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Thank you for your kind invitation to speak today at this happy event, to celebrate the 
imminent appearance of War Trophies or Curios? I acknowledge the original custodians of 
the land on which we gather. On your behalf I congratulate Barry, Ron and Christine, the 
authors of this fine book, the proofs of which I have here but which you won’t see for a 
couple of months.  

It’s a bit like having a christening for a baby in utero, but we are confident that the book will 
appear, and can celebrate it at this day devoted to exploring the encounters between colonial 
powers and indigenous peoples of the South-West Pacific in the Great War. 

As I was reading the proofs, I realised that there has been a long and largely productive 
association between war and scholarship in archaeology, anthropology or ethnography. 
Napoleon’s Egyptian expedition opened up studies of Egyptology; and at the same time it 
was British soldiers who largely pioneered the discovery of India’s ancient history by 
documenting and often literally uncovering monuments and temples. Officers like them were 
also responsible for compiling the recruiting hand books for the Indian Army, which were 
arguably the first ethnographic studies of the sub-continent’s peoples. Skipping over the 
subject of this book, it’s notable that the Allied encounters with the peoples of the South 
Pacific in the Second World War stimulated scholarship in these fields too. Think of Donald 
Thompson in the Yolgnu lands in Arnhem Land. When I was writing my book on the 
Tarakan campaign of 1945, twenty years ago, I learned that an Australian tank officer, 
Graham Irwin, became so enamoured of the culture of Borneo that he began his academic 
career to writing on the history of that island. And so on. 

Not that any of these advances in knowledge justify either war or imperial conquest – I’m 
conscious, for example, of how much of the archaeology of the ancient fertile crescent has 
been destroyed by war and western intervention in the past decade – but the two can go 
together. 

But war can produce as a by-product scholarly dividends as shown by the Museum Victoria 
collection that is the subject of this book, War Trophies or Curios?  

The answer to the question is, of course, that the items are both trophies and curios, and 
indeed, more than that. As Barry Craig has shown us today, items such as these constitute 
precious and irreplaceable evidence of cultures that were about to change irrevocably – partly 
because of global war and the changes it brought.  

Barry Craig began his talk this morning with the nursery ditty ‘Rich man, poor man, beggar-
man, thief’: which he showed was highly apposite to the men of the Australian Naval and 
Military Expeditionary Force sent to German New Guinea. Now, I want to introduce a word, 
and that word is loot. There is a great tradition of looting in Australian military history, and 
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the Australian War Memorial, sadly not represented here today, is full of war booty: from 
stuff looted from Peking in 1900 to mediaeval statues stolen from French churches. The 
Shellal mosaic – the Memorial’s largest single piece of war booty  - remains quite literally at 
the Memorial’s heart. 

This book, War Trophies or Curios?, which is the focus of today’s proceedings, is full of war 
loot. This is absolutely characteristic of the AN&MEF, which was and remains notorious for 
its members’ criminal proclivities. There are many examples to choose from – from flagrant 
robberies (and worse) committed against the Chinese and New Guinean people of New 
Britain, to the well-known postage stamp fraud. I learned the other day from another source 
that Seaforth Mackenzie, the author of the official history of the Australian conquest of New 
Guinea, later served a prison sentence for a land fraud perpetrated in New Guinea. 

But I must admit that no collection of loot has ever looked so photogenic, and when you at 
length are able to see the finished book you too will be impressed by the images of these 
items in Museum Victoria’s collection. 

I am delighted to have been asked to say a few words by way of launching this book, because 
it brings together two worlds of my acquaintance that I never expected to see united. As a 
military historian I am of course familiar with the events of 1914-onwards in New Guinea – 
though I must say that I have learned things I did not know both from this book and from 
today’s proceedings. But having grown up as a museum historian I’m also aware of the 
ethnographic harvest of the Great War in the South-west Pacific through my time at the 
National Museum of Australia, which as you know holds the ‘official Papuan collection’. I 
headed the Museum’s research centre, and got to work with its collections very rarely. But 
one memorable day, in preparation for the Museum’s ‘1913’ exhibition I was able to spend 
time at the Mitchell repository looking at objects created in New Guinea at this time. I was 
aware of the holdings in various state museums of items collected as a result of the Australian 
colonial relationship with New Guinea, and as a result of the Australian naval and military 
expedition to German New Guinea in 1914, if vaguely. 

What I did not realise was how extensive was this dispersed collection, nor how rich and 
informative it was, and how much could be made of it – and in this case the Museum Victoria 
component of it (of which I was barely aware at all). I congratulate Barry, Ron and Christine 
for adding such a rich interpretative context to the items, and to explaining both the 
circumstances of their acquisition and the complications of their provenance and their 
significance. 

As this symposium observes, exactly a century ago Australian naval and military officers 
were supplanting German colonial administrators across the coasts and islands of German 
New Guinea; to the perplexity of many of its inhabitants, no doubt, not that anyone asked 
them 

As Geoff Gray discussed this morning, the centenary of the Australian capture of Rabaul, last 
September, one of the first events of Australia’s centenary of the Great War, was marked in 
Australia in a small way, and rightly. But you may recall that one report attracted an atrocious 
and disproportionate condemnation, and I want to refer to it in closing, because it seems to be 
that a century on the Australian conquest of German New Guinea – and indeed the 
relationship that this book explores and explicates – remains in a sense unfinished business. 

Let me remind you that in mid-September ABC reporter Ian Townsend quoted an eye-
witness account of the fight at Bitapaka. A local man known only as ‘Bob’ reported seeing 
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Australians kill Germans after they had surrendered. You may remember that a War 
Memorial employee accused Townsend of impugning the reputation of the AIF (which was 
in fact not involved in the conquest of German New Guinea), a reaction later retracted. But 
Senator Michael Ronaldson, the Minister for Veterans’ Affairs, lambasted Townsend in 
Parliament, saying that the ABC report was “insensitive and totally inappropriate”: as if the 
centenary was not a perfect opportunity to consider fresh evidence and to get closer to the 
truth. Ronaldson, the War Memorial employee and others damned the ABC for daring to 
suggest that Australian troops might have perpetrated what sounded like a breach of the 
Hague Convention, or at least of common humanity.  

But you’ll notice that nowhere in the intemperate response to Townsend’s report did anyone 
notice that Bob had been an eye-witness, and that his report deserved to at least be heard and 
treated with respect. In effect, perhaps because it came from a New Guinean, and a New 
Guinean who reported seeing some of the new mastas doing something reprehensible, his 
eye-witness account was disregarded, and still has been. 

And that, colleagues, is why this book is so timely and valuable. Because it reminds us – we 
who in spite of ourselves are inclined to look at the events in New Guinea and its region a 
century ago through the eyes of the mastas – that there was a New Guinean experience. This 
book, and especially the images and explanations of the material culture of those people, 
helps us to approach, if imperfectly, their culture; to at least recognise the vigour of the 
culture that the war helped to change and in many ways erase. 

Barry, Ron and Christine, and all of those associated with this book, congratulations and 
thank you for deploying your scholarship to bring to attention this collection and all that it 
can mean. It gives me great pleasure to declare this book-to-be ‘launched in anticipation’. 

Thank you 


