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Merry Christmas and lots of luck in the New Year to 

all the Friends of the Noel Butlin Archives Centre 

and its wonderful staff. 

FNBAC AGM, 29 November 2022 

The following people have graciously accepted the 

invitation of the FNBAC AGM to become  

Patrons of the FNBAC: 

The Honourable John Faulkner 

The Honourable Ros Kelly 

Professor Joy Damousi AM 

Professor Simon Ville 

The following officers and committee members were 

elected at the AGM: 

Chair: Professor Bruce Scates 

Deputy Chair: Anne Piggott 

Secretary: Ewan Maidment  

Treasurer: Maggie Shapley  

Committee members: Emma Cupitt, Debra Leigo, 

Colleen McEwen and Carol McNally. Joshua Black has 

confirmed that he is also willing to stay on.  

Ex officio: Kathryn Dan (ANU Archivist) 

Public Officer: Colleen McEwen  

Conservation Fund (Standing) Committee: –
Professor Mark Wilson and Associate Professor Keturah 

Whitford, both from the ANU College of Business and 

Economics, and Carol McNally from the Friends 

Committee. Colleen McEwen convenes and manages the 

business of the Committee. 

* * * 

2023 Archives Annual Lecture 

Diane Kirkby has just agreed to give the Noel Butlin 

Archives Centre Annual Lecture in March next year.  

Diane Kirkby is Professor of Law and Humanities, 

University of Technology Sydney and Research 

Professor (Emerita) at La Trobe University, 

Melbourne, where she taught US and Australian 

history for many years. Professor Kirkby’s latest 

book, Maritime Men of the Asia-Pacific: True-blue 

Internationals Navigating Labour Rights 1906-2006, co-

authored by Lee-Ann Monk and Dmytro Ostapenko, was 

launched in November. 

The Lecture is scheduled for earlier in the year 

than usual in order to coincide with an exhibition 

commemorating the 150th anniversary of waterside 

workers and maritime unions now being prepared by 

NBAC staff. 

Details will be announced in due course. 

* * * 

Esther Carlin interviewed by Emma Cupitt 

about her film, Critical Mass: The 

Establishment of Women’s Studies at the 

Australian National University 

Esther Carlin’s film, Critical Mass: The Establishment 

of Women’s Studies at the Australian National 

University (2020), explores the student-led creation of a 

women’s studies academic program at the ANU in the 

late 1970s. The film came out of Esther’s interviews 

with five women who were involved in the early period 

of women’s studies as teachers and/or students: Ann 

Curthoys, Christine Fernon, Susan Magarey, Liz 

O’Brien and Julia Ryan. 

The film was made as part of research project and 

exhibition, A History of Student Activism at the 

Australian National University, which was curated by 

Alex Martinis Roe and features, in addition to Critical 

Mass, a film by Aidan Hartshorn and a large-scale 

timeline of student activism at ANU designed by Joanne 

The video recording of Professor Marian Quartly’s 2022 Annual 

Archives lecture, Friendly society or force for nationalism? The 

Australian Natives Association 1871-1901, is now accessible at 

https://archives.anu.edu.au/events/annual-lectures 

http://www.atua.org.au/
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Leong. The exhibition is on permanent display on the 

ground floor in the Marie Reay Teaching Centre. 

Esther and Emma sat down to discuss the project over 

Zoom.                 ______________ 

Emma: Esther, you describe the Women’s Studies 

program as ‘a project of expanding practical and 

intellectual knowledge, largely about women, for 

women, and by women, and in the end not even the 

category of woman held.’ Could you speak a little more 

about why you wanted to make this film about the 

Women’s Studies program in particular – as opposed to 

anything else at ANU – and what the legacy of women’s 

studies at ANU has been? 

