination, mysterium et fascinans, 

associated with visits to cathedrals and graveyards, and surreal moments behind the lines on the 

Western Front. For Jack Fryer, there were aesthetic or sublime moments, as when confronted with 
 

1024 Merrington, The Problem of Personality, 190.  
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exquisite works of secular and religious art in Cairo. As noted in chapter 2, with regard to such 

moments, Caroline Franks Davis suggests that “the line dividing secular experiences from their 

religious counterparts is often difficult to draw”, and that in the “aesthetic realm” such “works of 

art” (as Fryer was confronted with) can “often trigger religious experiences, and aesthetic 

experiences sometimes merge into religious experiences with no clear moment of transition”.1025  

In making such a suggestion, Franks Davis was quite clearly drawing on the observations of 

Rudolf Otto, whose insights have been utilised extensively in this thesis. Namely, that there is 

what can be called an experience continuum (my coinage), whereby, as Otto argues, everyday 

experiences can lead, as if seamlessly, to sublime or numinous experiences, and vice versa. In 

making use of such scholarship and conceptual tools (Otto and Franks Davis), a more nuanced 

and precise description and understanding of self-reported experiences of soldiers and chaplains 

during the Great War has been gained.  

Similar types of experiences were reported by Merrington, as noted in chapter 4. In an article 

written in France, and remembering an experience on Gallipoli three years earlier, Merrington 

wrote: “I remember the first time I heard a frog croak at Anzac, after about a month’s occupation 

of the noisy Peninsula. It seemed like a revelation from another world!”1026 He continued:  

Nature was not quite dead. In other parts of the world the Spring was probably much as usual. 
Birds were singing; flowers and leaves were not lopped off by shells and bullets as they were in 
the seared scrub around Shrapnel Gully. That frog’s croak set me right once more with the 
universe.1027  

He added: “Things were quieter. Birds were a little safer. One day in particular brought love and 

music to the dug-out, when a bird sang in the little bush at the door, and then cautiously hopped 

in to pick up crumbs on the ground.”1028 As noted, the article finished with the lines:  

Butterflies are not so concerned as birds about the war, and fly more freely. He is a miserable 
man who has no eyes or ears for such creatures of God, and whose heart cannot be touched by 
the lower fellowship which opens up to man, when perforce he lays his head upon the breast of 
Mother Earth.”1029  

Such experiences of quietness, and the joy of and connectedness to nature, were also reported by 

Herbert Mallyon. In chapter 2 it was noted that Mallyon had a preference for his own times of 

 
1025 Franks Davis, The Evidential Force Of Religious Experience, 30.  
1026 Merrington, “Dugout Life”, Digger, 14, 3.  
1027 Merrington, “Dugout Life”, Digger, 3.  
1028 Merrington, “Dugout Life”, Digger, 3.  
1029 Merrington, “Dugout Life”, Digger, 3.  
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peace and quiet, and on more that one occasion declined the opportunity of leave in a near-by 

town in order to have an early night in or rest on his bed, reading and writing letters, as he did at 

the end of April 1917: “Wrote long letter home.”1030 On 16 June 1917, four days after a day’s 

leave in Amiens—the “main feature being the Cathedral”, a “wonderful bit of 

architecture”,Mallyon was inspired to describe the destination of their march (Contay) as “a 

lovely place”, with “a running spring among green trees” and “beautifully clear & cool” water, a 

place “completely out of hearing of the guns”, and a place that “would do me for the rest of 

summer”.1040 “It is lovely to lie down on the bank under the trees.”1031 It was an experience of 

peace and a place that could be seen as an oasis or a paradise in a world gone mad with war.  

Gellert too, poetically, reported similar expressions of stillness, quietness and love.  

For Woods and Green, transcendent moments were expressed as the numinous and the sublime, 

and associated with nature and the inner meaning of the Eucharist, the holy mysteries. Green 

concluded that as Methodists “we made a great mistake” in not having a communion service 

“more frequently”, as Methodists usually celebrated the sacrament once a month, unlike their 

Anglo-Catholic or Catholic co-religionists.1032 While on the island of Lemnos in the Aegean Sea 

near to the Gallipoli peninsula, Woods commented on the scene and surroundings of the island 

that seemed “more sacred than Egypt”, a scene not dissimilar to Green’s never-to-be-forgotten 

ecumenical service at Gallipoli.1033 Woods continued: “from the hill yonder this afternoon we 

saw Imbros, Mytelene, & Samo-Thrace the immense towering master-Island of the group—and 

we Chaplains celebrate the Holy Mysteries at Sunrise near where St Paul himself did The Blue 

Mediterranean Sea so close to us.”1034 He commented further: “Last Sunday we had an open air 

Eucharist, the soldiers kneeling around, the sea like glass and not even a flicker from the Altar 

Lights.”1035Such scenes were serene, sublime, if not also numinous moments amidst the uncertainty 

of war.  

 
1030 Mallyon, Diary, 29 April 1917. As noted in chapter 2, it is also arguably indicative of his mood that his hand 
writing in this diary entry was more “spaced” than usual, and in ink rather than the customary pencil.  1040 Mallyon, 
Diary, 16, 18 June 1917.  
1031 Mallyon, Diary, 16, 18 June 1917.  
1032 McKernan, Australian Churches At War, 44.  
1033 Maitland Woods Papers, OM74–101/5.   
1034 Maitland Woods Papers, OM74–101/5; By referring to a former parishioner as a communicant, one who 
partakes of the Eucharist or Holy Communion, Woods is adding an extra or deeper dimension to the chance 
encounter. Maitland Woods Papers, OM74–101/5.  
1035 Maitland Woods Papers, OM74–101/5. 
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The Hero’s Adventure  

A second sub-theme of the thesis was that of the hero’s adventure. And while the thesis does not 

follow the psychological or theoretical underpinnings of Campbell’s hero cycle, the structure of 

the accompanying narrative of the hero—here the nascent Anzac hero—has been noted and 

utilised, especially with regard to the verse of soldier-poet Leon Gellert. As presented elsewhere 

in the substantive chapters, the hero’s journey or adventure can be seen as having a basic 

structure: the call to adventure, the road of trials and the return to one’s homeland with new 

knowledge and experience, a particular boon. As Campbell suggests, such a structure can be seen 

to apply to the mythological, classical and religious hero. All soldiers and chaplains examined saw 

their wartime service, either explicitly or implicitly, as an adventure complete with trials and, 

hopefully, a return—hence the usefulness of the model. Herbert Mallyon died in France in 1917, 

and Jack Fryer at home not long after the war.  

