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A Debt of Honour 

NEW ZEALANDERS' FIRST ANZAC DAYS* 

IN MARCH 1916 the Mayor of Wellington. John P. Luke, called a meeting of 
Wellington region mayors to discuss the inaugural commemora t ion of Anzac 
Day. Luke argued that the 'day was unique in the history of New Zealand, and 
those who had fallen and died for their homes and country and Empire deserved 
the fullest and most public recognit ion ' . Insisting that, ' there should be nothing 
of a pan tomime character about the day ' s p roceed ings ' , he suggested that 
churches be asked to hold special services, that an afternoon memorial ceremony 
be held at the town hall, and that a patriotic concert fol low in the evening. The 
meeting approved these suggestions but was divided over whether the day should 
also be a public holiday. The Mayor of Onslow argued that 'if we could not 
show our appreciation of what our flesh and blood did at Gallipoli by observing 
a holiday, we were very small indeed ' . But others, including Luke, expressed 
doubts that the suggested programme of events was sufficient for a public holiday. 
The meeting broke up with the promise of further discussion.1 

The Wellington meet ing captures the cont ingency of the creation of the 
remembrance of the Great War in New Zealand. Those at the foref ront of 
organizing remembrance activities, especially local organizations, grappled with 
the difficult but vital task of establishing a remembrance of the war consonant 
wi th the n e e d s of the pub l i c . In the y e a r s s ince th is f i r s t A n z a c Day 
commemorat ion the patterns of remembrance have been well established. New 
Zealand now remembers with dawn services and with a half-day holiday every 
25 April. But this impression of an obvious and timeless remembrance is clearly 
false; even the ritual of a dawn ceremony is relatively new, first practised in 
New Zealand in 1939. This article investigates the process of the creation of the 
form, rituals and myths of remembrance of Anzac Day, f rom its beginnings 
during the Great War through into the early 1920s. 

Historians have long been accustomed to the investigation of the origins and 
meanings of publ ic ritual and ceremony. 2 In New Zea land and Aust ra l ia 
interpretation of the ritual of Anzac Day has focused on its relationship to the 
burgeoning nationalism of the two dominions. Nation has been at the centre of 
an analysis that has depicted Anzac Day commemorat ions as primarily concerned 
with the affirmation of national sacrifice and national identity. Maureen Sharpe 's 
examinat ion of Anzac Day in inter-war New Zea land was typical of this 
approach. Sharpe argued 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 feel ing ' . 3 However this emphasis on national identity has increasingly 
obscured the wider m e a n i n g s of A n z a c Day.4 More than the nat ion was 
commemora ted on Anzac Day and this article rediscovers the other collective 
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identities — imperial, local, racial and familial — that were discussed and 
developed through Anzac Day commemorat ion along with the nation.5 

In E u r o p e , the h i s to r iog raphy of days of r e m e m b r a n c e and memor ia l 
construction has had a much broader focus than Australasia. Jay Winter has 
discussed the importance of memorials as sites of mourning: this article will 
explore how New Zealanders appropriated Anzac Days as an opportunity to 
mourn the sons they had lost.6 Alex King and Adrian Gregory have highlighted 
the role of local elites, often acting through local organizations such as city and 
parish councils, in the creation of the form and content of remembrance. 7 This 
article will respond to Winter and Emmanuel Sivan 's call to examine 'the role 
of second- and third-order elites ' by exploring the ways local elites, particularly 
civic and religious leaders, acted to shape remembrance.8 But it will also examine 
the role other groups in society — veterans and relatives of the fallen — played 
in fashioning remembrance . The co-operation and contestation between these 
communi t ies is at the core of the work of the remembrance of the Great War. In 
order to do so, 1 first discuss how New Zealanders learnt of the Gallipoli landings 
and explore the discourse that immediately surrounded the concept of Anzac, 
highlighting the persistence of imperial identity. Elaboration of this f ramework 
is crucial because it provided the context for subsequent remembrance. An 
investigation of how this discourse was translated into the fundamental ly new 
practice of Anzac Day follows. I then consider Anzac Day as a site of mourning 
where religious forms and leaders were extremely influential in providing context 
and stability to these new ceremonies of remembrance. Next I examine the role 
of local bodies in initiating, creat ing and control l ing remembrances . New 
Zealanders actively participated in creating Anzac Day remembrances . They 
were much more than a passive audience. 

