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Preface 

Across the first qua r t e r c e n t u r y tha t blossomed after World War 2, 

Alan Moorehead was a l i te rary star, one of the most successful wr i te rs 

in English of his day. Born in Melbourne in 1910 and educated at 

Scotch College and Melbourne Universi ty, he had by the 1960s built 

a larger in te rna t iona l reputa t ion t h a n a n y o ther Aus t r a l i an writer . 

As Bri tain 's most r enowned war cor respondent , the accla imed au thor 

of a series of o u t s t a n d i n g works on the c a m p a i g n s of World War 2, 

the b iographer of Montgomery and Churchi l l , a prolific in te rna t iona l 

j ou rna l i s t , a historical writer, novelis t , and a major t ravel wr i te r of his 

t ime, Moorehead was a household n a m e in Britain and widely admired 

in the United States of America for both his books and his ar t icles in 

the New Yorker. At the same t ime, the t rans la t ion of his works into 

a medley of European l a n g u a g e s - F r e n c h , German , I ta l ian, Swedish, 

Danish, Dutch, Por tuguese and Spanish—and into Hebrew, Egypt ian , 

Arabic and Japanese , engaged audiences a round the world. 

Yet as an Aus t ra l i an expa t r i a t e l iv ing in Britain and Italy and a major 

cont r ibutor to Aus t ra l i an and world his tory, Alan Moorehead has been 

less recognised in his own c o u n t r y t h a n abroad. By the early 1960s, 

several Amer ican univers i t ies , bu i ld ing the i r col lect ions of s ignif icant 

wr i te rs of the twen t i e th cen tury , sought to make his personal papers 

the core of impor t an t new Aus t r a l i an col lect ions in the i r keeping. In 

Aus t ra l ia , by cont ras t , ent r ies on Moorehead in anthologies of Aus t ra l i an 

wr i te rs and h i s to r i ans are scant . Few readers today are famil iar wi th his 

books , and even fewer a m o n g the younge r genera t ion know his name . 

Dur ing his l i f e t i m e - h e died in 1983—Moorehead's books went into 

mult iple edi t ions . Dur ing the last decade, several of his historical 

works were repr inted in Britain whi le Text Publ i sh ing , Melbourne , 

reissued his o u t s t a n d i n g Desert War collect ive, African Trilogy, Eclipse 

and his au tobiographica l , A Late Education. However, apar t from 
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Michael Heyward ' s d i s ce rn ing in t roduc t ion to t he latter, Peter Sekuless ' 

overv iew of w a r co r responden t s in A Handful of Hacks, my own 

'War Correspondent and War His tor ian E x t r a o r d i n a r y ' in Australian 

Communication Lives, and the brief echo of his n a m e in a few edited 

t ravel wr i t ings , Moorehead has been cr i t ical ly overlooked. 

In 1990, Tom Pocock, a y o u n g e r war cor respondent from World 

War 2, publ ished a h igh ly praised and i l l umina t ing biography, Alan 

Moorehead, ce lebra t ing Moorehead 's career as a w a r cor respondent and 

his act ive and a d v e n t u r o u s life. But while it t races Moorehead 's personal 

t ra jec tory and his re la t ions wi th w a r t i m e friends and col leagues and his 

wife and family (to whose pr iva te papers in London, the Moorehead 

family cor respondence , he had va luab le access) , it pays scant eva lua t ive 

a t ten t ion to the books tha t made Alan Moorehead such an o u t s t a n d i n g 

wr i t e r of history. 

This por t ra i t a ims to redress the ba lance and to provide a n Aus t r a l i an 

v iewpoin t . In th i s it has been great ly aided by the fact tha t , whi le Alan 

Moorehead 's career was conducted pr inc ipa l ly in England and Europe, 

he ignored the eager offers received from abroad and chose to deposit 

his ex tens ive personal papers in the National Library of Aus t ra l ia . ' 

The ex i s tence of the papers was a mot iva t ing force for th i s biography, 

for the National Library, and for me. However, my interest in Moorehead 

ran deeper. I had been given a copy of Gallipoli by my pa ren t s at its 

publ icat ion in 1956 and it moved and marked me. Nine yea r s later, in 

early 1965, when Moorehead was v i s i t ing th i s coun t ry , I was invi ted by 

M a n n i n g and D y m p h n a Clark to d ine at the i r Canber ra home where th i s 

d i s t ingu i shed man , wi th his s t rong dark brows, his candid blue eyes , and 

i m m e n s e vi ta l i ty , was the o ther guest . Moorehead was then in Aus t ra l i a 

wr i t i ng ar t ic les on the local fauna for the Aus t r a l i an press and I was on 

a visi t from a period of res idence in the United States of Amer ica . There, 

as D y m p h n a served one of her great boeuf bourguignons, our mee t ing 

s t ruck lively sparks . Both of us , at one t ime in our careers , had worked 
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for tha t powerful and inf luent ial press proprietor, Lord Beaverbrook, 

Moorehead as a celebrated war cor respondent for The Daily Express 

from 1939 to 1945, and I, from 1954 to 1958, as Beaverbrook's personal 

research ass i s tan t when th is d y n a m i c s e p t u a g e n a r i a n was p repa r ing 

to become a h i s to r ian wi th his s tudy of the pol i t ic ians and genera ls of 

World War 1, Men and Power. 

Together we found much agreement , and some differences. Moorehead 

judged Lord Beaverbrook a d o m i n a n t and imper ious master , poli t ical ly 

and h u m a n l y litt le to his l ik ing, whi le I, t r ave l l ing the world wi th h im 

and p l u n g i n g into his remarkable papers and pa r t i c ipan t recol lect ions , 

found ' the Lord' an e n t h r a l l i n g employer and r eward ing friend. I did 

not meet Alan Moorehead aga in but I carr ied a v ivid r emembrance 

of h im and his wr i t i ngs and , in the late 1990s, became involved in 

a p o s t h u m o u s col laborat ion when invi ted, by the Sydney publ ishers 

Mead and Beckett , to con t r ibu te capt ions and new boxed informat ion to 

the i r superbly i l lustrated edi t ions of his Gallipoli and The Fatal Impact. 

The work, full of old and new ins ights , conf i rmed my opinion as an 

h i s to r ian tha t A lan Moorehead was one of the most gifted wr i te rs of 

h i s to ry of the twen t i e th cen tury . 

It is t ime for his rediscovery. 
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The Making of a Journalist 

A LAN MOOREHEAD was born into 'printer's ink'. His journalist 

father, Richard Moorehead, worked sequentially for the Melbourne 

newspapers The Age and The Herald, while his mother, Louise (nee 

Edgerton), was the daughter of a prosperous Melbourne printer and 

publisher. Alan, the youngest of three children, was born on 26 July 

1910 in Melbourne in the middle-class suburb of Croydon. Together with 

his sister, Phyllis, and brother Bernard, he enjoyed a happy, if peripatetic 

family life as the Mooreheads shuttled through some dozen different 

houses—all with the obligatory tennis court. Moving, he reflected 

later of his parents, 'was a compulsion with them', but looking back 

he realised that 'there was great distress behind this restlessness'. His 

family were 'the genteel poor' and, for a journalist writing on property 

and investment on the low pay of that period, as his father was, their life 

became a humiliating struggle to keep up appearances. 

Perhaps for these reasons, Alan's memory of his urban childhood, his 

comings and goings with the neighbourhood children and the details of 

everyday pastimes remained a blur. It was the Australian countryside, 

with its sense of infinite oldness, the dry, bare plains of the Riverina, 

dust rising from the horses' hooves, the scent of eucalyptus and the 

sheepdogs barking that he remembered from bush holidays and which 

coloured his happiest recollections. 

I 



His own craving for printer's ink was apparent early. He knew at 

the age of 15 that he wanted to be a writer. His youthful diary of 1926 

proclaimed'Seize the day' along with a firm copyright warning, 'All rights 

reserved. A. McCrae Moorehead'. He was educated for 10 years as a day 

boy at one of Melbourne's leading private schools, Presbyterian Scotch 

College, which, for his part, Moorehead remembered unflatteringly: 

'those crowded classrooms in the long droning afternoons, those 

second-rate masters brought out from England with their harassed and 

defeated faces, those windy red brick corridors with their clanging 

metal shutters'. There, self-declared, he was 'a most unsuccessful 

schoolboy, invariably at the bottom of my class' and, short in stature 

(only a worrying 5 feet at the age of 16 when a much desired spurt 

lifted him to 5ft 7 inches), was unable to get into any of the sporting 

teams. He decided at an early age to set up 'a facade between myself and 

the world', a determination to take charge of his own destiny, and 'to 

make things happen'. Nevertheless it was at Scotch, with its motto, Deo 

Patriae Litteris, interpreted by the school as 'For the glory of God, for 

the good of one's country and for the advancement of learning', that a 

discerning English teacher urged him, on the strength of his essays, to 

consider journalism as a career. 2 

In 1928, Moorehead enrolled for a Bachelor of Arts degree at 

Melbourne University. Without financial backup and with the oncoming 

Depression in Australia, he provided for himself and his fees by offering 

to write a weekly column on university social and sporting events for 

the magazine Table Talk, an enterprise he soon transferred to the daily 

Herald. He was also editor, for a year, of the Melbourne University 

Magazine where, he remembered, 'we were all for Karl Marx and the 

brotherhood of man'. 

His studies for the degree focussed on history—ancient history in his 

first year, European history in the second, and the history of philosophy 

in his final year. While he makes no mention of it in his writings, it 
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was clearly Moorehead's good fortune to be a student in his second 
year under professor of history, Ernest Scott, himself a former London 
journalist and Hansard writer, an elegant penman and researcher. Scott 
was remembered by Kathleen Fitzpatrick, a few years Moorehead's 
senior, as a splendid teacher who impressed on his students that the 
study of history was not the mastering of an agreed body of knowledge 
but 'a process of discovery-an absorbing occupation'.3 This was a view 
that Moorehead's writing richly reflected in later years. 

With the BA behind him at the end of 1930, Moorehead moved on, 
no doubt under some parental persuasion, to study for a law degree, 
the analytical framework of which would also bear its fruit. But sitting 
in the Great Hall with his final exam paper before him in 1933, he 
was acutely aware that he was not interested in becoming a lawyer, 
nor would he make a good one. With prescience and characteristic 
determination, he left the exam hall and his blank exam sheets and 
took a tram to the Herald office where he asked for, and got, a staff job. 
His career as a journalist had begun. 

'I had a nose for news', he records, 'the trick of knowing just what 
will interest people and attract attention', and it was at The Herald, 
grappling with reports from the courts and the morgue and stories of 
floods and droughts, locust plagues and bushfires that periodically 
patterned the countryside, that Moorehead cultivated his eye for action 
and honed his lively short-term memory, interviewing without a pen, 
learning quickly that people talk more freely if you don't take notes, 
and, as he put it, 'rejoicing in the sour smell of printer's ink'.4 

In the mid-1930s, Australia was emerging only slowly from 
the Depression and the need for security-shaped aspirations and a 
conventional style of life. But for bright, ambitious young men educated 
in British literature, with a mounting awareness of world history, the 
spread of Fascism, and of art and theatre in Europe, Melbourne loomed 
as a cultural wilderness where opportunities to spread one's wings and 
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find the s t imulus and cha l lenge of professional a d v a n c e m e n t were low. 

Like the later group of br i l l iant y o u n g Aus t r a l i ans , Ge rma ine Greer, 

Robert Hughes , Clive James and Bar ry Humphr ies , Moorehead found 

the a tmosphere st if l ing, 'a land where n o t h i n g happened ' . 'I yea rned to 

go abroad' , he wrote later, ' to get to t he cen t re of t h i n g s and events tha t 

I had been h e a r i n g about at second h a n d all my life ... To s tay at home 

was to condemn yourse l f to nonen t i ty ' . 5 

He was not a lone. His un ive r s i ty friend, the a d v e n t u r o u s Tasman ian 

Noel Monks , for a brief t ime the sh ipp ing news repor te r on the Melbourne 

Sun, had set forth in 1935 wi th John He the r ing ton , Moorehead 's 

col league on the The Herald, to work his way to England as a c r e w m a n 

and—he hoped—to Fleet Street . Monks was t he cata lys t . Moorehead 

saved £500 and a yea r later, c a r r y i n g a g lowing reference from Herald 

chief-of-staff, Frank Murphy, p ra i s ing him as 'an excel lent a l l - round 

repor te r ... wi th in i t ia t ive , imag ina t ion and a flair for see ing the newsy 

side of things', 6 he set out on t he Ormonde wi th a one -way ticket. 

Moorehead would find his sp i r i tua l homeland when the passengers 

landed for the i r first tas te of Europe at Toulon. 'I date my life from this 

moment ' , he wro te in A Late Education. ' E v e r y t h i n g in my m e m o r y 

e i ther falls into the period before I reached Toulon, or belongs to the 

yea r s s ince then , and in fact my life abrup t ly took a different course 

tha t morn ing ' . 

You stepped from your boat s t ra ight onto the cobblestones, 

and all about you yel l ing women were sel l ing oysters and 

mussels , lobsters and crabs , sh r imps and l impets and sea 

u rch ins ... Beyond these stal ls was a short open space and 

t h e n the cafes began, dozens of r ickety little tables in the 

sunsh ine wi th coloured sunshades and, s i t t ing there , idly 

s u r v e y i n g the un iverse , s ipping the i r v e r m o u t h - c a s s i s , were 

the bot tomless cynica l French clientele. Wonderful ly gay 
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l i t t le men, cha t t e r ing like monkeys . And girls, doing th ings or 

hav ing th ings done to them, right there in the open in a way 

tha t would have caused a riot back in Park Villas, Melbourne 

... Beyond the cafes, the facades of topsy-turvy bu i ld ings rose 

up ... painted in the brightest possible pale blues and yellows 

with window boxes and s t r ings of corn-cobs h a n g i n g out 

from the balconies to d ry ... I had come home. This was what 

I had come for. This was where I wan ted to be . 7 

It was 1936. 

Moorehead enjoyed ano the r s t rong tas te of Europe after his ar r iva l 

in England, t r ave l l ing to France and embat t led Spain with a y o u n g 

South Afr ican j o u r n a l i s t he had met, and back to G e rman y where the 

Olympics were in full swing in Berlin. There he watched Hitler r id ing up 

t h r o u g h a forest of outs t re tched h a n d s and gl impsed t he r ap tu rous look 

of ecs tasy on the face of the y o u n g girl t hey had picked up. 'It was ' , he 

notes, ' t he look of a girl mee t ing her lover'. 

Professionally, for tune smiled. Networks were impor t an t . By 1937 

Monks had m a n a g e d to land a j o b at The Daily Express, Fleet Street ' s 

l eading mass c i rcula t ion newspaper owned and r u n by the powerful 

Lord Beaverbrook. By the late 1930s, t he d o m i n a n c e of the British 

newspaper world by the Express was such tha t it publ ished some 

2 300 000 copies a day, whi le from the same stable The Sunday Express 

had a c i rcula t ion t o u c h i n g 1 377 000. The success of The Daily Express 

took its s t amp from Beaverbrook 's own tr ied and t rue journal is t ic-

ph i losophy: 'put the c h e r r y on top', shor t s tacca to sen tences , a dai ly 

surpr i se , a fast pace, and a s t rong sense of op t imism. It was also the 

newspaper tha t paid the h ighes t wages to journalists and ga rne red the 

most ta len ted and asp i r ing . 

Under the l egendary A r t h u r Chr i s t i ansen ' s ed i torsh ip , the 

en t e rp r i s ing Monks had been ass igned to repor t on t he Spanish Civil 
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War and , whi le t he re were no avai lab le staff j o b s going at the paper 

when Moorehead appeared , Chr i s t i ansen , a ler t to his mas te r ' s l ik ing 

for keen y o u n g men from the Empire , offered h im a r e t a ine r wi th his 

e x p e n s e s and p a y m e n t on resul t s , to repor t on even t s from Franco 's 

frontier and in Gibral tar . 

After six m o n t h s of qu ie tude in Gibraltar , h is o p p o r t u n i t y came 

at last on Sunday 30 May 1937 when the Ge rman pocket ba t t leship 

Deutschland sailed slowly into harbour . Wi th o ther foreign ships, 

inc lud ing the Brit ish, she had been ly ing outside terr i tor ia l waters wi th 

t he declared a im of p r even t ing foreign a r m a m e n t s r each ing ei ther 

Franco 's Nat ional is ts or t he Republ icans in Spain. A Republican plane, 

clearly identified, had appeared and dropped bombs on the Deutschland, 

ki l l ing 23 men and in jur ing 85 more. As ' t empora ry cor responden t ' in 

Gibraltar , Moorehead alone was in a posi t ion to observe the f lag-draped 

coffins on the deck and the a m b u l a n c e s a r r i v ing to collect the wounded . 

Speculat ion surfaced: was G e r m a n y g iv ing aid to Franco? Next day 

'Nazi Bat t leship Bombed' c o m m a n d e d the Daily Express headl ines . 

The Moorehead Papers tell the s tory of the nurturing of a foreign 

reporter . Some 65 cr isp Daily Express cables in t he collect ion reveal 

the g r o w i n g r ange of his act ivi t ies a round the cover t in te rna t iona l 

involvement in Spain and the responses and e n c o u r a g e m e n t he received 

from headqua r t e r s . W h e n , in return for the a t tack on her s is ter-ship, the 

Graf Spee bombarded the Republ ican-held port of Valencia, Moorehead 

was despatched the re to identify the vessels sh ipp ing supplies to the 

Republ icans in Valencia and Barcelona, and , in t u r n , the Ge rman and 

I ta l ian vessels s end ing supplies to the Spanish Governmen t . 

On 5 July, a British ship was repor ted to have been torpedoed 50 

miles off Barcelona. In the House of Commons , Foreign Secre ta ry 

A n t h o n y Eden demanded to know where Franco 's coas t l ine g u n s 

were s i tua ted a round Gibraltar . 'Make th i s good story ' , t he Express 

edi to r - in -ch ie f cabled Moorehead. He did. As the weeks moved on, his 
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despatches won front page a t ten t ion . Sut ton, the act ive h a n d s - o n editor 

in London, soon identified h im as p romis ing journalist mater ia l . 'Editor 

congra tu la tes you on y o u r campeasor [sic] in te rv iews yes te rday Stop', 

he cabled 16 Augus t . 'I have watched y o u r excel lent work cumgrea t 

p leasure Am a n x i o u s get s tory beh ind e x t r a o r d i n a r y series bombings 

to rpedoing Med i t e r r anean Stop Send early today Round up all recent 

incidents g iv ing Gibral tar gossip who responsible enumera t e Franco 

s u b m a r i n e s t r eng th compared c u m b e g i n n i n g w a r act ivi t ies I ta l ian 

submar ines Stop A n x i o u s get th is piece secret w a r history. ' 8 It was a 

t imely apprent iceship for the y o u n g Aus t r a l i an . 

Moorehead was now us ing the same t echn ique for repor tage that he 

had developed at The Herald. The backs of the cables he received from 

London bear his scrappy notes , a ship's name , a mee t ing place, a vivid 

five-word impression from which he devised his story. It was a method 

of rapid jotting tha t would prove vi ta l to him in war. Apar t from his 

g l anc ing visit to Valencia and a swift t r ip to Barcelona, Spain eluded 

him. The Medi te r ranean was his bai l iwick and, rece iv ing ins t ruc t ions 

to find a ship to take h im to the Dardanel les and Is tanbul , and thence 

on to A t h e n s and M i n o r c a - l o n g bereft of a reporter-he despatched his 

exclusive stories. 'Congra tu la t ions Fella', Monks cabled from his war 

post, ' you 've done me proud'. 

At t he Express, Moorehead 's reputa t ion grew. He was appointed to 

the edi tor ial staff at a s a l a ry of £10 a week, whi le at t he end of his 

Med i t e r r anean furlough, Sut ton, no t ing his ready c o m m a n d of the 

'Express s ty le ' and the t ru s t the subedi tors put in his ' au thor i ta t ive ' 

stories, applauded ' the terrific work you have put in d u r i n g the crisis 

per iod and the excel lence of your stories ' . 9 Chr i s t i ansen had p lans 

to employ h im in London. Instead, in 1938, he notched up a prized 

appo in tmen t at the Daily Express office in Par is as ass i s tan t to the 

bureau head, New Zealander Geoffrey Cox. 'Moorehead a lways had an 

air of des t iny about him', a n A u s t r a l i a n col league observed dryly. 
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Alan Moorehead with his wife Lucy on their wedding day in Rome [1939] 

Tom Pocock Papers 1987-1990, MS8377 

National Library of Australia n la .ms-ms8377-0-3x-v l 

Reproduced with permission from the Moorehead family 

Whi le Beaverbrook conf ident ly predicted, 'There will be no great war 

in Europe in 1939', in te rna t iona l t ens ions mounted . G e r m a n y invaded 

Czechoslovakia , the v ic to ry of Franco 's forces ended the u n h a p p y 

s t rugg le in Spain . In April 1939, Italy invaded Alban ia and Nazi th rea t s 

to Poland grew. In Augus t , wi th war imminen t , Chr i s t i ansen selected 

Moorehead to s t a r t up an Express bureau in Rome, a European capital 
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exceeded only in impor t ance by London, Par i s and Berl in . 1 0 It was a far 

step from the cour t s and the morgue rounds at the Melbourne Herald. 

W h e n war wi th G e r m a n y broke out in September, Moorehead, 

cocksure , ambi t ious , wi th a s t rong s t reak of oppor tun i sm, was 

con templa t ing becoming a w a r cor respondent . At 29, he was also 

t a k i n g a s ignif icant step into mar r i age . The previous year, back briefly 

at The Daily Express from his Medi t e r ranean ven tu re , he had met the 

poised and e legant Lucy Milner, edi tor of the women ' s and fashion 

pages, two inches taller, two yea r s his senior and considered somewhat 

unapproachab le . If it was not qui te love at first sight, Moorehead found 

her cha l l eng ing and a t t rac t ive and tota l ly un l ike the n u m e r o u s y o u n g 

women he had l ightly cour ted or seduced. Monks , in a jesting letter, 

charac te r i sed h im as 'Alan the Great Lover' and his s t rong libido was an 

aspect of his pe r sona l i ty tha t Moorehead indulged t h r o u g h o u t his life. 

Lucy, the clever daugh te r of a c o u n t r y doctor in Dorset, a re t icent and 

reserved Engl i shwoman, h igh ly successful professionally, was deeply 

in love wi th h im. Whi le d r e a m i n g a lways tha t he would love her as 

she loved h im, she recognised early tha t he would never be the total , 

commi t t ed lover. Wri t ing to h im a few days after h is d e p a r t u r e to France, 

she recalled a his tor ical figure who had declared to his p a r a m o u r of four 

years his 'deep, faithful and u n s w e r v i n g love', add ing wistfully, 'Wha t 

a pity you are not like tha t ' . " 

They were mar r i ed in Rome in October 1939. Eight m o n t h s later, on 

11 June 1940, t he day after I taly dec lared w a r on Bri ta in , Moorehead 

was t r ans fe r r ed from Rome to Cairo to become the Daily Express 

chief foreign co r r e sponden t in the M e d i t e r r a n e a n . He had been made 

an accred i ted w a r co r r e sponden t at t he Brit ish War Office at the 

b e g i n n i n g of J u n e and , d o n n i n g his cap ta in ' s u n i f o r m w i t h its tab 

of b r igh t g r e e n - a n d - g o l d and the words 'Bri t ish War Cor re sponden t ' 

embro idered on it, he embarked upon t he grea t format ive per iod of 

his career . 
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Alan Moorehead [right] with his friend and colleague Alexander Clifford 

[standing, left] and military personnel in the Western Desert [1940s] 

Tom Pocock Papers 1987-1990, MS8377 

National Library of Australia n l a . m s - m s 8 3 7 7 - 0 - l x - m - v l 

Imperial War Museum photograph 

http://www.nla.gov.au/apps/cdview?pi=nla.ms-ms8377-0-1x


'The Prince of War Correspondents 

ALAN MOOREHEAD was to become the most renowned war 

correspondent in Great Britain. Despatched to Cairo in 1940, at 

a moment of supreme importance as Britain faced the Axis powers 

alone on land in the Middle East, he was in the right place at the right 

time, and through enterprise, proximity, ability and good fortune, was 

destined to become a key eye-witness of some of the most epic events 

in British history. 

