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Welocoming the Dueen: or how I learned to give up the monarchy and

Love the Commcrnweslth.
John Moclarean

When her Majesty RQueen Elizabeth came to Australia in 1954, 1 was

cimie of the loyal troops senlt to Canbesrra Lo honour, guard and
wez loome e, A Colour Sergeant, marching at the rear of the

massed bands and Imperial battls honours of the regiments of Her
Austiral iean Army, 1 prowdly bore the flag of a bathalion of non-
combatants, the Melbouwrne University Regimsnt. As soldiers of

the Qqe@np we were honarary members of every club in Canberra——

not a great number at the time, but an important privilege in an

winen hobtels olosed at six. We travelled by troop Lrain via

Slbiiey, raviving Yollk mesnories of wartims treanspori. It was the
A g seheme o L
Melight and glory of the fdesd perd of military conscription

infreLucel {
et [y ble Menrzies government in the midst of

the anmiety
generated by the Korean War. Yet the visit itself, for all the
enthusiasm with which it was greeted at all levels of society.
waes rooted in nostalgia and celebrated a social ideal that was
already dead. It is the contention of this paper that the seeds
of the present republican debate were sown during the kKorean War,
nuirtured by the experience of the Vietnam war. and have come to
maturity since the end of the Cold War has left Australia

I

acutely aware of its position as the lanely country at the
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bottom of the world. FEven those

5

rnevertheless are

for Australia of a consolidabion of

thwree overlapping trading bhlocs centre in
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victary was not so much & vote for any particular policies as a
vote against wartime and the postwar austerity that was
symbolized by the continuation of wartime controls and
rationing. Menzies! return to office seemed to fulfil the hopes
that had been esxpressed throughout my wartime childhood in the

i
phrase that prefaced most discussions: "When the war 1is over o .

W It was & reje

ion of the other wartime dream of a new

ik
al
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society in favour of a return to a past that never was.

Although the Korean War came as a rude interruption to this
trance of nostalgis. a reminder that the world was still a
dangerous place. it also received a degree of welcome from
thowse of my generation who thought of 1t as “owr war™. I was at
that time boarding in a conservative school! which placed the
greatest importance on sport, cadets and examination results, in
that order. Many of the dominating personalities on the staff
and in the cadet corps were returned servicemen from the first
and second world wars. Fortunately, the school also had a good
Library and encouraged hbthe discussion of public affairs. At e
state school 1 had ettended earlier the history and geoaraphy of
Axia and the Facific had been taught, with particular reference
to the independence struggles in Indonesia (therm the Netheriands
Fast Indies), and in the library of the private schoal I first
cama across the term "Near North’ in a book of essays an
contemporary Asia.?t These were small signs of the changes that
were to engulf Australia over the next twenty years and so
complete the process of realignment that had begun with the Fall

. ;4'«4("\(/\{' [EN H/L(/L A
of Singapore and Curtin’'s famous, if ambivalent, saaesm twweoding
Fuench B" ;“"”} )
from Britain to America.
* This was presumably R.J.Gilmour and D.Warner, (=ds). Near
North: Australia and a thousand million neighbours, with a
Foreword by H.V.Evatt., Angus and Robertson,. Sydney. 1948.
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I A9%0, however, these changes ware perceived, at least
amorng my sohoolfellows and our teachers, not so much as changes
in the structure of world politics as merely the latest episode
in the contest of great powers that we ware familiar with from
our studiss of history. Although the state scheools taught

R

fhing of the history of Australia, in Lthe privats schools the

v

spphasis was on Britain and Burope, and Australia figuwred only as

a part of the story of Empire. This meant that we were able to

we:lcome the independence of India, under the auspices of the

.

Aalmost royal Plountbatten and the Anglophile Nehru, as the logical

culmination of benevolent BEritish tutelage. Indonesia was more
wy, hecanse ihs independence seened o come as a

~

comeenuence of the withdrawal of the mantle of imperial safelty.

China was more threatening, both bhecause its new govarnmaent was
communist, and because it had anninilated all the symbols of
European superiority and Christian endeavour that we had legarned

‘

o respect at wartime Sunday schools and wnich, as the e}l led

A dey

ot bhe CThina Inland Misslor rever wearied L0
cemincing we, ware The only defence the Chinese peopls had

'.‘,.\'.{:,,Jl.3

against the bDarbarism of their leadsrs. The Forean war, fTought
wnder the leadership of Australia’™s wartime saviowr, Leneral
Dowglas MacArthur, therefore came as a welcome retuwrn to the

cervtaintiss of great power conflict. It also marked a returre of

American powar ta A

m
i1

ia and the Pacific, leading to the signing of
the Feace Treaty with Japan in 123531, This also brought Australia
hack under great power protection through the ANZUS treabty signed
in the same yv=ar as the price paid by America for Australia’s

agreement to the terms of the Peac

m
r"‘

caty.