Esther: I think I wanted to make this film about 

women's studies because it interested me for two 

reasons. One was the idea of it as a feminist project, or a 

kind of project of expanding feminist scholarship. And, 

yeah, knowledge of women, and women in the 

institution. There’s already this thing at play, which is 

about activism and the university and how radical a 

space the university can or can’t be. And the second 

thing that interested me, because it foreshadowed many 

other developments in universities or in scholarship in 

general, was the idea of interdisciplinarity. And that, as a 

project or a program of studies, it wasn’t just necessarily 

about the idea of women. It was about interrogating 

particular questions in relation to society in general 

through many different disciplinary lenses. And that a 

transdisciplinary approach to scholarship was something 

that feminism was bringing to the institution or was an 

institutional critique within the program itself. How do 

we make knowledge? How do we know what we know? 

Maybe feminists were well positioned to do that because 

of how arbitrary some of those frameworks seemed. 

Emma: Do you think gender studies now is the 

natural successor to women’s studies?  

Esther: I didn’t study gender studies, so, in some 

ways, I’m ill-equipped to answer that. But I think, yes, 

in many contexts and certainly at ANU. There’s 

scholarship that is a direct or indirect continuation in 

gender studies from women’s studies and relationships 

between different people, like mentors and younger 

academics. But I think the legacy is also a lot larger than 

that. I guess women’s studies wanted not only a 

particular course, but they wanted feminist scholarship 

in all parts of the university. I don’t really know enough 

about the politics between the change in language from 

women’s studies to gender studies, but on the whole that 

reflects what Ann Curthoys speaks about in the film, 

which is this idea that in the end, not even the category 

of woman could hold. Something that is super complex 

in so many different ways, but that this project of 

deconstructing and interrogating led to the place where 

we are now, which means that lots more is possible for 

people to think about and talk about.  

Emma: It’s clear from the film that the different 

advocates for women’s studies had different 

motivations, some more revolutionary than others. And 

you say that you ‘wanted to explore the tension between 

the revolutionary aims of women’s studies and the 

nature of the University as a place of the establishment’. 

Could you speak a bit more about this tension?  

Esther: Liz [O’Brien] is an amazing presence in the 

film. I loved interviewing her, and everyone in the film, 

or people to different extents, has continued their 

activism in different ways or lived activist lives. But 

probably nowhere is it more clear than for Liz and, I 

don't want to speak for her, but I think she would say 

that she was disappointed with how women’s studies 

ended up, or that it kind of became its own discipline or 

cemented within the institution, in that it became an 

academic exercise. 

Emma: Which is what other people in the field 

wanted? 

Esther: Yeah, other people were more career 

academics; they were more committed to the idea of 

scholarship and that was what women’s studies was for 

them. But for Liz and other students it was really a far 

more radical project or, what Liz says, it was a way to 

recruit people to the movement, with a kind of broader 

revolutionary, if you like, aim of transformation of 

society. I guess this is always a classic tension in all 

social movements. There’s a quote in the film, from 

Susan [Magarey] reading a paper by Ann [Curthoys] – 

it’s one of the lectures given as part of the course, it’s 

original material from the archive – where she says that 

the university cannot in and of itself be revolutionary; 

that it is an institution of creation and perpetuation of 

certain societal norms. And that the women’s movement 

should not aim necessarily for the revolution to take 

place in that context. But I guess, for student activists 

involved in many other things at the time, what it seems 

to me they were most interested in, was acting in every 

sphere that was possible; that the idea was that you 

could change what was near to you and that’s how 

change would happen more broadly in society. So, in 

that sense, it was a success or, within its own sphere, lots 

of changes happen. But also, maybe I’m trying to allude 

to what’s really, to me, at least unspoken or unsaid or 

potentially unseen in the film, although Ann talks about 

race, is that, it’s still a very white, middle class 

community. And that other people beyond that, there are 

certainly other people beyond that, like Marcia Langton, 

who guest-lectured, and groups of Greek women who 

came, migrant or first-generation communities, who 

came as students to participate, but that those traces or 

those records are not necessarily what is in the archive, 

or, you know, what’s present, or the voices who speak in 
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the film. So, there’s still, you know, I guess a question 

of whose feminism and what kind of feminism for who, 

a level to which it’s sort of the establishment. 

Emma: Critical Mass opens with an excerpt of a 

sound recording of, as you say, Susan Magarey, giving a 

lecture as part of the women’s studies program in 1979. 

