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Anzac Parade Walking Tour Podcast

Introduction

As you stand facing Lake Burley Griffin – named for the American architect Walter Burley Griffin whose 1912 design was the original plan for the city of Canberra – you are looking down Anzac Parade, part of the land axis that was a key part of Burley Griffin’s design. Behind you is the Australian War Memorial, and ahead of you, on either side of Anzac Parade, are memorials to Australia’s involvement in military conflicts, and to the Australians who served in the defence forces.

Ron Metcalfe OAM, a World War Two veteran, considers the significance of the view:

The War Memorial and Anzac Parade and Parliament all are linked, in my opinion, as just Australia, what we felt was the right thing to do about the world and to honour people that died and to bring that history to the young … It’s always a remembrance issue and it seems to me the whole linked with Parliament itself, it couldn’t be more appropriate really, it’s what Australia thinks is a good idea.

Anzac Parade itself is part of the nation’s tribute to its serving men and women: the term “Anzac” is an acronym for Australian and New Zealand Army Corps, the joint force that famously went into action on Gallipoli on April 25th 1915, now commemorated as Anzac Day.

This commentary will help you to understand the design and intention of each memorial, along with what is being commemorated.

With the Australian War Memorial behind you, the first memorial, at the top of Anzac Parade to your right, is the Australian Hellenic Memorial. Unlike all of the others on Anzac Parade it is not designed to be approached directly from the Parade. Walk through the memorial and you will find that a narrow corridor enters the space. Approach the Hellenic Memorial along this corridor.

Australian Hellenic Memorial
This corridor represents the pass at Thermopylae – here, in ancient times, a Spartan force resisted a hugely superior Persian army.  In the Second World War an Anzac or joint Australian and New Zealand force held at bay a far larger German force in the same pass. The Anzacs fought together in the First World War but this was their only joint action in the Second World War.

As you enter the memorial you will note that it represents an amphitheatre. Sit and consider the meaning of the structures around you. The formal cypresses planted above the seating signify a sacred place. The column, in the Doric style of Greek architecture, represents civilisation but is deliberately cut – to symbolise damage in past conflicts. The column is modelled on, but is twice the size of, the original at the Parthenon in Athens, and only the top third is showing, suggesting buried history. The steel fragments represent modern warfare, and the mosaic floor shows the outline of Greece and maps the Greek islands of the Aegean Sea.

The memorial is known as the Hellenic, rather than Greek, memorial so as to include all of the battles fought in this theatre, not just those that took place on the Greek mainland. This includes fighting during the First World War and, perhaps most famously in terms of Australian involvement, the Battle of Crete in 1941. There is more information on the plaque and notices that form elements of the design.

On moving back onto the pavement of Anzac Parade turn right and continue towards the Lake. The next memorial is the Australian Army National Memorial.

Australian Army National Memorial
The Army Memorial recognises the contribution made to Australia by the men and women who have served in the Australian Army since Federation. Around the Memorial are plaques that describe those campaigns in which Australians have had military involvement – starting with the Sudan. 

The Memorial recognises and honours the contribution and courage of serving men and women in a number of ways. The sculpture is by Joan Walsh and is called ‘Every Mother’s Son’. It depicts two infantrymen – the basic fighting unit of the army. They stand shoulder-to-shoulder in a pose suggestive of the quality of “mateship” which Australia, and its defence force, prizes highly. 
The figures are realistically modelled, they do not depict Australian soldiers at a particular moment in history, rather their uniforms and equipment represent a range of elements that have been standard issue from 1945 to the present day. The figures are twice life size and each figure weighs in at about four hundred kilograms.

The statue stands on a stepped base that represents the rugged coastlines and difficult terrain that have often been the battlegrounds for Australian troops. World War Two veteran William Higgy OAM explains the symbolism and significance the memorial has for him.

It has a rock-like formation which reflects on the…is a reflection of the army’s relationship to the land. There is a reflecting pond, this is again symbolic of the journey over water that our troops, that our service people have taken and it’s facing east. So you have there the symbolism of the rising sun and the dawn of the new day and it has at its base the radiating army insignia.