Austral ia enjoys a dis t inct ive historical register of war 

correspondents 1 2 —'Banjo' Paterson in the Boer War; Charles Bean in 

World War 1; Chester Wilmot, Damien Parer, Kenneth Slessor, George 

Johnston, Osmar White in the North African, European and Pacific 

theatres in World War 2; Denis Warner in the Pacific and Vietnam; and 

a band of talented others in Korea, the Gulf War and Iraq. Conditions of 

modern warfare have evolved and changed dramatically since World 

War 1, through many phases and advancing technology into short or 

protracted and always uncertain engagements, as death rains from 

the air and is delivered in diverse guise by rebel fighters. In the long 

history of reportage from the battlefields, Moorehead stands as one of 

the most pre-eminent recorders. 

At the height of the war, the New Statesman and Nation critic, 

W.P. Rilla wrote of the role of the war correspondent in these terms: 
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'Despite the early roots of war reporting reaching back to Herodotus and 

Homer, there is no groove into which a modern war correspondent can 

fit. He is like the child learning to walk; he needs moreover to be a jack 

of all trades, a soldier and writer, adventurer, political commentator 

and artist, thinker and man of action'."13 Moorehead combined all these 

qualities in high degree and would use them to make his mark on the 

international scene. 

Assigned formally as Daily Express Foreign Correspondent 

Mediterranean, Moorehead was there from the start of fighting and, 

although a relatively junior member of Fleet Street's team, there was 

no question, after his first reports from the battlefront, of superseding 

him. He had already demonstrated to Arthur Christiansen that he had 

the capacity 'of seeing copy in a flower growing by the wayside'. He now 

joined this observational skill with a maturing understanding of the 

challenge, tactics, politics, endurance, and the human face of war. 

The war in North Africa—the Desert War—which Moorehead covered 

for almost three years, was a war of swift movements, lulls, setbacks and 

successes. From mid-1940 until mid-1943, through the arid northern 

rim of Africa between Egypt and Benghazi, Tobruk, El Alamein, 

Tripoli, and finally Tunisia, the pendulum of battle swung back and 

forth as three successive British commanders-in-chief—General Wavell, 

General Auchinleck, and General Alexander—directed their British and 

Imperial forces into fierce campaigns against the Italian Army and 

Rommel's Afrika Korps. After General Montgomery's decisive victory at 

El Alamein in November 1942, the British Eighth Army drove Rommel 

back to Tripoli and then Tunisia, just before US amphibious forces 

landed to the west of Algeria and joined them to drive the Germans 

from North Africa. 

Moorehead's first despatch from the battlefield on the Western Desert 

frontier of Egypt and Libya (Cyrenaica), on 4 July 1940, displayed his 

mettle. 'Tonight', he told his British readers, 'I can tell the first complete 
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s tory of the first t h r ee week's f ighting in the Libyan desert , as it was 

told to me by ha l f -a -dozen British c o m m a n d e r s du r ing a t h o u s a n d - m i l e 

tour of the fir ing line' . Success was s t agger ing at first. Wi th in ten days 

ha l f -a -dozen I ta l ian forts and key posts were overwhelmed , wi th bare ly 

ha l f -a -dozen British soldiers lost. It was , he wrote , ' t he Lawrence of 

Arabia kind of w a r f a r e - m e c h a n i s e d ' . A t t imes the men fight in an eerie 

yel lowish light, like the pea-soup fog of the late winter ' s a f te rnoon. 

Sand fills the ears and nostr i ls . ' Desert war fa re , he was the first to note, 

' is much like naval f ighting' . Each force visi ted was ope ra t ing as a semi -

independent un i t , somet imes h u n d r e d s of miles from a base. 'In half 

an hour ' , he records , 'I saw a genera l take his whole force of t a n k s and 

d i sappear over the hor izon ... like an admira l in his flagship'. It was war 

of a d i s t inc t ive kind, 'a Knights ' t o u r n a m e n t in empty space'. 1 4 

From the outset , Moorehead 's wr i t ings from the bat t lefront were 

u rgen t and immedia te , wi th a sense of news unfo ld ing into history. 

Aler t to te l l ing detai l , he wrote from the g round up, descr ib ing the 

var ious sweeps of bat t le , i n t e rweav ing his stories wi th the words of 

the pa r t i c ipan t s , the f ight ing soldiers, somet imes a pr isoner of war, 

b r ing ing the war in graphic and compel l ing despatches to the breakfas t 

tables of Bri tain. He h imsel f felt 'marve l lous ly a l ive ' in the deser t . 'The 

first yea r in the desert was an annus mirabilis for me', he wrote later. 

'For t he first t ime in my life, I was ent i re ly absorbed in what I was 

doing ... Like a backward sapl ing tha t is t r ansp l an t ed into a rich soil, 

I began to sprout wi th new growth ' . His ve ry Aus t r a l i annes s was an 

advan tage in tha t e n v i r o n m e n t . It was the physical life of the open air, 

famil iar from ch i ldhood hol idays in the bush so tha t , ra ther more t h a n 

his English col leagues , he felt at home in the Western Deser t . 1 5 

'Wi th in an hour of a r r i v i n g in the desert ' , he related, ' ideas came 

c rowding into one's mind , and if there was no action for days together it 

made no difference ... the first e lement of a newspaper s tory was a lways 

present : the element of cont ras t , the spectacle of famil iar people (in th i s 
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case the soldiers) reacting to a strange place ... Consequently the small 

incident (as distinct from the set-piece battles) achieved a significance 

it would never have had in Europe or the tropics, and we saw it clearly, 

we saw all round it, we knew its beginning and its effect'. 1 6 

Keeping up a constant cover of the fast-moving action was 

nonetheless hard-going. The very strung-out nature of the desert war 

meant journeying out from his Cairo base, usually in a convoy of trucks 

and jeeps, to a front at times 500 miles away; steering by compass 

across the featureless landscape and scanning the horizon for other 

vehicles, friend or foe. 'Forever, the forward troops vanished ahead of 

us as we sat stranded in our broken vehicles', he records: 

Messages went astray for days or were lost altogether. 

We scraped what food we could from the desert or went 

without. We hitchhiked when our vehicles broke down. 

Often we abandoned sleep in order to catch up ... It was a 

new kind of reporting: exasperating, exciting, fast moving, 

vivid, immense and slightly dangerous. And what we had to 

say had such interest at that time that our stale descriptions 

were published fully when at last they did arrive in London 

and New York. It was a job that was ever a little beyond 

one's reach." 

Moorehead enjoyed a particular advantage. Unlike, for example, that 

other remarkable Australian reporter, Chester Wilmot, who roamed 

about the desert bivouacking and reporting for the BBC- ' the lowest 

paid correspondent in the Middle East'—Moorehead shared a flat in 

Cairo on the Nile's Gezira Island with Alexander Clifford, the serious 

and gentle English Daily Mail correspondent with whom he developed 

a deep and rewarding friendship, and his wife Lucy, who arrived seven 

months pregnant from London in late September 1940. They made a 
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congenia l t r i o : Clifford, h igh ly educated, a l inguis t and in te l lec tual 

from whom Moorehead drew s t imulus and knowledge and who became 

his inseparable p a r t n e r in the i r wa r t ime sor t ies ; Moorehead, t he 

asser t ive , d o w n - t o - e a r t h , still brash , but decisive communica to r , and 

the serene and witty Lucy. And when later, to the suspicion and e n v y of 

his col leagues , Lucy, in fierce compet i t ion , landed the j o b as secre ta ry 

to the new Commander- in-Chief , General Auchin leck , Moorehead 's 

range of useful contac ts grew. 

In December 1940, as Wavell l aunched a major a t tack in the Western 

Desert, Moorehead found himself camped outside Bardia where 45 000 

I ta l ians , routed at Mersa M a t r u h , were crowded and u n d e r siege. 'For 

th ree days and n igh ts now', he told his wa i t i ng readers on 21 December, 

' the g u n s a round Bardia have been in my ears ' . 

Lying on open g round in th i s bi t ter wind I wake at n ight 

to see flashes aga ins t t he br i l l ian t moon and wake aga in 

at dawn to feel the deser t floor t r embl ing wi th the impact 

of high explosives ... We are all dir ty , cold, u n s h a v e n and 

en thus ias t ic . 

Men press ing up tha t filthy road from Sidi Bar ran i in 

t h o u s a n d s have faces caked whi te wi th dust and two s t a r ing 

eyes pee r ing out unde r each t in hat . Somet imes , as we did 

an hour ago at dusk, we pressed down a m o n g icy rocks for 

safety. Twelve I ta l ian bombers , p lay ing the old game of 

coming s t ra igh t at us out of the sunse t , sudden ly shot across 

the skyl ine wi th twelve fighters ... But ... you can ' t des t roy 

an a r m y scat tered a lmost invis ibly over h u n d r e d s of miles 

of deser t . 1 8 

It was this capac i ty to record and convey a pa r t i c ipan t invo lvement 

and the noise and feel of ba t t le t ha t gave his vas t aud ience a sense of 
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direct connection with the fighting soldiers and made Moorehead a 

household word in Britain. His own personal danger lent immediacy 

to his writing. While travelling in a convoy of armoured cars in the 

British pursuit of the Italians through Libya in February 1941, he was 

ambushed by the Italians between Barce and Benghazi. With Clifford 

beside him and their wounded driver, whom they had carried to safety, 

Moorehead tasted the threat of death. Pressed to the ground, he thought 

in anger, 'This is too cruel, they cannot realise what they are doing to 

us ... There could be no hatred or anger in the world which would 

want to hurt us so much'. I did not pray or think of my past life or 

my family', he wrote candidly later. 'I simply wanted to get away ... 

Whenever I went into danger I did it as a duty or because I thought that 

others were watching me.' 1 9 

This was not the general view. Colleagues saw Moorehead and 

Clifford as 'fearless' and as 'hustlers to get out into the forward areas'. 

They were mentioned in despatches for their action near Benghazi, the 

first war correspondents to be so honoured. 

In April 1941, with General Rommel's arrival in Africa, Britain's 

fortune turned. The British Army was driven out of Benghazi and 

from most of Cyrenaica. Germany invaded Greece and Crete—though 

Moorehead, caught without sea transport, was not present at either of 

these bitter conflicts—and, in June, Wavell was replaced as commander-

in-chief by Auchinleck. Late in November 1941, with the Germans in 

the ascendant, Moorehead transmitted his compelling account of how 

Tobruk fell to the enemy in a day. 

There is no front line. British and German tanks have met 

and wiped each other out. That is all. On both sides there are 

thousands of prisoners, thousands of casualties ... Just this 

is definite ... The hard, armoured casing around both armies 

has been pierced and broken and the soft inner core of the 
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in fant ry , l ight g u n n e r s and supply co lumns s tand opposed 

and at places hopelessly in te rming led . Occasionally, t a n k s 

from both sides are cutting loose in th i s soft stuff. . . It is like 

a shark a m o n g the mackere l . 2 0 

Wri t ten in a crisp, often conversa t iona l tone tha t spoke d i rec t ly to 

his readers , his despatches offered repor t s of extraordinary range and 

v iv idness in which he mixed the impor t an t act ion of the day wi th an 

Aus t r a l i an lack of reverence for h ierarchy, h is own adven tu re s , a sense 

of his tory, and a lways the eye of pity. 'It is the s t i l lness of the dead', he 

wrote in one despatch, ' tha t is so shocking . Even the i r boots don' t seem 

to lie on the g round as those of a s leeping m a n would ... They seem to 

s lump into t he ea r th wi th such u n n a t u r a l o v e r w h e l m i n g t i redness ' . 2 1 

In London, Moorehead's communica t ions , s t re tch ing from 1000 to 

2000 words , domina ted the front pages of The Daily Express and were 

syndica ted in The Times and The News Chronicle. They drew cables of 

r e sound ing praise from editors at The Daily Express—'Splendid desert stuff 

front paged today ' ; 'You're once more miles ahead of your compet i tors ' ; 

' the most br i l l iant bat t le repor ter the w a r has produced' ; while 

Chr is t iansen , amazed by his 'ma tu re j u d g m e n t ' and ' indefatigable zest 

for work', c rowned his Aus t ra l i an s tar ' the pr ince of war correspondents ' . 

A l though Express foreign editor, Charles Foley, knew tha t Moorehead 

and Clifford ignored the i r respect ive employer 's demands for 'exclusive 

beats ' , he considered the i r pa r tne r sh ip and the i r in tegr i ty set a s t andard 

of conduct and 'did Fleet Street good'. 'One could a lways begin at the 

b e g i n n i n g of a Moorehead despatch' , a Yorkshire Post commenta to r 

remembered , 'and read it t h r o u g h to the end wi thou t hav ing the need to 

turn back. It was a clear s t r eam of though t and it did more t h a n mir ror 

e v e n t s - i t gave t hem an ima t ion and it gave them hear t ' . 2 2 

As c a m p a i g n s and genera ls changed , Moorehead was soon 

offering keen ana ly t i ca l c o m m e n t a r y on s t ra tegy and leadership and, 
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outspokenly, on the inadequate state of British tanks and guns compared 

with superior German armaments. By July 1942, Rommel, the 'Desert 

Fox', had carried the day eastward along the coast from Tobruk to El 

Alamein and was threatening to advance upon Alexandria and Cairo. 

Now the Australians, who had held Tobruk defiantly in the first siege 

from April to November 1941, 'men from the dockside of Sydney and 

the sheep stations of the Riverina', were pressed into service. Moorehead 

portrayed his fellow countrymen as 'a picture of downright toughness 

with their gaunt dirty faces, huge boots, revolvers stuffed in their 

pockets, gripping their rifles with huge shapeless hands, shouting and 

grinning—always grinning'. 2 3 

But Moorehead was not present to report their triumph in the struggle. 

As Daily Express foreign correspondent for the whole of the Mediterranean 

and North Africa he covered a domain that stretched from Kenya, the 

Sudan, Lebanon, Libya, Syria and Tunisia to India, Ceylon, Persia and 

on to Baghdad. As El Alamein fell, suffering acute war fatigue from his 

almost daily despatch of news and feeling that he knew 'every grain of 

sand ... and all the moods of this monotonous yet not monotonous war', 

he was then on respite assignment en route to New York. His remorse 

at his absence from Rommel's defeat ran deep. Yet, leaving for America 

that August 1942, his memory was less of the triumphs and bitter 

disappointments of the war than of the human face of battle, 'the bare-

backed, begoggled and dusty trooper perched on the open turret of his 

tank, having a last cigarette before he goes into action'. 

At the beginning of 1943 Moorehead was assigned to Algiers, thence 

to report the conference of Churchill and Roosevelt at Casablanca and 

then on to Tunisia where, with the German success against American and 

British forces, the war had moved to an unexpected height. Recording the 

attacks and counter-attacks and the set-piece battles in those bleak hills 

in a series of Express articles on 'The Lessons of Tunisia', he reported the 

eventual British defeat of the Germans late in May when their commander 
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unexpec ted ly capitulated to General Freyberg of the New Zealand 

infantry. There was, Moorehead noted, no th ing wrong with their t roops, 

they were 'unt i red and well-fed'. What , he asks in his final despatch, 

' can we say about th is fantast ic debacle? ' 'The enemy' , he summed up, 

'lost command of air and sea, and so there was no evacuat ion . They 

had ammuni t i on . No ... They lost command of themselves . It was the 

concentra ted blitz, r ightly t imed and balanced that delivered the knock

out and tu rned what might have been a siege of months into a decisive 

batt le of one day. We had genius in our a r m y that day ' . " 

It was j u s t yea r s since Moorehead ar r ived in the Western Desert 

to see the first shots fired in the African campa ign . Now the w a r in 

North Africa had ended. It had been a war fought in a bare , parched 

l andscape where very few c iv i l ians were involved; yet , in re t rospect , all 

the w a r cor responden ts real ised that the Desert War had a far greater 

impact and influence on the i r lives t h a n the subsequent s t rugg le in 

Europe. As it drew to its close, Moorehead saw it as 'all of a piece', and 

believed tha t 'no one commander , no one stroke of luck or j u d g m e n t , no 

one a r m y ' had brought the British forces to final success in Tunis . 

Little by li t t le, wi th much bit ter pa in , new men and mach ines 

came in and now at last it is a lmost impossible to recognise 

the seed of th i s host of men. But the spirit was there in the 

b e g i n n i n g , and it made it possible. 

As a specta tor I would only ask tha t if you have praise to 

give it should go equal ly to the defenders of Tobruk and the 

pa rachu t i s t s on the Sedjenane Hills; to the dead soldiers on 

Halifax Pass as well as to the l iv ing in Tunis . It has been a 

long t ime . 2 5 

Author i ta t ive , confident, cumula t ive in t he i rknowledge and observa t ion , 

Moorehead 's despatches and reviews had an excel lence tha t was pla in ly 
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acknowledged by the space afforded h im in his newspaper . Back in 

England, awa i t ing the Second Front in 1944, he enjoyed some th ing of 

his own success, m o u n t i n g a Daily Express c o l u m n on the progress of the 

w a r ti t led simply, 'Alan Moorehead, London'. In a let ter to Moorehead 's 

father, A r t h u r Chr i s t i ansen shed light on the m a n he had elevated to 

special p rominence . 'When Alan first came to the Express before the 

war ' , he confided, 'I did not d r e a m I was t a k i n g on such a d y n a m i c 

cha rac te r ... But once he became a war cor respondent , s o m e t h i n g 

happened to h im. His sense of observa t ion , his gift of words , b rought 

the bat t le of the deser t clearly before the eyes of eve ryone in Bri tain ... 

I am not f la t ter ing h im, but merely te l l ing you the facts when I say tha t 

he is regarded as p r e - e m i n e n t l y the Number One War Correspondent of 

the whole British Press ' . 2 6 

Moorehead was wi th the D-Day l and ing in Normandy on 6 J u n e 1944. 

We can follow h im t h r o u g h his small , worn w a r t i m e diar ies , jotting 

down the v iv id , swift word p ic tures tha t formed the scaffold of his 

despatches—'converted Thames barges ' , ' l ines of t ens ing khak i at rail , 

faces peer ing ' , 'no bands , no flags', ' d i s tance ships like grey smudges ' , 

' ba l loons like d a n c i n g silver insects ' . And , as he moves into Normandy 

wi th the British forces, the diar ies yield up the g raph ic penci l led notes , 

'tanks as lant , jamming roads ' , ' a d v a n c i n g over bodies ' , ' G e r m a n s gua rd 

each pylon', 'slit t h roa t s w i th razors ' , ' idolisat ion of Hitler', ' roses on 

graves ' , 'women sn ipers ... killed in ac t ion ' . 2 7 

W h e n , after fierce and des t ruc t ive f ight ing, the r u i n s of Caen were 

occupied by the British on 9 September , wi th t he loss of 4 0 0 t a n k s , 

he confronted a desolat ion s t r i k ing ly different from a n y t h i n g he 

exper ienced in the deser t . Yet, despite fear at t imes and scenes of horror, 

the re r e m a i n s a c lear percept ion and conf idence in all he wr i tes . As 

the G e r m a n c o l u m n s a re caugh t be tween two Allied thrusts at Falaise, 

he records : 
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We have begun to see the end of Ge rman y today and here 

in the apple o rcha rds and the vi l lage s t reets one turns sick 

to see what has happened to t hem. The best of Field Marshal 

von Kluge's a r m y has met the British and Allied t roops 

head on and they were just obli terated. Until now, 1 had no 

concept ion of what t ra ined a r t i l l e rymen and in fan t ry can do 

and ce r t a in ly th i s is the most awful sight tha t has come my 

way since war began ' . 2 8 

He was in Paris for its l iberat ion, t h o u g h ins tan t ou tgo ing repor tage 

was denied, and also in Belgium as the people rose in revolt aga ins t the 

German ga r r i sons , the i r 'pass ion of ha t red and exul ta t ion ' , he noted, 

less complex than the ambiva len t French response . All th is , he informed 

his faithful readers , 'is the reward for everything England has endured 

... the express ion of all the admira t ion and fr iendship that people in 

Europe feel t owards England at th is moment ' . 

Nine a rduous mon ths of f ight ing and repor t ing later, Hitler was dead 

and Germany ' s defeat was sealed wi th the I n s t r u m e n t of Sur render 

signed by Montgomery wi th Ge rman officers at Luneburg Heath on 

4 May 1945. At field headquar t e r s , Moorehead sat at his t y p e w r i t e r tha t 

day to convey the por t en tous event to a wai t ing Bri tain. 

Here on a wild s t re tch of hea th j u s t south of Luneburg at 

precisely six t w e n t y five pm today Montgomery signed peace 

with Germany. Five Ge rman officers walked into the tent and 

stood behind the i r cha i r s at a table over which a grey a r m y 

blanket had been t h r o w n . Present ly Montgomery ar r ived and 

as he took his place at the end of the table the G e r m a n s saluted 

and in si lence they sat down together . Montgomery took out 

his spectacles and in a slow careful voice—his voice is never 

s t rong at any time—read out the ... t e rms of surrender . ' ' 1 
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It was Moorehead who wro te t he let ter to Mon tgomery on beha l f of the 

war cor respondents , p a y i n g t r ibu te to the field marsha l ' s ach ievement 

and t h a n k i n g h im for his deed tha t day. And it was Moorehead who 

greeted readers of The Sunday Express n ex t day wi th his eye-wi tness 

account of the final demise of a v igorous and cha l l eng ing enemy. 

G e r m a n y as a c o u n t r y had ceased to exis t . Everywhere 

the e n e m y soldiers had only one object—mass su r rende r to 

the British ... And so all day we had been w a t c h i n g them 

p o u r i n g in. Men r id ing bicycles . Men d r i v i n g s team-rol le rs 

and t rac tors . Men c l ing ing like flies to the sides of hay ca r t s 

and h o r s e - d r a w n wagons . And men t r a m p i n g brokenly a long 

the road. All G e r m a n s ... We saw all th i s in Africa, and again 

at t imes in Italy and France . But th i s is a colossal landsl ide 

... This is the c l imax of England 's war-utterly uncondi t iona l 

surrender—and on a colossal scale. 

V iewing Moorehead ' s e x p e r i e n c e in the l ight of t he Iraq War in 2003 , 

w h e n w a r c o r r e s p o n d e n t s found t h e m s e l v e s ' embedded ' by the mi l i t a ry 

c o m m a n d wi th a consp i cuous loss of i n d e p e n d e n c e , it is i l l u m i n a t i n g 

to no te how Bri t ish war c o r r e s p o n d e n t s were officially t r ea ted in 

World War 2. Reca l l ing the censo r sh ip and r e s t r a i n t s imposed on w a r 

c o r r e s p o n d e n t s in World War 1, t h e y were we l l - s e rved by a flow of 

mi l i t a ry da ta . The Bri t ish M i n i s t r y for In fo rma t ion , conf ron ted by a 

s t r u g g l e for na t iona l s u r v i v a l and one w h e r e freedom of express ion 

was a freedom t h e y were f igh t ing for, publ ic ly acknowledged the 

c o r r e s p o n d e n t s as an ' i n t eg ra l pa r t of our f ight ing ac t iv i t ies on 

land, on t he sea, and in the a i r ' and , whi le Moorehead reflected 

tha t 'at t imes the y o u n g Brit ish c o m m a n d e r s were susp ic ious of w a r 

c o r r e s p o n d e n t s a n d none too keen to e x p l a i n the i r m o v e m e n t s to us ' , 

sen ior c o m m a n d e r s p rov ided br ief ings , m a p s and in fo rma t ion , and 
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ass igned repor te r s , en l i gh t ened by week ly br ief ings , were free to 

move a r o u n d as they chose . 

Major General Sir Francis (Freddie) de Guingand , in charge of press 

censorsh ip and gu idance as d i rec tor of mi l i t a ry inte l l igence in the 

Middle East from 1939 to 1940 and subsequen t ly Montgomery ' s chief-

of-staff of the Eighth A r m y in North Africa and Europe, admi t t ed to 

the 'greates t admi ra t ion ' for t he w a r cor responden ts at the front, and to 

the i r in t eg r i ty and the way they worked. In bo th thea t res , he enjoyed a 

s ingu la r ly close re la t ionship wi th Moorehead, Clifford, and Chris topher 

Buckley, the scholar ly cor respondent for The Daily Telegraph who made 

up s o m e t h i n g of a t r io wi th the two close fr iends, all members of the 

War Correspondents Commit tee of which Moorehead was the c h a i r m a n . 