The sound is accompanied by an image of the cassette 

tape case, in which the recording has been stored, which 

really evokes the physical reality of the archive you 

draw on in the film. Could you talk a little more about 

the archival materials you used in making the film? 

Esther: Other than the footage from my friend, Nell 

Fraser, and from Christine Fernon, the main and the 

obvious central point of archival gathering was in the 

ANU Archives. The film really is a product of my 

encounter with that archive and that’s why I chose to 

have at the start these photos of the tapes as I found 

them in the shoe boxes in their storage, and then videos 

as well that I took of the tapes. I guess there’s always a 

risk of fetishizing the archive in a kind of aesthetic 

sense, but it seemed to be that my contact with the 

subject at that stage was so much mediated through that 

physical material. That it had a physical presence, that 

was the most amazing thing to me and the richest source 

was that the lectures from the time had been recorded. 

To me that source was so primary – listening to the 

voice of Susan and of others, giving those lectures. You 

know, that was not a projection back or someone 

reflecting on the past now, like in an interview; it was 

like, okay, that’s what students listened to in the course, 

that’s what they heard, that was their lecture. And even 

more amazing to me was the fact that those tapes had 

been recorded. The tapes had been recorded for 

accessibility reasons; for people who had childcare 

responsibilities or work and needed to come back and 

listen to the lecture at another time. So yeah, I think 

hearing the voices in the archive that was super rich, an 

amazing, kind of part of doing the research, and I 

wanted to show that in some sense in the film. 

Emma: Can you talk about the relationship between 

the exhibition itself – celebrating student activism that 

was often critical of the ANU – and the University? 

What role does an exhibition like this play in an 

institution like the ANU? 

Esther: All I can really say is that you’re always 

working in an imperfect situation. But, nonetheless, the 

money was freely allocated, or what we conceived of, or 

made the project, as a group of people, was quite 

autonomous. The funding allowed for the continuation 

of a pre-existing student project [at Demos Journal]. I 

think often in these public art contexts or commissions, 

the risk is to want to find something that ticks the right 

box in a particular area. But that then becomes 

inauthentic and is just filling a social history niche that 

the redevelopment had to encompass. But this project 

had pre-existing desires and motivations and 

relationships between the people involved that were far 

beyond and much richer than just the request to create 

something that had a social history element within a new 

building on campus.  

One other thing to say about that is that in student 

activism, there's so much intergenerational loss. There’s 

so much influx of people and transition within the space 

that people working in a particular area or campaigning 

on particular issues don’t necessarily know what’s come 

before them. And the project connects people in that 

way. 

Emma Cupitt 

ANU History graduate 
_________ 

There was a screening of Critical Mass: The 

Establishment of Women’s Studies at the Australian 

National University introduced by the filmmaker, Esther 

Carlin, at the FNBAC AGM on 29 November. The film 

is showing as part of the permanent exhibition, A 

History of Student Activism at the Australian National 

University, in the Marie Reay Teaching Centre, Kambri 

Precinct, 155 University Avenue, Acton, ANU. 

* * * 

Australian Trade Union Archives 

www.atua.org.au 20th Anniversary 

When contacted about putting together a short article to 

celebrate the 20th anniversary of the launch of ATUA, I 

was surprised that so much time had passed since its 

launch in 2002. 

It made me think what had happened in 2002. The 

Howard government was in the middle of its third term; 

the terrorist bombing in Bali shocked the nation; the 

Commonwealth Games was held in Manchester and the 

Winter Olympic Games was held in Salt Lake City, with 

Steven Bradbury winning Australia’s first Winter 

Olympics gold medal and Alisa Camplin won the 

second; Ansett Airlines ceased operations; Kath & Kim 

premiered on television; archivist Michael Organ 

became the Australian Greens first member of the House 

of Representatives after winning the Cunningham by-

election on preferences; the AFL and NRL grand finals 

were won by the Brisbane Lions and the Sydney 

Roosters respectively and the launch of ATUA by the 

late Justice Geoffrey Giudice AO, then President of the 

Australian Industrial Relations Commission. 