New Zealanders first heard of the landings at Gallipoli on 29 April 1915, but 
did not know for certain that New Zealanders and Australians were involved 
until a day later.1' News was frustra t ingly vague and incomplete . Wart ime 
censorship removed details and sometimes completely suppressed information. 
Even by 30 April all that could be reported was a telegram from the Colonial 
Secretary in London notifying the Governor that: 'His Majes ty ' s Government 
desires me to offer you their warmest congratulat ions on the splendid gallantry 
and magnif icent achievement of your contingent in the successful progress of 
the opera t ions at the Dardane l les ' . 1 0 Newspape r s responded by minutely 
dissecting and repeatedly quoting the telegram. The New Zealand Herald ran 
h e a d l i n e s of ' S P L E N D I D G A L L A N T R Y ' and ' N E W Z E A L A N D E R S 
P R A I S E D ' . " Making the most of this limited information, it also quoted the 
entire telegram twice, excerpting the 'magnif icent achievement" and 'splendid 
gallantry ' sections of the message, extrapolating f rom this limited information 
that the New Zealanders had 'dist inguished themselves ' .1 2 The editorial also 
claimed that the work entrusted ' to our Force was difficult and that its successful 
achievement was no small feat of arms' .1 3 Similarly the Christchurch Press 
concluded that New Zealanders now had the ' joy and satisfaction of knowing 
that when the test of battle came they were not found wanting' .1 4 From the 
outset newspaper accounts took the lead of the telegram and associated the 
deeds of the New Zealand troops with gallantry, success and courage. 
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This theme was to be echoed again and again in the coverage that fol lowed. 
Once more information was known, initial conf idence in the bravery of the 
New Zealanders could be conf i rmed. As one opinion writer noted, ' though we 
knew they would not be found wanting, wherever they went or whatever they 
were set to do, it is none the less satisfying to learn that they have shown the 
mettle of their pastures at the Dardanelles . . . | N e w Zealanders have shown] 
their strength, their intelligence and death-scorning devotion to duty' .1 5 Praise 
for New Z e a l a n d t roops was espec ia l ly w e l c o m e f r o m Bri t ish sources . 
Newspapers gave prominent place to the acclaim of two London newspapers 
and the journalist Ashmead Bartlett played a pivotal role in establishing initial 
percept ions of Anzac prowess . 1 6 Bartlett p rovided independen t ev idence , 
importantly f rom a ' f amous English war correspondent ' , that New Zealand 
soldiers were up to the task.17 In dispatches published regularly throughout the 
campaign Bartlett noted the bravery, tenaciousness and courage of Australasian 
troops. In one dispatch he argued that New Zealanders and Australians 'now 
occupy such a position, so thoroughly entrenched, that all the Turks in Thrace 
and Gallipoli will never turn them ou t ' . l s The tenor of his comments can be 
summed up by an excerpt f rom his dispatch of 7 May 1915: 'There has been no 
finer feat during this war than this sudden landing in the dark and the storming 
of the heights, and above all, holding on whilst the reinforcements were being 
landed. Raw colonial troops in these desperate hours proved worthy to fight 
side by side with the heroes of Mons, Aisne, Ypres and Neuve Chapelle . '1 9 

These last words were particularly reassuring, for if one theme of the early 
perceptions of the Gallipoli landing was the courage and tenaciousness of the 
Anzacs then the other was concern that it was a s ideshow fought against a 
technologically and racially inferior nation. Even before the campaign had begun 
newspapers went out of their way to demonstrate the relevance of the Dardanelles 
to the overall war effort. After the landings the Press argued that New Zealanders 
need not feel disappointed that their troops had not engaged the German enemy 
because the a t tack on the D a r d a n e l l e s o p e n e d up ' u n l i m i t e d ( m i l i t a r y | 
possibilities, and many military critics think they may prove the turning point 
of the war".20 In May 1915 the Herald declared that the Dardanelles operations 
had a 'special and immediate value to all the Allied nations ' , while the Dominion 
argued that they were of 'momentous importance' .2 1 The press reports also 
emphasized the effect iveness of the Turkish soldier. One account described 
Turkish troops as the ' f inest of defensive soldiers' .2 2 Another averred that the 
Turks had 'proved themselves brave and ferocious in fighting, and especially 
quick and skilful in entrenching' .2 3 Af ter all. New Zealanders could only be 
sure that the British race in New Zealand had withstood colonial transplantation 
if they succeeded in war against a more or less racially equivalent enemy. New 
Zea landers were thus reassured that their t roops were courageous ly and 
successfully fighting a noble foe in a strategically vital theatre of operations.24 

From the first, New Zealanders agreed that the Anzac ' s landing had to be 
marked in some public way. As the Auckland Star noted, the Gallipoli landings 
had 'all the qualities of a great dramatic event ' , but the exact fo rm of the first 
remembrances was open to debate.25 The need to commemorate the participation 
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of New Zealanders in war had rarely arisen before.2h During the mid-nineteenth 
century New Zealanders — Maori and Pakeha — had participated in the New 
Zealand wars, but this was a war that society, at least European society, would 
rather have forgotten. As James Belich has argued, the failure of British and 
Colonial forces to rout the Maori enemy meant that a society confident of its 
racial superiority found it easier to forget the wars.27 New Zealanders (and 
Australians) had participated in the second South African war (1899-1902) , 
but they did so on a much smaller scale and with far fewer casualties than the 
Great War. The Great War was perceived as a struggle for the survival of the 
Britain and its Empire in a way the South Afr ican war was not. The trauma of 
the Great War was such that both the state and society had a vital interest in its 
commemora t ion ; the state to jus t i fy the decision to go to war and society to 
mourn its dead. But its form and content was unknown and for the most part 
unprecedented. 