'We knew each o ther well', de Gu ingand recalled in his Generals at 

War, ' and had met together m a n y a t ime to find a solution to some 

k n o t t y problem. Once a mon th they would invi te me to d inner , and 

wherever we happened to be [in Cairo] , or whe the r in the shell and 

bomb des t royed area of the N o r m a n d y Bridgehead or in Brussels itself, 

the food and wine produced were all one could desire' . 'These people', 

he added pu t t i ng an adroit finger on the trio 's famous abi l i ty to combine 

the dange rous and the good life, ' ce r ta in ly knew the i r way about ' . 3 0 

Despite a taci t u n d e r s t a n d i n g of conf ident ia l i ty and some privilege, 

th i s did not prevent the cor responden t s from w r i t i n g cr i t ical ly or, as 

in Moorehead 's case, of convey ing a con t ex tua l , somet imes his tor ical 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g of what was occu r r ing . In North Africa, it was the 

d is tances tha t proved an obstacle to the best communica t ion . 'We never 

"saw" a bat t le in the desert ' , he wrote later. 'The on ly w a y we could 

ga ther a coherent p ic tu re was by d r iv ing hard from one headqua r t e r s to 

another , and by p ick ing up repor t s from the most forward un i t s as they 

came t h r o u g h on radio te lephone . ' 3 1 

Moorehead in pa r t i cu l a r had the reputa t ion of developing especial ly 

good re la t ions wi th the h igh c o m m a n d . Energet ic and direct , wi th 
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his tact ical knowledge and s t r i k ing b i rds -eye cover of the campa ign 

s t ra tegies , he c o m m a n d e d a t ten t ion . 'Most of the o ther correspondents ' , 

Pocock wri tes , 'were in some awe of him'. 3 2 Called in by the c o m m a n d e r 

wi th the o ther repor te rs for a p re -ba t t l e briefing, he acqui red the 

reputa t ion of leading the ques t ions . His m a n n e r was 'correct ra ther t h a n 

cour t eous ' and he appeared to be wi thou t fear. The genera ls responded 

to his d i rec tness , and his r epor t ing won repute. 

Whi l e he was absen t from the t r i u m p h at El A lame in , Moorehead 

met Genera l Mon tgomery pe r sona l ly in A u g u s t 1943. It was t he 

b e g i n n i n g of a f r iendship tha t would lead to his b iography of the feisty 

genera l at t he war ' s end. Back in London, Mon tgomery invi ted h im to 

tou r a r m y camps wi th h im in England and, after Sa rd in ia , Moorehead 

followed h im to m a i n l a n d Italy to wi tness t he first v ic tor ies of the 

I ta l ian c a m p a i g n . 

Wi th Luneburg , the d e m a n d i n g , d rama t i c years on the br ink of bat t le 

were over for Alan Moorehead. In those yea r s , this ' t r im, slight figure, 

dark and j a u n t y , wi th s teady eyes ... and a ce r ta in ru th less charm' , 

as Tom Driberg descr ibed h im at the war ' s end, had moved from a 

l i t t l e -known press repor ter to become a media s tar 'wi th a touch of 

genius ' . Together wi th t he o ther main British war cor respondents , he 

was awarded an OBE in 1946 for his serv ices as a w a r cor respondent . 

'It should have been a K!', fr iends protes ted. In the event , it fell to his 

proprietor, Lord Beaverbrook, s teeped in honour for h is crucia l role as 

Minis ter for Aircraf t Product ion d u r i n g the Batt le of Bri tain, to offer a 

charac te r i s t i ca l ly unembel l i shed word. 'You were the best of all the war 

cor respondents ' , he wro te to Moorehead in J u n e 1946. 'And the mil l ions 

who got a fair, exc i t ing and accura te p ic ture of the bat t lef ronts from 

y o u r despatches will welcome the d is t inc t ion tha t has been given you 

as much as I do'. 3 3 
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Field Marshal Montgomery [1940s] 

Alan Moorehead Papers MS5654, National Library of Australia 

n l a . m s - m s 5 6 5 4 - 0 - 2 x - o - v l 

War Office photograph 

http://nla.gov.au/nla.ms-ms5654-0-2x


Echoes of Battle 

MOOREHAD ONCE explained to Arthur Christiansen the 
difference between writing with timely speed for a newspaper 

and writing in a form that captured the full resonance of an occasion 
and conveyed it to the reader. 'We've got to give the news, quick and 
straight and clear. That governs everything. But the reader's power 
to absorb and the journalist's power to see and think and write and 
transmit don't keep pace with one another ... So what do we do? ... some 
of us say "Can I write a book? I never had time to tell the story." 

Between 1941 and 1945 Moorehead published three books on the war 
in North Africa—Mediterranean Front (1941), A Year of Battle (1942), 
and The End in Africa (1943)—and in 1945 released his large sequel on 
the European war, Eclipse. Written at breakneck speed in his Cairo flat 
in periods snatched between campaigning, the first three books gave 
him that 'time'. Irregular as it was, he seized it fiercely, building on the 
material of his despatches, writing from dawn to dusk, marshalling an 
overview with breadth and penetration, transcending the censor's daily 
pencil, and bringing the scope and ambience of war and battle into 
exciting and reflective prose. 

The war in Africa and the Mediterranean fell naturally into three 
phases. The first book, Mediterranean Front, subtitled The Year of 
Wavell, 1940-41, dealt with General Sir Archibald Wavell's year as 
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Brit ish Chief-of-Staff, M e d i t e r r a n e a n , a c o m m a n d tha t took in five 

t h e a t r e s of war-the Wes te rn Desert , Greece, Crete, I ta l ian East Africa 

and Syria—and smal l s ideshows like Iraq and Brit ish Soma l i l and . It 

was a yea r of t r e m e n d o u s e x p e r i m e n t s , of fast and exc i t i ng c a m p a i g n s 

presided over by a m a n of tac t and i n n o v a t i v e approaches , yet a year , 

Moorehead s u m m e d up graph ica l ly , of 'thursting about in t he da rk ; 

t he y e a r of bluff and quick m o v e m e n t [when] n o b o d y knew what 

was go ing to h a p p e n , when whole a r m i e s were f lung about from one 

place to another... in a f rant ic effort to find a new equ i l ib r ium in t he 

Middle East'. 3 5 

The second book, A Year of Battle, which Hamish Hamil ton launched 

with 7500 copies, focussed on The Year of Auchinleck 1941-42, when 

the Desert War became ' the yea r of set bat t les and even tua l retreat ' , a 

war of modern , more adequate ly equipped a rmies f ight ing ' in a s t ra igh t 

out issue be tween man and man , tank and t ank , a r m y and a r m y ' 3 6 and 

conducted by General Sir Claude Auch in leck , a man of cont rad ic t ions , 

at t imes ru th less , yet wi th a mind of ' e x t r a o r d i n a r y freshness and 

or ig ina l i ty ' . 

The th i rd book, The End in Africa: The Year of Eisenhower, Alexander 

and Montgomery 1942-43, covers a large a rena . It s t re tches over 

Moorehead 's own visit to the USA in late 1942, a brief obse rv ing t ime 

in England, and his r e tu rn to North Africa to follow the riddle of tact ics 

and the momen tous new inputs of equ ipment tha t charac te r i sed th is 

th i rd s tage of f ight ing and the final despatch of the G e r m a n s from 

Africa in 1943. 

Moorehead 's books filled an in s t an t gap for readers who, fuelled 

by da i ly repor t s of act ion, sought o v e r a r c h i n g ins ights into, and 

in terpre ta t ion of, the Desert War. There was some cr i t ic ism which 

Moorehead accepted gladly. His friend and col league from The 

Manchester Guardian, Evelyn Montague , inval ided on leave, wro te him 

f rank ly in J a n u a r y 1944: 'Your first book was plain but good; y o u r 
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second was sophis t ica ted, amus ing , and not so good; th i s one is fretful, 

worr ied, pa tchi ly br i l l iant and bad ... Do come home and not wr i te a 

book ... give yourse l f t ime to re lax and take stock ... and then , when you 

wri te some th ing , don' t rush it'. 

It was not a view the publ isher or reviewers shared . For war, as the 

celebrated Amer ican war cor respondent , Mar tha Gel lhorn , insisted, 

'is our condi t ion and our his tory ' . Moorehead 's books and the i r s tudy 

of men in all condi t ions of act ion and responsibi l i ty when the fate 

of the British Empire h u n g in the ba lance , were a t e s t ament to that 

history. Brought out by Hamish Hamil ton in a collected o m n i b u s 

as African Trilogy in 1944, t he publicat ion had immense impact . 

'Alan Moorehead 's eye -w i tne s s accoun t of the Afr ican campa ign ' , 

dec la red The Observer t ha t December, 'is a classic ... Some of his bat t le 

scenes s tand compar i son wi th the famous bat t le descr ip t ions of Stendhal 

and Tolstoy'. V.S. Pr i tchet t , wr i t i ng in The New Statesman and Nation 

declared, 'Not only has he fine control of l anguage , a cons tan t cur ios i ty 

that keeps him ferre t ing out the campa ign every minu te of his t ime, and 

a s t imu la t ing j u d g m e n t , but he has a ba lanced sense of perspec t ive ... 

I c a n n o t t h i n k of a more spacious and more bit terly l iv ing t rea tment ' . 

Despite imperfect ions, Moorehead saw the volume as 'a complete and 

exp lana to ry p ic ture ' of the North African war and, awai t ing the open ing 

of the Second Front, he rejoiced in his celebration as a successful author. 

As au thor and editor Michael Heyward suggests , j o u r n a l i s m had won 

Moorehead ' the kind of readership most au thors only d ream about ' . But 

wr i t ing subs tant ia l war histories was a different task. Of wide d imension 

and peopled by generals , commanders , admira ls , air force and naval 

personnel , world leaders and pol i t ic ians, African Trilogy l inks a vas t 

te r r i tory of campa igns , bat t les , s t rategy, p l ann ing , per formance , was tage 

and resolve, and a lways the f ighting m e n - t h e British, Aus t ra l ian , 

New Zealand, Amer ican , I talian and German soldiers—in the i r var ied 

par t ic ipat ion, endu rance and sacrifice. 
Echoes of Battle 
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Here, as a sample , is Moorehead 's account of the replacement of 

the A u s t r a l i a n s at Tobruk in Ju ly 1941 when near ly the whole of the 

Ninth A r m y Division was t aken off and in te rchanged with two English 

br igades and a br igade of f ight ing Poles. 

I carry still a pho tograph ic p ic ture in my mind of the dark 

ha rbou r of Tobruk. Over on the r ight somewhere lies the 

wreck of the I tal ian l iner Marco Polo and ano the r vessel 

t ha t by some freak of the wea the r or h igh explos ive had 

edged a good t w e n t y feet of its bows onto the yel low cliffs 

on the sou the rn side of the ha rbour . On the left lie the broken 

bu i ld ings of the town r is ing t ier on t ier up to the crest of the 

p romontory which b inds the h a r b o u r on its no r the rn side. 

In be tween is the heavy da rknes s of the h a r b o u r itself. All 

a round is the noise and sha rp l ight of gunf i re . 

The dockside labourers s t r a i n i n g the i r eyes can just make 

out the low hulk of a m o v i n g ship ... The decks are crowded 

wi th men in full kit. No one smokes. There is an exchange of 

shouted orders from the destroyer ' s br idgehead and answers 

from the quay and then the men begin filing off... 

T h o u s a n d s of men have stood on Tobruk quays w a t c h i n g 

th i s scene whi le they, too, wai ted in full m a r c h i n g kit for the 

order to go aboard ... to go aboard and leave Tobruk and get 

a spell of rest and quie tness and good food back in Egypt or 

Pales t ine . Whi le they pondered ... m a n y have though t , 'Will 

the re be room for m e ? ' There a lways was room. 3 7 

While Moorehead missed the ill-fated c a m p a i g n s in Greece and Crete, 

his account , ga rne red and t r ans fo rmed at s econd-hand , of the German 

assaul t on Crete where some 27 0 0 0 Brit ish, Aus t ra l i an and New Zealand 

soldiers had been evacua ted from Greece, has striking power. 
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Upon Suda came s o m e t h i n g tha t had never been seen in action 

in the world before—glider t roops . Over the great knoll tha t 

forms the seaward side of the bay came big, t roop c a r r y i n g 

aeroplanes , d r a w i n g gl iders beh ind them ... each gl ider had 

the wingspread of a large passenger mach ine . They carr ied 

ten men. As they swept up to the bay the glider pilots slipped 

the i r cables a t t a ch ing t hem to the mother craft and floated 

out over the rocky hills looking for a l and ing place, and the 

men who saw them come said they were more s inis ter t h a n 

the pa rachu t i s t s , s t r anger and more menac ing . Some flew 

s t ra igh t upon Corps Headquar te r s , as t h o u g h they would 

land there , and each soldier below felt the l and ing would be 

made upon his own head. But the wings ti l ted just over the 

t reetops ... The mach ines crashed heavi ly in a sha rp rocky 

val ley and the crew and passengers were killed ou t r i gh t . 3 8 

Moorehead's conceptual and themat ic s tretch in his North African 

books is unr iva l led by any of the other w a r correspondents . 'We were 

cons tant ly t r y ing to outdo one another in the dispatches we sent to our 

newspapers , and later on, in the books we wrote ' , he admit ted candidly. 

This was cer ta in ly t rue in his intense and intr icate relat ionship with Alex 

Clifford whose books Crusader and Three against Rommel were published 

in war t ime . But it was his fellow Aus t ra l ian , Chester Wilmot, who came 

closest to Moorehead's achievement with his c o m m a n d i n g eye-wi tness 

book, Tobruk 1941 (1944) and his later, documented study, Struggle for 

Europe (1951). 'Moorehead and Wilmot' , the d is t inguished author and 

war observer Phillip Knight ley affirms, ' tower above all the o thers ' . 3 9 

Undoub ted ly Moorehead ' s North Afr ican books added g rea t ly 

to his w a r t i m e repu ta t ion and e n h a n c e d his s t a n d i n g at The Daily 

Express. Montgomery , m e e t i n g h im in 1943, at once asked for 

copies . After the war, African Trilogy was t r a n s l a t e d in to G e r m a n 
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a n d Dutch and , t ime less , c i r cu l a t ed to new g e n e r a t i o n s of r eaders 

t h r o u g h t h r e e r ep r in t s in Br i ta in , from 1965 to 2000 , and t h r o u g h 

Text Pub l i sh ing ' s A u s t r a l i a n ed i t ion in 1997. Moorehead ' s skil l was 

neve r to u n d e r e s t i m a t e his readers . His w a r t i m e books were w r i t t e n 

pas s iona te ly for aud iences t h a t r anged from the gene ra l s w h o 

conduc ted t he c a m p a i g n s , t h r o u g h the f ight ing m e n w h o w a n t e d to 

c o m p r e h e n d t he i r o w n f rac tu red s tor ies , to a s igni f icant publ ic which , 

despi te long e x p o s u r e to the war, wi shed to see it in t he r o u n d . The 

s tory of t he Af r i can c a m p a i g n s , t h e cr i t ic W.P. Rilla s u m m e d up in 

The New Statesman and Nation, wou ld go down in history as one of t he 

grea t epics of m a n k i n d . 'But ' , he added, 'it will do so largely t h a n k s 

to Mr Moorehead ' s accoun t wh ich m a k e s one of t he most r e m a r k a b l e 

books of this, or a n y o the r m o d e r n w a r ' . 4 0 

Moorehead 's four th war book, Eclipse, wr i t t en , as he admi t t ed , ' in 

some ve ry uncomfor tab le places', covered ve ry different terr i tory. 

'Eclipse' was the code n a m e g iven by the Allies to the i r last opera t ion 

of the war in Europe and his book is a tense and compel l ing s tory of 

the relent less s t rugg le that s p a n n e d Brit ish, Canad ian and Amer ican 

mi l i t a ry efforts to defeat the I ta l ians in Sicily and on the m a i n l a n d , and 

to w r e n c h France, Belgium, Holland and the rest of occupied Europe 

from the G e r m a n s ' g rasp . 

It bears once more the ha l lmarks of his descr ipt ive br i l l iance , his pace, 

his sense of tens ion, his par t ic ipa t ion (dangerous , at t imes wi th a touch 

of swashbuck l ing) , his feeling for the soldiery of bo th sides w a g i n g a 

terr ible and immense ly des t ruc t ive w a r in a l andscape of v i l lages and 

towns . It p resents , too, his o v e r a r c h i n g percept ion and in te rpre ta t ion of 

those d r a m a t i c c a m p a i g n s tha t t h r u s t in from all poin ts of the compass , 

from British, Amer i can , Canad ian and Russian forces, to draw the final 

net t ight on t he A x i s ' m i l i t a ry mach ine . 

Here in Europe he exper ienced a s t r ik ing ly different war from the 

fleet and mobile bat t les of the empty deser t . As the f ight ing moved 
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t h r o u g h France , Belgium, Holland and Germany, he encoun te red for the 

first t ime the c iv i l ian people d i rec t ly involved in war, the i r farms and 

vi l lages and the desolat ion they exper ienced from e rup t ing bat t les . In 

Normandy, at the bat t le for Caen, which the Allies had secured after a 

bi t ter s t ruggle , Moorehead records : 

We bolted for the u n c e r t a i n cover of the outer suburbs , and 

came at once upon such desolat ions tha t one could t h i n k 

only of the surface of the moon . W h e r e t h r e e - and four-

s torey houses had been, the re were now merely hollows in 

the g round , row after row of immense craters ... The v e r y 

ea r th was reduced to its or iginal dus t . . . There were no longer 

s t reets or footpaths or a n y decided evidence tha t h u m a n 

be ings had once been here and lived. There was a kind 

of a n a r c h y in th i s was te , a t h i n g aga ins t which the mind 

rebelled ... This was the end of the world, the end of the war, 

the final express ion of man ' s desire to destroy. 4 1 

And at the hamle t of St. Lamber t and the des t ruc t ion of General von 

Kluge's army, he draws on one of his Express despatches to reflect, from 

a wel l -s tocked mind , on the i m m e n s e impact of British a r t i l l e ry and the 

w a n t of reason for such ca rnage . 

They ran in the d i rec t ion of the fire [he wri tes of the Ge rman 

army] shou t ing tha t t hey had su r rendered . They gave up in 

h u n d r e d s upon h u n d r e d s . There was no fight left in t hem 

any more, and now, here, you can see wha t is left by the 

ba t t le in the w a r m midday sun l igh t . It is exac t ly like one 

of those crowded bat t le pa in t i ngs of Waterloo or B o r o d i n o -

except of course the wreckage is d i f ferent . . . I t h i n k I see the 

end of Ge rmany here . This was the i r best in weapons and 
Echoes of Battle 
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men, the i r s t ronges t bar r ie r before the Rhine ... The beaten 

W e h r m a c h t is a pit iable th ing . 4 2 

In Par is for its l iberat ion, wi th the people's re i tera t ive cry, 'Nous vous 

avons attendus si longtemps', Moorehead was one of the first journalists 

to a t tempt to descr ibe the a t t i tude of the French towards the i r Ge rman 

captors d u r i n g the i r yea r s of occupa t ion . As one who had worked in 

and loved Par is as a c i ty more w o n d r o u s t h a n all o thers , he wan ted to 

unde r s t and why the Par i s ians , in m a n y cases so compl iant , had come 

to detest les sales Boches so intensely. The occupy ing forces, he a rgues , 

had kept the city beaut i fu l ; the people were by no means in rags ; the 

Metro r a n ; most people had a bicycle; the c inemas and n igh tc lubs were 

work ing ; there was food. Under Ge rman rule , in fact, life was not only 

possible, it was profitable if you col laborated a l i t t le. So why now the 

concen t ra ted b l ind ing ha t red? His conversa t ions wi th old fr iends a lways 

rever ted to the fact tha t , in an a tmosphere of cons tan t su rve i l l ance , wi th 

the Gestapo at work and the enforced be t r aya l s and death , 'Pa r i s i ans fell 

into a fearful and hateful si lence wi th one another ' . Par is had become 

divided aga ins t itself, ' and the people had lost the i r capac i ty to speak, 

to laugh, and the i r pride'. 4 3 

At the final eclipse of Germany, assai led by deep e x h a u s t i o n and 

compass ion fat igue, Moorehead ar r ived wi th the All ied t roops to 

confront Belsen concen t ra t ion camp . His descr ip t ions , framed at first-

hand of that dreadful place, are for thr ight . Yet his reflective judgment—as 

o ther jounalists railed aga ins t the horror—appears remarkab ly ma tu re . 

'Wha t we were seeing ' , he set down, 'was s o m e t h i n g from the dark ages, 

the b r eak ing up of a medieval slave state ... It was all like a journey 

down into some Dantesque pit, un rea l , leprous and f r igh ten ing . And 

now as one emerged into the l ight aga in one's first coherent reac t ions 

were not of d isgus t or anger or even, I t h ink , of pity. Some th ing else 

filled the mind , a frantic desire to ask: "Why? W h y ? Why? W h y has it 
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h a p p e n e d ? " ' 'This is not war' , he answered himself. 'Nor is it a n y t h i n g 

to do wi th here and now, wi th th i s one place at th i s one moment . This is 

t imeless and the whole world and all m a n k i n d is involved in it ... How 

did we let it h a p p e n ? ' 

His conclusion showed a wisdom honed by war : 'Be vigi lant ' , he 

wrote , ' to snap the long cha in s tha t lead to the future Belsens before 

they grow too long'. Then 'only the menta l danger r ema ins ... The dange r 

of indif ference ' . 4 4 

Moorehead 's relief at the complet ion of his war vo lumes was 

jus t i f iably great . 'Eclipse comes out tomorrow, ' he scribbled in his d ia ry 

on 25 October 1945, ' the four th , and please God, the last of my war 

books . Hamil ton insis ts it is good and is p r in t ing 30 000 ... How anyone 

can bear to read a book about the war at th i s moment is ent i re ly beyond 

me'. And yet 'here they come—all the old feelings one has when a book 

is out: anx ie ty , smug sat isfact ion, emba r r a s smen t at wha t people say 

and, above all, a sense of relief and re lease ' . 4 5 

Eclipse por t rayed the end of an era, a book tha t would inform men 

and women for years to come. In t roduc ing the Granta paperback edi t ion 

in 2000, more than ha l f - a - cen tu ry later, Phil l ip Knight ley wri tes , 'This 

account of the Allied v ic tory over Hitler, of those m a n y bat t les wi th 

s t range names now dim in memory is a t r i umph , an inspired, sus ta ined 

piece of wr i t i ng by a mas te r of his craft ... a mas te rp iece ... br i l l iant and 

i m a g i n a t i v e ' - w o r d s tha t echoed the refrain of reviewers a round the 

world at the book's or ig ina l release. 

The bat t les over, there was , however, to be a final coda to Moorehead 's 

w a r t i m e wr i t ings . A year later, his biography, Montgomery, filled the 

books ta l l s and was ser ial ised in The Sunday Express. Moorehead had 

celebrated the eccentr ic but h igh ly popular general in c o m m a n d of the 

British Eighth A r m y in North Africa in The End of Africa. There he 

observed h im, ' taut , like a piece of ba rbed wire ' , as a leader who had 

s t r ipped away from himself most of the d ivers ions of life to become a 
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mil i t a ry miss ionary of in tense commi tmen t and concen t ra t ion , but a 

leader 'wi th a magic touch wi th his t roops ' . Urged on by A r t h u r 

Chr i s t i ansen , he de te rmined to wr i te Montgomery ' s life. 

The two men found mutua l u n d e r s t a n d i n g . There was s o m e t h i n g in 

Monty ' s skill in communica t ion and ou t spokenness , h is impat ience wi th 

hypoc r i sy and evasion, and his s imple en joyment of the l imelight tha t 

spoke to Moorehead 's Aus t r a l i annes s . They had ano the r bond. Bernard 

Montgomery had spent his ch i ldhood yea r s in Aus t ra l ia , coming to 

Hobar t at the age of two when his father, Henry Montgomery , was 

instal led as Bishop of Tasmania . There, in t he beaut i ful s u r r o u n d i n g 

count rys ide , Monty spent his ch i ldhood and developed as a rest less, self-

propelled loner who grew tough and s u n b u r n t in the Aus t r a l i an bush . 