ATUA’s roots can be traced back to the 1994 

publication by the Noel Butlin Archives Centre at the 

ANU of Parties to the Award.* This publication arose 

 
* Jadeja, Raj (ed), Parties to the award : a guide to the 

pedigrees and archival resources of federally registered trade 

http://www.atua.org.au/
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due to the emergence in the late 1980s and early 1990s 

of the so-called ‘super unions’. Using forty-four ‘family 

tree’ charts, Parties to the Award tracked the 

development of federally registered trade unions and 

industrial bodies up to 1994. From an archival 

perspective the publication included an inventory of the 

known archive collections of these bodies and a 

narrative that gave a contextual background. In addition, 

it provided a bibliography of related publications. 

 
Pat Campbell’s cartoon on the cover of Raj Jadeja’s, Parties to the 

Award (1994). 

At the time of its publication Parties to the Award 

was following a path many archival institutions chose to 

make their collections more visible. At the time making 

archives discoverable via the internet was not an option 

for most archival institutions. 

By the early 2000s several individual institutions had 

placed information about their collections on the 

internet. These usually consisted of a short narrative of 

contextual information about the records creator and a 

brief description of each record series held for that 

creator. Listings of the content of records series and the 

availability of digital copies of records were rare. 

At the same time there was quite a bit of discussion in 

the world of archives about online gateways to 

information about archival records on a subject area or 

gateways to information on archives across archival 

institutions collections. The Australian Science Archives 

Project, later the Australian Science & Technology 

Heritage Centre, at University of Melbourne was at the 

forefront to this trend by not only developing gateways 

 
unions, employer associations, and their peak councils in 

Australia, 1904-1994, Canberra, Noel Butlin Archives Centre, 

Research School of Social Sciences, Australian National 

University, 1994. 

to archives but also making the tools it had developed 

for its own use, available to the wider archival 

community. These tools had been developed to facilitate 

the capture of information on archives, i.e., context and 

content and to publish webpages in a standardised 

format that could be published on the internet. These 

tools included the Online Heritage Resource Manager 

and the Web Academic Resource Publisher. 

In 2001 it was recognised that Parties to the Award 

had become outdated and that, instead of a revised 

hardcopy publication, an online version that could be 

readily updated would be the preferred path forward. 

Following discussions between staff of the Noel Butlin 

Archives Centre and the University of Melbourne 

Archives, Australia’s two major repositories of trade 

union records it was decided to look at preparing a grant 

application to fund the development of an internet-based 

resource that drew together information on trade unions 

and industrial bodies. Consequently, appropriate 

partners were identified and an application was prepared 

for an Australian Research Council grant under the 

‘Research Infrastructure Equipment and Facilities 

Scheme, 2001’. 

The project partners to the grant application were the 

Melbourne of University Archives, the Noel Butlin 

Archives Centre, the Australian Science & Technology 

Heritage Centre, The University of Melbourne, School 

of Information Technology, Monash University and 

University of Wollongong Archives. 

The application was successful, and the project started 

in early 2001. Grant funds covered the cost of a small 

project team, initially two people who worked out of the 

University of Melbourne Archives repository in 

Brunswick, Victoria. Using copies of the electronic data 

used to publish Parties to the Award the team was able 

to convert data and text from an Apple MacIntosh 

format to a DOS format ready for import into the two 

tools mentioned above. This process took less time than 

expected and gave the project team time to include 

additional information in the database. The personal 

papers of trade union officials, rank and file members, 

employer representatives and politicians involved in the 

Australian labour movement whose personal papers 

were in manuscript collections of libraries, museums and 

archives were included. Initially these had been 

excluded from the scope of the project. The time savings 

on the initial importation of data permitted this 

enhancement. The only things from the publication that 

could not be converted were the family tree charts. The 

charts were scanned and saved as individual image files. 

These files were then converted to image maps which 

permitted links to be made to the webpages of the 

organisations shown on the charts. 

