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How a fledgling democracy 
won war on the home front

A century ago, with the Great War
over at last, Australia’s surviving
soldiers returned home to resume
civilian life. This transition, for
thousands of them, was anything
but straightforward after years of
battlefield brutalities had scarred
them irretrievably. 

They were returning with their
physical and psychological lega-
cies to a society transformed by the
conflict. The bitterly contested
conscription plebiscites had div-
ided Australia profoundly. Fur-
thermore, the economy was not in
good shape: the cost of living had
risen, the national debt had soared,
industrial unrest was widespread
and there were not enough jobs. 

Whether the returned soldiers
would be able to adjust to a post-
war existence was uncertain. In
fact, the prospect of unsettled war-
riors out of control generated con-
siderable apprehension and, in
some high-placed quarters, pro-
nounced anxiety.

It was widely accepted that the
returned soldiers would be a force
to be reckoned with in postwar
Australia. As a shrewd observer
(and former mayor of Essendon)
put it in 1919 to his famous friend
General Pompey Elliott, the “sol-
diers will of course be in a position
to rule this country for some years
to come if their energies are con-
solidated”.

But would their energies be ap-
propriately directed? What hap-
pened in Melbourne 100 years ago
this month was alarming evidence
that this was far from guaranteed. 

It all started with the signing of
the Versailles peace treaty in June

1919, commemorated around Aus-
tralia and beyond on Saturday,
July 19. Celebrating the formal
conclusion of such a terrible war
was understandable, even though
the Versailles document was a
tainted treaty that was to pave the
way for a second world war as the
unfinished business of the first. 

Moreover, the date was incon-
gruous for Australians. As well as
the lack of awareness of the trea-
ty’s shortcomings, few of those
revelling in the celebrations re-
alised the date of the victory march
was the third anniversary of the
disaster of Fromelles, which re-
mains the worst 24 hours in Aus-
tralian history since European
settlement. 

Wartime censorship had en-
sured that hardly anyone was
aware of the magnitude of the ca-
tastrophe apart from the survivors
of Fromelles and their families. 

So it was a peculiar day for Aus-
tralians to celebrate victory, but in
Melbourne — then the nation’s
capital — the crowd was large and
the mood was joyful as 7000 sail-
ors and soldiers marched through
the city. Afterwards, though, high
spirits led to boisterousness, rebel-
liousness and arrests. 

Some returned soldiers resent-
ed what they regarded as excessive
police heavy-handedness. They
decided to raid Victoria Barracks
to release some of the prisoners. In
the ensuing skirmish one of the
raiders was killed.

The Returned Sailors’ and Sol-
diers’ Imperial League of Australia
(which was to become the RSL)
convened an urgent meeting to

discuss these events on July 21. The
upshot was the dispatch of a depu-
tation forthwith to the police com-
missioner, Sir George Steward.
The delegation outlined its griev-
ances about police conduct and
Steward agreed to investigate. 

When the deputation returned
to report to the RSSILA, however,
the meeting was in no mood to be
fobbed off by the prospect of some
inquiry. Majority sentiment de-
manded immediate redress. Three
thousand demonstrators proceed-
ed to police headquarters. They
found Steward in no mood to back
down. He had agreed to look into
their grievances, and he was not
going to kowtow to an unruly mob.
If the soldiers could not obtain sat-
isfaction from the police chief,
they decided they should go high-
er still. They resolved to take their
demands directly to the govern-
ment of Victoria. So they made
their way without delay to the
state parliamentary offices. 

The premier of Victoria in 1919
was Harry Lawson, a Castlemaine
lawyer in charge of a conservative
government. He was presiding
over a cabinet meeting when the
soldiers arrived, but they did not
let that deter them and burst in to
deliver their demands. They insist-
ed on the dismissal of an especially
loathed senior constable, an end to
the wielding of police batons
against returned servicemen, and
the release of soldiers arrested
during the weekend together with
remission of their fines. 

Lawson urged the intruders to
listen to reason and to uphold law
and order. The leading dissidents
refused to be mollified unless he
acceded to their demands straight
away. His unwillingness to do so
was in the circumstances tanta-
mount to flourishing a red towel at
these militant bulls. Amid extra-
ordinary scenes of escalating dis-
order, offices were invaded,

documents were ransacked, furni-
ture was damaged and an inkstand
was hurled at Lawson, striking him
heavily on the head. Shocked and
dazed, he was guided away, trying
to staunch with his handkerchief
the blood already “saturating his
collar”.

Police were urgently sum-
moned. A contingent arrived to
disperse the insurgents. This
proved no easy task. The police
managed to quell the invaders

only after resorting to a baton
charge. Afterwards a violent melee
erupted outside police head-
quarters. Various participants,
both protesters and policemen,
ended up in hospital. There were
further clashes the following day. 

The wave of violence was pro-
foundly disturbing. Officialdom’s
nightmares about rampaging war-
riors had become real. A conserva-
tive premier was nursing a sore
head and an acute grievance

against the RSSILA after a dem-
onstration under its auspices had
resulted in intruders assaulting
him in his government’s offices. 