In 1901, aged 13, he r e tu rned wi th his family to London and was sent , 

wi th all the t r app ings of a colonial , to St Paul 's School, H a m m e r s m i t h . 

Fortui tously, at school his pass ionate out -of-doors in teres ts and his 

ac t ive s p o r t s m a n s h i p t h r u s t Montgomery into p rominence and to the 

sort of leadership and control he would choose to exerc ise t h r o u g h o u t 

his career . 

'There was ' , Moorehead wr i tes , ' v e r y l i t t le repose in his n a t u r e 

... E v e r y t h i n g in Mon tgomery ' s life was done wi th p u r p o s e and 

pers is ted in to t he b i t t e r and some t imes b a r r e n end' . In th i s lucid 

s tudy, Moorehead , c o m m u n i c a t i n g in f requent i n t e rv i ews wi th t he 

genera l , se ts aside t he a d r e n a l i n pace of his w a r books and prov ides 

a d i s c e r n i n g po r t r a i t of t he you th fu l Mon ty and the emergen t soldier, 

s t u b b o r n , fiercely d e t e r m i n e d , r i s ing t h r o u g h a m i l i t a r y ca ree r where 

he did not readi ly forget t he rebuffs and se t -backs t h a t marked his 

ear ly efforts a g a i n s t au thor i ty . He also p resen t s t he d e t e r m i n e d , 

c h a r i s m a t i c figure of the North Afr ican c a m p a i g n s and the v igo rous 

Bri t ish m i l i t a r y h e l m s m a n w h o conf ron ted Genera l E i senhower 

over t he c ros s ing of the Rhine and the defeat of Ge rmany . T h r o u g h 

b r i l l i ance a n d pe r sona l i ty , Montgomery , in his t r a d e m a r k black beret , 
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was inev i t ab ly news. 'He a t t r ac t ed t rouble ' , wr i t es Moorehead , 'as 

o the r men a t t r ac t ed ind i f fe rence ' . 4 6 

Research ing Montgomery ' s early life gave Moorehead the o p p o r t u n i t y 

to visit Aus t ra l ia after an absence of near ly a decade and, in the a f te rmath 

of his mother ' s death and the earl ier loss of his bro ther Bernard , who 

died in Hong Kong at the age of 30, to reconnec t wi th his father and 

his sister, Phyll is . He composed c h u n k s of the b iography s i t t ing on the 

ve randa of his father 's home, descr ib ing for Lucy ' the whi te trunk of the 

g u m t ree on the left ... kookabur ras , bell b i rds and the clear squawk of 

t he magpies ... and a kind of peace here washed down by cups of tea ' . 4 7 

He dedicated the b iography to his father. 'Your Montgomery—your 

masterpiece! ' , Richard Moorehead responded w a r m l y to th is honour. 'You 

have concentra ted on reveal ing Monty by the great and small events of 

his whole career and the result is a coherent and intensely in te res t ing 

pic ture ... Your penet ra t ion and ba lance I confess amaze me. I have no 

doubt you have set your seal on your reputat ion with th is work. ' 4 8 

Many seals , in effect, had been set. Moorehead 's Montgomery, 

nonetheless , was the first off the rank in a long l ine of b iographies to be 

wr i t t en about Britain's char i smat ic genera l , j udged by m a n y to be the 

most impor t an t British mi l i t a ry leader s ince Wel l ing ton . Moorehead 's 

f i rs t -hand knowledge and observa t ion of his subject gave his book 

special s t r eng th and its first edit ion of some 53 0 0 0 copies, published 

in Britain and the USA in 1946 and 1947 respectively, both del ighted 

its subject and drew crit ical in te rna t iona l accla im. Here, declared 

R.H.S. Crossman, is 'a cha rac te r s tudy of real impor tance ' , 4 9 while the 

imagina t ive , a n o n y m o u s reviewer of The Times Literary Supplement 

caught at its d i s t inc t ive style. 'The au thor has a mind like one of those 

small and enormous ly expens ive cameras ... wha tever he sees, up goes 

the camera , and you have, in any light, a beaut i ful ly defined picture. ' 

With Montgomery, Moorehead marked an end and a b e g i n n i n g , a 

fi t t ing w a r t i m e closure and a l i te rary rite of passage. 

Ec
ho

es
 o

f 
B

at
tle

 

37 



A l a n M o o r e h e a d r e c e i v i n g t h e Duf f C o o p e r M e m o r i a l P r i z e 

for Gallipoli f rom W i n s t o n C h u r c h i l l [ 1 9 5 6 ] 

M o o r e h e a d F a m i l y Co l l ec t ion . R e p r o d u c e d wi th p e r m i s s i o n from t h e fami ly . 



'The Mediterranean Man' 

OOREHEAD EMERGED from the war as a celebrity. He was 

elected to the In terna t iona l Mark Twain Society to jo in such 

assorted luminar ies as Har ry T ruman , General Montgomery and General 

Alexander , Eugene O'Neil and Mrs Roosevelt , whi le the Chevalier de 

I'Ordre de Leopold II was bestowed upon h im by the Belgians. He was 

also taken up by tha t influential hostess, Nancy Cunard , and London 

opened its doors to h im. 

He had u n d e r g o n e a s ignif icant me t amorphos i s from the brash 

y o u n g Aus t r a l i an who had a r r ived in Eng land in 1936 and pushed 

his way to a s t r i k ing career as a w a r co r responden t . Alex Clifford's 

inf luence had been t r a n s f o r m i n g . Living and t r ave l l i ng toge ther in 

t he deser t , s leeping side by side u n d e r t he s t a r s , t he two fr iends had 

d iscussed ph i losophy and l i t e ra ture , ' a rgued about J a n e Austen ' , 

ta lked long t h r o u g h the n igh t s of i n t e rna t iona l pol i t ics and the 

fu ture world, Moorehead imbib ing his friend's in te l l ec tua l in teres ts 

and sophis t ica t ion and a c q u i r i n g some of his g e n t l e m a n l y e t ique t te 

and sense of dress . Lucy, who represented all t he t h i n g s about t he 

Engl ish which Moorehead as a new a r r iva l most admi red , had lent 

her p a r t i c u l a r polish and cool. Encoun te r ing h im, Geoffrey Cox found 

Moorehead 'completely c h a n g e d - s o p h i s t i c a t e d , confident , worldly ' , h is 

former Aus t r a l i an accent f irmly cl ipped. 
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There was a n o t h e r consp icuous e lement in Moorehead ' s deve lopment . 

From h is s u s t a i n e d cover of f ight ing and h i s ove rv i ews of m a n y 

thea t r e s of war, he had n u r t u r e d a compe l l i ng sense of se l f -demand . 

In Cairo, w o r k i n g on his w a r t i m e books , he had cu l t iva ted a da i ly 

r o u t i n e of r i s ing early, r ead ing h is tor ica l works—Tolstoy's War and 

Peace a n d the w r i t i n g s of Clausewi tz were a m o n g them-and w r i t i n g 

for 8 to 10 hour s a day. He was b e c o m i n g s o m e t h i n g of a scholar wi th 

ideas of a voca t ion as a wr i t e r s h a p i n g in his mind . In London briefly, 

ear ly in 1943, he ou t l ined his t h o u g h t s of a b a n d o n i n g journalism to 

Chr i s t i ansen . He w a s swif t ly s u m m o n e d by Lord Beaverbrook for a 

weekend at h i s c o u n t r y home at Cherkley. It was r i gh t ly said tha t 

Lord Beaverbrook was t he a c t u a l edi tor of The Daily Express and 

C h r i s t i a n s e n its d a y - b y - d a y edi tor ia l manage r , and Beaverbrook, 

sitting across the la rges t mass c i rcu la t ion newspape r in Br i ta in , was 

no t about to let h is ' p r ince of w a r c o r r e s p o n d e n t s ' slip t h r o u g h his 

ne t . They d i scussed Nor th Afr ican r e in fo rcemen t s and pol i t ics br i sk ly 

across two days . Moorehead , however , did not fall for h is propr ie tor ' s 

l e g e n d a r y c h a r i s m a , a l t h o u g h he repor ted to Lucy t h a t Beaverbrook 

'would like to see me in a place of some power af ter the w a r ... where 

I can t ake a big par t ' . 5 0 

A yea r or so after the war ' s end, Moorehead, poised to fly to Europe to 

repor t on the appea rance of peace, sought his freedom aga in . As he told 

Chr i s t i ansen , he no longer 'had the hear t to go on in the old way, r u s h i n g 

from one news event to ano the r ' : the one thing he wan ted to do was to 

wr i t e . 5 1 Lord Beaverbrook wooed h im wi th ano the r c o u n t r y w e e k e n d -

dr ink , ta lk , flattery. To no avai l . From t h a t moment , Moorehead ceased 

to exis t for Lord Beaverbrook. He never ment ioned his n a m e aga in . 

By 1947, Moorehead ' s goa ls had f i rmed. I n s t i t u t i o n a l p r e s s u r e had 

to go. He m a d e a r r a n g e m e n t s w i t h David As to r of The Observer, a 

pape r t h a t reflected pol i t ica l v i ews to ma tch h i s o w n , to r epo r t as a 

'Specia l Commiss ione r ' on Greece a n d Italy, G e r m a n y a n d the USA, 
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and on India and P a k i s t a n , whe re he in t e rv i ewed the last Viceroy, 

Lord M o u n t b a t t e n , and o the r f igures involved in the transfer of power 

back to t he c i t i zens of those two recen t ly pa r t i t i oned c o u n t r i e s . 

There he r ecap tu red the in tense feel ing for India wh ich he had first 

e x p e r i e n c e d d u r i n g his pe rcep t ive w a r t i m e r e p o r t i n g of t he Cripps 

Mission for the Express in 1942, of which he wro te v iv id ly in Africa)! 

Trilogy. He loved t he ' sweet h u n g e r in the v e r y smell of t he g round ' , 

and the 'deep b r e a t h i n g , insect ca l l i ng air ' , and took t i m e to visi t 

Kashmi r where he found insp i ra t ion for h i s s u b s e q u e n t novel , The 

Rage of the Vulture. 
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Back in Europe and Italy, fr iends pointed h im to a r ambl ing 

f i f t een th -cen tu ry vi l la for rent in the hil ls outside Florence, and in 

September 1948, Moorehead gathered up his family—Lucy, and his son 

and daughter , J o h n and Caroline, (their last child, Richard, would be 

born in 1951)—and moved from London to Tuscany. Instal led in the 

Villa Diana, a place of peaceful, his tor ical beauty, Moorehead saw his 

dream of becoming a Renaissance man , or at least a 'Med i t e r r anean 

man' , take shape. 'We have been two days in the Villa Diana now', he 

wrote in his diary, 'it gives a s t range sensat ion of quie tude , the sense of 

be ing in the r ight place'. 

The v i l la would become the subjec t of a co l l ec t ion of e s says 

Moorehead pub l i shed in 1950 as The Villa Diana. It had been t he home 

of Ange lo Po l i z i ano , poe t and fr iend of Lorenzo t he Magn i f i cen t and 

tu to r to h i s son . The spir i t of the brilliant and p r e d a t o r y Po l i z i ano 

st i l l hovered abou t t he home , w h i c h was marked by a m e m o r i a l p laque 

at t he entrance d e s c r i b i n g h im as ' t he g rea tes t h u m a n i s t of h is t ime ' . 

M o o r e h e a d ' s e v o c a t i v e article on h i m , 'The Ghost in the Villa ' , wh ich 

he pub l i shed in the New Yorker, p re f igured t he in t e re s t in h i s to r i ca l 

writings he c a m e to deve lop . It a l so focussed h im as a w r i t e r w h o m 

the m a g a z i n e ' s r eve red edi tor , Haro ld Ross, q u i c k l y s o u g h t to h a r n e s s 

as one of the New Yorker's f a r - f lung c o r r e s p o n d e n t s . 



At the vi l la , the family was soon to d iscover the closely in te rwoven 

th read of ru ra l I ta l ian life. Wi th one se rvan t , Paola t he cook, they 

were in t roduced in no t ime to a host of relat ives, t r adesmen , the w i n e -

dealer, the olive presser, chance a c q u a i n t a n c e s f requent ing the vil la 

and unident i f ied ch i ld ren accompanied by dogs r o a m i n g t h r o u g h the 

front hal l . ' "My God", my wife said', Moorehead wrote in the e n g a g i n g 

first chapter of his book,' " there must be an end to it somewhere" '. But 

the re was no end in Italy. 'No m a n here' , he s u m m e d up wisely, 'is an 

island ... W h e n the church bell tolls just a few y a r d s up the hill beh ind 

the house it tolls for every m a n jack of us ... We die, m a r r y and get born 

here wi th a s ton i sh ing frequency, and every t ime s o m e t h i n g happens 

the bell tol ls ' . 5 2 

E n t r a n c i n g as it was , t h i s per iod of professional t r ans i t ion was 

full of cha l l enge for Moorehead . Though publ ic ly a successful m a n , 

pra ised by rev iewers and col leagues , sought by the l i tera t i , and as 

sales of Eclipse and Montgomery raced t h r o u g h some 100 0 0 0 copies, 

Moorehead faced a deep cr is is of conf idence and a n x i e t y . There was 

a s t rugg le to m a k e ends meet ; The Daily Express had offered no 

grateful bonus in farewell . For a t ime, Moorehead wished to follow in 

H e m i n g w a y ' s foots teps, w r i t i n g novels out of ac t ion . The Rage of the 

Vulture, set in t he fictional s ta te of K a n d a h a r as Musl im and Hindu 

v io lence engul fed India at pa r t i t ion , was such a one. Wi th its decidedly 

ca rdboa rd c h a r a c t e r s of the Raj, it was publ ished at the end of 1948 to 

bo th fr iendly and cr i t ical rev iews and was later made into a film. He 

also began a second novel , t en ta t ive ly t i t led 'Celine' , d r a w i n g on the 

social expe r i ence of his o w n life in Italy. It would emerge in t ime as A 

Summer Night. 

He and Lucy visi ted Hemingway, t h e n l iv ing at Cort ina wi th his 

four th wife, Noel Monks ' former wife and the i r friend, M a r y Welsh. 

Hemingway , Moorehead noted wryly , came in from shoo t ing ducks , 'a 

w a l k i n g m y t h of h imse l f , ca r t r idge belts and s t r ings of teal and mal la rd 
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fes tooning his shoulder. Later, in the quiet of the i r conversa t ion , he 

found a ser ious man who ta lked to him about books , ' a lways of wr i t ing , 

and wi th the humi l i t y and doubt of a wr i te r who reads for five hours 

or so every day, and who wri tes and re-wri tes for as long as his bra in 

will work, k n o w i n g that it is only a miracle tha t he will ever achieve a 

phrase , even a word, t ha t will cor respond to the vision in his mind'. 5 3 

His own a t tempt at emula t ion was not successful . Working in the most 

congenia l condi t ions he had ever exper ienced , 'complete isolation from 

8.20 to 1.30, a long table, a dark room wi th two small br ight windows ' , 

Moorehead was coming to the re luc tan t conclusion tha t he was not a 

na tu r a l wr i te r of fiction. 

'I think I know mysel f as a wr i t e r now' , he confided in his d i a r y 

ear ly in 1949. 'Descr ip t ion of scenes , p laces , ac t ion : exce l len t . 

Readableness , con t inu i ty , t empo , c o n s t r u c t i o n : first c lass . W r i t i n g : 

often first c lass , some t imes be t t e r or worse . Dia logue : n a t u r a l and 

fluent but w i thou t a n y wit or p a r t i c u l a r sub t l e ty or in sp i r a t ion . 

C h a r a c t e r s : v e r y bad, wi th t he excep t ion of occas iona l flukes d r a w n 

from life. P lo t s : hopeless . ' 5 4 

The fact was , as he came to admit , his break away from dai ly 

journa l i sm and its safe factual rout ine was p rov ing ' a l together too 

tough' . Amid the honeyed life, and the beauty , and the ennui j u s t held 

at bay, Moorehead, condi t ioned by a long, exc i t ing and e x a c t i n g war, 

found h imse l f ' r educed to a s ta te of helplessness and f rus t ra t ing idleness, 

cas t ing about for some th ing to get my teeth into' . 'Time, Machiavel l i 

says' , he rumina t ed , 'dr ives e v e r y t h i n g before it. Not me'.55 

In th i s s tate of se l f -dis t rus t , he had the good for tune to find a 

d i s t ingu ished al ly and mentor on the o ther side of the hill at Se t t i gnano . 

There, the Amer ican expa t r i a t e a r t crit ic and wri ter Bernard Berenson, 

had lived for m a n y years at the villa I Tatti, wi th his great l ibrary and 

a swirl of fr iends who flocked from all pa r t s of the world to visi t the 

impressive Renaissance scholar. In 1948 when Moorehead first met h im, 
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Berenson was 83, a pale, pape r - th in , h igh ly aler t f igure, s o m e t h i n g of 

an ins t i tu t ion , whose cur ios i ty for people and the life of a r t r emained 

v iv id ly al ive. Happily, the 38-year-o ld Moorehead and th i s h igh ly 

sophis t ica ted and knowledgeable conno isseur found rappor t . 'There 

was a cu r r en t f lowing be tween us', Moorehead recal led, 'an ins t inc t ive 

l ik ing ... he wished me n o t h i n g but good and I knew it, and as a result he 

became the foster-father I so bad ly needed' . I would not then , nor would 

I now, write anything or t ake any major decision wi thou t conscious ly 

or subconsc ious ly s u m m o n i n g up the l ight precise voice, tha t detached 

and marve l lous ly re tent ive mind, and in s t an t ly I know what I should 

or should not do . ' 5 6 

Berenson had invi ted Moorehead to the vi l la because he liked one 

of his w a r books . Now, in teres ted and suppor t ive , he made his l ibrary 

avai lable and, t uned to t he y o u n g e r man ' s asp i ra t ions , counsel led h im 

on what he migh t or might not wr i te . Across t he nex t 10 yea r s (for he 

lived to be 94), Berenson kept in touch wi th his A u s t r a l i a n friend, his 

brief le t ters scat tered a m o n g Moorehead 's papers , engaged by his t ravel 

and adven tu re s , a d m i r i n g his 'gift of easy and s t imu la t ing w r i t i n g ' 5 7 

and fol lowing his New Yorker ar t ic les t h r o u g h his own eclectic read ing . 

The old scholar clearly found in h im, as Moorehead surmised , 'a ce r t a in 

f reshness , perhaps , and the J o h n s o n i a n pleasure of instructing a y o u n g 

disciple'—and above all, affection. 

In th i s per iod of sel f -val idat ion, Lucy was v i ta l . Since the i r days 

in Cairo, she had shared in the p roduc t ion of his books , adv is ing , 

t yp ing , ed i t ing , proof reading , i n d e x i n g and later ab r idg ing some for 

republ icat ion. This ass i s tance was v i ta l to his p roduc t ion mill and 

became a leitmotif of the i r mar r i age . They d iscussed ideas. Moorehead 

was a recept ive l is tener and prized her highly. She had g iven up her own 

career to become his anchor . Yet, seared by his res t lessness , his accidie 

when boredom set in, she was often left on her own . As his r epor t ing 

commiss ions took h im a round Europe aga in in the late 1940s, and back 
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to the Middle East, he wrote her, 'Dear Puss , I abandon you so much 

alone' . Th rough it all she remained his conf idante and bu t t r e ss . Se rv ing 

a pa r t i cu l a r kind of man-driven, egocentr ic , pass ionate , a m b i t i o u s -

she managed in her let ters to ma in t a in a perfect tone of commi tmen t , 

b l i theness and u n d e r s t a n d i n g . She ca lmly managed his household and 

l i terary affairs , and conta ined her own needs . 

But in 1950, ove rwhe lmed at last by his rea l i sa t ion tha t he had 

not learn t to wr i te from wi th in himself, Moorehead r e t u r n e d wi th his 

family to London and took a job for e ight mo n t h s as Publ ic Relat ions 

Officer at the M i n i s t r y of Defence, cha rged to set up an informat ion 

and public re la t ions se rv ice at a t ime when Bri ta in was shap ing its 

policy for the a tomic age. Not surpr i s ing ly , the role did not sui t h im 

and se rved to unde r sco re h is wr i te r ' s sense of was te . He also d iscussed 

the prospect of some dip lomat ic post in the Australian Foreign Service 

wi th the A u s t r a l i a n High Commissioner , Sir Thomas Whi t e . Whi t e 

u rged h im on and Moorehead draf ted le t ters to Aus t ra l i a ' s Sec re t a ry 

of Ex te rna l Affairs and the Pr ime Minis ter . Both Casey and Menzies 

replied c o r d i a l l y - M o o r e h e a d ' s n a m e car r ied clout—but wi th t he 

t e m p o r i s i n g message tha t o p e n i n g s for n o n - d e p a r t m e n t a l officers 

were rare.58 

Happily, his job invo lv ing nuc lear affairs s teered h im to his nex t 

book, The Traitors, publ ished by Hamish Hami l ton in 1952. Subti t led 

The Double Life of Fuchs, Pontecorvo, and Nunn May, it addressed a 

subject of h igh public interest and c o n t e m p o r a r y con ten t ion . Adop t ing 

the l ively factual s tyle he mas te red as a reporter , Moorehead tells a 

d r a m a t i c ta le of the m u r k y lives of three t ra i tors , all br i l l iant physic is ts 

born be tween 1910 and 1913 who, after o u t s t a n d i n g pos tg radua te 

s tud ies , entered the h igh ly secret world of w a r t i m e atomic research . 

Their a p p o i n t m e n t s took t hem into the confident ia l hea r t of th i s 

research in three countr ies—Canada, the USA and Britain—from where , 

ind iv idual ly , t hey t r ans fe r red the i r cover t f indings and knowledge 
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to the Soviet G o v e r n m e n t . At the war ' s end, N u n n May r e tu rned to 

a l ec tu resh ip in physics at King's College, London whi le Fuchs and 

Pontecorvo were appoin ted to two of t he top pos t s at Bri ta in 's new 

p o s t w a r a tomic ene rgy es tab l i shment at Harwel l . After the i r cap tu re , 

Nunn May and Fuchs paid for the i r acts of na t iona l t r e a c h e r y wi th long 

pr ison t e rms , whi le Pon tecorvo and his family d i sappeared into Russia 

w i thou t a t race . 

Moorehead 's book displays vivid por t r a i t s of a t r io of ve ry different 

men—the quiet , unpreposses s ing Eng l i shman Nunn May, the well- l iked 

emigre Karl Fuchs, and the h igh ly conviv ia l I ta l ian Pontecorvo. It is 

r ich in detai l from tr ia l records and in te rv iews wi th key scient is ts 

at Harwel l , and is in one sense an inves t iga t ion of the roots of 

t reachery . 'Nine ty per cent of us' , he ent iced his readers , 'never have an 

o p p o r t u n i t y of a l t e r ing h is tory ' . W h y these men in pa r t i cu l a r should 

have t u r n e d trai tor, when the vas t majori ty of the i r col leagues did not, 

was a quest ion tha t needed to be answered . Sea rch ing as Moorehead 's 

e n q u i r y was , the re was no conclusive answer . However, in the long 

h i s to ry of espionage, The Traitors p inpoin ted a new pro to type of t ra i tor 

who, above society, gave away informat ion not for money or power but 

for ' the good of mank ind ' . 

The book had impact . Sir A lexande r Korda used it as the bas is for the 

film The Iron Curtain; it was broadcas t in th ree pa r t s by the BBC, while 

tha t Amer ican c lar ion of t as te and j u d g m e n t , The Christian Science 

Monitor, p ronounced it 'of absorb ing interest and major s ignif icance 

for wes tern society ' . It sold widely and, s ignif icant ly for Moorehead 's 

public reputa t ion , it s t i r red poli t ical cr i t ic ism in the House of Commons 

where it was c la imed tha t too much informat ion was d ivu lged on British 

coun te r -esp ionage me thods . Not so, said Pr ime Minis te r Churchi l l . 'It 

was h igh t ime tha t a t ru th fu l and subs tan t ive account of these th ree spy 

episodes was publ ished. ' 'Mr Moorehead' , he added wi th a smile, ' has my 

full confidence' . 5 9 
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Shored up f inanc ia l ly a n d w i t h h i s own conf idence res tored , 

Moorehead was con ten t for a t ime to stick to his old metier— h is 

journalistic best . Wi th The Traitors in press , he accepted an inv i t a t ion 

from Sir Keith Murdoch , propr ie tor of h i s old M e l b o u r n e l aunch 

pad, The Herald, to vis i t Aus t r a l i a and turn his e x p a t r i a t e eye on 

the c o u n t r y he had first left 15 yea r s before. He a r r ived by sh ip in 

Apri l 1952 to Herald head l ines 'Famed A u t h o r Revisi ts Aus t r a l i a ' and , 

l i n k i n g up wi th the Australian novel is t Nevile Shute , he set forth on 

a journey over l and from Alice Spr ings to Darwin and on to n o r t h e r n 

Queens land . 

