Anzac Day in New Zealand:
1916 TO 1939*

O N 7 October 1921, the Minister of Internal Affairs, W. Downie Stewart,
introduced the Anzac Day Amendment Bill into the Parliament of New
Zealand, because of 'a very widespread demand . . . that the day should
be treated as a holy day, as Sunday'. With the passing of this bill, 25
April was set apart from all pleasure and profit; it had become, in the
words of O. Samuel, of the Legislative Council, a day of 'universal
sacrifice'.' All shops, theatres and places of work or entertainment were
to be closed, no newspapers were to be printed and express trains would
halt for the day. For the decade following the First World War, Anzac
Day was the most solemn and most widely attended day of commemoration in New Zealand. Indeed, in comparison, both Good Friday and
Sunday were desecrated as mere holidays.
On this day New Zealanders expressed in ritual form their feelings '
about the war and their lost sons. Every town and city held a march of
returned men and services of remembrance. In some small towns virtually the whole population took part. For example, in 1922, 900 people
filled the Dannevirke Town Hall for a service,2 while at Mosgiel in
Otago, a procession of three bands, the fire brigade, four lodges, all
school children and the local bodies marched to Coronation Hall for the
ceremony and then to the park for a burial service.' Similarly there was
insufficient room in the Wellington Town Hall for all the relatives of the
dead. 4 In Christchurch, 900 returned soldiers marched with nurses, territorials and cadets to a combined service in King Edward Barracks. 5
Queen St, Auckland, was lined by a vast crowd, in some places twelve to
fifteen people deep. The most solemn moment of the Auckland ceremony came when the marching column of two thousand returned men

* This article is a summary of sections of my M.A. thesis, 'Anzac Day in New Zealand,
1916 to 1939: Attitudes to Peace and War', University of Auckland, 1981.
1 New Zealand Parliamentary Debates (NZPD), 7 October 1921, p.385; 26 January
1922, p.698.
2 Auckland Weekly News, 4 May 1922, p.48.
3 Otago Daily Times, 26 April 1922, p.4.
4 Quick March, 10 May 1922, p.24.
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reached the temporary cenotaph at the Town Hall. The steps of the men
slowed as the muffled drums beat the solemn rhythm of the 'Dead
March' from Sgul. A stillness fell over the crowd. All bared and bowed
their heads. Thoughts went forth to 17,000 graves. 6
The deaths of so many New Zealand men, and the wounding of 50,000
more, meant that very few New Zealanders were not touched by tragedy.
The importance of Anzac Day to the people of the time reveals the
impact of the Great War on the consciousness of New Zealanders. Yet
the war and its aftermath have been neglected by New Zealand historians, unlike their Australian counterparts. 7 The years following the war
have been viewed, in intellectual terms, as a time of little progress, of setback between the great periods of reform: that of the Liberals at the turn
of the century and the first Labour Government in the late 1930s. This
approach had ignored what might have otherwise been stressed—the
importance of the war to the people living at the time. A study of Anzac
Day, how it arose and how it developed during the inter-war years,
focuses attention on this important aspect of the evolving New Zealand
outlook.
Out of the death, the misery, the failure of the Gallipoli campaign,
arose a day of national pride and sorrow in New Zealand. To understand
how the day on which, during World War I, New Zealand troops first
went into battle became sanctified, one must consider the two streams of
thought underlying it. First, there was the conviction that the soldiers
had proved their country's right to membership in the British Empire.
They had, it was often said, established New Zealand's nationhood. At
the same time the shock of the deaths on Gallipoli gave to the whole campaign a spiritual quality which could endure no criticism; to criticize
would dishonour the dead. Similarly to keep faith with the dead, New
Zealand had to appear united at home in an effort to win the war and,
later, the peace. These thoughts of national courage and unity stood at
the heart of the ritual on Anzac Day.
The outbreak of war in 1914 had offered New Zealand a chance to
prove its much-vaunted loyalty in a practical way. It was not found wanting; New Zealand was the first Dominion to offer to assist Britain and
the first to occupy enemy territory, namely, German Samoa. The landing
at Gallipoli presented an opportunity for both New Zealand and
Australia to prove that the British race had remained true to type in the
new lands of the South, and to establish their country's right to equal
partnership in the Empire. Such were the thoughts expressed by writers
and speakers when the news of the Anzacs' heroic 'baptism of fire'
reached those at home. The Empire's 'bond of union' had been