Corrective intervention was
clearly necessary. Renowned mili-
tary commanders provided it. A
mass meeting of returned soldiers
was convened. It was held at the
Melbourne Domain on July 23.
Thousands attended. 

They heard a series of pep talks
on the need to curb disorderliness

from some of the best-known Mel-
bourne-based leaders. Elliott, Aus-
tralia’s most famous fighting
general, was among the speakers,
together with five other generals
and three colonels.

Chairing the meeting was a
captain, Gil Dyett, who had just
been elected the RSSILA’s nation-
al president. He had served under
Elliott at Gallipoli. Dyett had been
wounded at Lone Pine so severely
that his lifelessness had resulted in
a blanket being reverently placed
over him before burial. Then
someone noticed him move. 

Dyett and Elliott had not seen
each other for four years until July
1919. Now here they were together
at this significant gathering, step-
ping up on to an improvised plat-
form to proclaim their abhorrence
of unruliness.

Elliott’s speech was influential.
When Dyett introduced him he
was given a rapturous reception. “I
want to say a few words about our
conduct,” he began, associating
himself with his audience right
from the outset. They had enlisted
voluntarily to overcome a brand of
tyranny that aspired to world
domination, he pointed out, yet
some returned men were now mis-
guidedly associating themselves
with forces of disorder tainted by
similar tyranny. Attempting to co-
erce an elected government with
threats and violence was unjustifi-
able, Elliott continued. 

Australia was a proud and free
democracy, where rich and poor
were equal before the law. Its sol-
diers should appreciate and up-
hold its system of government. If
they did not approve of what a
government was doing or not
doing, their remedy was to vote
against it on election day.

Elliott urged soldiers to show
restraint, while empathising with

their frustration that some re-
turned men, “through no fault of
their own”, were “out of employ-
ment and suffering hardship”. It
was “essential that we should not
mix ourselves up in disturbances
in the city”, he declared. 

He added an astute analogy. In
the “battles we fought in together
it was possible that there were
many Germans who were opposed
utterly to German militarism and
despotism, but it was impossible
for us to discriminate in a bayonet
charge”. 

Similarly, even if mere curiosity
prompted some returned men to
join the crowds in Melbourne, it
was “equally impossible for those
guarding the city to discriminate
in carrying out their duty”.

The other speeches were in
similar vein. After all had been de-
livered, Dyett called on everyone
present to raise an arm if they sup-
ported the maintenance of law and
order. The response was unani-
mous, and highlighted by the
newspapers. The Argus pro-
claimed it under multiple head-
lines — “UPHOLDING THE
LAW: SOLDIERS WILL AID:
EMPHATIC DECLARATION”
— and The Age trumpeted it as a
“TRIUMPH FOR LAW AND
ORDER”. The ensuing decline in
disorderliness in Melbourne indi-
cates that meeting (and press
coverage of it) was influential. The
returned soldiers generally ac-
cepted violence was an undesir-
able avenue to remedy grievances
in a democratic society. The ani-
mosity and tension subsided. The
streets became quiet. The sense of
relief was fervent and widespread. 

At the federal election five
months later Elliott topped the
Senate poll in Victoria. Lawson
was premier until 1924. Dyett re-
mained RSSILA president for 27
years.
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Angry returned soldiers in Melbourne 
were on the verge of rioting in 1919
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At last, inquest into embassy death 

Queensland coroner Terry Ryan
is to hold a full inquest into the
death of Christopher Betts, 34, the
elite former soldier shot dead in
mysterious circumstances in Aus-
tralia’s embassy in Iraq more than
three years ago. 

At a pre-inquest conference
held in the presence of Betts’s
family in Brisbane Magistrate’s
Court this week, the coroner also
announced he will examine
whether Betts’s employer, private
security firm Unity Resources
Group, had appropriate safety and
weapons-handling procedures in
place in Baghdad and whether the
Department of Foreign Affairs
and Trade had adequate oversight
of the company. 

More than a dozen witnesses,
including those flown in from
overseas, will be called to give
evidence and the Betts family law-
yer, Patrick McCafferty QC, has
been granted leave to question
them on the stand. 

Chris Betts had been working
as a highly trained private security
guard in the Baghdad embassy
when he died in the early hours of
May 12, 2016, after a gun was fired
in a room in the compound. 

Reports from work colleagues
in the hours that followed sugges-
ted that Betts and his colleague,
a former commando, Sun Mackay,
had been drinking and playing
video games about 2.30am
when the firearm discharged and
killed Betts. 

Mackay has not spoken pub-
licly about what occurred and it
is not known what he told investi-
gators. 

Some colleagues who spoke to
The Australian at the time reported
he had described it as a terrible
accident while others said he
claimed Betts had committed
suicide. 

Betts’s parents, Rae and Colin,
did not just lose their only son that
night: Chris’s young wife, Angela,
devastated by her grief, took her
own life just a few weeks later. 

During the short conference
this week, the coroner stated that
under s. 45 (2) of the Coroners Act

2003, he will examine when,
where and how Betts died and
what caused his death. 