His impress ions , flowing into The Herald co lumns and as several 

l ively ar t ic les in the New Yorker, would appear a yea r later as a par t 

memoir, pa r t t ravel book, Rum Jungle. For a responsive Amer ican 

audience del ighted by th i s wa lkabou t Down Under, bo th book and 

ar t ic les unfur led the incongru i t i es of Aus t ra l ia and its cur ious fauna, 

the world's r ichest u r a n i u m mine of the title chapter , s tored in an 

an ted i luv ian Abor ig ina l land, and the br i l l iant life of the Great Barrier 

Reef. But for Aus t ra l i an readers , the book sk immed the surface and 

exposed superficial misconcept ions . The l i terary Geoffrey Dutton judged 

it a fai lure a m o n g Moorehead 's works, because he had re tu rned to his 

c o u n t r y wi th a journalist's e y e . 6 0 Yet for Moorehead, the exper ience of 

wr i t ing Rum Jungle b rough t him an u n e x p e c t e d and exhilarating sense 

of reconnec t ion wi th his count ry . ' Someth ing is h a p p e n i n g to me', he 

wrote eagerly to Lucy. 'Outside me is del ight in most of the t h i n g s I find 

here. I love it. I feel so well ... I have moments of say ing let 's all come 

here—John to Geelong Grammar , Carol ine to Toorak College, a house at 

Franks ton ... t r ips to Java and Singapore ... There is so much I w a n t to 

explore on th is side of the world.' 6 1 

There was a n o t h e r key e lement in his t h i n k i n g . Jus t before 

Moorehead sailed for Melbourne , h is much loved compan ion , Alex 

Clifford, a friend who could never be replaced, died wi th Lucy and 
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Alan by his side, after a cou rageous t w o - y e a r fight w i t h cancer . He 

was 42 . Moorehead had also suffered t he loss of o ther close w a r t i m e 

co l leagues : Chr is topher Buckley had been kil led in the Korean War in 

the s ame t r u c k as The Times' t a len ted co r responden t , Ian Morr i son . 

Both Phi l l ip J o r d a n , in Tunisia for The News Chronicle, and Evelyn 

Mon tague , the Manchester Guardian's w a r co r responden t , were dead. 

The loss of t h i s b r i l l i an t b r igade of expe r i enced j o u r n a l i s t s (later 

increased by Chester Wi lmot ' s dea th in the Comet crash of J a n u a r y 

1954) was deeply dep r iv ing for Moorehead who saw h imse l f as 'the lone 

surv ivor ' , cut off from va lued professional e x c h a n g e . It had, moreover , 

as he would publ ic ly acknowledge in a n address at The Sunday Times 

Book Exhib i t ion d u r i n g 1955, depr ived Bri ta in 'of its most va luab le and 

expe r i enced c o m m u n i c a t o r s at the v e r y t ime w h e n the mass c i rcula t ion 

of press , radio and te levis ion bu r s t upon the world ' . 6 2 In th i s s i tua t ion , 

Aus t r a l i a offered ' a n o t h e r coun t ry ' . 

Pe rhaps it was the w a n t of e n t h u s i a s m in his Engl ish wife (who had 

been appal led , w h e n Moorehead in t roduced her to Aus t r a l i a ear ly in 

1946, to d i scover t h a t no one had read his books) wh ich t u r n e d his 

A u s t r a l i a n m u s i n g in to a d r e a m . He was , in t he event , soon back in 

Europe t r ave l l i ng and r epor t ing , his reputa t ion as a d i s c e r n i n g cri t ic 

of c o n t e m p o r a r y affairs out in front. He had two more books to wr i te 

wh ich grew from, and fitted, h is mas te r ly journalistic craft . In 1954, 

The Sunday Times commiss ioned h im to p roduce a series of ar t ic les on 

Sir W i n s t o n Church i l l , to celebrate t he na t iona l icon's 80 th b i r t h d a y 

tha t November . This p roduced a literary po r t r a i t wh ich b e c a m e a much 

publ ished, t h o u g h now largely forgot ten, work t i t led Winston Churchill 

in Trial and Triumph. It is an exce l len t smal l book, the first shor t , 

i n t e rp re t ive b iog raphy of a figure t h e n s i t t ing as a b a c k b e n c h e r in the 

House of Commons , l ook ing back on a life of ac t ion and p a r l i a m e n t a r y 

par t i c ipa t ion across t he reign of ha l f - a -dozen Brit ish m o n a r c h s , 

from Queen Victor ia to Queen El izabeth , and ' a lmos t a lways m o v i n g 
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aga ins t the tide' . In his easy conversa t iona l s tyle , Moorehead adroi t ly 

maps Churchi l l ' s ear ly life, h is par t in the Dardane l les c a m p a i g n , his 

role w h e n ' the cu r ious s ick-room hush set t led over Eng land ' at t he 

abdica t ion of Edward VIII, his leadership and ora tory in war, his 

famous Iron Cur t in speech in Missour i , and his vas t wr i t i ngs . There 

is, indeed, l i t t le in Churchi l l ' s r emarkab le life t ha t he does not touch, 

l ight ly and te l l ingly, wi th h is words . He r eminds us that Churchi l l 

was 70 when the w a r ended. Mussol in i , 15 years h i s jun io r , Roosevelt 

e ight yea r s younger , and Hitler, were all dead, whi le Stal in, some four 

yea r s younger , had only e ight more yea r s to go. 'We have g rown used 

to l iv ing wi th Churchi l l t h r o u g h m a n y years ' , he wr i tes , c a t ch ing at a 

c o n t e m p o r a r y readersh ip , ' and he is as fami l ia r to us as the h e a d m a s t e r 

at school , or the cap ta in of a ship on a long voyage ' . Now, 'the story of 

this extraordinary life is about to pass into legend ... And it is t he last 

lap tha t coun t s ' . 6 3 

In the pattern of h is life, Church i l l would r u n through Moorehead ' s 

w r i t i n g s and e x p e r i e n c e like a t h r ead . Indeed, it was Moorehead who 

was s u m m o n e d by The Sunday Express from his writer's r e t rea t in I taly 

in t he last cold days of January 1965 to a t t end t he grea t man ' s l y ing -

in-state in London and the funera l at St Paul 's Ca thedra l , and to convey 

the final d e p a r t u r e of this t o w e r i n g f igure to his c o u n t r y m e n . 

Moorehead 's second commiss ioned work in the 1950s was more 

expans ive , following an invi ta t ion from Life Magazine to produce, first 

a series of ar t icles and, ul t imately, a book on the Russian Revolution. 

The idea was spur red by recent research at Georgetown Univers i ty 

into d o c u m e n t s released from the German Foreign Min i s t ry a rch ives 

tha t suggested tha t the G e r m a n s had played a decisive role in b r ing ing 

Lenin to power. Moorehead, reading widely in the seconda ry sources , 

produced the ar t icles wi th despatch . His ex tens ive chronologica l notes 

on th i s complex piece of h is tory and its dramatis personae a re cap tured 

in the work ing notebooks a m o n g his papers and afford an ins t ruc t ive 
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pic ture of his methodology. His ar t ic les were ser ial ised wi th fanfare in 

Life and the The Sunday Times, and the book The Russian Revolution, 

was publ ished jointly by Hamish Hamil ton and Collins in Bri tain and 

the United States in 1957. 

'Mr Moorehead' , one reviewer v e n t u r e d , 'could not wri te badly if he 

t r ied ' . 6 4 But given Moorehead 's lack of f i rs t -hand research or knowledge 

of Russia and its l anguage , it could be litt le more t h a n an efficient 

and accessible journalistic account of th i s epic event in world history. 

Scholar ly cri t ics j udged his b ib l iography je jeune 6 5 and his Lenin-

w a s - a - G e r m a n - a g e n t thesis as ' l i t t le more t h a n a burden to him'. The 

book, however, b rough t h im to the a t ten t ion of Aust ra l ia ' s eminen t 

h i s tor ian , M a n n i n g Clark. 'Anyone who wr i tes or speaks about the 

Russian Revolution' , Clark affirmed wi th some feeling, ' r uns the risk 

of his charac ter , or his in te l lec tual abili ty, be ing ana lysed in public' , 

but the book 'had much to commend it to the genera l reader ' . 6 6 What 

Moorehead did ve ry well, he said, was ' the gossip of the Revolution' . 

For those who saw it as a record of the pr ivate lives of the Gapons , 

the Raspu t ins , the Nicholases, the t s a r inas , 'he has wr i t t en a useful 

and e n t e r t a i n i n g book'. It was a review tha t bespoke a personal regard 

and ini t ia ted a fr iendship be tween the two men. Amer ican scholars 

took it more seriously. Variously reissued, The Russian Revolution was 

prescr ibed in 1961 as a set book in first yea r Con tempora ry History at 

Brown Univers i ty . 6 7 

Nonetheless , well before his polished journalistic forays into Churchi l l 

and the Russian Revolut ion, and despite worldwide recogni t ion as an 

au thor and biographer , Moorehead was looking for s o m e t h i n g more. He 

awai ted the momen t of personal i l lumina t ion . 'I am never happy ' , he 

had confided to Lucy in a let ter of April 1952, 'un t i l I get a moment of 

insp i ra t ion . All the br ight ly-pol i shed technica l work like The Traitors 

doesn ' t real ly do any good. But then , where in hell is insp i ra t ion? Alex 

didn ' t have it. Nor Chr is topher ... Will I, one day, t u r n some wonderful 
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corner, and the re it will all be—some acres and acres of inspi ra t ion 

s t a r ing me in the face? ' 6 8 

U n k n o w i n g , the impulse to create a major work, h is mas te rp iece 

Gallipoli, was close at hand . Alan Moorehead was on the edge of the 

most impor t an t step of his l i te rary career. 

The Mediterranean Man 
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Gallipoli 

SE V E R A L I N F L U E N C E S brought Moorehead to th i s unexpec t ed 

shore. Sir Keith Murdoch 's invi ta t ion for h im to visit Aus t ra l ia 

in 1952 had unan t i c ipa ted consequences . For th i s meet ing , he did his 

homework. He s tudied his d i s t inguished host 's career and was alert to 

the role Keith Murdoch had played in World War 1 when , as a y o u n g 

newspaper reporter , he had stopped at Gallipoli on his w a y to England 

and, appal led by the terr ible waste of life and the m a n a g e m e n t of the 

h igh c o m m a n d , he had communica ted his crit ical view in an influential 

let ter to Britain's Pr ime Minis ter and to his own Pr ime Minister , Andrew 

Fisher. Unfortunately, on th i s visit , Moorehead did not meet Murdoch , 

who was ill in hospital and soon to die, but the i r common link—both 

journalists in different wars—lingered in his mind and sowed an early 

seed of interest in the his tor ic bat t le of the Gallipoli Pen insu la . 

Like all y o u n g Aus t r a l i ans of the 1920s and 1930s, Moorehead had 

been dri l led in the s tory of his coun t ry ' s sacrifice and the courage shown 

d u r i n g the ill-fated c a m p a i g n at the Dardanel les . At Scotch College, he 

had stood t h r o u g h the ceremonies each A n z a c Day on 25 April wi th 

the old genera ls ' speeches , the ennui, and the l i t t le glass case of medals 

h a n g i n g in the school hal l . A l l my life', he wro te later, 'I was brought 

up in Aus t ra l i a s u r r o u n d e d by my elders talking about th i s c a m p a i g n . 

We were the nex t genera t ion and na tu ra l l y we t hough t all these old 

53 



men bor ing . I couldn ' t go to a n y li t t le c o u n t r y town wi thou t see ing the 

whi te s ta tue , the memoria l hal l , and then the Anzac Day parades which 

seemed to me just to end in d r u n k e n sprees ' . 6 9 W h e n he left Aus t ra l i a he 

swore to h imse l f tha t he would 'never t h i n k aga in or expose myself to 

the idea of A n z a c and Gallipoli ' . 

But w h e n a visting Engl ish friend, Lionel Fielden, came d o w n s t a i r s 

one e v e n i n g whi le s t a y i n g wi th t he Mooreheads in I taly in the ear ly 

1950s, and produced his pe r sona l d i a ry of the Gallipoli c a m p a i g n , 

Moorehead was 'absolute ly capt ivated ' . The seed of insp i ra t ion took 

deep root. He at once began read ing mi l i t a ry his tor ies of the Dardanel les , 

absorb ing the memoi r s of genera l s , a d m i r a l s and pol i t i c ians , as well 

as the official r epor t s and despa tches on the c a m p a i g n . He also read 

such works as ex i s ted on the Turkish opera t ions , and s ta r ted g a t h e r i n g 

pr iva te papers of Brit ish and A u s t r a l i a n soldiers w h o had fought 

at Gall ipol i . 

Melbourne Universi ty, he would acknowledge later, had t augh t h im 

'one vi ta l thing—the t echn ique of how to learn ' . 7 0 P lung ing into the 

his tor ical sources on Gall ipoli , he found he could concen t ra te wi th an 

absorpt ion tha t would never have been possible wi thou t his academic 

t r a i n i n g . Jou rna l i s t t u r n e d incipient scholar, Moorehead had found 

his t rue subject for the te l l ing. 'Now, more t h a n at a n y t ime s ince the 

end ing of the war ' , he jotted happi ly in his journal in May 1954, T am 

set t led ... as far as work is concerned and probably for the nex t e ighteen 

mon ths or two years ' . 

He visi ted Turkey ear ly in 1955 and, after d i scuss ions wi th the Turkish 

Min i s t ry of Defence, he was g iven the r u n of the i r mi l i t a ry a rch ives 

wi th maps special ly prepared for h im. He had access to Ata tu rk ' s d i a ry 

in the great mi l i t a ry leader 's o w n h a n d w r i t i n g which , when he had 

it t r ans la ted , t u r n e d out to be ' te r r ib ly dull ' . Tour ing the Gallipoli 

Pen insu la in the care of an officer of the Turkish A r m y ' s Historical 

Depar tmen t , Colonel Sirer, who had fought at Gall ipoli , Moorehead 
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absorbed the harsh l andscape wi th its wild, precipi tous hil ls , its clear 

light, the blue Aegean sea, and its ' compel l ing sense of peace' , and was 

acutely aware tha t , for Aus t r a l i ans , ' there could be no o ther s tory like 

it'. Two of his unc les had fought at Gallipoli and one, Frank Moorehead, 

aged 24, had been killed at A n z a c Cove in the first rush up the beach. 

They found his g rave in a rugged va l ley above the cove wi th a plaque 

upon it and, g l anc ing round , Moorehead saw that Colonel Sirer had come 

to a t ten t ion , his r ight hand d r a w n up smar t ly in the Turkish salute. 

For Moorehead, it was t he momen t of t r u t h , the in s t an t when 

the Gallipoli campa ign , as he wro te tha t April in his evocat ive New 

Yorker ar t ic le , 'Re turn to a Legend', moved 'from legend t h r o u g h 

history, to the point where it a lmost seemed to have become a persona l 

exper ience of m y own'. 

He prepared the first draft of Gallipoli whi le l iv ing wi th his family for 

n ine mon ths at a friend's olive estate on the Greek is land of Spetses, close 

to the Dardanel les , w a n t i n g to wr i te in the a tmosphere of t he campa ign , 

and a rmed wi th 30 books from the London Library. The Dardanel les 

were the Hellespont of Homer, the ci ty of Troy wi th its r e sonance of 

The Iliad on the nea rby coast . Many books had been wr i t t en about the 

old campa ign of 40 yea r s before and the re was no more controvers ia l 

chapter in the a n n a l s of World War 1 t h a n the Allied a t tempt to take the 

Dardanel les by a nava l b o m b a r d m e n t and a bi t ter n i n e - m o n t h bat t le on 

the Gallipoli Pen insu la tha t ex tended from 25 Apri l to December 1915. 

However, no book had brought the campa ign , its poli t ics and p l a n n i n g , 

its fierce f ight ing, and the sweep of its h u m a n e n d u r a n c e and interplay, 

into one composi te s tudy. 

In his evocat ive prose, Moorehead sets h is s tory in its his tor ical 

frame. Turkey, no longer the powerful Ot toman Empire of the Sul tanate , 

for some t ime judged ' the sick m a n of Europe' , was now domina ted by a 

ru th less and u n r u l y band of b r igands and ba rga ine r s , the Young Turks, 

who had taken over from the old g o v e r n m e n t and, in Augus t 1914, Gallipoli 
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put Turkey up for auct ion be tween Bri tain and Germany . It was a s i tuat ion 

of polit ical and diplomat ic in t r igue and r ival ry , wro te Moorehead, t ha t 

had e x t r e m e a t t r ac t ions for the 'or ienta l ' mind . The foreign ambassadors 

' ins ta l led l ike robber ba rons in the i r e n o r m o u s embassies a long the 

Bosphorus , t he Young Turks in the Yildiz Palace and the Sublime Porte, 

and eve rywhe re t h r o u g h the sprawl ing decay ing beaut i ful capital itself 

t ha t hushed and conspi ra tor ia l air which seems to over t ake all neu t ra l 

cities on the edge of war . It was the a tmosphere of the h igh table in the 

g a m b l i n g cas ino, ve ry late at n ight , when eve ry move takes on a kind 

of fated se l f - impor tance , when everyone , t he players and the wa tchers 

together , is engrossed ' . 7 1 

St reng thened by two German ba t t lesh ips and a German mi l i t a ry 

mission b rough t out to train her ragged t roops , t he Young Turks all ied 

themse lves wi th Germany . Bri ta in and France declared w a r on Turkey 

in October 1914. Commit ted to assist Russia, menaced by G e r m a n y 

in t he Caucasus , the British Gove rnmen t decided to a t tack the enemy 

t h r o u g h the back door in the Near East and to m o u n t a nava l assaul t 

t ha t would s torm the Dardanel les , move up the Sea of M a r m a r a , cap ture 

Cons tan t inople , and open a route t h r o u g h the Black Sea. 

Moorehead br ings his wel l -honed ana ly t i ca l skil ls to bea r on the 

nava l s t ra tegy m a s t e r m i n d e d by Bri tain 's energet ic y o u n g First 

Lord of the Admira l ty , Wins ton Churchi l l , and his exper ienced but 

eccentr ic First Sea Lord, Lord Fisher. A n ambi t ious s t ra tegy, backed by 

Cabinet and the most powerful m a n in Bri ta in , the Minis te r for War, 

Lord Kitchener, it relied on an a r m a d a of old ba t t lesh ips , a covey of 

submar ines , des t royers , corve t tes and minesweepers , and the b rand 

new British ba t t lesh ip Queen Elizabeth. It marked , in fact, the greates t 

concen t ra t ion of nava l s t r e n g t h ever seen in t he Med i t e r r anean . 

Through mas te r ly por t ra i t s , Moorehead sets up his nava l cast of 

cha rac t e r s : t he fiery old nava l seadog, ' Jacky ' Fisher who wan ted to 

go totus porcus-the whole hog; Admi ra l Carden who, l a u n c h i n g the 
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assaul t on t he Turkish forts at t he en t r ance to The Narrows wi th the loss 

of several of the old ba t t lesh ips , tee tered towards a ne rvous b reakdown; 

his rep lacement , t he v igorous A d m i r a l de Robeck; t he b u o y a n t and 

pass ionate ly commi t t ed admira l ' s Chief-of-Staff, Roger Keyes, who 

fought to t he end for t he nava l offensive, and the French Admi ra l 

Guepra t te , whose persona l i ty and readiness to accept a subord ina te 

role and offer every ass i s tance , wr i tes Moorehead, ' refreshes the whole 

Gallipoli s tory ' . Faced, however , w i th c o m m a n d hesi ta t ion and the loss 

of ships, the decision was made in London, in March 1915, to b r ing in 

the a r m y and ini t ia te a land assaul t on t he pen in su l a u n d e r General Sir 

Ian Hami l ton . 

Both prec ip i tancy and hesi ta t ion marked the l and ing . Moorehead 

wr i t e s : 

A s t r ange light plays over the Gallipoli l a n d i n g on 25 Apri l 

1915, and no ma t t e r how often t he s tory is retold the re 

is still an ac tua l i t y about it, a feel ing of suspense and 

incomple teness ... Hard ly anyone behaves on th i s day as 

you migh t have expec ted h im to do. One can t h i n k of half-

a -dozen moves tha t the c o m m a n d e r s migh t have made at 

a n y given moment , and v e r y often t he t h i n g t h e y did do 

seems the most improbable of all . There is a ce r t a in c lar i ty 

about t he ac t ions of Mustafa Kemal on t he Turkish side ... 

but for the o thers ... the great cr ises of t he day appear to 

have gone cascad ing by as t h o u g h they were some na tu r a l 

phenomenon , h a v i n g a mons t rous life of its own, and for t he 

t ime be ing en t i re ly out of control . 

For the soldiers in the front l ine the issues were, of course , 

b ru ta l ly simple ... Confronted by some qui te impossible 

objective, the i r l ives sudden ly appea r to t h e m to be of no 

consequence at al l ; t h e y get up and charge and d ie . 7 2 

Gallipoli 
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By 8 a.m., 8000 men d rawn from the coun t rys ide and cities of Aus t ra l i a 

had come ashore at Gaba Tepe, and somewhat to the i r left, some 3000 

New Zea landers . The wate r r an red wi th blood. 

At Sedd-el -Bahr , 13 miles to the sou th , t he British t roops were 

expe r i enc ing a ca rnage inflicted by the Turks on the i r Trojan Horse, 

the 'wreck ship ' River Clyde, tha t was never for a moment ant ic ipated. 

An u n n a t u r a l s t i l lness , Moorehead recounts , had succeeded the Allied 

ba r rage on the beach and the fortress above the slopes. 'At 6.22 a.m., t he 

River Clyde g rounded her bows wi thou t a t r emor ... In tha t ins tan t the 

Turkish rifle fire burs t out. ' 

Many s t r ange scenes occur red , he records , because the men persis ted 

in trying to do t h i n g s t h e y had been told to do. 'The men at once 

came running down the g a n g w a y s a long the ship's sides, and as they 

ran they presented a target which was not un l ike the l ine of mov ing 

objects one sees somet imes in a shoo t ing gal lery at a v i l lage fair ... 

Soon the g a n g w a y s became j a m m e d with dead and d y i n g ... The sun 

was shining brightly.'73 

Familiar with the situation from his own experience of desperate 

bat t les , Moorehead obse rves : 

The British had now reached tha t point in a bat t le where the 

leaders feel they mus t persist in a t t a ck ing a l though all hope 

has gone ... The senseless a t tack had to con t inue for a l i t t le 

longer unt i l it was sufficiently demons t ra t ed tha t the t h i n g 

was impossible , unt i l enough of the genera l pool of courage 

had van i shed wi th the dead, and shock and e x h a u s t i o n had 

overcome them a l l . 7 4 

From the outset , Sir Ian Hamil ton 's s t ance as Commande r of the 

Exped i t i ona ry Forces, was one of s ingu la r de t achmen t . The 62-year -

old Hami l ton , immured on the Queen Elizabeth and c ru i s ing offshore, 
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where he was cut off from direct c o m m a n d of what was h a p p e n i n g on 

land, resolved not to interfere wi th his c o m m a n d e r s and to leave the 

overal l s t ra tegy, unless invi ted, to his genera ls in the field. It was a 

course tha t led to considerable confusion and, in the absence of adequa te 

sh ip - to - shore s igna l l ing , chaos . But as the fierce f ight ing raged on 

the inhospi table cliffs and there was ne i ther a g l immer of v ic tory nor 

any clear s t ra tegy except to fight the enemy, Hamil ton issued his one 

inspired ins t ruc t ion to the exposed A n z a c soldiers sc rambl ing up the 

cliff f aces - 'Dig , dig, dig, unt i l you are safe'. 