However , despite a potential for variation, the Anzac Days of wartime were 
remarkably uniform in their form and content. Across the country the day was 
marked by processions of returned soldiers and by civic ceremonies presided 
over by local officials held at town halls or, in smaller communit ies , at a local 
park. Auckland ' s and Dunedin 's commemora t ions were typical of the major 
centres. 

In Auckland commemora t ions began with a parade of returned soldiers, some 
of whom had to be conveyed by car because of their wounds. Crowds lined the 
streets along the parade route greeting the men with cheers, 'but for the most 
part they were accorded a reception undoubtedly all the more sincere because 
silent' .28 The parade culminated at the town hall, which the soldiers entered to a 
round of applause. The national anthem and a number of hymns were sung and 
religious leaders delivered sermons and speeches. 

In Dunedin a procession through the streets culminated in a civic ceremony 
presided over by the mayor on the town hall steps. The service was, according 
to the Otago Daily Times, 'largely devotional in character ' and ended with cheers 
for the men at the front.29 

Smaller centres also commemora ted Anzac Day in similar ways. On the first 
Anzac Day in 1916, Te Awamutu organized a long procession of returned 
soldiers, reservists, the fire brigade and school children, all led by the municipal 
band. In Cambridge, a service was held at the town hall with a choir in attendance; 
at Paeroa a large crowd in the local domain heard speeches and sang hymns.10 

Just as the form of the new Anzac Day ritual was strikingly coherent, being 
drawn f rom a limited range of rituals — returned soldiers, municipal settings, 
religious elements — so was the content of the message of these early days. 
Speakers at Anzac Day ce remonies and newspaper editorial writers were 
primarily concerned to jus t i fy the loss of life in the Great War as a whole and at 
Gallipoli in particular. By January 1916 Allied troops had been withdrawn from 
the Gallipoli peninsula, marking the end of the failed campaign. Those who 
attended the first Anzac Days were forced to confront the fact that New Zealand's 
first large-scale foreign campaign had ended in failure and that the t remendous 
sacrifice of New Zealand lives had not, af ter all, ensured Allied victory. 
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Yet Anzae Day audiences heard not about failure but success. In Dunedin the 
Reverend Clarence Easton announced that, 'virtually the Peninsula had become 
a British possession, dyed red with the blood of heroes ' . Gallipoli may not have 
been taken militarily, but it had been conquered metaphorically. Further, Easton 
claimed that the performance of New Zealand troops at Gallipoli had settled the 
Vexed question of 'racial success ion ' . Had the British qualit ies of 'valour, 
resource and tenacity' been safely transferred to the colonies? Gallipoli proved 
conclusively that they had. As Easton argued. New Zealand had 'tested our 
newest flesh and blood, soul and spirit, and proved them, and had vindicated 
our true descent with a splendid vindication . . . [ Gallipoli ] was the vindication 
of our total m a n h o o d ' . " The British race and British manhood in particular had 
not deteriorated in southern climes. Gallipoli provided welcome proof that the 
racial subset of New Zealanders could pass the ultimate test of war.32 

Speaking at the Auckland Town Hall, Archbishop Averill argued that the 
campaign was really a 'moral victory ' and concluded that: '[ W | e know enough 
to refute the foolish idea that our boys died in vain. (Applause) They represented 
New Zealand 's sense of honour and gratitude. New Zealand 's loyalty to King 
and Empire and by giving their lives they have helped to weld the Empire in 
imperishable bonds. They have proved the worthiness of the nation to take its 
place in the great family of free nations in the Empire. (Applause) . ' 3 3 Newspaper 
editorials and commentators reinforced this interpretation of Gallipoli. The New 
Zealand Herakl argued that the landing itself was a magnif icent feat, as such a 
landing had been 'deemed " impossible" by German strategists ' . Victory was to 
be found in the attempt, in the 'marvel lous daring ' of the New Zealanders rather 
than the ultimate outcome.3 4 The Otago Daily Times concurred, arguing that it 
was 'no fault of the men who made that landing — or, indeed, of those who 
joined them af terwards — that the Gallipoli campaign proved a failure ' .3 5 New 
Zealanders had proven themselves worthy of the empire, and the loss of New 
Zealand life had been an unfortunate but necessary part of a test of the nat ion 's 
character and of the manhood of the neo-Britons of the colonies.36 