For Jack Fryer, the Great War was seen as a quest, and with spiritual or religious underpinnings. For 

Garnet Adcock, by contrast, participation in the war was an adventure, pure and simple. It was an 

adventure and a journey with all the elements of a classic odyssey: a call, departures and arrivals, the 

crossing of significant thresholds, trials to overcome and a return. Like Jack Fryer, Herbert Mallyon 

was a prolific letter writer, who, as previously noted, kept lists in his diary of letters received and 

sent to family and friends, along with address lists. His diary for 1917 was a substantial French 

diary, with a good amount of space in which to write. It also included the name of the French saint 

of each day, along with the number of days left until the end of the year.  

Herbert’s first entry for the New Year began with a wish for peace.  

Spent quiet New Years Day fatigues as usual. Met an old friend Tom Horsfield spent the evening 
talking over old times. I open this Diary with the fervent wish that I will record in it the end of 
war & peace restored once more & a happy home coming to all our dear ones in good old 
Australia again.1036  

That the wartime service of soldiers and chaplains can be seen through the lens of the hero’s 

adventure, structurally and experientially, is perhaps best evidenced in the writings of Australia’s 

leading Great War soldier-poet, Leon Gellert—hence the utility of Campbell’s structural tool of 

the hero’s adventure or composite hero myth. Just before the landing on 25 April 1915, Gellert 

wrote in his Gallipoli notebook: “One man told me a story of his girl” and “another man 

 
1036 Mallyon, Diary, 1 January 1917. As already noted, Herbert Mallyon died on St. Michel’s day in late September 
1917. Jack Fryer died in February 1923, after completing his B. A. degree in December the previous year.  
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showed me a photo.”1037 “Then something happened. A man, a sailor slipped. We heard cries in 

the water in the distance. Someone threw a lifebelt overboard and we thought of other things 

again.” 1038 He continued, poetically: “Out of the early morning—it was still dark—came the 

shore. Blacker than the morning were the crags in front. The boats were lowered and men made 

ready for their adventure.”1039  

As we saw in chapter 5, Gellert’s wartime experiences were set out in his Songs Of A Campaign, 

first published in 1917. Gellert’s collection of eighty war-time poems was arranged in sections: 

The Dreams Of Mars, The Edge Of The Desert, Songs Of The Expedition, 1915, Songs Of The 

Sick and Afterwards, which mostly follow the author’s adventure chronologically prior to and 

after he landed at Gallipoli on 25 April 1915, and up to his being discharged as unfit for 

service.1040 It was noted that the arrangement of the various sections of the anthology and the 

verse in each followed thematically the well-worn path and pattern of the adventure of the 

classical, mythological or religious hero—from the call to adventure to the return, as evidenced in 

the poems “The Trumpets Of Heaven” (1916) and “The Return” (May 1916).  

In “The Trumpets Of Heaven”, the call to adventure goes out: “A silver cry is calling from a 

height.” It is a call that is answered by a “great unseen assembly” that gathers “silently in line on 

line”, suggesting that indeed the real battle to be fought was a spiritual battle against moral torpor, 

as observed or understood by the author prior to 1915. In “The Riddle Of The Sphinx”, written 

in December 1914 while in Egypt, the poet—like Greek heroes before their departure—seeks 

answers to his questions of an oracle akin to that of Delphi.  

A key aspect of the hero’s journey was the experience that was had along the way. Gellert, like 

educated others of his generation, had a good understanding of the Greek and Roman classics, 

and, it would seem, of ancient Egyptian religion, and alluded to such in several of his verses. In 

“Dreamlight”, written in Egypt in January 1915, Gellert refers to listening to the waters “deep 

and slow”, “for we are dreaming with the dreaming dead, / Dreaming where the flowers of Isis 

blow.”1041 In the same poem he asks for a “draught of Southern wine” so that he might drink 

“beside some ancient shrine”, and with closed eyes, seek more profound answers “from out the 

 
1037 Gellert, Leon “The Landing of the 10th”, Leon Gellert Papers, Mitchell Library, ML MSS 3456, quoted in 
Souter, A Torrent of Words, 8.  
1038 Gellert, “The Landing of the 10th”, 8.  
1039 Gellert, “The Landing of the 10th”, 8.  
1040 Ten of the poems were written at Gallipoli: “Before Action”, “The Death”, “The Burial”, “A Night Attack”, 
“The Grey World”, “One Who Died”, “In The Trench”, “The Attack At  
Dawn”, “The Cross” and “Poppies”. Souter, A Torrent Of Words, 14.  
1041 “Dreamlight”, Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 27.  
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voiceless calm”. 1042  Here Gellert was drawing upon knowledge of the classics and ancient 

religions to express his experience of silence amidst the desert sands. The themes of silence and 

listening are a common reference point in his poetry, before he sees action at Gallipoli, on the 

Gallipoli peninsular, and upon his return home from and after the war. For what, it can be asked, 

is the boon that heroes seek, or stumble across, if not silence, and the knowledge or answers that 

come from contemplation?  