The value of the Online Heritage Resource Manager 

and the Web Academic Resource Publisher used to 
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create the ATUA website is the ability to make links 

between entities such as trade unions, employer bodies 

and people with each other or with archival collections 

and publications. For example, the Australian Builders 

Labourers Federation (1911-1972) has links to its 

successor the Australian Building Construction 

Employees' & Builders' Labourers' Federation (1972-

1974); members whose personal papers were identified 

in manuscript collections; archival resources of the 

union’s own records; oral history interviews held at the 

National Library of Australia; and a variety of published 

resources. 

At the time of ATUA’s launch in 2002 the website 

received the plaudits of the historical community, in 

particular labour historians and was awarded a Sir 

Rupert Hamer Award from the Public Record Office 

Victoria for innovation in recordkeeping. 

Once launched the University of Melbourne Archives 

took on the task of maintaining and updating the website 

and data. Apart from adding new data and making 

corrections to existing data, the look and feel of the 

website remained unchanged. In 2010 funding was made 

available to update the look of the website and to add 

additional data. Helen Morgan of the eScholarship 

Research Centre (formerly the Australian Science & 

Technology Heritage Centre), the University of 

Melbourne undertook this update. 

The update not only gave the website a fresh new 

look, but there was also an effort to include resources 

that hadn’t been identified in previous years.  The 

National Library’s Oral History Collection was one such 

collection. In addition, behind the scenes analytics were 

used to display the most popular pages visited by people 

using the website. The original website included a 

timeline relating to labour history in Australia up to 

2001. This was given a new look but not updated. 

Following the update there was a soft relaunch of the 

website in late 2010. 

The website continued to be maintained and updated 

and become a part of Australia’s research infrastructure, 

particularly for the history of labour. A quick search of 

the internet reveals that other researchers such as family 

and local historians and economic/business historians 

are also users. 

After 20 years the ATUA website has more than 

fulfilled the expectations of the people who in 2000 and 

2001 considered the idea of the website a possibility. 

The project team that created the website and enhanced 

the content of Parties to the Award can also see that 

their efforts are valued by a range of researchers. The 

people who continue to maintain and add data to the 

website also see that the website is a valuable research 

tool. 

Bruce Smith 

Archive Research Consultancy 

‘From the Battlefields of Spain’: 

Raising awareness of the Amirah Inglis 

Collection 

I discovered the Amirah Inglis Collection in 2017, 

weeks after returning from a semester of university 

exchange in Spain. I was attending a final year course 

for my history major, a sort of pre-honours preparatory 

course, aimed at providing us with a better 

understanding of the tangible craft and practice of 

making history. We visited and received presentations 

from different archival institutions around Canberra and 

were tasked with undertaking a historical investigation 

using an archive of our choice. During a presentation 

from the Noel Butlin Archives, I was surprised to learn 

about the existence of an archive on campus concerning 

the Australians who had gone to support the ill-fated 

Second Spanish Republic during the Spanish Civil War. 

The archive had been compiled by Australian 

communist activist and writer Amirah Inglis during the 

writing of her book, Australians in the Spanish War.1 I 

opted to spend my final semester leafing through Inglis’ 

collection. 

This year, the Noel Butlin Archives (NBA) has been 

digitising the Amirah Inglis Collection. Alongside other 

collections in the NBA including the Margaret Howells, 

Phil Thorne, and Tom and Mary Wright collections, and 

the Australians in Spain Memorial Appeal deposit, it 

constitutes a rich archive of pamphlets, diaries, 

correspondence, and photos among other materials, 

relating to those Australians who went to support the 

Republic and the activists and opinion makers engaged 

in swaying opinion and support back at home. Materials 

from these collections were displayed, alongside pieces 

from other Australian and foreign archives, in an 

excellent 2019 exhibition, Activism and Reaction: 

continued responses to the Spanish Civil War, curated 

by Catherine Ziegler. Select pieces from the collection, 

some digitised following the 2019 exhibition, can be 

found on the ANU Archives website and in the ANU 

Open Research Repository. 

Their further digitisation and promulgation is timely, 

following statements since 2020 by then Prime Minister 

Scott Morrison and Defence Minister Peter Dutton, 

evoking the 1930s in reference to increasing tensions 

with China, in one of the gravest characterisations of our 

region’s geopolitical prospects yet.2 The portents were 

 
1 Amirah Inglis, Australians in the Spanish Civil War 

(Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1987). 