6 Auckland Star, 26 April 1922, p.7.
7 For example, see K. Inglis, 'The Anzac Tradition', Meanjin Quarterly, I (1965),
25-44; G. Serle, 'The Digger Tradition and Australian Nationalism', Meanjin Quarterly, I
(June 1965), 149-58; B. Gammage, The Broken Years, Canberra, 1974.
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'cemented by blood', wrote the Round Table.*
The pride which coursed through the country was not only in the
Empire but in New Zealand as a distinctive and individual nation. The
bravery of the troops, said T.W. Leys, editor of the Auckland Star, was
a 'tribute to God's Own Country, and the sort of patriotism it inspires'.'
The editor of the New Zealand Herald thought that when the Dardanelles were mentioned in the future, New Zealanders would be able to
proudly lift their heads and remember the men who 'taught the world
that the land they came from breeds men ready to give their lives for a
great cause, freely, nobly and without fear'. 1 0 Tributes from overseas
observers convinced those at home that the courage of the New Zealand
soldiers had won recognition for their country.
This new national feeling was to manifest itself in a number of ways
during the next few years. For example, the term Australasian was
criticized as appearing to deny the New Zealand troops their full credit."
Moreover, at the end of the war, a demand arose for the full words, New
Zealand, rather than the initials, to be placed on the soldiers' graves. 12
New Zealanders did not want their sacrifice merged with that of all the
Empire. The regimental histories written in the early years of the peace,
are imbued with a strong sense of pride in the country's new nationhood.
In The New Zealand Division, Ormond Burton wrote, 'the years of
struggle have given us a history of our own. . . . By the deeds our men
have done, by the victories they achieved, by the blood they shed, we
have come to the full consciousness of what we are. New Zealand is a.
nation, distinct, separate and a p a r t . " 1 This article will attempt to show
that the establishment of Anzac Day as New Zealand's own day of
remembrance was a further, and perhaps the best proof, of this new
national feeling.
The deaths at Gallipoli added a second element to the national pride in
the Anzac landings. The day, the area, the troops and the word 'Anzac'
itself, attained a sanctity that required them to be protected from any
disrespect. Any criticism or misuse was seen as an insult to the dead. The
New Zealand graves would 'consecrate the Gallipoli Peninsula in our
hearts and doubtless make it a place of pilgrimage for generations of
New Zealanders yet unborn', stated the Round Table.14 In a similar way,
the word 'Anzac' received protection. At the request of the Returned
Soldiers' Association (RSA), an order-in-council in August 1916" forbade its use for commercial purposes. Later such protection would be

8 V (June 1915), 895.
9 Auckland Star, 13 May 1915, p.6.
10 N.Z. Herald, 1 May 1915, p.6.
11 NZPD, 178 (1917), p.691.
12 ibid., 185 (1919), p.660.
13 The New Zealand Division, Auckland, 1919, p.120; see also F. Waite, The New
Zealanders at Gallipoli, Auckland, 1919, pp.59, 172.
14 VI (December 1915), 375.
15 New Zealand Gazette, No.93, p.2893.
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extended to the day itself.
Although battles more devastating than those at Gallipoli were fought
by New Zealand troops, no other engagement so fired the imagination of
the New Zealand people. The day on which the soldiers were first
thought to have proved their country's nationhood became one of
mourning for all the war dead.
The growing lists of dead and injured at the front seemed to demand a
more united effort at home to win the war; if the war was lost the deaths
would have been pointless. News of the New Zealanders' achievement on
Gallipoli caused record recruiting as men rushed to join their fellowcountrymen. Politicians, of course, recognized that this event had great
potential for an increased war effort. On Empire Day 1915, W.F.
Massey, the Prime Minister, had as the main topic of his address to the
memorial service, 'more men'. 16 For the first time the Anzac story was
being exploited to serve a political purpose; so it would be time and time
again in later years.
Yet even the example of the Anzacs was not strong enough to maintain
recruiting as the war dragged on and casualties increased. By early 1916
the flow of willing volunteers had faltered and the demand for conscription, as the fairest method of sharing the burden, grew stronger. 17 The
introduction of conscription, however, dealt a savage blow to New
Zealand's record of patriotism. The government presented the decision
to conscript as proof of New Zealand's determination to do everything to
win the war, rather than as the only way of overcoming a lack of volunteers." In deciding not to hold a referendum the government maintained
the myth of a country united behind the war effort; those in opposition
were prevented from airing their views in an open forum. Moreover, they
were labelled as disloyal to the national cause, the Empire and the Anzac
dead. The Labour Party, Roman Catholics," pacifists and some
Maoris, 20 carried this stigma for many years.
One must be careful not to exaggerate the amount of dissent covered
by charges of disloyalty and wartime censorship. 21 Certainly it is true

16 Auckland Star, 24 May 1915, p.2.
17 J.M. Graham, 'The Voluntary System: Recruiting 1914-16', unpublished M.A.
thesis, University of Auckland, 1971, p.vi.
18 ibid., p. 166.
19 The Irish rebellion in 1916 cast further doubt on the loyalty of Catholics. See P.S.
O'Connor, 'Sectarian Conflict in New Zealand, 1911-1920', Political Science, XIX, 1 (July
1967), 3-16.
20 See P.S. O'Connor, 'The Recruitment of Maori Soldiers, 1914-18', Political Science,
XIX, 2 (December 1967), 48-83.
21 J. Anderson, 'Military Censorship in World War I', unpublished M.A. thesis, Victoria University, 1952. Anderson noted that as the war progressed the censor became more
interested in internal dissent and less in military matters, pp.9-10. The New Zealand decision to conscript was the point at which the war experiences of New Zealand and Australia
began to differ markedly. The bitterly-fought conscription referenda in Australia prevented
the myth of wartime unity from developing as it did in New Zealand. Moreover, the
Australian troops remained an elite, volunteer force.