As Campbell suggests, once the call has been answered, enthusiastically or reluctantly, there are 

any number of trials to test the hero, physically and psychologically, and various thresholds to 

cross as the adventurer enters into different territory, a classical or mythological landscape 

fraught with danger. In “Again The Clash Is East”, written on 28 April 1915, three days after he 

landed on the fateful shores of Gallipoli with the first wave of antipodeans, Gellert took up the 

comparison of the Anzac hero with those of classical Greece and Troy: Agamemnon, Achilles 

and Ulysses, and Hector and his “horde”.1043 The comparison is of course in the favour of the 

new heroes of the adjacent plains of Troy, the Anzacs.  

Once on the Gallipoli peninsular, Gellert was in the thick of it. It was a place of death and 

destruction, a place of trial and tribulation. It was also a place where death seemed surreal, unreal, 

especially the death of those close or known, as Gellert declares in “One Who Died” in May 

1915.1044 In “The Burial”, also written in May 1915, Gellert writes: “What task is this that so 

unnerves me now? / When pity should be dead, and has been dead.”1045 The poet’s more subtle 

religious references were now displayed in associating or equating the good, nascent Anzac hero 

not with classical Greek heroes, but with that of a dead and shrouded Christ figure, and with a 

debt to the Anzac hero that “no gold can ever pay”.1046 Through death, a hero and a legend were 

seen as born. A myth was in the process of creation.   

The Anzac Hero 

In the poet’s mind, as we saw in chapter 5, Anzac Cove and the Gallipoli peninsular were now 

sacred and mythic landscapes. Seen structurally, therefore, the transcendent, numinous and sublime 

experiences of the adventurer or hero occur within the cycle of the hero’s journey—the story of 

which becomes a new or revalorised foundation myth.   

 
1042 “Dreamlight”, Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 27.  
1043 “Again The Clash Is East”, Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 45.  
1044 “One Who Died” (In Memory of E.W.T.S.), Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 53.  
1045 “The Burial” (In Memory of W.L.E.), Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 50.  
1046 “The Burial” (In Memory of W.L.E.), Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 50.  
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For Merrington, Anzac the place was also to become sacred. In speaking to the evening resolution 

of loyalty in the Exhibition Hall, Brisbane, on the first Anzac Day in 1916, Merrington spoke of 

the renown of Australian soldiers and sailors, “known now throughout the world as Anzacs”, 

who were “a most wonderful manifestation of human gallantry, grit and endurance”. Quoting 

General Birdwood, he continued that they were “a spectacle of manly qualities” the likes of 

which have “never been surpassed in the annals of arms”.1047 He also remarked that he “almost 

immediately recognised the heroic tragedy that was taking place in connection with that spot 

which they afterwards came to know as Anzac.”1048 Merrington was alert to the parallels between 

the Anzacs at Gallipoli and another who gave His life for others. On the morning of that first 

Anzac Day back home at St. Andrew’s Church, Brisbane, Merrington said, in addressing those of 

his own congregation and others who had been “left to mourn for our young manhood, which 

has been offered up in defence of our sacred rights and liberties”:   

I would suggest the memory of the deathless grandeur of such heroism and selfsacrifice, a 
broken light from Calvary, the Divine death for us. Does not the cost in life and blood caused by 
the war, as shown in our casualty lists, help us to enter more into the Mind of Christ, as stated in 
the simple words: “He died for us,” and He gave His life “as a ransom for many”.1049   

On Anzac Day 1921, in the same church, and by now Senior Chaplain (Presbyterian) of the First 

Military District, Merrington took as the text for his address Hebrews 11:27: “He endured as 

seeing Him who is invisible.”1050 He said: “Anzac Day has become our greatest anniversary. It is 

more than a holiday—it is a holy day.”1051 Eight years after his time on Gallipoli, Merrington 

spoke to a “devout congregation” in a “crowded” St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church in Brisbane, 

again on Anzac Day. 1052  Anzac, Merrington concluded, was “the most sacred spot” to 

Australians “on alien soil”.1053   

Chaplains Woods and Merrington were quick to see and to extol the virtues of the Anzac soldier, 

and the sacred nature of the myth or legend that had been created through their actions.  For 

soldier-poet Gellert, by contrast, such a proclamation would have to wait. That is, although 

during the war years Gellert had perhaps not overtly promoted a new Anzac mythology—and 

 
1047 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 26 April, 1916, 4.  
1048 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 26 April, 1916, 4.  
1049 “Letter to Kirk Session”, 25 June 1915; see also Moses and Davis, Anzac Day Origins, 171.  
1050 H. J. Diddams, Compiled (With the approval of the Anzac Day Commemoration Committee of Queensland), 
Anzac Commemoration 1921–A Brief History Of The Movement– SERMONS AND ADDRESSES–Delivered 
Throughout Queensland–The Immortal Story of the Landing–, 51.                 
1051 Diddams, Anzac Commemoration 1921, 51.  
1052 Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1923, ADCC Press Cuttings, Cutting Book Vol. 1, 1923–1928 OMHA 118, Box 
19003, JOL, Brisbane.  
1053 Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1923.  
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had compared the Anzac hero with the Christ crucified—he had nonetheless done so in a more 

subtle way, more subtle than was the case in the patriotic press back home. Moreover, as 

previously mentioned, in his final poem, “The Australian Muse”, with obvious classical 

reference, he cautioned against any rush to such a new Australian “song of Truth” or heroic, 

Anzac mythology, advising the muse to:   

Uplift thy lyre, and touch the tender strings;  
      But leave unsung the epics of thy land  
   Till thou and Time have made a song both grand  
And mellow with thy long imaginings.1054  

A Just War  

The themes of a just war and a righteous cause appear in the writings of Fryer, Green and Woods 

in particular. For Fryer, the war was a quest against German militarism. For Green it was 

expressed as a “righteous cause” with God on his side.1055 It was also an opportunity to liberate 

the region from false religion, just as “Paul and his confreres preached the Gospel all over what 

we now call the Near East. Now the blight of Mohammodanism has fallen upon Paul’s world 

like the ashes of a volcano, smothering Christian ideals.”1056 Writing from the eastern deserts of 