Newspapers also developed the justification that Gallipoli had confirmed New 
Zealand's place in the imperial family. The Press argued that Gallipoli had 'sealed 
with glorious victory and glorious death their undying and unshaking loyalty to 
"Alma Mater Imperatrix," the Empress foster-mother of them all ' .37 Another 
newspaper called on all New Zealanders to honour the 'work ' that those at 
Gallipoli had done for 'New Zealand and the Empire'.31* Sir Philip Gibbs, an 
Englishman, announced in an Anzac Day programme that the 'Mother Country ' 
now owed New Zealand a 'debt of honour ' for coming to its assistance so 
unselfishly.39 Family metaphors were repeatedly used to express the relationship 
between the British Empire and New Zealand. Britain was the mother, nurturing 
the growth of her sons but expecting these sons to be loyal when she needed 
assistance. To the pride and relief of New Zealanders, Gallipoli proved the son 's 
fidelity both to the metaphorical imperial family and to the individual famil ies 
of New Zealand.40 

On the first Anzac Day of peacetime, those who attended commemora t ions 
were able to add a new just if icat ion for New Zealand 's sacrifice, that of final 
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victory. As the New Zealand Herald noted, ' f inal vindication of their [New 
Zealand soldiers] great endeavour has come since last the people of the homeland 
assembled to do them honour ' . The end of the war had 'added a sense of even 
greater pride and import ' to the observance of a day of remembrance.41 Reflecting 
on an Anzac Day speech of 1920, which mentioned that a medal had been struck 
by the Turkish government to mark their victory at the Dardanelles, a 1921 
commenta tor was able to respond that, ' the medal celebrated cheaply the short-
lived tr iumph of the Turks. It was the vaunting of a man ' s vainglory. The failure 
— aye, and the death — of which it spoke were not failure nor death, after 
all ' .42 What mattered in the last analysis was not the hardship of war. but the 
'ul t imately victorious deed ' that Anzac Day commemorated. 4 3 

Appeals that the sacrifice of the New Zealand soldier not be forgotten once 
the war was over were coupled with the justif ication of final victory. Writing in 
1924, L.M. Eastgate warned that it was 'very easy to allow what is expedient 
and selfish to crowd out what is due to the men of Anzac now that it is nearly a 
decade since . . . the first Anzac Day ' . Instead, Eastgate urged, 'we are called to 
keep vigil . . . in the commemora t ion — we must or be disloyal, and that is 
unthinkable , for they were loyal to the death ' . 4 4 Another writer posed the 
fundamental question: 'The dead did their duty, will the living do theirs?'4 5 

Newspapers and speakers on Anzac Day argued that those who had served and 
those who had died were owed respect and continuing remembrance. A failure 
to remember would be tantamount to acknowledging that the dead had died in 
vain. As the Auckland Star commented , those who remained must hold ' to the 
fai th ' and honour the memory of the Anzacs, 'born of personal affection and . . . 
of their superb soldiership and unsurpassed h e r o i s m ' 4 6 

In adding these new elements of memory to the discourse of Anzac Days, 
New Zealanders did not neglect or forget the older elements, which focused on 
military heroism and the imperial duty of the nation. Indeed the arguments that 
New Zealanders must remember the sacrifice of New Zealand soldiers restated 
and reinforced the nature of that sacrifice. In 1922 Bishop Averill, speaking at 
an Anzac Day service at St Matthews church in Auckland, deployed the metaphor 
of family to link Anzac Day to New Zealand 's imperial ties and its nationhood. 
He argued that the day 'emphasised the character of the nation and its fitness 
for playing its part as one of the great family of self governing nations which 
comprised the British Empire ' .4 7 Echoing these comments the Auckland Star 
contended that the contribution of the Anzacs to the nation proved three things: 
' they established completely the claim of New Zealand to be a nation, they 
sealed with their blood the solidarity of empire, and they died that the world 
might be free ' .4 8 

Speaking at an Auckland Anzac Day ceremony the Reverend J.W. Shaw 
eloquently expressed the cont inuing relevance of the Anzac remembrances 
established during the war: 'Four years ago New Zealand had practically no 
history . . . we had no great event by which we could be judged, or in which the 
highest e lements of our national character had been fused into one f lame — 
there had been no focussing of the broken lights into one intense radiance . . . 
Gallipoli had given us our beacon light by which our national character stood 
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revealed in the white light of a noble purpose, nobly pursued against incredible 
odds' .4 9 Shaw concluded by again emphasiz ing that the New Zealand soldier 
had lived up to the best traditions of the British race, proving that New Zealand 
could do more than just 'turn out good footballers ' .5 0 In combining elements of 
national, imperial and racial identity together with the courage, excellence and 
manhood of the Anzac soldier, Shaw ably summed up the remembrance of the 
G r e a t W a r tha t e m a n a t e d f r o m A n z a c D a y s a n d d e m o n s t r a t e d the 
interconnectivity of these elements. Each element reinforced the other, creating 
a powerful tradition that remembered individual soldiers and that met the needs 
of the famil ies and society that produced them. 