2 Daniel Hurst, “‘Mistakes of the 1930s’: Peter Dutton ramps 

up China rhetoric as Keating calls him a ‘dangerous 

personality’”, The Guardian, 26 November 2021; James 

Curran, ‘Why did Scott Morrison raise the ghost of the tragic 

1930s?’, Australian Financial Review, 6 June 2020. 
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unattractive — an absence of an effective international 

order, economic bust, and rising revisionist powers set 

on reshaping the world order in the 1930s culminated in 

WWII. While historical comparisons are often fraught, it 

is an apt time to reflect on the central events of the 

1930s. 

At first glance, the war in Spain (1936-1939) seems a 

peripheral event in Australian history. Spain and 

Australia could hardly be further apart, Australia has no 

large Spanish diaspora, and relatively few Australians 

were involved in the war. Yet we can learn a lot not just 

about what happened in Spain in the 1930s but also what 

happened in Australia. If today’s international 

predicaments echo those of the 1930s, then reflecting on 

this key event, so often overshadowed by what came 

afterwards, is worth our time. 

When war broke out in Spain in 1936, Australia’s 

official response was indifferent — if not hostile — to 

the fate of Spanish democracy.3 Australian foreign 

policy up until WWII was characterised by close 

adherence to Great Britain. During the late-1930s this 

meant close adherence to Britain’s policy of non-

intervention and appeasement.4 Australia’s prime 

minister at the time, Joseph Lyons, was Catholic — 

coming from one of the communities most disposed to 

be hostile to Spain’s Popular Front Government. The 

Great War was also still fresh in people’s memories, and 

there was little interest in being drawn into another 

European conflict.5  

This is where the NBA and particularly the Inglis 

collection offers an invaluable perspective, as it was 

Australia’s ‘unofficial’ response to the Spanish Civil 

War that was notable. The NBA’s promotion of 

archives from non-governmental organisations and 

individuals, often internationalist or members of the 

labour movement, distinguishes it from other major 

archival institutions in Canberra, highlighting their 

significance in the national story.6 Up to seventy 

Australians were involved in the war in Spain, 

assuming roles ranging from transport and ambulance 

drivers, to nurses and soldiers in the International 

Brigades. A few were Spanish Australians who 

returned to Spain for personal or familial reasons. 

Some were motivated by sympathy or concern for 

innocent Spanish victims of the war. But many saw it 

 
3 Inglis, Australians in the Spanish Civil War. 
4 Eric Andrews, Isolation and Appeasement in Australia. 

Reactions to the European Crises, 1935-1939 (Canberra, 

Australian National University Press), 24. 
5 Andrews, Isolation and Appeasement in Australia, 7. 
6 Another example of this in the Noel Butlin Archives Centre 

are its records from the Waterside Workers’ Federation 

(WWF), which played a central role in blockading Dutch 

vessels coming to Australian ports during the Indonesian war 

of independence — the so called ‘Black Armada’. 

as more than just a civil war. They viewed it as part of 

a larger international struggle with fascism and 

recognised that Australia was affected by events that 

took place outside of its borders.  

 

 
Spanish Relief Committee, Australians in Spain by Nettie 

Palmer (NBAC, Amirah Inglis Collection, N171-55-18). 

Support for the Spanish Republic in Australia was 

spearheaded by the Spanish Relief Committee (SRC), 

formed August-September 1936 to aid the ‘victims of 

fascist aggression’. Inglis’s archive pays significant 

attention to the SRC, the most important pro-Republican 

actor and one of the most significant antifascist 

organisations in Australia during the 1930s.7 Its 

membership came largely from the left, the labour 

movement, as well as the Communist Party of Australia 

(CPA), and it was run by a small and stable core.8 

Although it had support and many members from the 

CPA, it was an independent organisation with members 

from a range of political and religious backgrounds. The 

Committee advocated on behalf of the Spanish 

Government in Australia; lobbied the Australian 

Government for diplomatic, financial and humanitarian 

support; and raised funds and provided material 

assistance. During the war, it raised more than £17,000, 

sending four Australian nurses to Spain, along with 

 
7 Kate Darian-Smith, The Spanish Relief Committee, 

Australia, 1936-1940: Pioneers Against Fascism (University 

of Melbourne, 1983), 50.  
8 Core members included Phil Thorne, Helen Baillie, Nettie 

Palmer, Len Fox, Lloyd Ross, Mary Lowson, and Maurice 

Blackburn. 
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seven ambulances, and £10,000 for food and supplies.9 

It also tasked itself to increasing awareness about the 

nature of the war, including through the production and 

dissemination of propaganda. 