These events all fitted within the familiar conceptusl



framewort of global cornflict in which small countries such as

lx

fustralia played 2 part only as clientz of the great powers.

This pesrception had been strengthened in 1949 by the Coal Strike
at home and the Berlin Bloockade abroad, both of which were taken
an evidenoce of the international ambitions of the new enemy,
Fiussia. Douring 1950 it was 2ven believed, presumably by slements
of the RS, that 2 Communist insurrection was about to take place
in Australia, and two of my schoolfellows spent a night guarding

the cadelt corps armory against an anticipated Communist raid up

o

the Yarra.= The Karean War was just another opportunity for

fustralia to play 1its familiar part in the cyecle of struggle

cobtnerviing power bhlocs, and NMational Service, which had

in fackt beaen plarnned independently but on the same strategic and
historical assumphbion, was welcomed by the greater part of the
oeneral population, and certainly at the school, as complementing
this tashk.™

Johr Hooker captures the mood of this generation admirably in

Fis novel of the Korean War, Standinag Orders.? The central

mharaches in this wark, Davia Andersen, i1s brought up by
patriotic parents during the second world war on & grazing
nroper-ty that preserves the bush ethos, the British perspective
and the pastoral havteur of the landed classes. He grows up with

Country Life and the lllustrated london News. Beana, Film Fun.

Champion and Hotspur, the novels of Edgar Wallace. John Buchan,

Rider Maggard and, indiscriminately mixed in a melange of

warld-faring adventure, Fenimore Cooper and Richard Dana. I

2

= Desmand Zwar, The Soul of a School, Macmillan, Sauth
Melbourne, 19282, p.l1l6. Iwar was one of the cadets involved;
Hhave contirmed the story indgpendently from the other.

=, Jeffrey Grey, A Military History of Australiazs. CUP,
Cambridge, 19290, pp.1?23-21%. 0On National Service, see pp.200-01.
-

On the Korean War, p.202-4. 0On ANZUS and the Japenese Fszace
Treaty, Dp.-08-09,
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wonald add Artbtur Mee s Children’s Encyclopedia and Children’'s

Fhe William books and the various advenlturings of

Bigoles of the RAF. A curious mixture of little England and high
imperial responsibility. Rutl whereas this upbringing took David
Andersen through the Royal Military College to kKorea, disillusion
and disaster, it took most of us merely to Mational Service and
Ristory replayed as farce. The irrelevance of this facrce was
partly obscuwred by tihe Tact that the Korean conflict itself
settled inte the kind of formal and static warfare familiar from

Ristories of the Great War, bul destined to be the last of its

S Y I The wars in which Australia was to becone involved wers

as much cultural as military engagesments, and demanded skills and

tactics guibte obfthar than those pracitised, however ineffectively,

it National Dervioce. <q . % N
K@ﬁmJ s QTM%
vy with the manpower demands ot the

A

Forean War, had the resources to cope with neither. 0Our National

Trhe Australian Army,

’

Training Battalion was over-soldisred and understaffed, mainly
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~om bhe Hritish forces who had foought in Falestine
Mlalayva or with fAustralizm veterans who had not besn able to
gepttle down in civilian life. AL the inauguiral parade the
training officer warned us that they knew of the Communists and
adviseh
trouble—-makers hiding in oo midst, and the chaplain wacoes s to
think of our mothers. The Company SEnqmanf Major., a former
at Mc|bnuf Ausdelia Hidel

doorman Trom the Silver ufllk@ lectured us on the glories of the

British military tradition. Our platoon commander arvrived only
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two of our fourteen weeks’ sentence and lsft a

couple of weeks later for kKorea, where he served valiantly and
nLa‘\un\_Ll(
WSS aeerteed To 14 e

I|,I

The platoon comprised farm—boys and

labourers., and a sprinkling of university students who had had

&
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s service postponed until the summer vacation. During our
oyt Vi

tlme, ke Kingﬂdied, the Royal Tour of Empire on which Elizabeth

and Fhillip had embarked was abandoned. and rumours swept the

camp that world war was about to break out fully and that we

would be required to serve indefinitely. It didn't and we

didn £, and at the end of the fouritsen wesks we were released

s

back into civilian life armsd, uniformed, but initiated into no
more of military life than the most futile of its routines.