Egypt, Woods saw the fight as a modern Crusade. For Woods, victory there was a certainty. It 

would be a victory with modern Crusaders, the Anzacs, who displayed the true qualities of 

selflessness. There could be no choice other than to be by their side:   

under the British Flag all will be different—we are Crusaders under the triple Cross— and I am 
afraid our men swear as hard as the Crusaders of old did—but they practice every Xian 
[Christian] virtue—they share the last bit of anything with one another—I would sooner die with 
these chaps than live with the shirkers at home.1057  

Transiency  

All of the subjects under investigation refer to the transient nature of their wartime experience, 

in one way or another, and their experience can be understood as such. While travelling through 

the English countryside in mid 1916, sights of the old, the new, and the transient beauty of the 

 
1054 Gellert, Songs Of A Campaign, 124.  
1055 McKernan, Australian Churches At War, 45.  
1056 As noted in Chapter 2: for further evidence of Green’s zealous or evangelistic interests, see Spectator and 
Methodist Chronicle (Victoria), 12 May 1916, 623: Re “old evangelistic fervour which sent men up and down England 
preaching the Gospel”, noting that such opportunities existed in Egypt “even when the war is over”.  
1057 Maitland Woods Papers, OM 74–101/26 shirker = one avoiding enlistment. As noted earlier in the thesis, by 
using the term ‘triple cross’, Woods was most likely referring to the Papal cross with three bars of unequal length. 
His emphasis was, nonetheless, the association of the Anzacs and himself with the Crusades, called for by Pope 
Urban 2 in the eleventh century, to liberate the holy city of Jerusalem from the Seljuk Turks, and from Islam.   
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countryside, for Adcock, all combined to provide situations within which the individual 

experienced something out of the everyday: a feeling of wonder and a sense of the mystery of 

and fascination in and about the natural world, and the world of human endeavour.  

From the train we caught glimpses of beautiful countrysides in Cornwall, Devon, Somerset, 
Wiltshire, Berkshire, and Shropshire. We stopped for a time at a lovely old Cathedral town, 
Exeter, and had a glimpse of Dartmoor … The beautiful countryside, with its green trees and 
grass, wildflowers, villages, old buildings, ruins and tradition, must be seen to be realised.1058  

For Adcock, the sight of Table Mountain in Cape Town, while holding a certain appeal, was, like 

most sublime or numinous experiences, transient, as was the sight of snow and lights in the 

distance from the vantage point of a “lovely French Chateau”.1059 He reported: “the view from 

the tower was glorious”. 1060  That is, the business of war did not exclude various types of 

transcendent or peak experiences, including trips “in the moonlight through beautiful 

country”.1061 Yet, they were experiences, as William James noted, whether transitory or lasting for 

an hour or so that eventually faded into the light of day, or the darkness of the night.  

The same can be said of Merrington’s pre-war experience in 1896, when his heart was “drawn 

out” while gazing at the golden light of the setting sun: “My heart was drawn out in more than 

adoration for the natural beauty, its depths were stirred with adoration for the great Creator.”1062 

And, as already noted, such experiences can be understood as an example of extrovertive nature 

mysticism, as differentiated from introvertive mystical experience, and can be either “spontaneous” 

or the result of “reflection upon the relation of self and world”, “subsequent to interior mystical 

experience”. 1063  Or, as Franks Davis puts it, “the experiences known as ‘nature mysticism’ 

involve the transfiguration of external things, as if they have suddenly been imbued with deep 

meaning or with a living force”, and “also often involve the sense that everything is guided by 

Love or some inherently good power”.1064 Merrington reports another sublime experience of 

calmness and reassurance. At Gallipoli, Merrington wrote:  

The stars come out in the sky. The hillsides sink into darkness, somewhere the rifles flash on the 
crags, or a machine-gun starts into action, or a flare goes up over no-man’s land. Out at sea the 

 
1058 Adcock, Collected Letters, 10, 11.  
1059 Adcock, G.I., Letter, France, 17 December 1916..  
1060 Adcock, G.I., Letter, France, 17 December 1916.  
1061 Adcock, G.I., Letter, Belgium, 17 April 1917.   
1062 The Memoirs of Rev. Dr E N Merrington, 17.  
1063 Philip C. Almond, Mystical Experience and Religious Doctrine An Investigation of the Study of Mysticism in 
World Religions (Berlin: Mouton Publishers, 1982) 71, 72; See also: Franks Davis, The Evidential Force, 58–60.  
1064 Franks Davis, The Evidential Force, 58.   



 204 

forms of the ships become dark and indistinct. The hospital ship lights up her green band and 
brilliant red cross, which are reflected in the calm sea.1065   

Merrington further explained the significance of the experience: “The red cross at sea is the 

symbol of the light of peace, love and hope in the darkness of this war.”1066 That is, as both 

Franks Davis and James contend, transcendent or mystical experience (however long it lasts) 

often brings with it the idea or conviction that everything is guided by Love, or that one’s own 

will is held in abeyance by the divine experience itself. Such was the case, it would seem, for 

members of the AIF such as Merrington.  