ANZAC DAY IN NEW ZEALAND 1916-1939

101

that the idea of a united country was useful in wartime but such unity
was an important way for most New Zealanders to cope with their losses.
The men had died for victory. Victory must be achieved. The nationalism
which arose at Gallipoli was linked to a sorrow that allowed no disrespect
to the dead or disloyalty to the war effort. That this was the feeling of a
large majority of New Zealanders was apparent on the first Anzac Day.
On the first anniversary of the landing in 1916, a general demand arose
spontaneously for a day of remembrance, on which services for the dead
might be held. The government gazetted a half-holiday and suggested
that both church services and recruiting meetings be held. 22 Returned
soldiers and many citizens thought that combined citizen services would
be more appropriate. These would convey ideas both of sacredness and a
united war effort. Some clergy found that their religious principles would
not allow them to join in such gatherings. Others with a greater
understanding of the people's wishes, saw this as a chance for the church
to become part of the New Zealand community again: to join with the
people in a nation's mourning at a time when many New Zealanders had
lost faith in religion. 23
The returned soldiers were certain that a service similar to those held at
the front was most appropriate. They did not want to be 'split up among
twenty or thirty different churches on Anzac Day, and it is certain they
don't want to go to a meeting to hear people who haven't been there [to
war] spout and pass resolutions.' 24 They preferred a simple, combined
service conducted by one of the popular army chaplains. The fact that
most towns accepted this form of service in the early years, testifies to abelief that the soldiers had earned the right to speak on such issues.
Other sections of the Anzac Day ritual became traditional during the
war years. The march of returned men to the combined service took
place in most towns, and a dinner and concert for the soldiers were provided by local councils. In order that the memory of the deeds on
Gallipoli should not fade, it was considered vital that schools hold services for their pupils. Many of the hymns chosen for Anzac Day in 1916
are still used today: 'The Recessional', 'O God Our Help in Ages Past',
'All People that on Earth do Dwell'. Thoughts being expressed on the
day were similar all over New Zealand.
The day saw the blending of two ideas, nationalism and sorrow. The
soldiers at Anzac Cove, wrote the New Zealand Herald, had 'enriched
our national tradition', and Anzac Day had become 'a national day, a
date we cherish as associated for all time with our Dominion.' 2 5 Speaking

22 New Zealand Gazette, No.38, 6 April 1916, p.989.
23 Some Anglican clergy refused to take part at first, but the general synod of 1916 left
the way clear for them to participate. By 1919 only the Bishop of Waiapu remained aloof.
In general, Roman Catholics were not permitted to join these services until the late 1930s.
For examples of the debate see Auckland Star, 25 March 1916, p.7; 5 April 1916, p.6.
24 Auckland Star, 5 April 1916, p.6.
25 New Zealand Herald, 25 April 1918, p.6.
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at the Auckland Town Hall, the Reverend H. Steel Craik voiced thoughts
which might be considered typical of many Anzac Days to come. He
believed that the day would become one of the most potent things in the
national life of New Zealand. '. . . the Dominion had "come of age",
had reached maturity, had plunged its hands into great doings'. New
Zealand was justified in claiming its nationhood, he concluded. 26
At the same time for many people it was a day of mourning, and from
the first the ceremonies were sombre in atmosphere. The Anglican
Bishop of Auckland, Dr A.W. Averill, expressed the thoughts of most
New Zealanders when he called Anzac Day a 'sacred day in the nation's
history' and one that must never become a worldly holiday. 27 The deaths
of sons, husbands and friends were closer and more personal for many
people than the death of Christ had become. Churches were filled to
overflowing only on Anzac Day. The clergy often expressed the hope
that other holy days in the year might be granted similar respect to that
of the 25th. 28 The people had, however, found comfort and hope in this
new day, benefits which apparently were lacking on other religious
festivals. The ritual on Anzac Day filled a psychological need in this time
of crisis and helped New Zealanders to cope with their losses, by making
them feel part of a nation united in its determination to keep faith with
the dead. During the war years they were reminded of their duty to support the war effort and win the war. When the war ended the message
changed; now they must work together for a better country in memory of
the dead.
When the peace came, New Zealand faced many problems. Divisions
in society became apparent, no longer cloaked by the unity of the war
effort. The contrast with the sense of community during the war was
stark, particularly for the returned soldiers. By 1920, the 50,000
members of the RSA had become a powerful force in the community.
The men viewed themselves as an elite group, with the right to speak on
many issues by virtue of having served their country. These men would
for the rest of their lives be indissolubly fused by their experiences: 'a
queer link—often unseen; never, I think, unreal—between men whose
closest written chapters of life centred round about Egypt, Gallipoli,
Armentieres, the Somme, Ypres. . . . Dumb among those who do not
share'. 29
Most New Zealanders agreed that the returned men should be treated
generously as part of the country's sacred duty to the dead. The government had strong support for its repatriation and soldier settlement
schemes. Yet the peace was not living up to the hopes of the veterans.

26 ibid., 26 April 1918, p.6.
27 ibid., 26 April 1917, p.7.
28 See the Church Gazette, July 1920, p.57. Attempts to change Anzac Day to a Sunday
in later years were often prevented because people did not want to see New Zealand's most
sacred day desecrated as Sunday had been.
29 R. Hyde, Passport to Hell, London, 1936, p.20.
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The divisiveness and extravagance contrasted unfavourably with the
unity and comradeship they had found in the trenches. Some others
agreed. The National Souvenir of the Peace, published by the Wellington
City Council, contained the message, 'Let us cultivate the national spirit
born of this dreadful war . . . and ask of all acts, Is this for the benefit of
New Zealand?' 30 Both soldiers and citizens needed to believe that the
deaths had had a purpose, that the world had been purified by the suffering. 3 ' The day that commemorated the war dead could provide the occasion when the values of the war might be stressed and New Zealand
revitalized with community spirit.
In order for Anzac Day to be acceptable to New Zealanders, and particularly to the returned soldiers, several problems needed to be resolved.
In 1917, 25 April had been set aside for municipal elections in many parts
of the country. Having been advised that these could not be changed, the
government suggested that Anzac Day be held on the 23rd. 32 The aura of
sacredness that the actual date had gained by 1917, is shown by the
number of towns which chose to hold services on the 25th. 33 In 1918 and
1919, confusion arose over the closing of shops, factories and offices.
Some observed St George's Day on the 24th, believing that the holidays
were too close together. From this time on the RSA began a sustained
campaign to have Anzac Day gazetted as a 'close' holiday. This would
make it in every way analogous to a Sunday or Good Friday.
Despite RSA pressure, the government hesitated in introducing the
appropriate legislation, on the grounds that Britain was considering oneholiday for the whole Empire. 34 While sympathetic to this idea, the RSA
thought that Anzac Day was the correct day for New Zealand. In this
they were expressing a separate nationalism. The two days of commemoration symbolized the two facets of New Zealand loyalty; Armistice Day was shared with the Empire, Anzac Day belonged to the new
nations of the South alone. 'Anzac Day is a New Zealand Day, a
National Day . . .' stated Quick March, the RSA journal. 35 Other groups
supported this view. The organizer of the National Service League wrote
to the Minister of Defence: 'We are anxious that Anzac Day shall be kept
for all time in a fitting manner as a National Day for our Dominion.' 3 6
Incensed by the government's tardiness, Quick March called on them to
'conform to the wish of all people who were not steeped in the slough of
sordid materialism' by making Anzac Day a 'close' holiday. 37