As wi th h i s World War 2 d e s p a t c h e s , t h e r e is a n u r g e n c y a n d 

c o m p e l l i n g p r e s e n c e in Moorehead ' s d e s c r i p t i o n s of the h a r d - f o u g h t 

ba t t l e s . G a r n e r i n g h i s m a t e r i a l from d o c u m e n t a r y a n d p a r t i c i p a n t 

sou rce s , he leads his r eade r s w i t h his u n e m b r o i d e r e d prose and his 

qu ie t con t ro l of t en s ion . 

A company of Turks was seen a d v a n c i n g down a rav ine 

k n o w n as Wire Gully. There had been no p r e l i m i n a r y bugle 

call , none of the usua l shouts of Al lah , A l l ah : merely those 

shadowy forms in the ha l f -da rkness and the long l ine of 

bayonets . The Aus t r a l i ans opened fire from ei ther side of 

the gully, and immedia te ly the enemy bugles sounded and 

the charge began ... At most places the oncoming enemy 

had to cross two or t h r ee h u n d r e d y a r d s before they reached 

the A n z a c e n t r e n c h m e n t s , and so the re was ha l f - a -minu te 

or more when they were exposed in the open and qui te 

defenceless. Very few of them su rv ived even tha t amoun t 

of t ime. 7 5 

With access to the Turkish documen t s , Moorehead enters the enemy ' s 

domain . Mustafa Kemal (Ataturk) had watched the Anzac l and ing and, 

going forward on foot from the ba t ta l ion he had left res t ing after the i r 
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long m a r c h to the Dardanel les , he reached the slopes of Chunuk Bair 

and saw a party of Turkish soldiers running from the e n e m y in full 

re t rea t . In a momen t tha t changed the face of war, he ordered t hem 

to fix the i r bayone t s and lie down. At th i s t he a d v a n c i n g A u s t r a l i a n s 

took cover and , whi le t h e y hesi tated, Kemal sent his orderly running to 

b r ing up his ba t ta l ion . 'It was ' , Moorehead sums up, 'one of the cruel les t 

acc idents of t he c a m p a i g n tha t t h i s one j u n i o r Turkish c o m m a n d e r 

of genius should have been at th i s pa r t i cu l a r spot at th i s momen t ' . 7 6 

Without h i m , the A u s t r a l i a n s and New Zea landers migh t have taken 

Chunuk Bair tha t m o r n i n g and the bat t le been decided t h e n and there . 

As the ba t t l es raged, ' t he terr ible "ifs"', as Churchi l l descr ibed 

t h e m , accumula t ed in London. Fisher, vac i l l a t ing wildly, r enounced 

the Dardane l l es ; P r ime Minis te r Asqu i th prevar ica ted , and Churchi l l , 

who 'had made the pace hot wi th his v e r y br i l l i ancy of mind' , was 

isolated. At the height of h is s t rugg le for Gallipoli re inforcements , he 

was removed in May from his post at t he Admira l ty . 

Whi le tens ion moun ted on land and sea, on t he p e n i n s u l a a cur ious 

h u m a n adapta t ion was taking place. There is a p o i g n a n c y and closeness 

in Moorehead 's evocat ion of 'the an t heap life' of the soldiers, b rea th ing , 

ea t ing , s leeping, c l imbing , f ight ing, dy ing , b u r y i n g the i r dead, l iv ing 

w i th in feet of the e n e m y t r enches ; the Aus t r a l i ans were h u m o r o u s , 

i r reveren t and invent ive , p l u n g i n g into the Aegean to c leanse the i r 

bodies , r e m e m b e r i n g happier boyhood seas, and m i x i n g wit and 

stoicism wi th the i r e x h a u s t i o n and danger . 'They were not fatalists ' , 

he wro te . 'They bel ieved tha t a mis take had been made in the l and ing 

at Gaba Tepe and tha t t hey migh t easi ly have to pay for it w i th the i r 

l ives ; bu t t h e y v e r y much wan ted to go on l iv ing, t h e y were all for the 

ba t t le and they hoped and bel ieved obscure ly tha t in the end t h e y would 

win. '77 There was , he d iscerned , an in tens i ty and 'an e x t r a o r d i n a r y 

cheer fu lness and exa l t a t ion ' a m o n g the men at t he f ront l ine . 'They had 

a sha rp and e n o r m o u s appet i te for t he smal les t t h i n g s . Living wi th the 
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i n s t an t prospect of dea th , all pe t t iness , all the normal anx ie t i e s and 

jea lous ies of life deser ted them ... the pas t receded, the fu ture bare ly 

exis ted , and they lived as never before upon the moment , released from 

the normal weight of h u m a n ambi t ions and regrets . ' 

Moorehead 's book is by no means focussed on the Aus t r a l i an s . 

It reaches across the par t ic ipat ion and pe r fo rmance of t he British, 

Ir ish, French, I m p e r i a l - I n d i a n , Afr ican, and Anzac—troops, and the 

Turkish forces. His ove ra r ch ing perspec t ive is s tudded wi th br i l l ian t 

cameo por t ra i t s of the Allied and enemy c o m m a n d e r s : t he sol i tary, 

in t rover ted , and tac t ica l ly inspired Kemal; t he medley of i r resolute 

and aloof British generals—some brough t out of mothba l l s from the 

Boer War—whose m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g s and fai lure to give clear orders 

cost count less British l ives; the Anzac ' s popu la r commander , General 

Birdwood; John Monash , whose ta len ts of leadership went und iv ined at 

Gall ipoli ; and Lord Kitchener, gloomy, firmly res is t ing re inforcements 

at the pen insu la , but v i s i t ing at last in November 1915, to find Gallipoli 

'an awful place'. 

By Sep tember 1915, Hami l ton ' s a r m y w a s down to ha l f its s t r e n g t h 

and Keith Murdoch ' s ' a m a z i n g documen t ' , w i t h its s t r i ngen t cr i t ic ism 

of Hami l ton ' s s t r a t e g y and the loss and e x p e n d i t u r e of men 's l ives , of 

Ki tchener ' s u n t r i e d and i l l -p repared ' new a r m y ' and the ' u n c h a n g e a b l y 

selfish' Bri t ish gene ra l s a n d b r igad ie r s , had reached the Bri t ish 

Cabinet . Hami l ton was w i t h d r a w n in October, neve r to se rve in t he 

field a g a i n . Arriving at Gal l ipol i , h is r ep lacement , t he au tho r i t a t i ve , 

p r a g m a t i c L i eu t enan t -Gene ra l Sir Char les M u n r o , made his swift 

decis ion for e v a c u a t i o n . 

Moorehead is percipient , v iv id ly al ive to t he expe r i ence of the 

y o u n g soldiers recrui ted in d i s tan t Aus t ra l i a as re inforcements and 

rep lacements at Gallipoli , going forth to a w a r 'from which [in the i r 

case] no one had ever r e tu rned on leave'. He wr i t es : 
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Days would elapse whi le the new soldier ... still marve l led 

at t h i n g s which had long ceased to be remarkab le to the 

o ther men : t he way, for ins tance , a French soldier would 

perch on the cliffs and sound a h u n t i n g horn as a w a r n i n g 

to t he soldiers b a t h i n g in t he sea below tha t a shell was 

coming over from Asia. Or it would be some su rp r i s ing act 

of mi l i t a ry punc t i l i o : a pipe band p a r a d i n g on the shore, an 

immacu la t e colonel, looking like some an ima ted t in soldier 

from the nursery , ra i s ing his hand to salute the flag ... And 

a lways to the fresh eye the re were r e c u r r i n g moment s of 

release and wonder at the s l an t ing luminous l ight in the 

ear ly m o r n i n g s and the even ings , in the marve l lous colour 

of the sea . 7 8 

His accoun t of t he secret , b r i l l i an t ly p lanned and g radua l evacua t ion 

of Gallipoli , des igned to w i t h d r a w some 83 000 men from the S u v l a -

A n z a c br idgehead, and s taged t h r o u g h the icy days of December 1915, 

wi th feints and s teal th to outwi t the Turks wi thou t the loss of a s ingle 

life, b r ings the exc i tement of a th r i l l e r to his te l l ing . One imponderab le 

r ema ined : the behav iou r of the a r m y itself. But, as Moorehead tells it: 

The men came to the i r officers in h u n d r e d s and asked to 

be t he last to leave the shore. It was n o t h i n g more t h a n a 

ges ture , s o m e t h i n g for the pride to feed on, a kind of t r ibute 

to the i r fr iends who were a l ready dead, but they were 

in tensely ser ious about it. The v e t e r a n s a rgued tha t t hey 

had ea rned th i s r ight , the newer a r r iva l s insis ted tha t t hey 

should be given th i s one last o p p o r t u n i t y of d i s t i n g u i s h i n g 

themse lves . And so the re was no need to call for vo lun tee rs 

to m a n the t r enches at the end; it was a ma t t e r of select ion ... 

It was s o m e t h i n g be t te r t h a n sen t imen ta l i t y tha t made one 
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soldier say to his officer, "1 hope they won' t hea r us going 

down to the beaches". 7 9 

Gallipoli, l aunched in April 1956 wi th a pr int run of 25 000 copies, was 

an in te rpre ta t ive his tor ical masterpiece , a real isa t ion of Moorehead 's 

pr iva te d ream. It was the first fully rounded, pene t r a t i ng and v i sua l ly 

r ich s tudy of the Dardanel les campa ign and it took the l i terary world by 

s torm. The Literary Review p ronounced it 'a h e a r t b r e a k i n g and d rama t i c 

account of folly and heroism and a br i l l iant ana lys i s of t he mi l i t a ry 

mind ' . 8 0 Eminent mi l i t a ry men saw it as a work of o u t s t a n d i n g interest . 

General Lord Freyberg, who had won the DSO for g a l l a n t r y at Gallipoli 

and the VC in France, declared tha t Gallipoli had ' recaptured so much 

of the a tmosphere and spirit of those a d v e n t u r o u s mo n t h s and, wi th 

its mi l i t a ry ana lys i s of one of the world's classic t ragedies ' , had made 

'an absorb ing cont r ibut ion to the h is tory of our t imes ' . 8 1 In the United 

States, General Mat thew Ridgway pronounced Gallipoli 'a classic of 

mi l i t a ry h is tory fearlessly p resen t ing not only the basic decisions but 

the r eason ing wi th which they were reached' . 

In A u s t r a l i a , where b o o k s h o p s 

empt ied t he i r w i n d o w s to d i sp lay 

the book, t he c o u n t r y ' s own w a r 

c o r r e s p o n d e n t at Gall ipol i and 

au tho r of the Official His tory of 

Aus t r a l i a in the War of 1914— 

1918 ser ies , C.E.W. Bean, pra ised 

t he book as 'a b r i l l i an t and 

s y m p a t h e t i c r e cons t ruc t i on of 

t he Dardane l l e s c a m p a i g n ' . 8 2 'Of 

course you were t he re in 1915', 

Moorehead ' s friend and pub l i she r 

J a m i e (Hamish) Hami l ton chided 
A n g u s Et Robertson empt ied its window to display 

Alan Moorehead 's books [1956] 
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him gaily, ' i t ' s a b s u r d to p re t end you weren ' t . The book is so thrilling 

alive!'83 

As it happened , 1956 would prove a v i n t a g e yea r for books . An 

a b u n d a n c e of memorab le works rolled from the presses , i nc lud ing 

Churchi l l ' s History of the English Speaking People, Beaverbrook 's Men 

and Power, Be r t r and Russell 's Logic and Knowledge, Kenne th Clark's 

The Nude, and Rose Macau ley ' s The Towers of Trebisond, to n a m e 

but a few. But t he re was no quibble about t he most memorab le of all . 

Gallipoli won The Sunday Times Book of the Year Pr ize of £1000 for a n 

o u t s t a n d i n g work of l i t e ra tu re , and the Duff Cooper Memoria l Pr ize , a 

new award of h igh pres t ige for nonf ic t ion, wh ich confer red upon the 

rec ipient t he r ight to n o m i n a t e the presen te r of t he pr ize . Moorehead 

chose Sir W i n s t o n Churchi l l . His o w n eva lua t ion had v ind ica t ed 

Churchi l l ' s c ruc ia l pa r t in the or ig ina l p l a n n i n g of t he Dardane l les 

c a m p a i g n (open for so long to opp rob r ium in Br i ta in and Aus t ra l i a ) 

and revea led the i m a g i n a t i o n and f rus t ra t ion of his p lan . For Churchi l l 

it was a va lued ges tu re of recogni t ion . 

Moorehead 's book would cast a r emarkab ly long shadow. Vivid 

and p ioneer ing , it rescued the old c a m p a i g n in te rna t iona l ly from its 

s h a d o w y his tory, assessed Bri tain 's nava l , mi l i ta ry , and poli t ical pa r t 

and, for A u s t r a l i a n s , underscored the impor t ance of the i r proud, deeply 

held na t iona l legend. In t he w r i t i n g of it, Moorehead , too, had also 

come to u n d e r s t a n d the campa ign ' s wide s ignif icance. In a powerful 

epi logue, he observes , 'Gradual ly, wi th the pass ing of t ime, t he great 

even t s of t he w a r and its a f t e rmath were fal l ing into perspec t ive , and 

the Gallipoli a d v e n t u r e was seen, not in isolat ion, but as a p a r t of the 

genera l s t r a t egy ; not as a sideshow, but as a n a l t e rna t ive to the fearful 

t h r ee yea r s tha t followed in the t r enches in France , to the long c a m p a i g n 

aga ins t t he Turks in Mesopo tamia , and to the exped i t ion to Salonika . It 

was even pe rhaps not too much to say tha t if t he Allies had succeeded 

in p e n e t r a t i n g the Dardane l les in 1915 or 1916 the Russ ians would not 
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have s igned a separa te peace, and tha t the Revolut ion migh t not have 

followed, not , at all events , so soon, or possibly so dras t ica l ly ' . 

Seen in this new light, he concludes, ' the Gallipoli campaign was no 

longer a blunder or a reckless gamble; it was the most imaginat ive conception 

of the war, and its potentiali t ies were almost beyond reckoning' . 

Wr i t ing in 1955 and 1956 and seasoned by war, he was also keenly 

aler t to t he e n o r m o u s inf luence tha t t he Gallipoli c a m p a i g n had, in a 

prac t ica l sense , for World War 2. His po in t s emerge c rys ta l clear: 'It 

was ' , he s u m s up, ' t he grea tes t amphib ious operat ion which m a n k i n d 

had k n o w n up till then , and it took place in c i r cums tances in which 

near ly e v e r y t h i n g was e x p e r i m e n t a l : in the use of submar ine s and 

a i rcraf t ... in t he m a n o e u v r e of l a n d i n g a rmies in small boa t s on a 

host i le coast , in the use of radio, of t he aer ial bomb, the land mine , 

and m a n y o ther novel devices ... In 1940 the re was v e r y l i t t le tha t 

t he All ied c o m m a n d e r s could learn from the long s t rugg le aga ins t the 

Kaiser 's a rmies in the t r enches of France . But Gallipoli was a m i n e of 

in format ion about the complexi t ies of the modern war of m a n o e u v r e , of 

the combined operat ion by land and sea and sky; and the correct ion of 

t he er rors made then was a t rue bas is of the v ic tory of 1945' . 8 4 

M a n y fur the r s tudies would emerge from na t iona l and in te rna t iona l 

pub l i sh ing houses about the Gallipoli c ampa ign in the e n s u i n g ha l f 

cen tu ry . Moorehead 's book, however, r e m a i n s a classic, a work of 

m o v i n g and indelible v iv idness , a n e n d u r i n g a r c h e t y p e . His own final 

j u d g m e n t of the work was charac te r i s t i ca l ly di rect . 'The old men were 

right ' , he said in an oral h i s to ry in te rv iew in 1964, 'it was the mi l i t a ry 

event of t he cen tu ry ' . 'Wr i t ing it has given me more happiness t h a n any 

o thers in its ef fect . . . because it was going back to my roots . It was the 

only book where I was more in teres ted in t he subject at the end t h a n 

when I began. ' 8 5 
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A Love Affair with Africa 

MID T H E plaudi ts for Gallipoli, Moorehead was elected to the 

Royal Society of Li tera ture and, buoyed up by such public 

recogni t ion , he set off on a round of t ravel t ha t took h im to the Middle 

East, Cuba and across America , where he rubbed shoulders wi th the 

novel is ts John O'Hara and P.G. Wodehouse and car toonis t , Charles 

A d d a m s . There, too, he discussed fur ther wr i t i ng wi th the new editor of 

the New Yorker, Wil l iam Shawn, an encoun te r t ha t gave h im, as he told 

Lucy, 'a whiff of Scott Fitzgerald's world'. 

Th i s e l e m e n t of s u r p r i s e and de l igh t at h i s a c c e p t a n c e in h i g h 

p laces , a n d a c o n c o m i t a n t need for r e a s s u r a n c e , was a p e r s i s t e n t 

and p a r a d o x i c a l p a r t of M o o r e h e a d ' s c h a r a c t e r . Af ter h a r d work a n d 

success , he looked for c h a n g e , for e scape from fami ly c o m m i t m e n t s , 

a n d for fun . It w a s a p a t t e r n t h a t bore i n e v i t a b l y on h i s c lose 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s and w a s a particular c h a l l e n g e for Lucy. 'I love you 

more than a n y o n e else in t h e world ' , he w r o t e he r on t h i s j o u r n e y , 

' and I r u n a w a y a n d leave y o u in mise ry . These awful d e p a r t u r e s . 

Stay, don ' t pack , don ' t follow. But it i sn ' t l ike t h a t . You k n o w t h a t 

in y o u r h e a r t . I go a w a y on ly to come home , for how long now, 17 

y e a r s ? Isn ' t t he c o m i n g h o m e good? Bet te r p e r h a p s than had I s t ayed 

and n a g g e d mise rab ly . I h a v e to work things out a lone , I don ' t k n o w 

w h y : and so I go a w a y a n d get a sor t of b a l a n c e a g a i n ... I c a n n o t ... 
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i m m e d i a t e l y s ink myse l f in work , then al l the frustrations a n d doub t 

r u s h e s b a c k at m e ' . 8 6 

In the event , he was to find a c o n t i n u i n g measu re of engagemen t 

and con t en tmen t in the con t inen t where his first major work had led 

him—Africa. His tory and his ear ly memories of t ha t con t inen t were to 

call h im back. Dur ing a special w a r t i m e a s s ignmen t to the Sudan and 

Ethiopia in 1941, he had t ravel led by flying boat from Cairo up the 

Nile to Addis Ababa and Kha r toum, and on to Lake Victoria , where 

he had observed the b e g i n n i n g of t he Nile's long passage to t he sea. 

T conceived' , he wro te later, ' t ha t t he r iver had a compel l ing and 

mys te r ious c h a r m , tha t its i nhab i t an t s were a race of great physical 

b e a u t y l iv ing the t rue idyllic life, in shor t t ha t it was all unspo i led and 

uncon tamina ted—savagery wi th a touch of g race ' . 8 7 

D u r i n g 1954 Moorehead had made one or two f ly ing v i s i t s to t he 

Af r i can c o n t i n e n t to indu lge h i s ' p r iva te myth ' . But late in 1956, 

r e s p o n d i n g to a n i n v i t a t i o n from h is w a r t i m e fr iend, Major Genera l 

Freddie de G u i n g a n d , w h o had re t i red to Rhodes ia af ter h is i l lus t r ious 

military career , a n d t h e n to one in J o h a n n e s b u r g , he b e g a n a journey 

t h a t took h im on a safar i w i t h Lucy from J o h a n n e s b u r g to K h a r t o u m , 

a b s o r b i n g the c o u n t r y and its people , a n d e x a m i n i n g the Af r i can 

wildl i fe t h a t w a s i n c r e a s i n g l y t h r e a t e n e d by hunting a n d se t t l emen t . 

Trave l l ing by boa t and Land Rover, he v i s i t ed wi ld l i fe p a r k s and 

r e s e r v a t i o n s a n d some of t he mos t u n s p o i l t g a m e c o u n t r y in Kenya, 

Uganda , T a n g a n y i k a , Sou th Afr ica and p a r t of t he Be lg ian Congo. 

A n d as he t r ave l l ed a n d t a lked w i t h pa rk d i r ec to r s , g a m e w a r d e n s 

and a slew of g u n g - h o res iden t s more i nc l ined to shoot and s tuf f 

a n a n i m a l t h a n to p r e se rve it, he b e c a m e a w a r e at f i r s t -hand of t he 

effects of t he p o a c h i n g a n d hunting of wi ld l i fe , t h e poor s ta te of t he 

local p a r k s and the d i s r ega rd of g o v e r n m e n t s . He decided to b r i n g an 

a w a r e n e s s of t he se exo t i c a n i m a l s and t h e threats to t he i r survival to 

t he wide r wor ld . 
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The wri ter and a d v e n t u r e r in h im also wan ted to convey the del ights 

of th i s absorb ing faunal paradise . 'Take no not ice of the fact tha t the 

h ippopo tamus , the e lephant and o ther a n i m a l s have been descr ibed so 

often before', Wil l iam Shawn advised h im. 'Say what you t h i n k , and 

what you felt, wr i te wha tever you yourse l f found. ' 8 8 He did, and his 

fresh, at t imes poet ic snapshots and stories of the African fauna ignited 

a worldwide interest tha t marked him as an early in te rna t iona l advocate 

for wildlife protect ion and conserva t ion . In the wake of a n u m b e r of 

his popu la r ar t ic les in the New Yorker, Moorehead 's wi t t i ly t i t led book 

No Room in the Ark, appeared in 1959. Styled 'a l i te rary safari of a 

v a n i s h i n g Africa', it became a top bestsel ler in Bri tain and Amer ica , was 

serial ised in several British newspapers and Firago, and was t rans la ted 

into four l anguages . There were sales of 30 000 copies in six mo n t h s in 

Bri tain a lone. 

Moorehead 's own involvement was in tense ly persona l . Observ ing 

and record ing with his camera eye, he exper ienced s o m e t h i n g of an 

ep iphany when he came face to face wi th a large black male goril la, 'a 

c r aggy pi l lar of g l eaming blackness , black c rew-cu t hair , black deep-

sunken eyes g la r ing towards us , huge rubbe ry black nost r i l s and a black 

beard' . 'I had not been prepared for the b lackness of him', he wro te . 'He 

was the most d i s t ingu i shed and splendid an ima l I ever saw and I had 

only one desire ... to go forward towards h im, to meet h im and to know 

h i m : to communica te . ' 8 9 

Africa held h im in thrall. 'You s imply w a n t to wa tch and see and 

t h e n go on aga in , to cross t he borde r ... to c l imb the f la t- topped 

m o u n t a i n in t he d i s t ance , to find a n o t h e r river ' , he exp l a ined . 'You 

can neve r rea l ly have enough . ' Indeed t he last chap te r of No Room 

in the Ark, 'The Nile', p ref igured wha t would become Moorehead ' s 

c o n s u m i n g l i t e r a ry in teres t . 

Late in 1958 he made a r e tu rn visit to Africa, t h i s t ime in the 

company of Dick Waller, a geographer and t ravel ler whom he had met 
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t h r o u g h the i r mu tua l friend Freya Stark. It was a visit t ha t would lead 

h im wi th g r o w i n g passion and c o m m i t m e n t to the wr i t i ng of one of his 

most h igh ly accla imed and best r emembered books , The White Nile. 

On th i s occasion it was as bo th t rave l le r and his tor ical wr i ter tha t he 

under took the task tha t would keep him in Africa for mo n t h s at a t ime, 

across several yea r s , and it was the un ique combina t ion of his s t r e n g t h s 

as t rave l le r and h i s tor ian tha t made his p ioneer ing works on Africa so 

readable and compel l ing . 

Moorehead 's focus cen t red on the his tor ical and geographica l puzzle 

tha t had for long involved the sources of the Nile. For 2000 years , s ince 

Herodotus ascended the r iver as far as the first ca ta rac t at Aswan in 

460 B.C., no region of the world had exci ted the same fascinat ion as 

the mys te r ious source of the pa ren t s t ream, t he Whi te Nile, t ha t flows 

south of Kha r toum, where the Blue Nile comes in from the Ethiopian 

m o u n t a i n s . 'The great b rown flood', he wri tes , ' came p o u r i n g out of the 

deser t forever, and no one could exp la in w h y it was tha t it should rise 

and flow over its b a n k s in the Nile Delta in September, the driest and 

hot tes t t ime of the yea r on the Med i t e r r anean l i t toral ... and con t inue in 

its lower reaches for well over a t h o u s a n d miles, t h r o u g h one of the most 

frightful of all deser t s wi thou t rece iv ing a s ingle t r i bu t a ry and hard ly 

a drop of rain ' . 9 0 The r iver was life itself, s l id ing a long for 4 0 0 0 miles 

from Lake Victoria to the Med i t e r r anean and m a r k i n g what had become 

' the greates t geographica l secret after the d i scovery of America ' . 