Backgrounds and Education  

It is instructive to note that the writings of all of the subjects studied are pervaded by religious 

and transcendent imagery, reference and symbolism, of one kind or another, despite differences 

in class and education. While both were Anglicans from Springsure in central Queensland, Jack 

Fryer was educated at Rockhampton Grammar School and at the University of Queensland, 

while Herbert Mallyon was a station hand. Garnet Adcock was a mining engineer by profession 

and an agnostic, yet with an interest in history, the numinous and the sublime. Leon Gellert was 

tertiary educated, schooled in the classics, had an interest in the works of English poets 

(Wordsworth in particular), and a worldview that was imbued with the religious language of 

Methodism. That is, the subjects studied ranged from an agnostic to deeply religious chaplains of 

various denominational persuasions of both and low and high church tempers, and, in some 

cases, from different socio-economic backgrounds. Woods was Anglo-Catholic, Green Primitive 

Methodist and Merrington Presbyterian (originally Congregational). As noted previously, both 

Green and Woods were born in 1864, Green in Newcastle-uponTyne, England, the son of a 

journeyman mason, and Woods in Mayfair, London, the son of a master draper. Woods had 

been educated at the City of London School and St Mary Hall, Oxford, while Green was 

educated at Rutherford College, Newcastle, one of the schools founded in 1870 by the Rev. Dr 

John Hunter Rutherford, an Evangelical minister, doctor and educationalist. Merrington had a 

doctorate from Harvard. Yet each in their different ways turned to what was familiar to them in 

expressing, as best they could, their own transcendent experiences in a wartime situation.   

 
1065 Merrington quoted in Gladwin, Captains of the Soul, 49.  
1066 Merrington quoted in Gladwin, Captains of the Soul, 49.   
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CONCLUSIONS 

Research Question 

To return to the key question of this thesis: How did various Australian soldiers and chaplains 

understand or express their experience of the Great War in religious or transcendent terms? The 

secondary questions were: How did they conceive of and experience war commemoration during 

the Great War, especially on Anzac Day, as religious? To what extent, do these findings, when 

taken together, challenge the received accounts of AIF soldiers as irreligious or unconcerned 

with the transcendent?   

In answering these two questions, the writings of four soldiers and three chaplains were 

examined in detail.  It was found that each of the subjects understood and expressed their 

experiences by reference to that which was familiar to each: their own worldview and 

sensibilities, which included religious or transcendent language, reference, interest and 

experience.   

For the purposes of the study, the term religious was defined as religious experience that the 

“subjects themselves describe [or understand] in religious terms”, and which may or may not 

include terms or factors such as ‘holy presence’, ‘salvation’, “apprehension of an ‘ultimate reality’ 

beyond the mundane world’”.1067 The definition also encompassed James’ definition of religion 

as “the feelings, acts, and experiences” of individuals “in their solitude, so far as they apprehend 

themselves to stand in relation to whatever they may consider the divine”.1068 Terms or ideas 

associated with institutional religion and belief, religious figures or a ‘religious’ worldview, along 

with meanings of being devout, pious, reverent or zealous, or of having a ‘religious’ frame of 

mind or outlook, were also included in the definition of religious. The term transcendence was seen 

as synonymous with Otto’s sublime and the numinous—with or without a spiritual or religious 

dimension or interpretation of individual experience. It was also noted that for Otto, the sublime, 

the numinous is the sacer—the sacred, the religious.1069   

The insights and approach to the meaning of the term “religious” offered by Otto and Franks 

Davis were preferred, as they specifically related to the experiential aspect of religion, and to 

transcendent experience in particular, the key focus of the study. The use of such terminology has 
 

1067 Caroline Franks Davis, The Evidential Force Of Religious Experience (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), 31.  
1068 William James, The Varieties Of Religious Experience (New York: Penguin Books, 1982), 31.  
1069 That is, for Otto, the numinous (including the mystical/mysterium/’wholly other’) is the nonrational, experiential 
‘over-plus’ of the ‘holy’; ‘sacred’ minus any ethical/moral or rational/philosophical/theological 
factors/interpretation: “the real innermost core” of all religions; the pre-eminent “living force” in the Semitic 
religions. Otto, The Idea of the Holy (1959), 19–25, 39–44, 20.  



 206 

given degrees of precision to the analysis and the understanding of experiences and expressions 

that are usually deemed to defy or eschew description. Insights and interpretations of religious and 

transcendent experience, and expression from studies in comparative myth and religion and the 

phenomenology of religion, were also drawn upon, where appropriate, and after critical appraisal. 

By employing such an approach to the empirical data, this thesis has drilled down deeper than 

previous studies into an analysis of the language and symbolism of religious and transcendent 

experience. Previous studies of Australian Great War soldiers have noted such experiences, but 

have not examined them in such depth or with such rigour. A wider window has therefore been 

opened upon such the religious and the transcendent in Australian wartime experience.   

The Sublime and the Numinous  

The findings of the substantive chapters not only revealed that the subjects under investigation 

experienced moments that can be understood as sublime or numinous, but also that the vocabulary 

used by Otto and Franks Davis to describe such experiences often corresponded to the 

descriptions of the subjects themselves. This added further weight to the findings. For example, 

with reference to visiting Westminster Abbey “several times” and other historical sites in and 

around London, Adcock remarked that: “Of course the more ancient parts appealed to us.”1070 

This, it can be said, corresponded to Otto’s contention, adopted by Franks Davis, that the sense 

of mystery and fascination that surrounds and clings to old buildings, ruins, tombs and 

cathedrals can evoke something of the numinous or the sublime—both of which Otto 

considered to be co-equal categories of the experiential divine, both categories or schema of the 

sacred or the holy.1071 When commenting on the beauty of Table Mountain, South Africa, Adcock 

said that it held a “certain appeal”, indeed the “only interest”. 1072  He continued: “It is a 

wonderful sight from the Bay in the early morning when the mists are round the base and the 

sun is shining on the top.”1073 It was a sight full of wonder, the only point of interest, and the 

very type of experience that can be of sublime, transcendent or numinous appeal and resonance. 

Moreover, it was the very type of experience that Otto and Franks Davis argue can move from 

the aesthetic or the sublime to the numinous, and back without being noticed.   