Early Anzac Days also provided New Zea landers with another equal ly 
important opportunity; space and time to mourn the t remendous loss of life 
engendered by the war. Both during the war and in its immediate af termath, 
mourning mixed with just if icat ion and proud recollection as the major themes 
of Anzac Day remembrance. As the New Zealand Herald argued in 1921, 'year 
by year this great day of national remembrance brings to countless homes the 
renewal of a sorrow ever po ignan t . . . the sorrow never passes f rom the hearts 
of those to whom Anzac Day is an anniversary of personal grief and loss'.51 

Anzac Day was a ' commemora t ive festival of pain and pride' .5 2 It provided an 
opportunity, however limited, for New Zealanders to publicly express their pain 
in a socially acceptable fashion. 

The Herald described the scene at the town hall service in 1920 in this way: 
'Some pathetic scenes were witnessed among the bereaved relatives at the close 
of the service, when the firing party with arms reversed, slowly entered the hall, 
while the "Dead March" in Saul was played on the organ. Many women stood 
quietly weeping, old men ' s faces were drawn in lines of sorrow, and here and 
there were women who broke down completely as a realisation of their bitter 
loss swept over them. '5 3 

Anzac Day provided a substitute for the funeral service the relatives of the 
fallen had never been able to attend.54 It was a cathartic experience. For many 
New Zealanders Anzac Day was their only chance to publicly express their 
grief in a sympathetic and respectful fo rum. As one newspaper noted, 'many [at 
Anzac Day ceremonies] were mourners for their own kin; all were mourners 
for the great company of the departed' .5 5 Thus Anzac Days were environments 
where not only the dead, but also the mourners left in their wake, were honoured 
and given the respect of the community. 

The religiosity of Anzac Day commemora t ions re inforced their funerea l 
atmosphere. Most official Anzac Day ceremonies were organized by secular 
groups, usually local body authorities, but religion played a major role in the 
early Anzac Days. From the beginning, religious leaders took important places 
in Anzac Day ceremonies, hymns were commonly sung and a benediction was 
also regularly used. The organization of the first Anzac Day in Dunedin illustrates 
this point. Although the ceremony took place in the Octagon, a public and secular 
place, presided over by the mayor, who spoke first, the ceremony was guided 
by religious leaders and practices. Two churchmen spoke after the mayor, one 
offer ing a prayer, then a hymn was sung and the proceeding ended with a 
benediction.56 
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As the Anzac ceremonies became more elaborate, religion continued to mould 
remembrance . The official Auckland Anzac Day ceremony held at the town 
hall in 1922 serves as an example. The service began with the national anthem 
and was fo l lowed by a hymn, 'O God Our Help in Ages Past ' . Archdeacon 
Hawkins led those present in prayer, fol lowed by another hymn. The crowd 
then heard addresses by two further churchmen. Bishop Sadlier and Reverend 
Shaw. Rudyard Kipl ing 's 'Recess ional ' (which states that no sacrifice however 
great can compare to the original sacrifice of Jesus Christ) fol lowed. The 'Dead 
March ' in Saul was played, another hymn sung, the last post sounded and the 
ceremony ended with the pronouncement of a benediction.5 7 Three years later, 
in 1925, the pattern was repeated. The Governor-General was present and began 
the ceremony by reading a lesson. Four hymns were sung. The speakers were 
Archbishop Averill and Reverend Laws.5 8 The ce remony ' s style, its mix of 
readings, hymns and speeches was very close to that of a church service. Indeed 
it was commonly referred to as a 'service' .5 9 This was more than a patina of 
religion; religion was a central force providing meaning, context and solidity to 
the new and untested Anzac Day ceremonies. 

Both Bruce Kapferer and Keith Sinclair have, however, argued that Anzac 
Day ceremonies shut out religion and religious leaders. Kapferer has contended 
that in Australia, ' the participation of the clergy in public Anzac ceremonial , 
now 11988] as at all t imes in the past, is noticeably muted ' . For Kapferer those 
who created the first Anzac Days in Australia wished to subordinate religion 
and its possibly divisive implicat ions to an a l l -encompass ing nationalism, 
universal in its appeal.60 Sinclair has pointed to a similar phenomenon in New 
Zealand, arguing that the nationalism of Anzac Day became a 'secular religion' 
for New Zealanders. On Anzac Day, life, according to Sinclair, ' took on a fuller 
dimension and purpose ' than on any other day of the year as national pride 
filled the supposed void left by New Zealanders ' lack of enthusiasm for religion.61 

But as we have seen, religion did have a key role to play at least in the first 
Anzac Days when the boundar ies of remembrance were being set. Indeed, 
Sinclair himself acknowledges the role of religion, singling out Christchurch 
observances as containing a ' larger religious element than in most places'.62 

The explanation for the importance of religiosity is to be found in the novelty of 
Anzac Day. The unprecedented nature of Anzac observances required that they 
be organized, created and implemented f rom scratch. There was no completely 
appropriate or readily available form, ritual or setting to be appropriated by 
organizers. Yet at the same time, public pressure for a suitable ceremony that 
honoured the dead was immense. Faced with this difficulty organizers around 
the country turned to rituals — secular and sacred — that had been in public 
use for some time. Parades were thus a common feature of Anzac Days because 
they were a recognized way of honouring their participants and because of their 
association with the military. In the same way, organizers turned to what James 
Wolffe has described as a 'civil religiosity . . . a complex mix of sentiment, 
patriotism, and d i f fuse Christ ianity ' to help express their mourning, pride and 
respect for the New Zealand soldier.6 ' The overlay of religious concepts seemed 
natural because religion dealt with sacrifice, death and respect, which were 
precisely the themes of Anzac Days. The adoption of religious words and rituals 
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gave immediate context and meaning to an otherwise new and untried form of 
remembrance. The organization of the observance along the lines of a church 
service gave familiarity and provided social cues to the audience. 