30 F. Waite, 'A Soldier's Words to Civilians', Wellington, 1919, pp.5-6.
31 For example see the comment of the Minister of Defence, J. Allen, 'one cannot feel
that all this sacrifice can be made without some permanent gain', NZPD, 177 (1916), p.943.
32 For details see file of Public Service Commissioner, Wellington, Series 13, sub No.
2/20, Pt I, Subject Anzac Day, held at National Archives Wellington (Anzac Day file).
33 ibid.
34 Minutes of the Executive Sub-committee, RSA, 30 March 1920, p.8.
35 April 1919, p.37.
36 Letter to Allen, 15 June 1918, Anzac Day file.
37 February 1920, p.43.
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Without the assistance in the words of Quick March, of 'an apparently
disinterested government', 3 8 Anzac Day in 1920 was widely considered
the most solemn and impressive yet held; first, because it fell on a Sunday and secondly because most towns had decided to follow the suggestions of the President of the RSA, Dr E. Boxer, for a uniform service. 3 '
The fundamental features of the Boxer service were that it must be as
sacred as the open grave and it must be a tribute to all the war dead and
not just those at Gallipoli. The first part would consist of a parade in
which a firing party with reversed arms would lead a gun carriage and
bearers. The returned men, dressed in mufti, would follow in order of
precedence of units. The service itself represented a re-enactment of a
burial service at the front. At the most solemn moment, the firing party
was to stand with bowed heads around a symbolic bier while the padre
read words from the burial service, pausing for the committal. Three
volleys were then to be fired and the Last Post sounded. The mood of
mourning was typical of the whole country in the 1920s. Indeed, the day
was so mournful that in 1929 the Governor-General suggested that the
services become less of a funeral while remaining solemn. 40 Gradually the
act of committal was dispensed with and replaced by wreath-laying. In
the next decade only Christchurch retained the gun carriage and bearers.
By 1920 it was apparent that most New Zealanders wanted the 25th to
•be a 'close' holiday. In August 1920, parliament began the process to
achieve this wish. At the second reading of the Anzac Day Bill,41
speakers called the day one of pride and thankfulness, one to recall the
responsibilities of Empire and to remind the next generation of the
privileges and duties of being British, as exemplified by the Anzacs. Mr
W.T. Jennings, the member for Waitomo, remarked that New
Zealanders celebrate St George's Day, St Patrick's Day and St Andrew's
Day, all of which meant little in this country. But there was a 'vivid
knowledge of what Anzac Day means'. 42 Members concluded by rising to
sing the national anthem.
At the third reading Massey made a change which removed the words
'in all respects as if Anzac Day were a Sunday' and amended the bill so
that hotels and race meetings could not operate. 43 Because of this
change, the RSA found the day in 1921 a 'muddled' holiday. Although
most businesses had closed, some theatres and picture shows remained
open. 44 With the passing of the Anzac Day Amendment Act in 1922, the
25th became a 'close' holiday: it was for most people a holy day.
While the form of Anzac Day remained static during the 1920s,

38
39
40
41
42
43
44

April 1920, p.51.
Quick March, March 1920, pp.73-75.
New Zealand Herald, 20 April 1929, p.l of supplement.
NZPD, 10 November 1920, 187, pp.126-32.
ibid., p.129.
ibid., 189 (1920), p.891.
Quick March, May 1921, p.36.
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speeches and editorials on the day reflected changing attitudes. For New
Zealand the 1920s were years of disunity, a growing disillusionment with
the peace and uncertainty about the future. The uncertainty was exacerbated by a slump in 1921-2, followed by a decade of fluctuating prices. 45
The times seemed to contrast unfavourably with the war years. Selfishness and divisiveness had returned. Apprehension about the aims of the
labour movement increased and many feared the influence of Russian
Bolshevism. Sectarian divisions worsened as a result of the situation in
Ireland and the campaign of the Protestant Political Association. 46
Although the returned men had generally been treated well, war-related
illness, unemployment, and the failure of many soldier settlement farms
were creating problems. The RSA noted 'a marked tendency to forget
old soldiers'. 47 By contrast some of the community were beginning to
think the RSA would never be satisfied. 48 Thus another division was
created.
In a time of such disunity many New Zealanders looked back nostalgically to the patriotism of the war years. The return to sectional party
politics and the development of the three party system gave the impression of a lack of progress. People recalled that the wartime coalition
government had been able to act quickly and purposefully. Many spoke
of Anzac Day helping to purify and restore the life of the nation. Elsie K.
Morton, writing in the Herald, saw it as the day when 'the host of the
dead wake again, and inspire' New Zealand. It was New Zealand's Day
of Days, she wrote. 4 '
The importance of the wartime memory was apparent to some groups
who attempted to make use of their wartime record to combat charges of
disloyalty. The Labour Party's championing of the cause of the returned
soldier helped to overcome the stigma of their opposition to conscription. John A. Lee became a prominent Labour candidate, partly because
of his war service.50 The Catholic Bishop of Auckland, Dr H . W . Cleary,
as editor of The Month, often attempted to restore confidence in
Catholic patriotism by reference to Catholic war service. He was a
founder member of the RSA and a strong supporter of Anzac Day. It
seems likely that through his influence, Catholics in Auckland were at
last permitted by the church to attend the Anzac Day ceremony held at
the Domain from 1930 onwards. 51