According to Otto, it was also the kind of feeling or experience that may come “sweeping like a 

gentle tide” and continue “thrillingly vibrant and resonant” until “at last it dies away and the soul 

 
1070 Adcock, Collected Letters, 12.   
1071 See Otto, The Idea of the Holy, 12; Otto, The Idea of the Holy (1973), 41, 42, 45, 46.  
1072 Adcock, Collected Letters, 5, 6.  
1073 Adcock, Collected Letters, 5, 6.  
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resumes its ‘profane’, non-religious mood of everyday experience.”1074 Or, as James declares, 

until such transient mystical states which cannot be sustained for too long, “fade into the light of 

common day”.1075 The thesis finds that all subjects under investigation experienced transcendent 

moments of one kind or another, and that can be understood as either sublime or numinous. Otto 

and Franks Davis have therefore provided a more nuanced vocabulary and more precise 

conceptual tools, the use of which in an empirical and inductive study such as this, have shed 

light on the transcendent nature of wartime experiences of those under investigation. It can also 

be suggested that their use in future studies might also yield further insights.   

The Sacred in the Secular  

As noted in the introduction to this thesis, Graham Seal has argued that “the conceptual complex 

of history, folklore, commemoration and place known as ‘Anzac‘ is talismanic mythology 

powerfully associated with dominant concepts of nation and cultural identity.” 1076  He also 

suggested that although Anzac was “routinely referred to as ‘sacred’”, it was and is, despite this 

sacralisation, “light with signifiers of standard religious rhetoric, observation and dogma”, and has 

been “invested with the sacred through the concept of nation rather than through religion”.1077   

While this is true up to a point, the findings of this thesis nevertheless suggest that there was 

something in the sacredness of Anzac that was at least for some, related to the religious. 

Moreover, it is also fair to suggest that there were signifiers of religious rhetoric, religious 

language (including imagery and symbolism), that were used by Gellert, Woods and Merrington 

in particular. And, while it is also true that the sacred nature of Anzac relates to the concept of 

nationhood, it did so, and does so, with reference to “standard” religious language, ideas and 

references—as evidenced throughout the substantive chapters of this thesis. It can also be 

suggested that such signifiers refer not only to Christian ideas, imagery and symbolism, but also 

to classical allusions and those known to the history of comparative myth and religion, which 

has, in part, informed the analysis and findings of the thesis.   

In Inventing Anzac (2004), Seal contended that: “History itself imparts ever-accumulating 

significance to Anzac in the form of ‘sacred time’, forever elapsing, forever accreting around the 

 
1074 Otto, The Idea of the Holy, 12.   
1075 William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience: A Study in Human Nature  (New York: Penguin, 1985), 381.  
1076 Graham Seal, “ANZAC: The sacred in the secular,” Journal of Australian Studies: Open to Interpretation 31, no. 
91 (January 2007): 135–144, 135.  
1077 Seal, “ANZAC: The sacred in the secular”, 135.  
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icons and images of the Anzac tradition.”1078 This is no doubt true, with the intensity of such 

significance changing from year to year. However, it has also been demonstrated in this thesis 

that the sacredness of Anzac with regard to place and time was already in existence during the 

Great War years themselves. Seal also suggests that: “Anzac is an invented tradition; a deliberate 

ideological construct which, in collusion with the digger tradition, operates hegemonically within 

Australian society.” 1079 A conclusion such as this can be argued, yet it falls outside the direct 

remit of this study. Suffice it to say that for Gellert, Woods and Merrington, in particular, the 

tradition was, by their own accounts, not invented, but rather an expression of their genuine 

wartime experience; or like Anzac Day itself, something easily discovered, as Ely suggests.1080  

Two-Way Sacralisation  

This study has demonstrated that for chaplains like Woods, the religious instruments of faith 

carried about and used by them—the chalice, the crucifix and the prayer book— had now 

become something special and historic, being transformed and re-invigorated due to their 

association with the deeds and actions of the Anzac troops, or heroes, as they were termed by 

both Woods and Green. At the same time, historic items or artifacts, such as the first flag flown 

at Gallipoli, were being sanctified, made sacred, because of the deeds and actions of the Anzac 

heroes, and also, in part, because they were to be placed into a recognised holy place, (in the case 

of the flag, St John’s Anglican Cathedral in Brisbane). This was a two-way process of sacralisation. 

And, it can be suggested, it was because such sacralisation was based upon, or associated with, the 

sublime or numinous nature of Woods’ (Green’s and Merrington’s) wartime experience and the 

centrality of the Christian message or Weltanschauung (at least to the extent that the latter was 

founded upon sacrificial death and resurrection). To reiterate, in their view, Christ, like the 

Anzacs, died “for us”—each sacrifice in its own way establishing a new religious outlook and 

belief. The sacralisation of Anzac took place during the war years from the inside out. Sacredness 

was not so much conferred upon Anzac, as it was inferred from within, through experience.  

Anzac Day 

On the first Anzac Day in Brisbane in 1916, according to The Telegraph, “Anzac Day ended, as it 

had begun, in sober recognition of the heroic deeds performed in Gallipoli at the cost of so 

many brave lives, deeds which are a lasting inspiration to the men now or soon to be on the 

 
1078 Graham Seal, Inventing Anzac The Digger and National Mythology (St. Lucia, QLD: University of Queensland Press, 
2004), 4.  
1079 Seal, Inventing Anzac, 4.  
1080 Richard Ely (1985) “The first Anzac day: Invented or discovered?” Journal of Australian Studies 9, no, 17 (1985): 
41–58.   
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battle front.”1081 It continued, that this “first anniversary observance”, with the “big building 

packed to overflowing”, heard speeches “reaching a level of sincerity and eloquence which told 

how deeply Anzac and all that it means has moved Australians”.1082 Speaking at that first evening 

celebration of Anzac, Merrington said that if he could transport those assembled “in 

imagination” below the “high ridges, shell pitted, and into those deep gullies, he would be 

enabling them to enter more fully into the meaning of the sacrifice of the gallant Anzacs”.1083   

The findings of the thesis show that Merrington, for example, saw Anzac commemoration in 

1916 as religious, by aligning it with his own religious Weltanschauung and experience. He 

participated in both religious and civil celebrations on the first Anzac Day, and, as an active 

member of the Anzac Day Commemoration Committee (ADCC), was involved in the design 

and delivery of the ADCC’s vision for the day. In this sense, there was continuity between his 

service as a wartime chaplain at Gallipoli (1915) and in France (1918), and the part he played in 

Anzac Day commemoration (1916 and 1917).  