The role of religion at Anzac Day services declined over the years as new 
elements and symbols of remembrance , such as the cenotaph, and poppy day 
appea ls , c a m e to the fo re . As N e w Z e a l a n d e r s e s t ab l i shed and b e c a m e 
comfortable with their remembrances of Anzac and the Great War, the discourse 
and ritual of Anzac Day gradually became distinct and meaningfu l within its 
own context. New Zealanders no longer had to rely on one discourse to provide 
meaning for the other. Nevertheless, the original impact of religion on the 
formation of remembrance was and is apparent. The frequent use of the "Dead 
March ' in Saul, usually reserved for funerals, highlighted the aspect of mourning 
that accompanied Anzac Days. Just as the congregat ion at a church service 
respond 'Amen ' to the prayer uttered by a priest, so those at Anzac Day services 
came later to repeat the last line of what has come to be known as the 'Ode of 
Remembrance ' : 

They shall grow not old, as we that are left grow old: 
Age shall not weary them, nor the years condemn. 
At the going down of the sun and in the morning 
We will remember them.64 

As the massed voices rang out, they ritually marked the influence of religion 
on the newly minted ceremonies of remembrance , even as New Zealanders 
strove to create unique forms of Anzac Day commemora t ion . 

Religious forms were crucial to the development of Anzac Days, but the 
appropriation of religious ritual was not the only prescriptive force at work in 
early Anzac Day ceremonies. At the outset Anzac Day commemora t ions were 
tightly controlled and planned affairs in the hands, most often, of local authorities. 
As the example of the meeting of Wellington region mayors with which this 
article began illustrates, councils were intimately involved in the organization 
of the official, secular Anzac Day remembrances. The formulation of Auckland 's 
Anzac Day ceremonies reveals the extent to which councils were the primary 
organizers. The Town Clerk 's office selected the hymns to be played at the 
ceremony. Although they asked for advice f rom local churchmen, the final choice 
was up to council officials.65 Council bureaucrats also decided who to invite to 
speak and assigned churchmen to various roles within the ceremony. These 
same officials issued invitations to the great and the good of Auckland allowing 
them to sit in places of honour on the town hall stage and organizing them in 
their social and official precedence f rom the stage 's front to its rear. Precedence 
was typically accorded to civic officials rather than the military. The stage was 
filled with city councillors, consuls f rom allied nations, chairmen of road boards 
and mayors of Auckland borough councils and their wives, not serving or 
returned soldiers. The only exceptions were high-ranking off icers and winners 
of the Victoria Cross, who sat in the front row.66 

Just as the stage had its hierarchy, so did the seating for the audience, as this 
1922 memorandum indicates: 'It is intended to reserve the Gallery for the next-
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of-kin of fallen Soldiers, the entrance to which will be f rom the Queen Street 
side of the Hall. The ground floor is reserved for returned soldiers who will 
march in procession f rom the Queen ' s Wharf and enter the Hall f rom Grey 
Street. The Hall will be open at 10 a.m. and the seats in the Gallery until 10.40 
a.m. af ter which the public will be admit ted . ' 6 7 The next of kin were singled out 
for special respect, given places of honour and allowed to enter the hall 40 
minutes before the general public. Returned servicemen also had a special place 
at the front of the hall. But significantly both these groups remained part of the 
audience; they were present to observe, not to organize or actively participate.68 

Those who wished to have tickets or special exempt ions to the ceremony 's 
organizational structure also had to apply to the council further reinforcing its 
control of the ceremony. In 1921, T. Harle Giles applied to the council for two 
extra tickets for seating on the stage for his daughter and her friend.69 The reply 
was polite but f i rm: 'owing to limited accommodat ion on the platform it is not 
possible to arrange for any others but representatives of the various bodies' .7 0 

Other requests were met more favourably, particularly if they had a direct 
connection to military achievement . In 1918, Miss H. Basten wrote to council 
officials asking that Mr and Mrs Bassett, parents of the first New Zealand winner 
of a Victoria Cross, be given tickets. Last year. Miss Basten, noted ' there was 
an oversight . . . with the consequence that Mrs Bassett took her chances of 
gaining admission with the crowd. As she is very frail, there was considerable 
chance of her being hurt, or of not gaining admiss ion ' . A note on the letter 
indicates that the request was granted.71 But whatever the issue, council 's control 
of the ceremony was such that it was recognized as the body with which the 
public had to deal. 