45 K. Sinclair, A History of New Zealand, London, 1959, p.222.
46 See O'Connor, 'Sectarian Conflict'.
47 Quick March, April 1923, p.20.
48 The falling membership of the RSA, from 50,000 in 1920 to 6,670 in 1927, indicates
that most men had settled back into civilian life. For the history of the RSA see M.J.
Mayhew, 'The Returned Services Association, 1916-43', unpublished M.A. thesis, University of Otago, 1943.
49 18 August 1923, p.l of supplement.
50 E. Olssen, John A. Lee, Dunedin, 1977, p.20; Lee to author, 16 July 1980.
51 Auckland was the exception in this. In other parts of New Zealand, Catholics held
separate services until the late 1930s.
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The policy of maintaining the loyalty of the war years had convenient
political advantage for the Reform Party. This was to be achieved, first
by ensuring that all teachers were loyal. They were called on to take an
oath of allegiance to King and Empire. 52 Moreover children were taught
patriotism by means of both ceremonies, including that on Anzac Day,
and lessons on history and civics. 5 '
Led by the Reform Party, New Zealand seemed at this time to have
returned to a position of a loyal Dominion, totally dependent on Britain.
The New Zealand nationalism noted at the time of the Gallipoli landings
seemed to have disappeared, but in fact the loyalties of the 1920s were in
accord with those of the war: a pride in New Zealand fulfilling its duty as
a member of the great British Empire. There was no contradiction in the
two loyalties. They did not conflict. People in Britain and New Zealand
were of the same race. If the emphasis in the 1920s was on British
patriotism, there were hints that New Zealand's national pride had not
vanished but was cloaked by the conservatism of those in power. A more
independent outlook can be found in the labour movement and even in
the RSA, despite its conservatism on other issues. For example, Quick
March provided a forum for the discussion of 54nationalism in the early
1920s and some opportunities for local writers. The editor wrote: 'It
must be clear to every reasoning mind that the New Zealander's "sense
of country"—his own country—does not make him less patriotic in the
Imperial sense. . . . There must be a patriotism of New Zealand as well
as a patriotism of the Empire.' 5 5 Thoughts on a more independent stance
from New Zealand were also apparent in the peace movement which had
become very strong by the end of the decade.
By this time few still hoped that the war would bring a better world
with people working together for the future. Yet one hope remained and
indeed reached a high point about 1928: the hope of peace. The overwhelming feeling at the end of the war had been that it must never happen again. This emotional response to the sense of loss and the horror of
the war, had to be balanced very carefully against a pride in the
achievements of the men. With so many families touched by death or
injury, any suggestion that the war had achieved nothing, by implication,
dishonoured dead sons, husbands or friends and made their sacrifice
fruitless.
Although everyone wanted peace they differed on the best method to
achieve it. Some, such as the leaders of the RSA, favoured a strongly
defended Empire and defensive training for all New Zealand men. The
peace groups were divided between a policy of discussion and support for
the League of Nations and a purely pacifist refusal to fight on any

52
53
54
55

NZPD, CXCI, 28 October 1921, p.934.
For the suggested programme see Education Qazette, 1 November 1921, pp.2-4.
See e.g. Quick March, February, March, April 1921.
April 1921, p.40.
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condition. 56
Pacifist elements were present in many churches during the 1920s.
Within the Methodist Church, a group of young men took a totally
pacifist stance, the most influential among these being Ormond Burton.
Burton had served with distinction during the war and had been decorated for bravery. He wrote three books about the war, The New Zealand

Division," The Auckland Regiment, ' and The Silent Division.
5

59

Of the

many regimental histories written in the 1920s, these best exhibit a
humane understanding of the soldiers' experiences in wartime and a
respect for their heroic acts of self-sacrifice. Despite the fact that the
inter-war period saw Burton's conversion to pacifism, his writing and
speeches display an ambivalence, which suggests that his war years
remained for him the most vital time of his life. 60 When the pacifists
became more stridently anti-war in the 1930s they discerned similar ideas
about the glamour of war beneath Anzac Day ceremonies. For the first
time the day came under attack.
However, for the first ten years after the war, the losses were too close
to allow such criticism. Even 'Vailima', whose column in the Maoriland
Worker was often stridently anti-war, was careful not to blame the men.
'Gallipoli was a gamble' she wrote, 'a game in which our dear living men
were the pawns—one of the war's most ghastly mistakes—most colossal
crimes.' 61 Although the country may have been divided on many issues,
the widely-felt sense of bereavement ensured that the community was
united in one aim: to have the best and most permanent memorials to the
dead and a proper setting for Anzac Day ceremonies.
Ironically it was because of this aim that many towns were divided in
bitter dispute over the selection of memorials. The RSA saw these
arguments as symptomatic of the loss of consensus in peacetime and in
some cases as attempts to exploit the memory of the dead to gain local
facilities. 62 The major point of dissension was between the memorial with
one purpose only, to remember the dead, and what was known as the
utilitarian scheme; that is one with a useful function. Generally the RSA
opposed the latter and was thus often in conflict with local committees.
In Dunedin, for example, the choice was between a new Town Hall and a
soaring hexagonal column. The debate which followed created difficulties with fund-raising and the final choice, the column, was not