Indeed, as already noted, the heroic, mythic and religious elements of future Anzac Day 

celebrations can be easily seen on this “First Anzac Day”.1084 They were themes of heroic death, 

blood sacrifice and loyalty—experienced and expressed within a solemn and religious atmosphere. 

It can be suggested that such an atmosphere (although a civic event) was aided by the organ 

renditions of Beethoven and Chopin—“March on the death of a hero” and “Funeral March”—

and the singing of poignant hymns, including the five verses of the hymn “Nearer My God To 

Thee”, the same hymn, along with “Lead, Kindly Light”, that Merrington had described in his 3 

June 1915 Gallipoli diary entry as being “so impressive here that I am sure we shall never hear 

them in time to come without thinking of these scenes”.1085 This was followed by a minute’s 

silence that added a certain experiential depth to the celebration. The first Anzac Day was already 

an experience as well as a tradition in the making.   

 
1081 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 26 April, 1916, 4.  
1082 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 26 April, 1916, 4.  
1083 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 26 April, 1916, 4.  
1084 Diddams, Citizens’ Celebration Programme.  
1085 Gladwin, Captains of the Soul, 48, 49. As noted previously: “Nearer My God To Thee”, and other hymns such as 
“Abide With Me” were to become regular renditions at Anzac Day celebrations into the future, including in 1923 
at the Brisbane “Hebrew Synagogue”, where “Abide With Me”, “Land Of Hope and Glory”, “The Lord is My 
Light”, and “Lord Thy Glory” were sung. (The Telegraph, 25 April 1923) And at the unveiling and dedication of the 
Cross of Sacrifice in the Toowong Cemetery, Brisbane on Anzac Day 1924, where according to suggestions from 
the ADCC, “solemn music” was to be played, including “Funeral March” and “Lead Kindly Light”, with “Abide 
With Me” and “Nearer my God to Thee” to be played during the laying of wreaths—“silence” being observed as 
the Govenor-General arrived. At the Ithaca “Anzac Commemoration Service” in Brisbane on 25 April, 1931, “O 
God Our Help in Ages Past”, “Nearer, my god, to Thee”, and “Lead Kindly Light” were played. ADCC Press 
Cuttings Book, Vol. 1, 1923–1928, OMHA118, Box 19003, JOL, Brisbane.  
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Chaplains Woods and Merrington, in particular, were quick to see and to extol the virtues of the 

Anzac soldier, and the sacred (and tragic) nature of the myth or legend that had been created 

through the actions, the gesta, of a new national hero. It can therefore be argued that Anzac, at 

least for some contemporaries, now had the key elements of a myth: adventure, death and birth, 

or the mytheme of religious and historical death and re/birth. It could be seen as, a new foundation 

myth, a myth of Anzac, to be celebrated and retold each year. That said, for Gellert, any Anzac 

song of truth would have to wait, would have to ripen with the years.  

Historians from Inglis to Moses, McKernan and Gladwin have pointed to Anzac as a civil 

religion, or have noted its numinous dimension or possibilities, if not also its sacredness—

something also attributed to various “repositories of the Anzac tradition”, such as war 

memorials, “awe in the presence of the holy”, or the sacred, according to Inglis.1086 This thesis 

finds that there was also a possible mythic aspect to any such civil religion during the Great War 

itself. As noted in the introduction to this thesis, Gladwin spoke not only of the possibility of an 

Anzac civil religion, but also of the associated “aura of the sacred”, and the way in which Anzac 

Day services suggest the spiritual aspirations of Australians longing for the transcendent and the 

numinous. 1087 This thesis finds that there were numinous or solemn elements present in wartime 

commemoration from the first Anzac Day, in both the civic and religious Anzac celebrations, 

something that Ely predicted as a possibility after the events of 1915. The question of whether or 

not Anzac was already a civil religion as well as a foundation myth during the war years—with or 

without a theme or mytheme of death and re/birth—is beyond the scope of this thesis, and will be 

left to further research and analysis.  

While in more recent times increasing attention is being given by historians to the religious or 

spiritual aspects of any myth or civil religion of Anzac, and Anzac Day itself, such attention has not, 

until now, included a systematic analysis or deeper historical understanding of just what makes 

Anzac sacred, or religious. Taken together, the findings of this thesis challenge the largely secular 

narrative of the Australian soldier during the Great War as not being interested in the religious or 
 

1086 K. S. Inglis and Jan Brazier, Sacred Places, 436, 2; K. S. Inglis, “The Anzac Tradition,” Meanjin Quarterly 24, no. 1 
(1965): 25–44.   
1087 See Michael Gladwin, “Anzac Day’s Religious Custodians”, 90–111. 
As already noted in the introduction: an analysis of the Chaplain’s role in Anzac Day, where Gladwin makes further 
reference to Australians’ longing or appetite for the transcendent when he refers to comments by Michael 
McKernan: that Australians ‘are a spiritual people, even if the forms of their spirituality are not traditional, or 
specifically Christian’. This observation was prompted by McKernan’s assessment of the 1993 entombing of the 
Unknown Australian Soldier, where ‘something elemental and sacred’ had seemingly been stirred in the participants 
who had also displayed a ‘silent and reverential’ demeanour. With regard to the theme of sacrifice: see also, Bradley 
S. Billings, “Is Anzac Day and incidence of  ‘Displaced Christianity’?” Pacifica 28, no. 3 (2015): 229–242 where it is 
argued that there is a correspondence as between the sacrifice of the Anzacs and that known to Christendom, 
arising “directly out of” the Christian or pre-Christian, Hebraic tradition.  
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the transcendent divine, and the idea that Anzac commemoration, myth and legend were largely 

devoid of transcendent or religious reference or meaning. In this sense the findings of the thesis 

are a contribution to a robust and growing scholarship that is taking seriously the religious or 

spiritual dimensions of Australian war experience, and, in turn, challenging and revising a 

predominately secular narrative of Australian war experience.   

