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Lest We Forget 

 

 

At dawn in Melbourne, on the 25th of April, thousands of people lined St Kilda Road, clothed 
warmly to watch the annual veteran’s march towards the Shrine. Afterwards, many ambled 
northward for a bite of lunch in the city, or maybe towards the MCG to watch the day’s 
traditional footy game between the Pies and the Dons.  

Right across Australia, Anzac Day is traditionally a time to pause from our busy lives and 
engage in a sombre reflection of the past. From early childhood, our educators have told us 
that the mateship and bravery demonstrated by the Anzacs is at the core of our unique 
national identity as Aussies.  

Perhaps because of this, many people describe Anzac Day as one of the most important 
events in their calendar. A recent poll by Crocodile Research found that 62% of people 
ranked Anzac Day as more culturally significant than Christmas, Easter and Australia Day. 
There is clearly a deeply ingrained affection for Anzac Day in the national psyche. 

But what if that attachment is misplaced? What if the lessons we have supposedly derived 
from Anzac Day are flawed? What if our ancestors died for nothing? These are provocative 
questions, and in modern Australia they elicit a controversial reaction, given the dominant 
discourse that positions Anzac Day as a key ingredient in our fruit salad of national identity.   

Despite the emotional attractiveness of these beliefs, the most appropriate course of action 
is for us to rationally reflect on what the day should mean to us as a nation, and how this 
contrasts with current celebrations.  

Perhaps the best place to start with this analysis is the inaugural football match played 
between Collingwood and Essendon. Within broader society, this contest is held aloft as a 
shining example of those prime Anzac spirits; mateship and bravery. Anyone who bothers to 
watch the pre-match television coverage will notice the unsettling depiction of the game as a 
“battle” between “two old foes”, where players will “courageously” duel with each other for 
victory. It appears that in the eyes of some, the neatly trimmed grass oval of the ‘G is 
equivalent to the sandy battlefields of Gallipoli. 

When phrased so starkly, it is difficult to reject the troubling conclusions this comparison 
articulates. Football is not war, and comparing the two serves to remind me of the tragedy 
that war represents. We are forced to accept the confronting reality that the killing fields of 
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Gallipoli were not a place of bravery and mateship, but fear, anguish and death. As the 
respected historian George Smee aptly points out: “the key lesson from Australia’s invasion 
of Gallipoli is that war is terrifying and destructive, there is nothing brave about it.” In 
concealing these tense emotions, Australian society has missed the critical message of the 
so-called Great War.  

Nowhere is this blind patriotic spirit more evident than the annual pilgrimage by 
(predominantly) young Australians, who have no experience of war, to Turkey for the dawn 
service at Anzac Cove. This year, just over ten and a half thousand people crammed onto 
the beach, huddled together in sleeping bags, waiting to hear the bugle sound the haunting 
Last Post in the chill, silent morning air. Rather less poignantly, many of our visitors were 
clothed in cheap yellow-and-green beanies and scarves, purchased at local merchandise 
stalls. Some further adorned their outfits with the Australian flag or Southern Cross - 
evidence that Anzac Day has become less about honouring the horrors of war, and more 
about celebrating a crass and jingoistic national identity. 

My criticism is not targeted at individuals. Rather, I blame the collective failure of Australia’s 
political and cultural leaders to create a discourse about Anzac Day that rejects its 
association with nationalism and commercialisation. By allowing ourselves to become caught 
up in such an overly patriotic commemoration of what was a truly horrendous event we are 
pushing ourselves dangerously close to the precipice of missing the entire point of Anzac 
Day. 

War is violent, war is scary, war is evil.  

Lest we forget. 

 

Have a thought? Post your comments below! 

 

Returned from Service 

As a returned soldier from the Second World War, I couldn’t agree more with this article. Let 
me tell you, fighting in Tobruk was the most harrowing experience of my life. It was there that 
I saw the very depths of humanity. It strikes me to the absolute core to know that the young 
Australians of today know nothing of the horrors we had to endure.  

– Peter Hook, 91, Williamstown. 

True Blue 

To be honest, I’m pretty offended by what Wendy wrote. My mates and I went to Anzac 
Cove last year to celebrate Anzac Day and what we saw was totally different to what this 
stupid blog says. I just can’t stand it when people try and characterise all young people as 
being cut from the same mold. I know with 100% certainty that all the guys and girls who go 
to Turkey for Anzac Day do it to honour the fallen. I love this country, and so do they. 
Wendy’s the only one showing how to be a poor example of our national identity.  

– Lily Darling, 23, Eltham. 