The insignia, included in the Memorial’s design, is the Australian army’s badge – stylised on the podium at your feet. This emblem evolved from a pre-Federation design showing an array of bayonets to the Rising Sun that is now synonymous with the Australian Army. 

The seven pillars behind the sculptures represent the seven major conflicts, as Sudan, which predates Federation, is identified as a major conflict – it is Australians rather than the Australian army whose involvement is remembered William Higgy OAM names those conflicts.

In date order they start with the Sudan, in March 1885, the Boer War 1899-1902, World War One 1914-1918, World War Two 1939-1945, Malaysia 1950-1960, Korea from June 1950 to July ‘53, incidentally a war which hasn’t formally come to an end yet, there is still no peace treaty has been signed. Vietnam, the longest of our wars, 1962-1973.

The red gravel forecourt is a good place to take in the overall effect of the Memorial – the gravel itself suggestive of a parade ground. Indeed, the same red gravel along the centre of Anzac Parade accommodates military parades and ceremonials on special occasions – such as Anzac Day.

From the Army Memorial continue down Anzac Parade. 

Next is a memorial to one of the bitterest, yet least known, of the actions in which Australian men and women have served: the Australian National Korean War Memorial.

Australian National Korean War Memorial
Facing the memorial from the forecourt you are looking at an interpretation of what the conflict meant to the men and women who served in it – hardship, difficult terrain, and biting cold.

Three hundred and thirty-nine Australians died between 1950 and 1953 as part of the United Nations force in Korea. Much of the information around you recognises the international nature of the conflict: the names of the twenty-two countries that either fought with or sent supplies in support of the South Koreans are recorded in the scrolls, and the flagpoles fly the United Nations and South Korean as well as the Australian flag.

Design elements acknowledge Korean tradition. The large ceremonial stone balanced on two smaller stones and the vertical stone as a ceremonial focal point and, above the boulder, the Korean characters han’gul, meaning peace. Australian service badges and the Commonwealth badge feature in the apron and walls of the memorial; the glass roof draws on elements of the United Nations flag, to suggest that the U.N was the umbrella under which Australian troops fought.

The elements that strike the strongest chord with veterans of the conflict are the colouring, and the poles. The white and grey recall, for them, the cold and colourless winter landscape and, for many, it is the extreme cold that endures as the strongest memory of the war. The cold is also suggested by the cold-to-the-touch material of which the poles are made. The poles themselves symbolise the great loss of those Australians who died in the conflict and are spaced so as to encourage people to walk amongst them and, along with the granite, boulders and gravel, are also suggestive of the terrain across which the war was fought. For Defence Force veteran Bernie Sullivan AM these elements make the Korean memorial singularly moving.

For me the war memorial which is most evocative of the action that it depicts is the Korean memorial. Those rods in front of the Korean memorial are so cold and yet that was Korea, bitterly cold for our troops up there.

Veterans of the war suggested the addition of the figures to the original design. They represent the three arms of the defence force and show, in the detail of their clothing and equipment, that in the immediate aftermath of the Second World War there was a dependence on what could be sourced from other countries – chiefly the United Kingdom, United States and Canada.

Approach the next memorial diagonally across the forecourt and pause, facing the structure from the lower end of the front ramp. This is the Australian Vietnam Forces Memorial.

Australian Vietnam Forces National Memorial
Australian troops were involved in the Vietnam conflict from 1962 until 1973; the memorial commemorates all those who served, suffered and died in those years. Its basic design draws on the traditions of marking heroes’ graves through three huge walls, inspired by both the ancient Greek stelae, or pillars of stone, and north European standing stones, or megaliths. The configuration, with the corners left open, encourages visitors to enter the space.

The stones stand in a shallow moat which acts as a symbolic barrier between the bustle of the outside world and the space for contemplation and remembrance. Black and grey are used on the inside of the memorial to signify night, when so many of the bloodiest actions of the war were fought. 