56 See B. Attwood, 'Apostles of Peace: The New Zealand League of Nations Union',
unpublished research essay, University of Auckland, 1979, p.39.
57 Auckland, 1919.
58 Auckland, 1922.
59 Sydney, 1935.
60 This is also apparent in Burton's unpublished autobiography, 'A Rich Old Man',
n.d., Auckland University Library.
61 25 April 1923, p.4.
62 See Quick March, May 1919, p.30; August 1920, p.47.
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unveiled until 1927.63 Similarly in Christchurch, the public was divided
between a column and a new bridge, with a memorial gateway. 64 Both
were eventually erected, the bridge in 1924, the column not until 1937.
Although such conflicts arose in many towns, the large sums of money
contributed, 65 and the care taken in the choice of design, testify to the
importance of these memorials. A survey of them indicates something of
New Zealand's attitude to the war. The forms of memorial can be
divided into six broad categories.
One of the most popular designs was a replica of the cenotaph in
Whitehall, which was recommended by the architect, J. Hurst-Seagar,
for its simple force and dignity. 66 It immediately suggested the British
connection and had elements both of pagan and Christian tradition. 67
The word, cenotaph, is derived from the Greek, meaning the empty tomb
of warriors buried in lands faraway, particularly appropriate for the New
Zealand dead. The idea of the empty tomb also suggests the Christian
hope of resurrection.
Many towns chose an obelisk, a tapering column generally with four
faces: for example, Silverdale, Whangarei, Kaikoura, Pokeno, Hamilton. Varying in height and surrounding decoration, the tall shaft of stone
represented a striving upwards, endeavour or great deeds. With an Egyptian origin and a shape based on the sun's ray, the obelisk also has the
• meaning of eternal life and regeneration. The column has a similar form
and meaning to the obelisk. Some columns stood on their own, while
others formed part of a building, such as the temple-like Auckland War
Memorial Museum and the National Museum in Wellington. The column is thought to have been originally based on a tree trunk, an object of
strength, power and masculinity, a fact noted by a contemporary
observer who thought the column typical of the Digger, 'Plain, upright
and solid'. 68
Another popular idea was the arch or gateway, often as the entrance to
a school, football fields or gardens. These suggest the movement from
one state of being to another, for the dead an entry to paradise, for the
living to a new and better world after the war.
Representational statuary featured in a number of places. Devonport,
Cambridge, Kaiapoi, Helensville, Gisborne, and Takapau in Hawke's
Bay, all have a New Zealand soldier, Mercer has a British Tommy, the
Maori memorial at Wanganui is a Maori soldier and there is a mounted

63 For example of the debate see Otago Daily Times, 1921: 14 October, p.9; 15 October,
p.7; 22 October, p. 12; 25 October, p.6; 28 October, p.9; 2 November, p.6.
64 The History of Canterbury, III, 365-448.
65 For example Invercargill raised £10,000 (population 15,203); Cambridge £4,000
(2,065); Auckland £200,000 (81,712).
66 Hurst-Seagar mounted an exhibition of photos of suitable memorials and Quick
March published his ideas, August 1920, p.81-85.
67 The following meanings derived from J.E. Cirlot, A Dictionary of Symbols, London,
1971.
68 Southland Times, 1 May 1922, p.5.
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rifleman at Otahuhu. The Wellington Citizen's Memorial is a mounted
youth on top of a tall column, representing the will to peace.
The final group was known as the utilitarian and includes local halls,
the Auckland Museum, the Christchurch bridge, the national carillon in
Wellington, and even a tram-shed in Auckland, which has since been
demolished. A few towns chose living memorials: for example Hamilton
citizens planted a tree for each dead soldier and Marlborough and
Oamaru have avenues of trees. Generally, however, stone monuments
were preferred for the sake of permanence and indeed the quality of the
stone was an important consideration.
Wording on memorials varied greatly, from the words of the Bible,
'Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his
friends', 69 to the funeral oration to Pericles on the Auckland Museum,
'The whole Earth is the sepulchre of famous men'. Most popular were
lines from Laurence Binyon's 'For the Fallen', either the title, or 'Lest
we Forget', or 'at the going down of the sun and in the morning, we shall
remember them'.
The positioning of the memorial was important. Many towns chose
either the main street or central square, enabling the monument to be the
focus and most important symbol on Anzac Day. Others chose a dominant position, on high ground so that the dead might never be forgotten.
All the memorials erected in New Zealand told of the great deeds of war
and the need to remember forever. Other elements of Anzac Day symbolism were sometimes included: the bayleaf, meaning martial fame and
immortality, the olive branch of peace, victory and honour, the palm for
victory and triumph over death, the sprig of rosemary for remembrance,
the torch of truth, vigilance, regeneration and the passing on of life and
wisdom, and perhaps the most famous, the Flanders' poppy. 70
The fact that the style of the memorials shows a pagan rather than a
Christian influence, with the cross only rarely present, suggests that the
warrior code of the ancient world was more appropriate to the Anzac
story than Christian values. The strands of New Zealand nationalism, of
pride in a military achievement, interwoven with those of mourning,
prevented Anzac Day from being associated totally with the Christian
God of peace. Although some ministers attempted to preach of peace on
the day, it could not shed completely its war associations. Nor did many
people wish for the deeds of the Anzacs to be entirely supplanted by
pacifist propaganda. 71 Thus the day became the centre of controversy in
the 1930s.
At this time the beginnings of pacifist sentiment, noted in the previous