 
An ambulance received from the Spanish Relief Committee in 

Perth (NBAC, Amirah Inglis Collection, N171-55-15-1). 

Indeed, one of the greatest lessons we in the 21st 

century can take from the Spanish Civil War concerns 

the power of propaganda and disinformation. The Inglis 

Collection contains evidence of a disinformation and 

propaganda struggle taking place in Australia during the 

1930s — as it was taking place all over the world. In 

Australia, supporters of the Republic like the SRC and 

the CPA took up the Republic’s cause, while Catholic 

and anti-communist partisans took up the cause of the 

Nationalists. These groups endeavoured to influence a 

generally uninterested population and government in 

Australia. 

For opponents of the Spanish Government, exploiting 

religious sentiments and the fear of communism was an 

effective strategy for influencing and manipulating 

public opinion. Anticlerical atrocities were ripe material 

for a powerful disinformation campaign. Coverage and 

emphasis of a small number of atrocities, unsanctioned 

by the Popular Front Government, was effective among 

Australia’s significant Catholic population. Catholic 

newspapers listed anti-Catholic crimes including the 

looting and burning of churches, and the molestation and 

mobbing of priests and nuns, likening the anticlerical 

persecution in Spain to that experienced under the 

Roman emperor Diocletian.10  

 
9 Phil Thorne, ‘Draft letter to editor’, Sydney Morning Herald 

(13 June 1944, ANU, NBAC, Phil Thorne Collection), 87. 
10 Historian Judith Keene has commented on a pornographic 

element in red atrocity narratives, underscoring the war’s 

horror for Australian Catholics. Keene, The Last Mile to 

Huesca: An Australian Nurse in the Spanish Civil War (NSW 

University Press, 1988), p.59. Andrews, Isolation and 

Appeasement, 78. 

 
Aodh de Blacam, For God and Spain, Melbourne, Australian 

Catholic Truth Society, December 1936 (NBAC, Amirah 

Inglis Collection, N171-55-5). 

Narratives of atrocities were coupled with an 

identification of the Popular Front Government with 

communism and the Soviet Union, exploiting existing 

fears and anxieties in Australia. Australian Catholics 

were horrified by attacks on the Church during the 

Mexican and Russian Revolutions. The thought was, as 

Archbishop Duhig said, yesterday it was Russia and 

Mexico, today Spain, tomorrow Britain ‘and the day 

after Australia’.11 Linking the war to upheavals in Russia 

or Mexico effectively mischaracterised it as part of a 

more global conflict threatening Australia and Western 

civilization. Influential Melbourne Archbishop Daniel 

Mannix, mentor of B.A. Santamaria, ventured that if it 

hadn’t been for ‘those “rebels”’ [Franco and 

Nationalists], ‘religion would have been wiped out in 

Spain as it had been in Russia.’12 Nugent Bull of 

Sydney, the only known Australian to have fought on 

Franco’s side during the war, went to Spain to defend 

the Church ‘against Communism’, spurred by stories 

from Russia and Mexico.13  

The SRC and other supporters of Spanish democracy 

countered these narratives by raising awareness and 

 
11 ‘Communists. Civil War in Spain. Archbishop Duhig’s 

Speech’, The Sydney Morning Herald (August 3, 1936), p.6. 
12 ‘Dr. Mannix’s Appeal’, Argus (Nov. 9, 1936), p.9. 
13 Judith Keene, Fighting for Franco (London, Leicester 