Facing the main entrance is the image that has, perhaps, most come to symbolise the war: the helicopter. The photograph was taken in Phuoc Tuy province and shows Australian troops waiting to be evacuated by U.S Iroquois helicopters. Its meaning is made clear by Vietnam veteran Bernie Sullivan.

When you look into the memorial at the far wall and the outline of the Iroquois helicopter to pick up the infantry that’s quite stark and quite evocative of Vietnam because the Iroquois was to us what the jeep was in World War Two, it was a real work horse. It carried personnel, ammunition, carried water, carried rations, used for reconnaissance, used for resupply.

The second wall – the Wall of Words – has thirty-four quotations that mainly capture the unique operational language developed by soldiers in the conflict and the equally unique terms used in public and private documents to explain the war experience. Bernie Sullivan again.

The sayings on the north wall, that typifies what happens to soldiers when you put them away in a foreign country and they instantly devise their own language and the wall personifies that.

The third wall has been left blank – an invitation to visitors to project their own feelings and responses.

The black granite ring, suspended above the memorial, contains a scroll on which are inscribed the names of all but one of those Australians who died in the conflict. The missing name is that of a soldier whose parents held such strong feelings about the war that they have refused to allow his name to be recorded on official memorials. No memorial on Anzac Parade is more visited, or generates such strong feelings, as the Vietnam Memorial. Many veterans of that conflict have had their ashes scattered at this site.

On the boundary of the memorial are six stone seats. They represented the six Australian service personnel who were, at that time, still officially listed as missing in action.

The last word on this memorial belongs to Bernie Sullivan.

To me the memorial is right for Vietnam. There’s water around the base of it, if you want to recognise a naval presence you need water, it’s open to the sky … so it recognises the place of our airmen be they army aviators or air force aviators and of course the three stellae bedded into the ground which is the place of the army.

The next memorial reached as you continue down Anzac Parade is the Desert Mounted Corps Memorial, the first memorial to be placed on Anzac Parade and the only one that is a copy of an earlier memorial. 
Desert Mounted Corps Memorial
In 1917, with the First World War at its most intense the members of the Australian and New Zealand units serving in Egypt, Palestine and Syria agreed to the construction of a memorial to the Desert Mounted Corps and the Australian Flying Corps. Each serviceman donated a day’s pay towards the memorial’s cost. The original sculpture was erected in the Casino Gardens, Port Said on a high plinth so that it could be seen from the decks of ships passing through the Suez Canal. This memorial was largely destroyed in the Suez Crisis of 1956. 
Remains of the sculpture and granite blocks from the plinth were brought to Australia and formed the basis for a copy, that was erected at Albany, Western Australia, from where the troopships had left for Europe and the Great War. The memorial on Anzac Parade is a second casting from that copy. It stands on a plinth approximately half the height of the one that supported the original, in Port Said.

The statue depicts a mounted Australian light horseman defending a New Zealand mounted rifleman whose horse has been wounded. This tableau symbolises both the ideal of mateship and the reality of Australian and New Zealand joint operations. The detailing of the figures is very accurate, despite some popular expectations which it fails to meet: for example, people often expect to see the soldiers with swords or lances, but the Light Horse were units of mounted infantry, not cavalry. 
Mounted Infantry were expected to dismount to fight, which made their most famous exploit, the charge against Turkish positions at Beersheba, all the more remarkable as World War Two veteran Ron Metcalfe OAM explains.

Instead of getting off their horses and fighting with their bayonets and so on they actually, for the first time, sent their horses right through and the artillery from the Turks and the Germans, which was unexpected because they’d always expected them to get off their horses, and they were firing in fact over the tops of the horses as they came.

The Battle of Beersheba, and General Sir Harry Chauvel who commanded the mounted troops in the First World War, are commemorated on separate plaques that form part of the memorial. And the sculpture, of course, pays tribute to the Walers, the horses that carried the Light Horse – Ron Metcalfe tells their story.

Over a hundred thousand horses went from here, from Australia, to the desert and then they had the terrible decisions as to what they would do when they were finished, when the war was over, as to whether they were going to give them to the Arabs or whether they were going to shoot them or what, because they weren’t coming back.