69 John xv.13.
70 The RSA began to sell Flander's poppies on Anzac Day 1922 in aid of the widows and
orphans of France and unemployed ex-soldiers in New Zealand.
71 The RSA preferred a layman to speak who did not reduce the day to an expression of
abhorrence of war and sympathy for those who had to serve, RSA Review, August 1936,
p.23.
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decade, grew into a widespread hatred of war. New Zealand took part in
this world-wide revulsion which began about 1928 with the publication
of a spate of realistic war books. The most influential in New Zealand
were the translation of Remarque's All Quiet on the Western Front and
72
R.C. Sherriff's Journey's End.
Although popular, the more realistic
approach cast doubts on the treasured memories of many New
Zealanders. Commenting on a debate on this topic in the columns of the
Herald,
the editor concluded that these books were 'a foul libel' on the
men. 73 The pride and sorrow of the war experience were still too close for
many to face the facts of war.
Members of the peace movement believe that it was 'far better for
humanity to be faced by the ugly fact than to be misled by the falsehood
which exalts large-scale murder into a noble act.' 74 Such pacifist sentiment emanated from many sections of society at this time. Elements
from most churches and the Reform and Labour Parties supported
peace, while the peace groups gained their greatest following. In line with
a world-wide attempt, the Movement Against War and Fascism, founded
by the Communist Party, had some success in uniting the peace groups in
a front against war.
New Zealand's economic problems during the depression and the
general desire for peace resulted in some questioning of the British connection. Anti-British views arose in the peace movement because of a
fear that New Zealand's overdependence on Britain might involve the
country in future wars. Even in an organization as traditionally loyal as
the RSA, there were independent views. In 1935 the Auckland branch
passed a resolution condemning the statement of the Prime Minister,
Forbes, that New Zealand would automatically go to war if Britain did. 7 '
During the years when New Zealand was ravaged by the worst depression in its history, such controversies were probably of little interest to
the majority of the people, totally occupied with keeping body and soul
together and coping with suffering and despair. Nevertheless, the horrors
of the depression must have raised the question in many minds: where
was the better world that the soldiers, now perhaps unemployed and
forgotten, had fought for? 76 It was in this atmosphere that the first true
criticism of Anzac Day arose. The young and others began to extract
from the day meanings unseen by the grieving eyes of the war generation.
The major criticism came from those associated with the peace movement, who believed that the day emphasized militarism and glorified

72 The banning of the book by several libraries, and of the film versions of All Quiet and
Journey's End, added to their popularity.
73 22 March 1930, p. 10.
74 New Zealand Worker, 25 June 1930, p.6.
75 Dominion Executive Committee Meeting, RSA, 15 May 1935, p.595.
76 The lowering of the soldiers' pensions during the depression created great bitterness,
a feeling which remains today for many of the First World War men. It may well have convinced many of them to vote Labour in 1935.
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war. For by failing to tell of the horror of war, it gave a false picture,
particularly to the young, who might think they had missed a great experience. The day, one critic wrote in a left-wing journal, had been
'suborned for the glamour of a miliary parade with all the pomp, swagger and ritual so dear to the heart of the jingo type of creature that seems
to thrive on these things'. 77
To a certain extent this claim may have been correct. The association
of the leadership of the RSA with Anzac Day threw suspicion on its
message. Sir Andrew Russell, President of the RSA for most of the
period 1921 to 1936,78 was well known for his right-wing views and, as
President of the National Defence League, for his support for increased
defence spending. He was also leader of the Hawke's Bay Division of the
New Zealand Legion, to some minds a fascist group. 7 ' W. Perry, who
succeeded Russell as President of the RSA, also became President of the
National Defence League. Although opinion on defence varied within
the RSA, the official policy emanating from Wellington, supported the
need for a strong defence system within the Empire.
This policy was reflected in a growing military bias on Anzac Day. In
1935, the Dominion Executive Committee of the RSA sent a remit to the
Dominion Council that 'the armed forces of the Crown be invited to take
part, in uniform, in all parades on Anzac Day'. 8 0 This remit was
accepted, and in many towns, particularly those where the RSA was led
by officers serving part-time in the territorials or cadets, the march had a
more uniformed, military appearance. 81 The RSA had begun to take
charge of the ceremonies in a number of places, often because of neglect
by local authorities. As they did so, the religious section became less
important, resulting in some pacifist ministers finding it difficult to take
part. 82
Criticism also came from other directions. The questioning of British
imperialism and the war effort, particularly among the younger generation, meant that for some, Anzac Day was for old men to look back on
their hour of glory. It had become more difficult to uphold a day
associated with war and imperialism as one of national birth. 83 The
depression period also saw the beginnings of the first truly national
literature as distinct from much of the English-oriented writing of the