However, the inquest will also
examine:
• Whether URG had appropriate
weapons-handling standing oper-
ating procedures in place at the
time of Betts’s death.
• Whether URG’s standard oper-
ating procedures were enforced by
management and adhered to by
staff.
• Whether URG’s “dry contract”
clauses were enforced by manage-
ment and adhered to by staff.
• Whether there was any action
URG management could have
taken to better enforce weapons
handling standard operating pro-
cedures and/or “dry contract”
clauses. 
• Whether there was adequate
oversight of URG’s private secur-
ity contract by DFAT.
• Whether there are any recom-
mendations that can be made that

could prevent deaths from hap-
pening in similar circumstances. 

Betts’s parents, speaking ex-
clusively to The Weekend Austra-
lian, say they are deeply thankful
the coroner has made the decision
to scrutinise all the circumstances
of Chris’s death — and that recom-
mendations may also be made that
may ensure a tragedy such as this
never happens again. 

“We are so relieved that at last
we have been heard, that someone
has listened to us,” Rae Betts says. 

“The coroner’s office has been
very kind over a long time. We
have fought for three years, writ-
ing hundreds of emails, staying
in contact with Chris’s friends
and colleagues — many who
don’t work with URG any more —
but who all want scrutiny of the
circumstances that led to this ter-
rible tragedy.” 

The family, friends and col-
leagues of Betts have always
argued that he was happy and

healthy and due to fly home for a
break with his wife and family the
day he died. He had transferred
$2500 in readiness for the trip.

However, during the earliest
inquiries the possibility of suicide
was raised by investigators with
his parents and colleagues — a
suggestion they categorically
rejected. 

“Every email we wrote to them,
we finished by saying, ‘We will
never, ever accept it was suicide.’
We lost two people and every day
we wake up thinking of them.
We’re strong, we have to be for
them — and for our two daughters
and our grandchildren.” 

The death of Chris Betts
occurred just a few months after
The Australian published a series
of 15 investigative reports — the
first appeared on page one on
December 28, 2015 — outlining
serious, internal concerns about
URG work safety practices. 

The Department of Foreign

Affairs and Trade had just award-
ed URG its new four-year agree-
ment worth nearly $51 million to
provide personal protection for
embassy staff from January 1, 2016.

Tender documents showed
URG had won the new tender by
undercutting itself by 50 per cent
when compared with the $100m it
was paid to provide security for the
four years between 2011 and
December 31, 2015. 

Scores of sources described
detailed claims that the Dubai-
based employer had “strong-
armed” a 47 per cent pay cut from
its workers to win the renewal of its
contract with DFAT and that this
had risked the lives of staff as the
company sought to slash opera-
tional costs by scrimping on medi-
cal treatment and providing
personnel with ageing and inferior
arms and protective equipment. 

During an intense period of
three months, often working
across three time zones, The Aus-

tralian made contact with more
than 30 URG employees who ex-
pressed increasing anxiety about a
contract they feared would im-
pinge on their ability to do their
jobs. At times, electronic conversa-
tions and email threads stretched
deep into the night as they indi-
vidually aired their fears, anger
and frustration. So fearful were the
deployed personnel of their
employer that they collectively
signed a deposition that warned
their grievances had become “so
great and the possible conseq-
uences for the Australian embassy
considered so egregious” they
were considering strike action. 

The original deposition ac-
cused URG of a litany of failures,
from repeated refusal to provide
detail of its employees’ accident,
injury and death insurance cover
to charging the family of a guard
for the return of his body after his
death at work to saving money by
using old arms including AK-47s

with no optic sights. Personnel re-
ported they had been forced to buy
their own protective tactical vests. 

Across many months, DFAT
and URG dismissed all claims as
the grievances of “disgruntled for-
mer contractors”, although they
did not deny the accusations. At-
tempts by this newspaper to seek
comment from Labor’s Tanya
Plibersek also came to nothing.

In the end, however, not all staff
claimed anonymity. One, Mike
Stewart, a former Australian SAS
officer with 23 years of operational
experience and now serving with
the British Army Reserve, spoke in
detail about security breaches he
had seen in his time. 

“There was a long list of pro-
cedural and safety issues I saw
while there and which I was con-
cerned about, from irregular
security screening and poor
searches, including bags and
under vehicle checks on arrival to
a very poor standard of induction

and weapons training … they gave
me just five minutes.” 

Despite their denials of defi-
ciencies with the URG contract, in
the year that followed DFAT
quietly embarked on an acqui-
sition program for a new armoury
of M4 assault rifles to replace the
ageing AK-47s used and re-used to
cut costs by the company. 

The company was also forced
to embark on a contract with a re-
mote telehealth firm to ensure ad-
equate oversight of its medical
services. The Australian reported
these changes at the time. How-
ever, unless a controversy gains
momentum with follow-up by
more than one media outlet, par-
ticularly the ABC as the public
broadcaster, governments (and
oppositions) simply ride out the
storm. And so it was with URG.
Until the death of Betts.

Paola Totaro is a London-based 
freelance journalist.
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to go on holidays
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Chris Betts and his wife 
Angela on holidays in 
South America in 2010, 
left; Sun Mackay, below,
who was with Betts at 
the time of his death; 
Betts’s parents, right, 
Rae and Colin Betts
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