The final memorial, before returning up Anzac Parade towards the Australian War Memorial, is the New Zealand Memorial, the two parts of which face each other on opposite sides of the roadway, forming an archway that defines the memorial section of the Parade under the Maori proverb mau tena kiwai o te kete, maku tenei – “each of us at a handle of the basket”.

New Zealand Memorial
The first part of the memorial, where you stand, is the Australian side of the friendship. The Aboriginal design of the basket was commissioned from a traditional basket maker in the Northern Territory, designs on the pavement are by Daisy Nadjundanga from Maningrida, in Arnhem Land. 
Before you consider the New Zealand element of the memorial, pause in the centre of Anzac Parade, as you cross to the opposite side, and look at the setting itself. There are eleven memorials, with four recesses that are yet to be used. The gravel on the median strip was selected to give a parade ground character to ceremonial uses of the Parade, with the colour representing bloodshed in war. 

The vegetation that you see around you continues the theme of the shared Anzac heritage – the hebe, a New Zealand native shrub planted on the median, complements the Australian Blue Gums to complete the Anzac symbolism.
Continue now to the second of the basket handles – the New Zealand element in the memorial.

The handles suggest that the land, the people and the burdens they have shared are the space between the two handles. The basket itself, as a woven object, further signifies the weaving together of the two nations. 
The basket on this New Zealand side is a traditional Maori kete and the pattern was designed by Allen Wihongi and Toi Te Rito Maihi. The history of the shared battles is written in concentric circles on this side of the memorial, beginning with the Gallipoli stone, the centre stone and symbolically the bottom of the basket. Soil from that battlefield also forms part of the memorial and its symbolism – soil from Chunuk Bair, where New Zealanders fought, has been placed in native rimu timber under granite on this side and soil from Anzac Cove, in jarrah, on the Australian side of the memorial.

The next memorial reached, as you begin the walk back towards the Australian War Memorial, is the Rats of Tobruk Memorial.

Rats of Tobruk Memorial
The memorial commemorates the Siege of Tobruk in 1941 of which as World War Two veteran Ron Metcalfe OAM says:

I regarded Tobruk as one of the major World War decisions. Why? Because Rommel was running everywhere, the Germans were doing everything.

For eight months a mixed garrison comprising mainly Australians, supported by British, Indian, Polish and Czechoslovakian troops, resisted Rommel’s Afrika Corps, permitting allied forces to reinforce in preparation for the defence of Egypt and the Suez Canal. The defenders have gone down in history, drawing on an insult from the German radio propaganda.

Alois Mikula fought through the Second World War with the free Czechoslovak forces; he explains how he became a rat of Tobruk.

So on the twentieth or so of October we are pulled out of line, got on destroyers and went, were taken over to Tobruk where we occupied one part of the post from s-ten to about S-twenty. That was against Italians and not very far from the sea.

Alois Mikula and his fellow defenders clearly understood the importance of resisting the German advance, as he explains.

When the Germans started the attack … it was decided that Tobruk will be held because of its importance as a harbour. Not so much for the British but for the Italians and Germans, if they didn’t have Tobruk they had to haul all their provisions way back either from Tripoli, two thousand kilometres away or Benghazi, which would be about one thousand kilometres away.

For the defenders – the Rats of Tobruk – supplies would not be an issue. The Royal Navy was able to maintain supplies to the besieged town of Tobruk until the allies were able to launch their counteroffensive. The original memorial to the defenders of Tobruk was erected in that town’s cemetery with the lifting of the siege, in October 1941. Its design is reproduced in the obelisk that forms the centre of the present monument’s design, positioned within a stylised landscape that represents the area of the siege. The white marble inscription stone was used in the original memorial and brought to Australia after the war – it had originally formed part of the steps at Tobruk Town Hall. The low wall, standing in ochre gravel representing the desert, reproduces approximately fifty kilometres of fortifications, with strong points and anti-tank ditches, constructed on an eight kilometre radius from the town centre – that’s equivalent to the distance from where you stand to the town centres of Woden or Belconnen.