For the next two years, while I was required to serve the
balance of the allotted term on week nights, weekends and annual
camps Wwith the Melbourne University Regiment, I worked diligently
tor obtain promotion to the rank of Sergeant. This achieved, and
wilth it the right to join the Sergeant’ s Mess and so enjoy the
facilities of its bar, [ lost all further military ambition.
HMiowever ., the pay was useful. and so when a new Roval Tour was

announced for 19354, I took the opportunity of visiting the

‘

pital and amassing a further week’' s pay. The duties ent

Yiming the streets whils the royval couple draove past o fheilr
varlous engagements, and parading befors FParliament House as part
of the combined display of Austiralia’s military might. Just as
this royal tour was the last extended visit by royaliy to the
Commonweal th, so this is probably the last time that so many

wtralian servicemen took place in an imperial display of this
magnitude

Although Australia continued until 19266 to send forces to

i Collins/Harvill, GBlascow, 1984
© For details of the tour and public reactions to it, see
Annette Shiel and Feter Spearritt, (eds.). Australia and the
Monarchy 19394, National Centre for Australian Studies. Clayton,
199Z%, particularly Spearritt, Australians and the Monarchy’ .
np.6-9: kKimberley Wehber, "'Celebrating O-Day: street decorations

for the royal visit’, ppuh4 -26; and Judith Brett, "Menzies and
the Monarchy’ , pp.Z0-32.




participate in defensive actions in Malaya and Borneao, its main
future miiitary activity would be in alliance with America rather
Lhan Britaeirn, which finally withdrew its forces east of Suez
during the time of the Wilson government. This alliance in turn
Drought strong opposition during the Vietnam war, and although it
still forms an official part of Australian policy 13 now seen
Within fths comntext of an independent policy aiming at self—
gsufficisncy in situwaltions short ot global war. In this sense.
military policy has followed the same path as the culgiral
evolution from prowd assertion of dependence on powerful friends
Lo aspirations of national independence.

Ty retrospecst, bthe spectacle of 1954 markesd the end of an

order, nobt Lis re

cabldshment . The national servicemen who

1

took part couwld nobt share the enthusissm of

iy

2 veterans who used
the occasion to ealute their past. Soon after we returned from

Canberra the fultile scheme of universal National Service was

-

wouno back o to be fimally abandoned in 1959, Yetbt while its

subjects acguilesced in The vainglory of the moment, and later

1

prosperoo Through the yvears of somnolaence under Menzies. from

thailr numbers came the professionals wha the generation
that provided the protests ageinst Vietnam. They were not for
the most part republicans, most probably vohted for Fenzies, but

n

the in
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ifference to royalty engendered by the futility of
military service, symbolised by the enplLly pomp of the displays in
Canberra, repeated in the state capitals to the intense
enthusiams of the populace, provided fallow ground for the seeds
of republicanism. Eventually, these were sown when, in November

1975, the consetrvative

il

5 made one last nse of the aegis of royalty

’

to cloak their activity in the present.



At the time the Royal Tour of 1954 served ite purpose in
convincing Australians that under Menzies we were returning to
the time of hope and confidence suggested by our childhood
reading. The symbolism of the young Queen representing the
glorious past of Breat Britain fitted with the idea of a young
rnation ftaking this heritage into a new age. This symbolism was
however based on contradiction. Fer from leading the way to a
new age, the young gqueen represented the powsr structuwres of the

_ realit
past. The symbols of royalty concealed the i : s that
this return to the sscurity of Empire was dependent on the

ultimate protection of the United Statengand thai prosperity at

‘) -y . oy
ome dependsd con bhe labours of the influx of newcomers, mainly
from outside the Empilre, who rebuilt the material fabric of the
econamny before Lthey started to transform its insular anxielbies
into a cosmopolitan culture. The chief consequence of the tour

/ was to enable Ausltralians for another generation o live in a
!
| to |
world of royel mytholoay and avoid engagement with the
N
consequences of the dramatic changes Lthat were reshaping their
worlo . National Service contributed to the same myith, but 25 the
Korean war bogged down in an endless stalemate and new forms of
!

conflict started te vccupy defence planners. the perceptions of
reality that gave the/y%yth its power started to crumble. The

¢ crumbling of the myth in turn robbed rovalty of its last possible

relevance.
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