77 Tomorrow, 11 September 1935, p.46.
78 With the exception of 1924-5.
79 The Legion did not attract many returned soldiers, see M.C. Pugh, 'The New
Zealand Legion and Conservative Protest', unpublished M.A. thesis, University of
Auckland, 1969.
80 Dominion Executive Committee Meeting, RSA, 28 May 1935, p.601A.
81 The exception was Auckland where the ceremony had been shorn of all military
elements despite the Council decision.
82 Letter from Dr M.A. McDowell, Christian pacifist minister in the 1930s, to author,
25 August 1980.
83 See Tomorrow, 10 November 1937, p.2.
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1920s. Because of this the 1930s have superseded the war years as the
mythical time when New Zealand came of age.
The war memory did however remain important and the nationalism
of Gallipoli may have formed a basis for this new burst of self-assertion.
Ormond Burton considered that: 'Somewhere between the landing at
Anzac and the end of the battle of the Somme, New Zealand very
definitely became a nation. Twenty years later when our poets caught up
with this feeling it was interesting to note that apparently none of them
had been at all sensitive to the deep surge of feeling that had swept
through the men who were their fathers or elder brothers. Too much in
revolt perhaps.' 8 5
This is not completely true. Some of the New Zealand writers of the
depression were aware of the importance of the war. Three of the major
books of the time were set in the war years, Robyn Hyde's Passport to
Hell,86 John A. Lee's Civilian into Soldier,*1 and Burton's own The
Silent Division.** While the approach of these three writers to the horrors
of war was a realistic one, there remained a suggestion that war is the
supreme test of manhood and of a nation. 89 There is a notion that only in
war can a community by truly united and prove itself by the bravery and
sacrifice of its men. The literature, moreover, supports the view of R.M.
Chapman that for the New Zealand male, war is the 'supreme opportunity'. 90
Similarly, many New Zealanders could not accept the pacifists'
blanket condemnation of Anzac Day. In reaction to criticism, support
for the day strengthened, attendances grew, 9 ' and attempts to change the
day were defeated. Supporters argued that the day could inspire unity
and could increase the determination to end war, by reminding people of
the war dead. During the depression, the message of the day was often
the hope that people might recover the teamwork of the war and the
unselfishness of the trenches to face current problems. 92
Even members of the anti-war movement recognized that the war dead
remained a sorrowful memory for many people. At times they attempted
to associate their message with that of the dead. If the dead could be seen

84 I. Reid, Fiction and the Great Depression, Australia and New Zealand, 1930-50,
Melbourne, 1979.
85 'A Rich Old Man', p. 138.
86 London, 1936.
87 London, 1937.
88 Sydney, 1935.
89 See for example The Silent Division, p. 323; Civilian Into Soldier: 'Never had life had
for him so great a purpose. To get on. What urge in all experience equalled that', p.155;
Passport to Hell, p.28 and pp.74-75.
90 'Fiction and the Social Pattern: Some implications of recent New Zealand writing',
Landfall, VII (1953), 84.
91 Probably in line with the increased membership of the RSA to 26,828 in 1936. See
Mayhew, p.40.
92 This can be noted particularly on Anzac Day 1932, a week after the riots in Auckland.
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to have died for peace, maybe there would be greater support for the
peace movement, it was thought. In 1935, the Anzac Day Committee of
the Otago Movement Against War and Fascism, attempted to hold a
march on the 2 5 t h . " The idea met such strong opposition that they
postponed their counter-demonstration and in later years they chose the
26th to protest. A similar storm of outrage occurred when an anti-war
meeting in Auckland was advertised by the pasting of a poster on the war
memorial.' 4
Nor were attempts to change the day welcomed. In the 1930s suggestions that entertainment be allowed in the afternoon or that the whole
ceremony be changed to the nearest Sunday, were thwarted by protests
from the RSA. While the RSA provided the major bulwark against
change, many New Zealanders seemed to agree that Anzac Day still
offered an opportunity to state again the ideals of unity and unselfishness. As war threatened in 1939, the day was even more appropriate
to prepare the nation for the ordeal.
In that year the ceremony of the Dawn Service was instituted all over
the country, probably as the result of a group of returned soldiers attending a similar service in Sydney in 1938. Many editors and speakers on the
day recognized that the dawn service matched the outlook of the
nation." It was symbolic that, as the dawn stand-to in the trenches was
re-enacted, so once again it was time for the British people to stand
united against an enemy. The mood was different from that of 1914. The
fervent desire for peace had not been without effect. The war was not
greeted with a jingoistic burst of enthusiasm, or as a chance for New
Zealand to prove its nationhood, but rather it was faced as a duty. Yet
the memories that lingered from that first Great War and the day on
which New Zealanders gathered to remember, were both still strong
enough to prepare for another war.
For a proper understanding of the inter-war period, the pervasiveness
of the Great War in the minds of New Zealanders should not be
neglected. The achievements of the soldiers were a source of great pride
in New Zealand. Their deaths had brought great sorrow. Anzac Day provided the occasion when the whole community united to mourn and to
reaffirm that they had not died in vain. Thus it became a ritual of community solidarity and fulfilled a psychological need of people in the face
of death. By expressing the values of courage, self-sacrifice, and unity,
and instilling them into the next generation, Anzac Day helped to
ameliorate the fear that the deaths had been for nothing. The nationalism that had arisen at Anzac Cove was strengthened and New
Zealanders could recall with pride the feat which had earned them the
right to stand beside other nations in the Empire.

93 See comment in the New Zealand Observer, 24 April 1935, p.3.
94 ibid., 26 November 1936, p.5.
95 New Zealand Herald, 24 April 1939, p. 10.
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Despite a loss of faith in the old myths during the depression, Anzac
Day continued to be the most important day of commemoration and
indeed grew in strength in reaction to criticism. John Mulgan, one of the
group of writers who began to express New Zealand nationalism in
literature, recalls the impact of the war this way: 'We had never, in fact
outgrown the shadow of that earlier war, which our fathers had fought.
It brooded over our thoughts and emotions. Old wars take on a dignity
and a grandeur. As children we had heard men's stories coming home,
had stood silent in parades of remembrance, knew the names of old battles and heroes as part of our lives. We felt the tragic waste and splendour of this first Great War and grew up in the waste land it produced.'"
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96 Report on Experience, Auckland, 1947, pp.33-34.
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