In these ways the council was able was to stamp its imprimatur on Anzac 
Day. It selected invitees, assigned roles to the next of kin, returned soldiers and 
the public, and careful ly inf luenced the remembrance of the war to which 
Aucklanders would be exposed. There was little for the public to do. They were 
confined to listening, applauding and singing, in other words, to responding to 
remembrance rather than taking an active part in creating remembrance. Thus 
the style of ceremony developed by the council, while helping to evolve and 
reinforce the uncertain and embryonic remembrance of the Great War, was also 
prescriptive and limiting in terms of popular participation in the activity of 
remembering. 

However, f rom 1922 the public gained a greater opportunity to express its 
own remembrances of the Great War. In that year the council temporarily erected 
a replica of the Whitehall cenotaph outside the town hall at the corner of Queen 
and Grey Streets.72 Made of plaster, the Auckland cenotaph, like its London 
equivalent, was at the centre of a main thoroughfare in the heart of the city. As 
the Auckland Star noted, it quickly became a 'rallying point ' and by the end of 
Anzac Day, ' the whole base of the cenotaph was covered in f lowers ' .7 3 The 
cenotaph, like the other newly constructed memoria ls all over the country, 
quickly became a place where Aucklanders could participate in the project of 
remembrance.7 4 As the New Zealand Herald suggested in a passage that deserves 
quoting at length: 
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Here | at the cenotaph] with offerings of flowers, scores of people kept their own soldiers' 
memory green. They came, young and old; not a type was missing. There were the 
father and mother, middle-aged, he holding her by the arm and with head bent protectively. 
Together they laid the wreath down and turned quickly away. A son brought his mother, 
a frail, bespectacled little woman, who bit her lip lest it should tremble . . . . A grey-
haired widow bearing a white wreath, came with a friend of her own age, and both 
lingered . . . . Some were alone. A labourer, with heavy boots, a general service medal 
upon his coat, laid down a humble bunch of flowers. Was it for a son, a brother, or a 
comrade? Who could say . . . . A grandmother, bent with age, tremblingly laid her small, 
white wreath face downwards, all unknowing, and covered her face awhile with a black-
gloved hand. "Look there's a family," said a bystander. Plainly it was — widowed mother, 
tall daughter, and two little girls with a wreath apiece . . . . A scared little chap walked 
falteringly up, clinging to a bunch [of flowers]. He deposited it, turned, and ran. A troop 
of Girl Guides, in uniform, brought theirtribute; so did six Oddfellows . . . . A schoolmaster 
led a dozen pupils. So it went on." 

Age, gender, wartime status as civilian or returned soldier were no bar to 
contribution; all could and did participate in wreath laying, all were valued by 
the c rowd that r e spec t fu l l y wa t ched . Each ind iv idua l or c o m m u n i t y of 
remembrance whether it be a family, a school or girl guide troop was able to 
express its own emotions, be they focused on proud remembrance, grief or any 
other mix of memories. It was important that this mourning took place in public 
so the grief of the mourners could be acknowledged . The sacred duty of 
remembrance could only be properly fulf i l led if done publicly as part of a 
continuing testimony to the memory of the dead. The description acknowledges 
this in its first line, pointing out that the rituals at the cenotaph took place to 
keep memory 'green ' or fresh. Mourning the war dead at the cenotaph on Anzac 
Day was not the same as mourning the loss of a relative through accident or old 
age. That experience was mostly a private one. Mourning at a war memorial 
aimed not just at the remembrance of individuals, but at the preservation of the 
public values for which New Zealanders thought those individuals had stood. 

The Herald excerpt also highlights the expression and repression of emotion 
that ran through these public manifes ta t ions of grief. Newspaper accounts 
stressed the peculiar abilities of women to express emotion. Males were more 
often presented as stoic. As the Dominion argued, women had a 'hal lowed 
intuit ion' for r emembrance that men simply lacked.76 The Herald account 
described a frail mother who bit her lip to stop it t rembling and a grey-haired 
widow at the cenotaph. Another described how a 'woman in black ' would 'again 
and again' approach the cenotaph 'and wipe away a tear as she tenderly deposited 
her simple offering'.7 7 In showing emotion at the cenotaph, women were fulfilling 
and reinforcing their gendered role in New Zealand society. Able to express 
emotion in a way men could not, women could be public mourners-in-chief . As 
one commentator argued, 'first among the watchers [on Anzac Day j is the Mother 
. . . that heroic soul who gave her heart 's blood when she sent her boy to f ight ' .7 8 