His cen t ra l plan was to t rack the exped i t ions of the m i d - n i n e t e e n t h -

c e n t u r y explorers , Burton, Speke, Livingstone, S tanley and the Bakers— 

those dazz l ing ly int repid men (and one woman) who had pit ted the i r 

in te l l igence and e n d u r a n c e to find the source of the Whi te N i l e - a n d 

hold ing the Nile as his focal point , to encompass the d rama t i c events of 

t he last qua r t e r of t ha t c e n t u r y in no r th - ea s t and cent ra l Africa as these 

newly accessible regions, opened by explora t ion , responded to European 

exploi ta t ion, Chr i s t i an isa t ion , and m o u n t i n g European d o m i n a n c e . 
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Before e m b a r k i n g on th i s ambi t ious v e n t u r e , Moorehead prepared 

' to get into the minds of the old explorers ' , r ead ing the i r published 

journals-those huge mul t i -vo lumed product ions tha t were the 

n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y reader 's vivid route to a r m c h a i r t r a v e l - r i c h l y 

d ramat ic , in tensely persona l , and a lmost all, he found, 'd i s t inguished by 

a qua l i ty of wr i t i ng which makes the s tudy of th i s subject a del ight ' . 

He a n d Dick Wal le r b e g a n the i r e x p e d i t i o n at D a r - e s - S a l a a m in 

T a n g a n y i k a in October and e m b a r k e d on a t h r e e - m o n t h j o u r n e y 

back to t he v e r y soil t he exp lo re r s had t rod . They t r ave l l ed da i ly by 

Land Rover a n d , w h e n t h e t a r m a c roads r a n out , took turns to walk 

in front of t he i r t r a n s p o r t w i th t he i r y o u n g Af r i can s e r v a n t amid 

t h e s w i s h i n g red dus t . At n i g h t t h e y slept in t he Land Rover or in 

gues t b u n g a l o w s found a long the way. In Bri t ish territory t h e y met 

wi th t r iba l chiefs , l ook ing for t hose w h o had met t he e x p l o r e r s , and 

e n c o u n t e r e d some w h o could recal l t he e x p e r i e n c e of the i r a n c e s t o r s 

passed on by word of m o u t h . They s tood t o g e t h e r on t h e shore of 

Lake Vic tor ia , moved in to Uganda and on to t he Su d an border , a n d 

journeyed n o r t h up the Nile. 

Waller, a gent le and spi r i tual man , was amazed at Moorehead 's 

t r emendous physical and menta l vigour. He found him 'deeply immersed 

and enqui r ing ' , ' ve ry methodical ' , ' ha rd on h imsel f and others ' , jotting 

down notes , m a r k i n g the i r maps , and i m a g i n i n g and r econs t ruc t ing in 

his mind the exper ience of those d i s t an t explorers . At the same t ime, 

Moorehead absorbed a store of knowledge and opinion from officials 

and o ther contac ts he met a long the way. Stopping also to pore over 

d o c u m e n t s at l ibrar ies , he amassed an a b u n d a n c e of geographica l , 

h is tor ical , e thnologica l , an thropolog ica l , zoological and bo tan ica l 

informat ion d r a w n from arch ives and old African per iodicals . And into 

all th i s , he wove his own vivid ly fresh observa t ions of people, places 

and landscape . With th i s booty, he ret ired to Freya Stark 's house at 

Asolo in Italy to wr i te his book. 
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Opening The White Nile, the reader is at once engaged on an 

e x t r a o r d i n a r y r econna i s sance . A sense of exc i tement s t i rs t h r o u g h the 

pages . In his direct and lively style, Moorehead d raws us into close 

a c q u a i n t a n c e w i t h the diverse explorers . There was Richard Burton 

wi th 'h is ques t ing p a n t h e r eyes' , the brow of a god, and the 'jaw of a 

devil ' , a m a n of o v e r m a s t e r i n g res t lessness and a n erudi te scholar and 

l inguis t who, at 36, was a l ready famous as a t rave l le r and wr i te r in 

love wi th t he A r a b world and 'for w h o m the t i n k l i n g of a camel bell 

beckoned h im unt i l the day he died'. His col league in Africa, his direct 

opposite and nemesis , was the h igh ly s t r u n g but br i l l ian t John Speke, 

t he ' t rue geographer ' . In 1857, t h i s odd couple set out from Zanz iba r 

wi th a vas t c o m p a n y of men and an i m m e n s e s tock of equ ipment , to 

t ravel t h r o u g h Tangany ika , un t i l Speke, in Augus t 1858, w i th great 

exc i tement , s ighted t he first s t re tch of Lake Victoria tha t led h im to 

t he firm, s p o n t a n e o u s conclus ion ' tha t the lake at my feet gave b i r th 

to tha t in te res t ing river, the source of which has been the subject of so 

much specula t ion ' . 9 1 

This ear ly asser t ion on the Whi t e Nile's source was pass ionate ly 

d isputed by Bur ton . Correct as it proved eventua l ly , it would lead, after 

Speke's second Afr ican exped i t ion wi th J ames Grant , to his un t ime ly 

dea th in con ten t ious c i r cums tances in 1864, a s tory Moorehead 

un rave l s wi th ins ight . Speke was followed in t he yea r s 1865 to 1873 

by the large, h a n d s o m e Eng l i shman , Samuel Baker, and his beaut i ful 

H u n g a r i a n wife Florence, who, starting from Khar toum, decided to seek 

a second source of the Nile at Luta Nzige. Moorehead perceives the solid, 

imper tu rbab le Baker as 'a k ind of fu lcrum in Afr ican explorat ion ' , an 

independen t and wea l thy t rave l le r who, un l ike the o ther explorers , was 

ne i ther commiss ioned nor suppor ted by gove rnmen t , public ins t i tu t ions 

or a geographica l society. In the i r search for the geographic grai l in the 

hea r t of Central Africa, the Bakers found the i r w a y t h r o u g h the terr ible 

s w a m p s of the Sudd where 'no m a n had lived or could ever live in th i s 
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desolat ion of dr i f t ing reeds and ooze'. Together they faced every haza rd , 

ha rdsh ip and unan t i c ipa ted obstacle wi th a resi l ience and de te rmina t ion 

tha t as ton ishes a twen ty - f i r s t - cen tu ry reader. 'She was not a screamer', 

her husband observed mi ld ly of his wife. W h e n h e a v y dew drenched 

her Vic tor ian ski r ts and b rough t her to the g round , she donned men's 

c lo th ing . Desperately ill from mala r ia , she was carr ied composed ly on 

a litter, and when they ran into t rouble wi th host i le Kamras i t r ibesmen , 

Moorehead records , she caused an invaluable sensa t ion by choos ing 

tha t moment to wash her ha i r whi le ' the t r ibesmen and the i r families 

ga thered round in a m a z e m e n t at t he s ight of her long golden t resses 

r each ing to her waist ' . 9 2 

Together, the Bakers d iscovered and named the great Lake Alber t 

which Baker j udged to be at least a wes tern source of the Nile and, 

t r ave l l ing on, found and named the Murch i son Falls. Back in England, 

elevated as Sir Samuel Baker and hera lded as 'Baker of the Nile', 

the explorer set t led down to wr i te his v ivid m a n y - v o l u m e d work, 

The Albert N'yanza, which revealed the Nile and the Sudan to his 

Imper ia l readers as more t h a n a geographica l interest—as a region of 

poli t ical , h u m a n i t a r i a n and commerc ia l impor tance . 

But the cent ra l geographica l puzzle r emained . In the Bakers ' 

wake came David Livingstone, a l ready successful fol lowing earl ier 

exped i t ions when he ascended the Zambezi River to the Victoria Falls 

and discovered Lake Nyasa . Livingstone was a m a n who had what 

the Arabs call baraka, the power of e n h a n c i n g life and confer r ing a 

blessing on everyone who met h im. However, he was never at his best 

when t r ave l l ing wi th other whi te men, on whom he forced d isas t rous ly 

h igh canons of behaviour . On his own, wr i tes Moorehead, h is world 

' compacted into a s t ra igh t line' . 

Livingstone r e tu rned to Africa to set t le the problem of the Nile 

wa te r sheds in Tangany ika . Lost to v iew for five yea r s and broken in 

heal th , he would be found at Ujiji by Henry Stanley in 1871 wi th the 
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imper ishable words del ivered in tha t remote , lonely landscape , 'Dr 

Livings tone , I presume' . 

Moorehead ' s k n o w i n g eye recognised Stanley as 'the most ass iduous 

foreign cor responden t who ever l ived' and he presents a br i l l ian t p ic tu re 

of the hus t l i ng A m e r i c a n as a new kind of m a n in Africa, a phi l i s t ine 

'wi th the a t t i tudes of a condottiere in Rena i ssance Italy' , who did not 

care about an th ropo logy , bo tany , geology or reform, but was out to make 

a n a m e for himself. For Moorehead, s teeped in the explorers ' j o u r n a l s 

and t r ava i l s , it was the supreme i rony tha t it should be Stanley—this 

briseur d'obstacles who de te rmined tha t Lake Victoria had only one 

outlet , at Jinja, w i th no o ther sou the rn t r i b u t a r y tha t migh t be a t rue 

source of the Nile, and tha t Lake T a n g a n y i k a did not have an outlet to 

Lake Albert—who should solve the great geographica l puzzle and t u r n 

out to be the grea tes t empi re -bu i lde r and most efficient explorer of 

t hem a l l . 9 3 

For t he m o d e r n reader, the romant ic , l a rger - than- l i fe , deeply 

obsessed explorers , ' t he old ghos t s ' as Harold Nicholson dubbed them, 

are the enthrallings heroes of the book. But at a t ime w h e n Africa and its 

racial d i sha rmon ie s were d r a w i n g c o n t e m p o r a r y a t t en t ion to the dark 

cont inen t , Moorehead 's s tory was a r eminder of the b iza r re n i n e t e e n t h -

c e n t u r y procession of miss ionar ies , soldiers of for tune , mi l i t a ry men 

and diplomats who promoted evange l i sa t ion , power poli t ics, cor rupt ion , 

exploi ta t ion , revolut ion, and in te rven t ion in Africa's d iverse k ingdoms . 

Here we meet the came l - r id ing Genera l Gordon and his doomed 

res i s tance at the siege of Kha r toum, and Henry Kitchener, the energet ic 

y o u n g major in Gordon's service (a l ready descr ibed by Moorehead in 

Gallipoli), w h o would avenge Gordon at the ba t t le of O m d u r m a n and 

reopen the way up the Nile. Here, too, in a series of cha rac te r sketches 

described by one reviewer as ' l i t t le masterpieces ' , we meet the ta lented 

German doctor and scientis t , Emin, w h o m Gordon appointed Governor 

of Equator ia and who m a n a g e d to hold out aga ins t the t ide of ba rba r i sm 
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t ha t swept the Nile; and the suave, h igh ly competen t Khedive Ismail 

who Westernised Egypt and organised the o p e n i n g of the Suez Canal . 

Moorehead assembles his intr icate interrelated stories, his vas t sweep 

of politics and act ion into a book steeped in h is tory and adven tu re , al ive 

wi th incident and persona l i sa t ions and coloured by barbar ic , g rasp ing 

and murde rous Afr ican ru lers . One who slips at in te rva l s t h r o u g h the 

s tory is the y o u n g King Mutesa of Buganda , a slim y o u n g m a n of cer ta in 

digni ty , 'wi th his tonsored hai r buil t up like a cockscomb on his head'. He 

had several hundred wives , and was 'a savage and b lood th i r s ty mons te r ' 

in whose k ingdom hard ly a day went by wi thou t some member be ing 

executed at his c o m m a n d as a result of some small lapse of e t iquet te 

for which, 'wilfully, casually, a lmost as a game' , the v i c t ims 'would be 

t aken away, sc reaming , to have the i r heads lopped off'.94 

In a rich and complex na r ra t ive , Moorehead m a i n t a i n s discipl ined 

control of a vas t mass of his tor ical mater ia l , but there is n o t h i n g 

d i s tan t about his wr i t ing . He t reads where his cha rac te r s have t rodden , 

s t u d y i n g the i r routes, soak ing up the t e r ra in , d i sce rn ing the i r ambi t ions 

and fai l ings. Like them, he observes the immense lakes and the great 

t u m b l i n g falls, the people and the flora, the l impid even ings and the 

br i l l ian t sea r ing days . And it is pa r t of h is skill as a h i s to r ian and a 

j o u r n a l i s t to recreate th i s in bo th an his tor ical and his own con tempora ry 

se t t ing and to enable us to see vividly, more t h a n a c e n t u r y later, the 

hope , the horrors , t he cha l lenges and t r i u m p h s of his charac te r s . 

He acknowledged tha t it needs 'a ce r ta in a m o u n t of s t a m i n a to t ravel 

t h r o u g h Africa'. 'Often, on the move' , he records , ' the bra in reaches a 

sa tu ra t ion point , refusing to respond to the new s t imul i a n y more, and 

it is not a lways easy to re lax . Africa still s u r r o u n d s you. The mosqui to 

hovers over the bed at n igh t and the same relent less sun comes up in 

the morn ing ' . 

Using the same historical skills he had honed at Gallipoli , Moorehead 

had t raversed and in terpre ted much of the Afr ican con t inen t over 40 
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years . On the eve of a new cen tury , he concludes , the aged Queen 

Victor ia could s u r v e y the scene wi th sat isfact ion. 'She ruled the r iver 

from the Med i t e r r anean to t he M o u n t a i n s of t he Moon. Egypt , the 

Sudan, Uganda—all were hers in fact, if not in name , and the Nile, for 

t he first t ime in its his tory, was an open h i g h w a y from Central Africa 

to the sea. ' 9 5 

'Every now and then , or perhaps not often, ' reflected a cont r ibu tor 

to t he The Times Literary Supplement when The White Nile saw pr int 

in 1960, ' there comes a long a book tha t is pa ten t ly a t ho roughbred : a 

proper professional j ob , correct in ba lance , r h y t h m , and perspect ive ' . 

This book migh t lack ' the h a u n t i n g , classical a l lure of his noble Gallipoli, 

but in eve ry page, in eve ry p a r a g r a p h , it feels r ight , like the swiftest 

of j e t a i rcraf t or t he leanest of t igers ' . 9 6 ' [Moorehead] appears to have 

visi ted every inch of it', wro te the essayis t and wr i te r J.B. Priestley, 

' and puts it before us wi th s implic i ty and power' . M a n y t rave l le rs ' tales 

had been wr i t t en about Africa by the t ime The White Nile appeared . 

Moorehead , however , had aga in cap tu red u n i q u e g round in his large 

his tor ical overview, his ins ight , and in his research and wr i t ing . 'He 

has picked for us the r ich p lums which none but Afr ican h i s to r i ans 

could see today ' , observed the d i s t ingu i shed au tho r i t y on Africa, 

Elspeth H u x l e y , 9 7 b u t none—one is t empted to add-with such f i rs t -hand 

knowledge and exper i ence of the count ry . 

W h e n Moorehead first considered w r i t i n g th i s dense and wide-

r a n g i n g book, he w a r n e d Hamish Hamil ton , 'you will probably not 

w a n t to publ ish th i s story, bu t I a m obsessed by it'. Publ ished wi th 

the confidence his long- t ime publ i sher and friend felt for his books , 

the work s t i r red an a v a l a n c h e of pra ise . Both scholars and newspaper 

commen ta to r s g rasped its b read th and compass and saw it as a book 

'free, f rank and thr i l l ing ' , 'a p ro to type of wha t th i s t y p e of work should 

be ' . 9 8 Amid public p leasure , h is friend M a r t h a Gel lhorn sent h im her 

w a r m persona l r ea s su rance . 'I think it is a d ream book, a humdinger ' , 
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she wro te . 'I have just real ised you are a first class h i s to r ian , a l though I 

have a lways real ised you wri te like a bird ... And what a wonderful way 

of life you 've found, it combines de r r ing -do (which we all p ine for) wi th 

the p leasures of the mind , your mind at work. ' 9 9 

For Moorehead, it was a ques t ion of bo th mind and hea r t . Africa 

was in his blood. J o u r n e y i n g and wr i t ing , he had found a new kind of 

happiness and, encouraged by governors and o ther interested officials 

a long the way, he turned his lens on the con t inen t ' s o ther great river, the 

Blue Nile. Less p a r a m o u n t , less h is tor ical ly cen t ra l than the Whi te Nile, 

' the Blue' poured quie t ly out of Lake Tana in the no r the rn h i g h l a n d s of 

Ethiopia, over the spec tacu la r Tisisat Falls and, g u s h i n g t h r o u g h the 

Ethiopian plateau to the hot p la ins of the Sudan , j o ined the Whi te Nile 

at K h a r t o u m . 

In The Blue Nile, Moorehead steps back ha l f - a - cen tu ry from the 

p rovenance of The White Nile to e x h u m e the exped i t i ona ry dr ives that 

were mounted d u r i n g the last qua r t e r of the e igh teen th and the ear ly-

n ine teen th cen tur ies into the great looming isolation of Africa. The 

first was conducted in Ethiopia in t he 1770s by the audac ious British 

traveller , J ames Bruce; the second was the f lamboyant , h igh ly organised 

invas ion of Egypt in the 1790s by Napoleon Bonapar te ; and the last, the 

d rama t i c o p e n i n g up of the Sudan by the Turks u n d e r M o h a m m a d Ali 

and the British at the end of the n ine t een th cen tury . 

Aga in Moorehead adopts his s ingu la r ' s oak ing - in -a t - t he -po re s ' 

t echn ique to imag ine and recons t ruc t h is his tory. This t ime, the t e r ra in 

he needed to cover was fiercely inhospi table and often approachable 

only by foot or boat . At t imes , even Moorehead 's notable s t amina 

was severely chal lenged. Like The White Nile, The Blue Nile is rich in 

landscape , cha rac te r s and act ion. Bruce, the Scot t ish buccaneer who 

plunged into Ethiopia, d r iven by his own cur ios i ty and expediency , 

may lack the moral qual i t ies of the old ghos ts , but his expans ive 

publ ished account of h is j ou rney , wi th its air of n i g h t m a r i s h fantasy, 
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proved as ton i sh ing ly sound , t hough it was disbel ieved and r idiculed 

by c o n t e m p o r a r y London society. It yielded informat ion on an obscure 

c o u n t r y tha t shaped Napoleon's decision to invade Egypt at the close of 

Bruce's cen tu ry , there by end ing the con t inen t ' s long sleep. 

Napoleon's lavish c a m p a i g n to conquer Egypt from 1798 to 1801, 

wi th its r emarkab le con t ingen t of a rchaeologis t s , sc ient is ts of every 

kind, eng ineers , artists and poets recru i ted to build up an encyclopaedia 

of knowledge on the count ry , makes e n t h r a l l i n g reading . Moorehead 's 

chap te rs open up an impor t an t episode in t he h is tory of science and 

cu l tu re and b r ing the au thor ' s own comprehens ion of f ighting and 

s t ra tegy in the North Afr ican deser t to France 's s t rugg le wi th the 

war r io r Mamelukes . Moorehead does not see Bonapar te ' s enforced 

wi thd rawa l from th i s great adven tu r e and his r e tu rn to chaos in Europe 

as ec l ips ing the fact tha t all the Napoleonic p lans for the Western isa t ion 

of Egypt were even tua l l y carr ied out. 'It was a F r e n c h m a n tha t buil t the 

Suez Canal fifty yea r s later', he aff irms, whi le the work of the savan t s , 

c rawl ing into every inters t ice of the region, 'filled a gap in h u m a n 

knowledge tha t had persis ted since Roman t imes ' . 1 0 0 

Like its precursor , The Blue Nile assembles a s t r ik ing company. There 

is the formidable M o h a m m a d Ali, who enters the v a c u u m left by the 

French in Egypt and plays off both sides—the Mamelukes and Turks— 

' lu rk ing on the sidel ines wi th the cold, u n b l i n k i n g eye of the lizard'. 

There is, too, t he murde rous , frenetic Emperor Theodore of Ethiopia, 

defeated by the British in 1868. It is a measure of Moorehead 's art of 

re l iv ing (as one commen ta to r phrased it), to u n d e r s t a n d and see the 

cu l tu ra l and personal ambiva lences in his Turkish and African persona 

wi th sympathy—a key to t he s t r eng th and, for t he reader, the p leasure 

of the book. 1 0 1 

At the s tory ' s close, joining past and present , Moorehead h imsel f is 

the re . 
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Lake Tana and the source of the Blue Nile can be visi ted 

wi thout difficulty ... With mules and guides one can follow 

Bruce's route up to the source of the Little A b b a i . . . and wi th 

a litt le pers is tence ... one can reach the Tisisat Falls in a 

day 's s teady r id ing from Bahardar . It is a r ew a rd i n g jou rney . 

Towards even ing one sees in the d i s tance the g l i m m e r i n g 

cloud of spray r is ing over t he falls ... The spray tha t falls 

like gent le ra in , w e t t i n g one to t he skin , falls forever—two 

cen tur ies and more ago on Lobo and Bruce, now on oneself, 

and still upon any t ravel ler who chances to be at tha t 

beautiful place at t h i s present moment . Somet imes a log, 

borne a long by the cur ren t , tee ters for a moment at the lip 

of the vas t abyss , and then plunges downward on its long 

j o u r n e y to Egypt and the sea . 1 0 2 

In the succinct words of one reviewer, 'Moorehead had done the Nile 

proud'. 
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Coopers Creek 

TRAVELLER, HISTORICAL writer, and m a n of le t ters , Alan 

Moorehead was now the most acc la imed Aus t r a l i an au thor on the 

in te rna t iona l scene. His Nile books sold in vas t quant i t i es and would be 

repr in ted, publ ished in abr idgments for younge r readers , t r ans la ted into 

several l anguages , and produced in finely cased and newly i l lustrated 

edi t ions for yea r s . He was s ignif icant ly be t t e r k n o w n t h a n the former 

expa t r i a te and future Nobel Laureate, Patr ick Whi te , who had fled 

Aus t ra l i a four yea r s earl ier t h a n Moorehead in 1932 and r e tu rned in 

1946, but whose major works , The Tree of Man and Voss, had s t ruggled 

into pr in t w i th v e r y l imited r u n s in the 1950s. 

Moorehead enjoyed remarkable public approval but h is Nile books 

also b rough t h im pleas ing academic recogni t ion from the History 

Depa r tmen t at Makerere Univers i ty and an invi ta t ion from John 

Sparrow, Warden of All Souls College, Oxford, to apply for a fellowship 

at the pres t ig ious college if he p lanned to spend any leng th of t ime 

in E n g l a n d . 1 0 3 

After the i r s tay at t he Villa Diana, the M o o r e h e a d s - w i t h shor t 

respites in I taly—maintained a home base nea r Regent 's Park in London. 

There the family resided while Moorehead depar ted on his ex tens ive 

t ravel and w r i t i n g a s s ignmen t s to Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Egypt , Israel, 

Aus t ra l i a , Amer ica , Cuba, Africa—the count r ies followed in swift 
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succession. There Lucy kept in touch wi th her husband ' s l i te rary agent , 

t y p e d up his books , oversaw his proofs, m a n a g e d the house , paid the 

bills and suppor ted the family. She was its core. John , born in 1940, 

was enrol led at Eton; Caroline, a w a r baby of 1944, was sent later, 

unwi l l ing ly , to school in Swi tzer land; Richard, the younges t , born in 

1952 and very like Moorehead in looks and t e m p e r a m e n t , was a London 

child who would in t ime follow J o h n to Eton. As small ch i ldren , t hey 

had happy memories of the i r father read ing t hem Saki and Chekhov 

stories, and Kipling. For Carol ine he was fun, wi th 'a great sunniness ' , 

t h o u g h he could be 'cold and formidable ' on occasion. John , w i th whom 

his father kept in touch whi le away, w i th le t ters in teres ted in his doings , 

found h im ' ve ry direct , s t ra igh t and ra the r formal, but generous and 

v e r y fair', never the less , 'a f igure from outside' . 'I was a lways s l ight ly in 

awe of him' , he sa id . 1 0 4 

By the mid-1950s Moorehead 's successful ou tpu t of books and 

m a g a z i n e ar t ic les had secured h im an income tha t a l lowed his family 

to enjoy a comfortable lifestyle. 'After Gallipoli, which made money, ' 

Carol ine recounted wi th amusemen t , 'I d idn ' t have John ' s shoes! ' John 

went up to Oxford in 1959, and Caroline would go on after Switzer land 

to a t tend the Sorbonne and London Univers i ty and lay the basis for her 

later, d i s t i ngu i shed wr i t i ng career. 