Plaques along the wall mark the sites of individual actions – including that in which Corporal Edmondson won Australia’s first Victoria Cross of the Second World War. Alois Mikula tells the story.

At night they heard the Germans trying to leave their mines so that the tanks could come. Well the commander, McKenna, he was only a lieutenant, he decided that that has to stop … he took six men with him and personally went to chase the Germans to get them out … Naturally the Germans, when they heard the Australians shouting and running, they thought a hoard of savages are running on them and they were among them before they could start shooting their machine guns … And during that time the seven men ran in and with the bayonet they probably killed all the Germans … McKenna was fighting with two Germans. One had him on the ground when they were fighting with his feet on the ground and there was an officer with a pistol so he shouted “Jack, help me” and Edmondson, though badly wounded, ran those few steps and killed both the Germans … Jack Edmondson died during the night and he was awarded the Victoria Cross. That was the only one that was awarded to persons serving in Tobruk.

Continuing towards the Australian War Memorial, the next memorial reached is the Royal Australian Air Force Memorial.

Royal Australian Air Force Memorial
The Royal Australian Air Force Memorial was originally conceived to celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of the Royal Australian Air Force – as such, it was a tribute to the service, rather than to the men and women who have served. 

Following a proposal from the Air Force Association it was agreed that the men and women who have died in the service should also be commemorated and a plaque honouring them was added in 1993.

The R.A.A.F’s motto is prominently featured on the memorial, and indeed is the name given to the central sculpture: Per ardua ad astra, through struggle to the stars.

The R.A.A.F Memorial has, unusually, developed on Anzac Parade in two distinct phases. The first stage, unveiled in 1973, was the statue on the plinth and the motto. Two years later the plaque that explains the symbolism of the sculpture was unveiled. 
Flagpoles and other ceremonial elements were added in the 1990s and finally, in 2002, the platform was reconstructed and the black granite backdrop, etched with images of air force operations from the First World War to the present, were added.

The first panel covers the period from the founding of the Australian Flying Corps to the Second World War. That war, and the Korean conflict, comprise the second wall. The third depicts the period from Vietnam and glimpses into the future. On the fourth wall the RAAF’s battle honours vividly illustrate its global operations.

The sculptor, Inge King, was a pilot and this fact explains the intention and shaping of the central sculpture, where bronze “flight controls” merge into the stainless steel wings whose shapes and profiles represent strength, power – and reaching for the skies.

Continuing back towards the Australian War Memorial, you next reach the Australian Service Nurses National Memorial which was dedicated in 1999 to celebrate the one hundredth anniversary of the founding of the first Australian service nursing unit, which saw service in the Boer War.

Australian Service Nurses National Memorial
For over a century women and, since 1970, men have served as nurses with the defence forces, often in the frontline in combat support roles. In that time more than a hundred nurses have died as a result of war.

The courage, dedication and sacrifice of Australian service nurses differ from that commemorated in the other memorials in one obvious way – these men and women were not part of the fighting force. The concept and design of the memorial seeks to reflect that difference. You will note, if you turn and look around you on Anzac Parade, that the other memorials tend to the vertical, implying a heroic and masculine character. The Service Nurses National Memorial is horizontal, implying a feminine, nurturing character. 
The sculptor, Robin Moorhouse, was influenced by reading that many soldiers in the First World War, mortally wounded, wished simply to be held. The curves of the enclosing wall represent this feeling of care and comfort.

The artist had many reasons for choosing glass as the construction material – it is timeless, it is strong yet appears fragile, it contrasts with the cold touch of metals traditionally used for such monuments, and it is reflective of the continuing life that can be glimpsed as people and vehicles pass by on Anzac Parade.

This is a memorial that invites you to walk into and through its space. To see and consider the images and to read of the conflicts and the places where Australian nurses have served.