The image of the mother and her heroic son (echoing the imperial relationship 
between mother Britain and child New Zealand) was expressed more often 
than any o ther f ami l i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p in the d i s c o u r s e of r e m e m b r a n c e , 
emphasizing the special role of women as mothers in the task of remembering. 
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The Herald's description of a cenotaph ceremony quoted above stresses once 
again the unprecedented nature of war remembrance in New Zealand. New 
Zealanders had to accustom themselves to a ritual of public remembrance that 
was repeated every year; a special day marked out for the maintenance of memory 
and the expression of grief. The ceremonies at the cenotaph also helped to 
acclimatize New Zealanders to the realities of New Zealand society after the 
Great War. The family that the bystander pointed out was without a father, 
consist ing only of a mother and three daughters. Nevertheless this group of 
women was recognized as a family by the reporter, who by so doing remarked 
on the sacrifice of the father and husband. In actively participating in Anzac 
Day ceremonies this family was able to honour their loved one and gain public 
recognition of their sacrifice. The cenotaph, unlike the town hall ceremony, 
allowed this important process of remembrance to flourish. 

The divergence between the two sites of remembrance was made plain in 
1926. That year Archbishop Averill, speaking to a town hall audience, argued 
that, 'Anzac Day is passing f rom a day of mourning to one of solemn and blessed 
memory ' . 7 9 Yet outside that ceremony, at the cenotaph, the Herald described a 
steady stream of 'women in the dark raiment of mourning, most of them mothers 
cherishing thoughts of long-lost sons' .8 0 For these practitioners of remembrance 
mourning was still the appropriate and dominant testimony of their remembrance 
of the Great War. Both forms of commemora t ion were valid, submitting their 
r e m e m b r a n c e to the world . They were not in opposi t ion; communi t i e s of 
remembrance could participate in both or just one. But at the town hall those 
present had no opportunity to offer their remembrance; at the cenotaph any one 
could and many did. 

The popularity of the cenotaph, as evidenced by the large crowds that gathered 
around it, indicated the pub l ic ' s desire for a less prescr ipt ive Anzac Day 
ceremony. When memorials were constructed up and down the country this 
pattern was repeated. As New Zealanders became more conf ident with the 
ceremonies and discourses of remembrance , town hall observances, initially 
vital for establishing the boundaries of remembrance , became less important. 
War memoria ls and, in Auckland ' s case, the cenotaph, first at Queen Street and 
later in the Domain, became the 'central point[s) of devotion' and remembrance.81 

As the Herald noted, 'moving as the day ' s ceremonial [at the town hall] was, 
none of it showed simple human feeling as much as did the little drama enacted 
round the Cenotaph' .8 2 The boundaries of remembrance formulated, Aucklanders 
chose a more active participation in the process of remembrance than they had 
previously been allowed. 

In April 1939, on the final peace-t ime Anzac Day before the onset of the 
Second World War, Aucklanders commemora ted with a new ritual. At dawn, 
2500 returned servicemen and thousands of civilians met at the new permanent 
cenotaph in the Domain to honour the memory of the fallen. The idea to 
commemora te at dawn, at the same time as the Allied troops had first landed at 
Gallipoli, came f rom Australia. A year before, the first dawn parade and service 
had been organized in Sydney and Melbourne. New Zealanders took up this 
innovation with alacrity and enthusiasm. As the New Zealand Herald argued, 
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'the dawn parade and service will not easily be forgotten . . . clearly the public 
imagination had been touched' .8 3 

The advent of a dawn ce remony and the d isplacement of the town hall 
ceremonies reinforces this article 's point about the continual development of 
the remembrance. With the dawn ceremony inaugurated and Anzac Day now a 
half-day holiday, free of the taint of commercia l ism, Anzac Day took on a form 
we find familiar.84 Its familiarity and persistence disguises the intense work of 
remembrance that New Zealanders participated in between the world wars. The 
initial discourse of the first Anzac Days sprang f rom war-censored newspapers 
and emphasized the courage, manhood and sacrifice of the New Zealand soldier 
within the f ramework of imperial identity. But the first Anzac Days were also 
times of mourning. Just as Europeans grieved at memoria ls so New Zealanders 
found solace at Anzac Day ceremonies . To do this they borrowed and adapted 
ritualistic forms f rom secular and religious ceremonies provided opportunit ies 
for New Zealanders to express their collective loyalties and to grieve. 

As New Zealanders ' war remembrance matured, so did the expression of that 
r emembrance at Anzac Day. New Zea landers proved themse lves adept at 
constructing war memorials , both cultural and physical. This article has argued 
that, in common with Britain, local organizations were the most important actors 
in the invention and organization of remembrance activities. However, with the 
basic shape of remembrance activities established. New Zealanders were well 
ab le to pa r t i c ipa te in and c o n t r i b u t e to the f o r m s and c o n t e n t o.f the i r 
remembrance. In particular, Aucklanders seized on the cenotaph as a site at 
which they could play an active part in the maintenance and evolution of the 
remembrance of the Great War. With the boundaries set, New Zealanders went 
to work filling in the detail of their remembrances and honouring the outstanding 
debt to those they had so tragically lost. 
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