University Press: 2001), 106; ‘An Antipodean Bridegroom of 

Death: An Australian with Franco’s Forces in the Spanish 

Civil War’, Journal of the Royal Australian Historical Society 

(70, no.4, Apr 1985). 
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informing the public about the war, including through 

the production of their own propaganda. They saw their 

purpose, as Australian literary figure Nettie Palmer, 

involved in the SRC’s Melbourne organisation, wrote: to 

‘make the truth known’.14 They were better informed, 

being in regular correspondence with many of the 

volunteers in Spain, including the four nurses they had 

financed to travel there.15 They ran public lectures 

throughout the war, often featuring individuals recently 

returned from Spain.16 Pamphlets produced during this 

time, some of which have been recently digitised by the 

NBA, including SPAIN!, Australians in Spain, From the 

Battlefields of Spain, and We Went to Spain, were based 

at least in part, if not entirely on Australian sources in 

Spain.17 

 
Spanish Relief Committee, From the Battlefields of Spain, 

NBAC, ANU, P15-1-48. 

 
14 Nettie Palmer, ‘Presidents Report at S.R.C. Conference’, 

Melb., April 23, 1938 (University of Melbourne Archives, 

I.P.C. Collection). 
15 See various volunteers’ diaries from SRC archives in the 

Phil Thorne Collection, NBAC, and in the various ephemeral 

pamphlets and materials produced by the SRC often quoting 

volunteers. 
16 ‘Vance Palmer, Eyewitness Talks on SPAIN’ (NBAC, Phil 

Thorne Col. P15/5/12, and J. Normington-Rawling Col.). 
17 Spanish Relief Committee, From the Battlefields of Spain; 

Vivid Pictures from Australian Nurses (NBAC, Phil Thorne 

Collection P15/1/48); A.F. Howells & Margaret Howells, We 

Went to Spain (NBAC, Phil Thorne Collection, P15/1/20); 

Spanish Relief Committee, SPAIN! The Spanish People 

Present their Case; Australian Nurses’ Response (NLA, 

HHP8170); Nettie Palmer & Len Fox, Spanish Relief 

Committee, Australians in Spain (NBAC, Phil Thorne 

Collection P15/1/33). 

It is difficult to assess the success of these campaigns, 

particularly given Australia’s isolation from the conflict. 

Australia adhered more ardently to Britain’s policy of 

non-interventionism than even the British.18 Material 

contributions from the Australian union movement were 

even less generous than Palestine’s.19 Even Australian 

volunteer numbers appear insignificant compared to 

1,000 Canadian volunteers, from a population not 

dissimilar to Australia’s at the time, and compared to the 

streams of volunteers for WWII a couple of years later.20 

Yet despite the apparent insignificance of Australia’s 

involvement, events in Spain had an impact on 

Australian society. The conflict divided and paralysed 

the Australian union movement and the federal 

opposition, the Australian Labor Party — in part, due to 

their sizable Catholic memberships. One can see the 

origins of the 1955 Labor Party Split as well as the 1951 

referendum to ban the CPA in these divisions.21 The 

powerful effect disinformation, fear and shock tactics 

may have had is not hard to imagine, even when 

countered with more nuanced and informed responses. 

It’s thus a fitting time for the NBA to be digitising the 

Amirah Inglis Collection and associated Spanish Civil 

War archives. When considering comparisons between 

the 1930s and today, it’s worth reflecting on what 

happened in Spain. In Australia’s case, as in the case of 

many other countries, it was a small group of 

internationally-minded individuals, not governments, 

that took it upon themselves to defend Spanish 

democracy. Their stories are preserved in the NBA. It’s 

also worth reflecting on the power of propaganda and 

disinformation, which when left unchecked, can make 

war seem ever more inevitable. 

Hugo Ottesen 

ANU History graduate 
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18 Inglis, Australians in the Spanish Civil War, 33. 
19 Andrews, Isolation and Appeasement in Australia, 89. 
20 Hugh Thomas, The Spanish Civil War (Eyre & 

Spottiswoode Ltd., 1961), 637. 
21 Andrews, Isolation and Appeasement in Australia, 88; 

influence on B.A. Santamaria, Against the Tide (Melbourne, 

Oxford University Press), 33. 
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