The Memory Wall, to the right of the narrow entrance, has been created from photographs, diaries and letters. To the left, the History Wall has names and images of the places where nurses have served. The design of the Wall of Peace makes provision for updating and, indeed, plaques representing service in peacekeeping operations have been added since the dedication. 
The garden, down the ramp from the walls, has a waterfall that separates the area for contemplation from the memorial itself. Recalling that nurses often established gardens where ever they were posted, the garden has been planted with rosemary, the traditional plant for remembrance, and is the only memorial to have a seat integrated into its main design.

The next memorial – and the last to directly face onto Anzac Parade, is the Royal Australian Navy Memorial.

Royal Australian Navy Memorial
“Sailors and Ships – Interaction and Interdependence” is the name given to this memorial by sculptor Ante Dabro whose design won a competition and features not just sight, but sound.

“Sailors and Ships” is a massive bronze sculpture, more than eight metres high, portraying a team of highly trained men and women in close relationship with their machines – and each element produces a different and distinctive sound. The water elements which use recycled water have been designed to produce particular sound impressions – best heard by standing close to the flagpoles. The effect is lost if one approaches too close to the memorial. The slight hiss of the bow wave, the main gush of water from behind the sculpture as though foaming from propellers, the sound of water pouring from a submarine’s conning tower and the general turbulence of a ship at sea.

The physical appearance as World War Two and Korean War veteran Angus Gibbons explains is also designed to suggest the experience of ships at sea.

There are no flat or straight surfaces but all angles are curves to recreate the movement of the ship at sea.

Many of the ranks and activities associated with shipboard life are characterised by figures in the memorial. Angus Gibbons again.

The memorial itself is an indication of the different types of jobs that were undertaken by the Navy onboard ship. There was the Captain, the Officers of the Watch, there’s gunners, divers, pilots for the helicopters in current ships, there was even a WREN.

Commemorative plaques with information, including naval battle honours, complete the memorial. Angus Gibbons again.

On either side are the battle honours dating from Word War One up to Vietnam. Of course there’s still room for more to come with the current phases we’re going through.

Returning to the top of Anzac Parade, facing the Australian War Memorial, you reach the only memorial named for an individual: the Kemal Ataturk Memorial.

Kemal Ataturk Memorial

The Kemal Ataturk Memorial was dedicated on Anzac Day 1985, the 70th anniversary of the landing on Gallipoli. It was one of a series of gestures jointly agreed to by the Australian, New Zealand and Turkish governments to honour and commemorate that battlefield. World War Two veteran William Higgy OAM comments on its broader significance.

There is no actual memorial on Anzac Parade called the Anzac Memorial, and perhaps this is the closest  
Enhancement of the memorial saw the addition of many informative plaques that tell the story of the Gallipoli campaign from both Australian and Turkish perspectives, and briefly detail the life and achievements of Kemal Ataturk.

Kemal Ataturk, whose bas-relief head looks out on the memorial, was one of six Turkish divisional commanders on the Gallipoli peninsula and a founder and first president of modern Turkey.  The spirit of this joint memorial is captured in the words, reproduced on its walls, that he addressed in 1934 to the mothers of those who lost their lives in the Gallipoli campaign. 

The five columns of the memorial form a star, consistent with other Islamic references in the design. Further symbolism of the memorial is based on the shape of the crescent, derived from the crescent moon that is a key symbol in the Islamic faith and the national emblem at the centre of Turkey’s flag. The star of the Turkish flag is cast into the outer wall. The memorial’s pines have been grown from seed stock sourced from Lone Pine, one of the enduring landmarks of the Gallipoli battlefield.

This memorial is one of three that allies and former foes have constructed to commemorate the events of 1915 – New Zealand placed its memorial on a renamed section of the coastline near the capital, Wellington, and Turkey erected a memorial on the Gallipoli peninsula, at Anzac Cove.

When General Bridges, the first commandant of the Royal Military College Duntroon and commanding officer of the Australian force that left these shores for the battlefields of the great war, was killed on Gallipoli, his body was brought home to Australia. It was taken on a gun carriage escorted by cadets, along a bush track to its final resting place at Duntroon. As you now turn and look along the expanse of Anzac Parade towards the lake, you are looking along that same bush track, fittingly, now the national focus for remembrances and gratitude towards those who have served their country.
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