At the back of the “Citizens’ Celebration Programme”, printed for this first Anzac Day event in 

Brisbane, was a watercolour drawing of Gallipoli entitled, “Anzac–The Dawn”, “25th April 

1915”.1088 On the front of this “Anzac Day” Programme was a pictorial representation of “The 

Heroes of Anzac”, “25th April 1916”. 1089  At the morning (religious) service at St. Andrew’s 

Presbyterian Church, Brisbane, that same first Anzac Day, Merrington remarked that: “the 

congregation that day was placing a flower of memory on the rough graves at Gallipoli.”1090 The 

organist then played “The Dead March”.1091 “The Last Post” sounded.1092   

On that first Anzac Day, Merrington might also have quoted from his Gallipoli diary: “I could 

not sleep for a long time. The fire in the trenches rattled on, and the pounding of bombs was 

frequent; but there is in every soul a window looking out upon the Infinite.”1093   

  

 
1088 Diddams, Citizens’ Celebration Programme.  
1089 Diddams, Citizens’ Celebration Programme. 
1090 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April 1916, 2 it was also reported that: “A retiring collection was taken up to go 
towards the upkeep of graves on Gallipoli.”   
1091 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1916, 2.  
1092 The Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 April, 1916, 2.   
1093 Diddams, Anzac Commemoration 1921, 54 (my italics).  
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX 1: HARVARD UNIVERSITY, 1904  

Merrington enrolled as a candidate for a PhD* “involving a Preliminary examination in two languages, 
philosophical history, psychology, logic and two special authors.” If he passed he was to present a thesis 
and pass six oral examinations. “If all these were successfully overcome [he later wrote] and the thesis 
approved, I would have a Final or “Doctor” examination with a paper prepared on a set subject at short 
notice, to be read before the whole Division of Philosophy.” In addition to this there were six courses of 
ordinary Graduate School curriculum to be passed, and “as I was aiming at doing this in only one year 
instead of the usual two”, agreement was given for this because of prior graduate work at Sydney and 
Edinburgh and the publication of “Casuistry.” The Memoirs of Rev. Dr Ernest Northcroft Merrington, 26.  
  
*Enrolled in: Metaphysics with Professor James (half year) & Professor J. Royce (half year); Ethics, 
Professor G.H. Palmer; Philosophy of Nature (Dr R.B. Perry); Psychology (Seminar) Professor Hugo 
Munsterberg; Logic (seminar) Royce; Ethics (Seminar) Palmer.  
  
“The greatest privilege I had at Harvard was in the many personal contacts I had with Professor William 
James, whose lectures I attended for the first half of the session, prior to his departure for Europe. On 
the 15th December I had the privilege of dining at his home. I sat next to the host, and opposite sat his 
famous brother Henry James the novelist. Mrs James was a delightful hostess, and the two sons and 
daughters completed the charming circle. At first I felt shy with the great ones there, but a strange feeling 
came over me as I looked at William James’s profile. I thought I saw a decided likeness to my step-father, 
and that changed my mental attitude. I was able to talk to him with freedom. We discussed the Edinburgh 
professors, and James counted Pringle-Pattison as on his side in philosophy, in common with the Scottish 
School of Reid and Hamilton.” The Memoirs of Re.v Dr Ernest Northcroft Merrington, 30.  
 
  

APPENDIX 2: “ANZAC DAY”  

Circular of the Anzac Day Commemoration Committee, Queensland, 26 October 1922 Continued from a 
Chapter 4 Footnote:  
The October 1922 meeting of the ADCC was attended by representatives of various churches and 
community groups including: Rev. Dr E. N. Merrington (Presbyterian); Archbishop Sharp (Church of 
England); Mr W. D. Grimes (Baptist); Rev. Cashman (Roman Catholic); Dept. of Defence; Returned 
Sailors Soldiers Imperial League (three representatives); Brisbane Mayor, H. J. Diddams; South Brisbane 
Mayor; Overseas League; Fathers’ Association; Irish Association; St. George (Society); Chamber of 
Commerce; Employers Federation; Canon D. J. Garland and Capt. E. R. B. Pike (Joint Hon. Secretaries.) 
ADCC Correspondence, Box 20168 O/S, John Oxley Library, Brisbane.   
  
Later ADCC Minutes & Suggestions regarding Anzac Day:  
See also “Observance on Anzac Day”, Honorary Secretaries’ Report, 1 May 1923, ADCC Minutes & 
Suggestions, 1923–1937, where Garland expresses “great gratification” with regard to not losing “that 
solemn character” of the observance of Anzac Day in 1923; and a copy of a letter from the Prime 
Minister (in response to ADCC letter of 7 May 1923), being a report of a meeting of Commonwealth and 
State ministers stating that it had been decided “That Anzac Day shall be observed throughout the 
Commonwealth as Australia’s National Day.” OMHA/2, ADCC Records, Box 3550, JOL; And ADCC 
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General Correspondence, 1925–1931: an article from the “Telegraph”, 18 November 1927, “Anzac Day”, 
being a report of a meeting between the Returned Sailors and Soldiers’ Imperial League and nine union 
branch delegates in Toowoomba: “That the unions agree to give heartfelt support to having Anzac Day 
proclaimed an award holiday and a holy day.” See also letters from other community groups in support of 
the Anzac Day observance as a “Sacred Public Holiday.” ADCC General Correspondence, OMHA/12, 
Box 3553, JOL, Brisbane.  
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