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At dawn a few hours ago hundreds of thousands of Australians and New Zealanders 

gathered in groups large and small around war memorials across the breadth of both 
countries. At Gallipoli just an hour or two ago Australians and New Zealanders 

gathered. Here we are in Flanders gathering at this moment. Each one of us in our 

private way pausing to reflect. 

 

As we stand among these silent rows of headstones we reflect on the lives of and the 

passing of life from, the young men who lie resting beneath our feet. 

 

This ladies and gentlemen is ANZAC Day. This is the day when Australians and New 

Zealanders reflect on duty and deeds done bravely so long ago. When we reflect on 

the qualities of those who performed those deeds and on the character of the young 

national communities from down-under who spawned them. This is the day and the 

hour where we privately thank our maker for the courage, the sacrifice and the sheer 

humanity of Australian and New Zealand servicemen and women. This is a moment 

when we recommit ourselves never to forget. 
 

This time next year the attention of every Australian and New Zealand citizen will be 
on Gallipoli. We will at that time mark the centenary of the fateful landing which was 

to become in many ways the fiery crucible in which our two national identities (linked 
as they are) were forged. Gallipoli and the ANZAC spirit has in many respects come 

to be emblematic of many of the values that Australia and New Zealand have come to 
represent. We don’t gather to glorify war but to reflect and give thanks. Now while 

Gallipoli remains as the birthplace of the ANZAC spirit, it was here on the Western 

Front in France and in Belgium where our most serious casualty rates occurred. Our 

Prime Minister Tony Abbott in a speech last week reminded us that at the end of the 

day “Gallipoli was a magnificent defeat. The Western Front was a terrible victory.” 

 

WWI was something of a milestone in the long road of mankind’s history. Arguably it 

was the low point or at least one of the very low points in the behaviour of our 

species. This year will mark the centenary of the beginning of that war. On 4 August 

this year, here in Belgium where it all began, leaders from around the world will 

gather to reflect on the cost of this war. In the summer of 1914 more than 65 million 

troops from 3 Empires were mobilised. Four years later the world had suffered more 

than 20 million military and civilian deaths and was nursing 21 million wounded. 

From a population of less than 5 million Australians, 417,000 enlisted, 152,000 were 
wounded and 61,000 never came home. 

 
Of men aged 18 to 42 almost one in two enlisted and of those who served overseas 

one in five was killed in action. Between March 1916 and November 1918 nearly 
300,000 Australians served in the Australian Imperial Force on the Western Front. 

Twelve thousand of these young Australians died here in Belgium — in the field of 
Flanders. On the spot where we now stand in September 1917 the Australian 4th and 

5th Divisions carried out an attack on Polygon Wood. The memorial to the 5th 



Division stands on the Butte behind me. Buried here among more than 2000 

headstones, are 569 young Australian soldiers. 

 

This Great War was characterised by commentators of the day as the “War to end all 

Wars’. How mistaken they were. Just over 20 years later, the Second World War 

engulfed the globe. 

 
As we stand here this morning our minds also turn to the tragedy of war for the brave 

people of Belgium. For them this was no expeditionary operation only for soldiers. 
This was a war directly involving their homes and their families and many of both 

were destroyed. There will always be a little hit of Belgium in the hearts of all 
Australians and I see every time I come to this district that Australia is still in the 

hearts of so many Belgians. 
 

On this day of course we reflect on all wars in which Australian and New Zealand 

servicemen and servicewomen have served. 

 

We remind ourselves that even as we stand here this morning we have young men and 

women in uniform serving in Afghanistan and elsewhere around the globe. We are 

justifiably proud of their achievements and grateful for their service. We acknowledge 

too, their families and loved ones at home who continue to resolutely support our 

serving members. 

 

For each of us gathered here at Polygon Wood there is a certain eeriness to be 

standing on the very site of one of the great battles of WWI and just a stone’s throw 

from places like Messines, Ypres, Broodsende and Passchendaele. During the second 

half of 1917 all five Australian (AIF) Divisions and the New Zealand Division fought 
alongside each other in the 3rd Battle of Ypres or what is more generally known now 

as the battle of Passchendaele. During the latter part of 1917 my own grandfather 
served herein the Ypres Salient and his letters home, which we still hold dear in our 

family, bear witness to the horror, the stench, the mud and the fear. But interestingly 
his letters also bring out the humour, the humanity and the exuberance of youth. War 

indeed brings out the worst and the best in mankind. 
 

We must however remind successive generations that catastrophes such as this must 

never he allowed to happen again. 

 

We would all do well to remember what agony must have been experienced by Mrs 

Fanny Seabrook of Five Dock in Sydney when she learned that on 20 September 1917 

during the Battle of Menin Road the one artillery shell killed her two sons Theo and 

George Seabrook. The following day Lt William Seabrook, her third son, died of 

wounds from the same action.  

 

Let me conclude by offering the thought that Australia today is what it is and what it 

represents as a result in many ways of the young men lying at our feet and young men 

and women like them who in successive conflicts have set a standard for us to aspire 

to. They lift us up and challenge us from their graves to maintain standards of 
courage, diligence, forthrightness, compassion, humour and faith. We could all be 

reminded this morning that for our tomorrow they gave their today. Lest we forget. 
 