By 1960, after much sea rch ing , t he Mooreheads found a place for 

a p e r m a n e n t home in Italy. They bui l t a house on a quiet hi l ls ide at 

Porto Ercole in Tuscany, w i th in easy d r iv ing d i s tance of bo th Rome and 

Florence. They took up residence there in the spr ing , Lucy oversee ing 

most of the cons t ruc t ion and the mov ing . Moorehead 's l i t t le s tudio 

b e h i n d the house in the garden was designed for concen t ra t ion , wi th his 

desk facing a wal l covered wi th maps and pho tog raphs of his cu r r en t 

w r i t i n g project. He added an upr igh t desk modelled on one used by Dr. 

Liv ings tone . ( 'Moorehead' , one of his vis i tors observed , 'was good at 

t ha t sort of thing'). It was a j o y o u s place to wri te , to b r ing toge ther The 
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Blue Nile for publ icat ion in 1962, to en te r t a in friends, and to plant out 

the g rounds wi th v ines , lemon and olive t rees , and Aus t r a l i an euca lypts 

a m o n g the cypresses . 

By 1962, two e lements co -ming led in Moorehead . At 52, u rbane , 

sophis t ica ted , w i th fr iends who included men and women in h igh 

l i terary, d iplomat ic , m i l i t a ry and ar t i s t ic circles , and m a n y wr i t e r s and 

travellers—Osbert Lancaster , Cyril Connolly, the J.B. Pr ies t leys , Patr ick 

Leigh-Fermor , Peter F leming and his wife Celia J o h n s o n , and Jamie 

Hami l ton a m o n g t h e m - w h o cal led to enjoy the hosp i ta l i ty of Villa 

Moorehead , he was , as one newspape r s tyled h im, 'a "Med i t e r r anean 

m a n " who has refreshed his spiri t wi th t he a r t s and h i s to ry of the h igh 

Rena i s sance ' . 1 0 5 Nonetheless , w i th Gallipoli and his Afr ican a d v e n t u r e s 

b e h i n d h im, Moorehead was e x p e r i e n c i n g some sense of y e a r n i n g 

for Aus t ra l i a . 

Despite his two pos twar vis i ts , he had not grea t ly modified his 

or ig inal view of his own c o u n t r y as s o m e t h i n g of a cu l tu ra l wi lderness . 

Del iver ing the Sir Thomas Whi te A n n u a l Lecture at Aus t ra l i a House 

in the late 1950s, he made it k n o w n tha t , in his opinion, Aus t ra l i a 

still reflected 'an appa l l ing uni formi ty , where respectabi l i ty had 

over taken all but the best minds ' . But, at the same t ime, he s t ressed tha t 

the moment had come for Aus t r a l i ans to r e t u r n to the i r own or ig ins 

and see themse lves in perspect ive , wi thou t false pride, and wi thou t 
a p o l o g y . ' 1 0 6 There was a ce r ta in ambiva lence in his a t t i tude . A l though 

Moorehead defined h imsel f as an 'an old expat r ia te ' , and referred to his 

c o u n t r y m e n as ' t hem' and ' they ' , he had jo ined the Society of Aus t r a l i an 

Wri ters and was seen by some as one of the group of Aus t r a l i an wr i te rs , 

a r t i s t s , poets and mus ic ians who, by t he 1960s, were g a i n i n g collect ive 

p rominence in Bri tain and Europe. 

Peter Porter, one of the i r k ind, had a definit ion for t h e m : 'People born 

in the w r o n g count ry ' . But, for Moorehead, the descr ipt ion was inexact . 

His v e r y Aus t r a l i an g e t - u p - a n d - g o enterpr i se and zest to m a x i m i s e his 
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t a len t abroad were the essence and the m a i n s p r i n g of his success, and 

while he was happy to be accepted by the English ' e s tab l i shment ' his 

r emembered feeling for t he ambience and s i ngu l a r i t y of the Aus t r a l i an 

bush clearly informed his lucid sense of e n v i r o n m e n t in o ther lands . 

It was tha t o ther d i s t ingu i shed expa t r i a te , a r t i s t Sidney Nolan, who 

would now focus Moorehead 's mind on his own c o u n t r y and provide 

an impor t an t s to ry for his pen. Nolan p resumably met Moorehead at 

some t ime after t he a r t i s t took up residence in England in 1952, whi le 

he con t inued to address Aus t r a l i an themes . D u r i n g the 1950s, Nolan 

had pa in ted the stark l andscape of Central Aus t ra l i a for h is Burke and 

Wills series, in wh ich he por t r ayed the deeply isolated figures of the 

two explorers on the i r over land journey across the con t inen t a lmost a 

c e n t u r y before. He had r e tu rned to t he series on and off over the years 

and, ear ly in the 1960s, put into Moorehead 's mind the idea tha t he 

should research and wri te a ser ious in te rpre ta t ion of the s tory tha t had 

now become an Aus t r a l i an legend. 1 0 7 

For Moorehead, the subject held all the t hemes tha t engaged h im: 

explora t ion , t rave l , l andscape , env i ronmen t , s i ngu la r men commit ted 

to discovery, and the fearful cha l lenge of the u n k n o w n . Seized wi th the 

idea, he began his research on Burke and Wil ls at Por to Ercole ear ly in 

1962, read ing the ex i s t ing seconda ry sources on the exped i t ion lent to 

h im by the London Library and the copy of the expedi t ion ' s commiss ion 

of e n q u i r y repor t sent to h im by the State Library of Victoria . He ar r ived 

in Aus t ra l i a in the a u t u m n and , after a few days fer re t ing about in the 

State Library, he set off on an o rgan ised Land Rover expedi t ion in the 

footsteps of the explorers . 

There is a pe rvas ive s t i l lness in the open ing of his na r ra t ive of the 

book tha t would become Cooper's Creek: 

Here pe rhaps , more t h a n a n y w h e r e , h u m a n i t y had had 

a c h a n c e to make a fresh s ta r t ... No th ing in th i s s t r ange 
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c o u n t r y seemed to bea r the sl ightest resemblance to the 

outside world: it was so pr imi t ive , so l ack ing in g reenness , 

so silent, so old ... A kind of t r ance was in the air, a sense 

of a w a k e n i n g infini tely delayed. In the m i d s u m m e r heat the 

land scarcely brea thed , but the al ien whi te man , w a l k i n g 

t h r o u g h the grey and silent t rees , would have the feeling 

tha t someone or s o m e t h i n g was wa i t ing and l i s tening. 1 0 8 

Into th i s wa i t ing landscape , Moorehead in t roduces the great exp lora tory 

cavalcade which the Royal Society of Victoria , goaded by hopes of 

se t t l ement and profit in Aust ra l ia ' s unopened vas tness , organised in 

1860. It was an expedi t ion to ca rve a route t h r o u g h the u n k n o w n cent re 

(penetra ted wi th much pa in as far as the Simpson Desert in the 1840s by 

Charles Sturt) and to map a l ine linking the prosperous ci ty of Melbourne 

to the Gulf of Carpen ta r ia . For th i s , the socie ty 's Explorat ion Commit tee 

had gathered £ 9 0 0 0 to provide lavish equ ipment and m a n p o w e r for the 

leader of the exploit , an Irish police super in tenden t from Cast lemaine , 

Victoria, the heads t rong and volat i le Robert O'Hara Burke. His y o u n g 

l i eu tenant and u l t imate ly s e c o n d - i n - c o m m a n d , Wil l iam J o h n Wills , 

sc ient i f ica l ly-minded and adept in meteorology, would su rvey the route 

and the two would be jo ined by an a s so r tmen t of men. Included were 

two German scient is ts , the na tu ra l i s t Ludwig Becker and the older 

He rman Beckler, appointed as bo tan i s t and medical officer respectively, 

and ten others (selected from an a s ton i sh ing 700 who applied from 

across the coun t ry ) , a m o n g them Wil l iam Brahe, the camel exper t 

George Landells , and the youthfu l J o h n King, the last of whom would 

assume special s ignif icance. 

On 20 Augus t 1860, the huge expedi t ion , wi th its camels and 

ca r avans , swayed out of Melbourne to assail t he unexp lo red t rac t s of 

cent ra l and no r the rn Aus t ra l ia , ' the ghas t ly blank ' . There would be m a n y 

unce r t a in t i e s and read jus tments a long the way. W h e n , in October, the 
Cooper's Creek 

85 



expedi t ion reached Menindee on the Dar l ing River, tha t fur thes t outpost 

of se t t l ement tha t faced the cen t ra l desert , Burke decided to break his 

party into two groups . Leaving beh ind a cohor t tha t included Becker 

and Dr Beckler and a considerable sect ion of his s tores, he pressed on 

with an advance co lumn of eight men and the best camels and horses, 

across 4 0 0 miles of coun t ry , to a p e r m a n e n t water source at Cooper's 

Creek, k n o w n from Stur t ' s earl ier discovery. 

For mile after mile the p la in s t re tched away before t hem. At 

Mootwingee , a place of sudden j agged hil ls and gul l ies and deep 

pools, now k n o w n to be an Abor ig ina l sacred site, Moorehead bears 

c o n t e m p o r a r y wi tnes s : 

Even today it is an e x t r a o r d i n a r y place, for the re is much 

ev idence here of the ex i s tence of an in land sea in prehis tor ic 

t imes ... The weight of oldness in these rocks ... is ve ry great . 

S t range t rees and p lants dot the l andscape and s t raggle up 

the rav ines ... Except for the sc reech ing of the whi te and 

p ink cockatoos the re is great si lence and immobi l i ty in the 

l andscape . The big red k a n g a r o o and the emu van i sh wi thout 

a sound ; it is a place of snakes and l izards ... and in the sand 

the an t - l ion makes his hole and wai ts for the black ant to 

sl iver down the slope into his j a w s . In the pale blue sky, the 

wedge- ta i led eagle spreads his six-foot wings and cru ises in 

endless circles, w a t c h i n g the g round below. 1 0 9 

Ludwig Becker would have del ighted in all th i s , but Burke and his pa r ty 

appear to have gone by Mootwingee a lmost wi th a shudder. 

The heat was becoming intense—109 degrees fahrenhe i t in the shade-

and r each ing Cooper 's Creek on 11 November, the party wai ted a mon th 

for t he a r r iva l of Wil l iam Wright , appoin ted t h i r d - i n - c o m m a n d at 

Menindee , wi th the expec ted s tores . Impat ient , Burke aga in decided to 
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make a dash for t he Gulf of Carpenta r ia wi thou t wa i t ing fur ther for th i s 

con t ingent . His chosen pa r ty for the forward m a r c h of 1500 miles there 

and back was spa re -h imse l f , Wills as su rveyor and recorder, Charley 

Gray in charge of the horses and J o h n King of the camels . Taking two 

horses , s ix of the best camels and l ight stores, he left a p e r m a n e n t depot 

at Cooper 's Creek u n d e r Wil l iam Brahe. After cu t t i ng the sign 'Camp 

L X V ' into a cool ibah t ree , the four men set off on 18 December 1860. 

Moorehead ' s s to ry of the i r m a r c h across t he deser t wi th its sha rp 

s tones , t he c lay ha rd as concre te , the n e v e r - e n d i n g flies, t he swamps 

and ridges tha t blocked the i r w a y and the suffocat ing s a n d s t o r m s , 

is qu ie t ly percept ive , control led , and compel l ing . 'The mechan ica l 

mono tony of t h i s t r e m e n d o u s walk ' , he observes , 'is s o m e t h i n g not 

easily to be unde r s tood by the t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y m i n d ; hour after 

hour, mile after mile and a lways the s ame pla in ahead ... a lways to get 

up in the m o r n i n g wi th the prospect of do ing the same t h i n g all over 

aga in . The world n a r r o w s in these condi t ions ... And so the imag ina t ion 

tha t held these men on to the i r object ive and the skill wi th which 

t h e y ove rcame a t h o u s a n d in t rus ions is s o m e t h i n g to be v e r y much 

admired ' . 1 1 0 By 10 Feb rua ry 1861, forcing themse lves to except ionable 

endeavour , t h e y a r r ived wi th in a few miles of the Gulf of Carpen ta r i a 

and , bogged by m a n g r o v e s , tas ted t he brackish wa te r of the Channe l . 

They had reached the i r goal . 

His w r i t i n g of the two leaders ' moment s in s ight of the Gulf, eager 

even in t r i umph to r e tu rn to the i r depot at Cooper's Creek, cap tures 

the sense of d r e a m y doubt and in tense isolation of Nolan's p a i n t i n g 

of Burke and Wills , figures ' s w i m m i n g mirage- l ike ' in the landscape , 

which Moorehead would use for the book's jacket . Fol lowing them south 

in tha t wide, melancholy landscape , h is na r ra t ive exhib i t s an empathe t ic 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g for the confident, reckless Burke, i l l -sui ted t h r o u g h his 

lack of expe r i ence for the leadership task, and the di l igent , obse rvan t 

Wil ls . There is an elegiac quie tness in Moorehead 's na r r a t i ve of t he 
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On t h e f a c e of i t t h i s s e a r c h was a h o p e l e s s a f f a i r , o r r a t h e r 
i t must have seemed so now t h a t t h e y were c o n f r o n t e d w i t h t h e 
eno rmi ty of t h e i r t a s k . Nine months had now e l a p s e d s i n c e Burke 
had d i s a p p e a r e d . N o t h i n g w h a t e v e r was known of h i s r o u t e a f t e r 
l e a v i n g t h e Cooper ; he cou ld be anywhere w i t h i n a thousand m i l e s 
and everywhere to the north was w h o l l y unknown and u n e x p l o r e d . 
Howi t t s p e a k s of " t h e m y s t e r i o u s v a s t n e s s of t h e d e s e r t i n t e r i o r 
which h e l d , somewhere, t h e s e c r e t which i t was o u r m i s s i o n t o 
d i s c o v e r " . The s i l e n t u n r e v e a l i n g bush e n f o l d e d them, t h e 

t h e kangaroo.. s t a r e d meaninglessbly and n o t h i n g was communicated, 
Sometimes s t r a n g e doub le m i r a g e s q u i v e r e d on t h e p l a i n s a round them 
and t r e e s hung u p s i d e down i n t h e empty sky . Where i n a l l t h i s 
d reaming f l o a t i n g space was Burke t o he found? 

There had been j u s t one e n c o u r a g i n g i n c i d e n t on Sep tember 6 
• t o — when t h e y were a p p r o a c h i n g t h e f l a t - t o p p e d h i l l s and t h e 
g i b b e r p l a i n s of t h e Cooper c o u n t r y . A p a r t y of b l a c k s - an old 
g r e y - h a i r e d man, a y o u n g e r man and a g roup of l u b r a s w i t h t h e i r 
c h i l d r e n - had come up t o them on a d r y w a t e r c o u r s e . "They were i n a 
v e r y e x c i t e d -

Hand-co r r ec t ed typesc r ip t page of the first draf t of Cooper's Creek 

Alan Moorehead Papers MS5654, Nat ional Library of Aus t ra l i a 
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t rave l le rs ' supreme effort to reach Depot LXV: the tor ren t ia l ra in , the 

dy ing Gray even tua l ly 'bur ied in his flannel t rousers , his shor t -s leeved 

sh i r t and his wide-awake hat ' in a shal low grave , which took them a 

day to dig because of the i r weakness , the s t rugg le for food, and the 

a r r iva l of the th ree broken and ta t tered men at Cooper's Creek. There, 

ca l l ing the i r 'cooees ' and the names of the i r col leagues into the eerie 

s t i l lness , t hey found only a deser ted base camp and the message buried 

benea th the t ree marked, 'DIG, 3ft. N.W. April 21 1861', which told of 

the d e p a r t u r e of Brahe and his two compan ions tha t same m o r n i n g . 

Moorehead catches at Brahe's p red icament . He had ins t ruc t ions from 

Burke tha t 'he could be considered "perished" if not back in th ree 

months ' . They had now been gone for over four. Should he set a date to 

leave? Should they wait? 'Each day' , wri tes Moorehead, ' these ques t ions 

posed themse lves and there was never a n y answer ' . 

His account of the s t rugg le of the t h r ee explorers to find a route 

south , not back to Menindee , but choos ing ins tead A u g u s t u s Gregory 's 

route via Mount Hopeless to Adelaide, exposes the in tense and in t imate 

power of his his tor ical wr i t i ng : 

And so from now on we mus t p ic ture them w a l k i n g v e r y 

slowly, exp lo r ing the d ry c h a n n e l s of the Cooper one after 

ano the r . . . a v e r y concent ra ted litt le group, w a l k i n g in Indian 

file t h r o u g h the silent g u m t rees , pestered by the flies, not 

speak ing ve ry much, each one intent upon an inner world of 

his own discomfort ... and no sound about them except the 

c r eak ing of the camel packs . They were cons t an t ly on the 

watch, wa tch ing the flight of birds, w a t c h i n g for t he s igns 

of blacks and w a t c h i n g one another . They do not appear to 

have quar re l led or to have lost pat ience wi th each other, and 

th i s was no momen t for hys ter ia . They were a l iens in th is 

ha rd indifferent count ry , th i s gaol of in te rminab le space, 
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and the i r only hope of escap ing from it was by suppor t ing 

one ano the r to the limit. 1 1 1 

Burke and the faithful Wills would die at separa te sites by the river. 

Only King, nour i shed and cared for by the Abor ig ina l Aus t r a l i ans , 

would be found later by Alfred Howit t ' s rescue expedi t ion and taken 

back, c a r r y i n g the explorers ' bones for t r i umpha l bur ia l in Melbourne . 

Recr imina t ion , cr i t ic ism of the p l a n n i n g , and exa l ta t ion of the 

explorers would follow. But for Moorehead, the t rag ic fai lure of 

this epic journey carr ied a wider s ignif icance. It was not m a n pit ted 

heroical ly aga ins t m a n as he had seen it on t he field of bat t le , nor had 

it a paral le l in the exper ience of those deeply mot iva ted men, those 

g ian ts of explora t ion in Africa. These were o rd ina ry men lifted into 

e x t r a o r d i n a r y c i r cums tances . In the end, he wr i tes , 'This was just death , 

s tark, despa i r ing and mean ing less , the mons te r in the dark' . The quarre l , 

as he saw it, was wi th tha t old indes t ruct ib le , the Aus t r a l i an bush . 

Moorehead b rough t s o m e t h i n g h igh ly persona l to th i s conclusion. He 

had r e tu rned to the deser t l andscape s t i r red by the pa in t i ngs of the red 

o u t b a c k - N o l a n ' s ear ly Ned Kellys and the doomed e x p l o r e r s - a n d he 

had found it a remote and dange rous place. Like Nolan, he was looking 

to in te rpre t the c o u n t r y of his b i r th , its an t iqu i ty , cu r ious beau ty and 

history, and relate it to the life of the mind . In t he end, Moorehead 

bel ieved tha t it was the outback itself and the deser t t ha t was at the 

hea r t of the Burke and Wills t ragedy, and the reason w h y it su rv ived 

so s t rong ly as a legend in Aus t ra l i a . It connec ted , he considered, at 

its deepest level, wi th the ear ly set t lers who bel ieved t h a t life was not 

so much a s t rugg le aga ins t o ther men as aga ins t the w i l d e r n e s s - a 

wi lderness tha t made all men equal . 

Cooper's Creek was publ ished by Hamish Hamil ton in November 

1963 and won tha t year ' s Royal Society of Li tera ture Award . It was the 

first fully documen ted account of the Burke and Wills exped i t ion told 
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t h r o u g h Moorehead 's camera eye. Serial ised in The Sunday Times, it 

t u r n e d new a t ten t ion on Aus t ra l ia . Reviewers seized upon its myst ic 

ambience and pa in ter ly qual i t ies . The Yorkshire Post saw it as 'an 

Aus t r a l i an classic from s ta r t to finish ... the work of a wr i te r whose 

de t achmen t of hear t does not preclude a fierce in te l lec tual passion. His 

c a n v a s is huge, yet his method is the e t c h e r ' s ' 1 1 2 'Mr Moorehead' , The 

Times Literary Supplement added, 'be longs to a na t ion of a r t i s t s ' and 

'now tha t he is wr i t i ng about Aus t ra l i a it is cu r ious how Aus t ra l i an he 

t u r n s out to be.'113 

Publ ished in a first edi t ion of 45 000 copies, the book became an 

ins tan t bestsel ler in Bri tain, a c i r c u m s t a n c e u n k n o w n for an Aus t ra l i an 

theme . 'He gave Aus t ra l i a back its his tory ' , observed Michael Charl ton, 

a fellow expa t r i a te who had made his n a m e wi th the BBC. In Amer ica 

the response was bo th popu la r and scholarly. The Christian Science 

Monitor and The Atlantic Monthly ser ial ised the work, and it drew 

informed praise from the Univers i ty of Columbia's Professor of History, 

Al lan Nevins , who, wi th a compara t ive eye, declared tha t all s tuden t s of 

the Amer i can West should read it 'for the marve l lous para l le ls which it 

offers to our own record of t rans-Miss iss ippi exploration' . 1 1 4 In addi t ion, 

a few months previously, Moorehead had received an invi ta t ion from 

Syracuse Universi ty, New York, i nv i t ing him to place his pr ivate papers 

in its manusc r ip t col lect ions as 'a boon to l i te rary h i s to r ians , wr i te rs and 

teachers , and to the un ive r s i ty and scholar ly world in general ' . Now, in 

Ju ly 1964, the un ive r s i ty renewed its o v e r t u r e . 1 1 5 S imultaneously , Harold 

Gotlieb, Director of Special Collections at Boston Universi ty, s ignal led 

his wish to acquire an Alan Moorehead collect ion as 'a d i s t ingu i shed 

nucleus ' for the l ibrary which the un ive r s i ty was bu i ld ing for the s tudy 

and research of con tempora ry l i terature . 1 1 6 

Released for Chr i s tmas 1963 in Aust ra l ia , Cooper's Creek was 

serial ised in newspapers in Sydney, Per th and Adelaide and reviewed 

en thus ias t i ca l ly across the cont inen t , wi th the except ion of a growl at 
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an inaccuracy in its historical context, from Hartley Grattan,1 1 7 and 

another for its 'undue preoccupation' with the early settler's view of 

landscape, from Geoffrey Dutton.118 Manning Clark, reviewing the 

dynamics of the story for an American audience in The New York Times 

Book Review, appeared to capture the book's prime significance. 'Now 

for the first time in this superb book,' he affirmed, 'readers have an 

opportunity to learn the full story and the meaning of this tragedy 

in the history of Australia'. While the setting was provincial, and at 

times even parochial, said Clark, the story 'is seen in its universal 

significance' and it was a measure of Moorehead's achievement that he 

moved the mind 'to ask the wider questions'. 1 1 9 

Cooper's Creek was the first of Moorehead's writings to impinge 

directly on the Australian historical community beyond the eclectic 

Manning Clark. Geoffrey Serle, historian at Monash University, who had 

acted as publisher's reader for the book, wrote to Moorehead privately to 

compliment him on his 'powerful evocation of landscape' and 'narrative 

beautifully constructed and told',120 while Kathleen Fitzpatrick, the 

respected professor of history at his old alma mater, the University of 

Melbourne, identified closely with the work. As an author on Australian 

explorers and their journals, she had immersed herself in the Burke 

and Wills saga at the request of the 1960 centenary committee of the 

expedition and had sent Moorehead her elegantly critical paper on the 

exploration committee's management of the venture. Having done this 

research, she confessed she had thought of writing a book on Burke and 

Wills but, hearing of his project, quickly abandoned the subject. The 

book to hand, a woman of excellence and generosity, she wrote him 

warmly, 'Not since I read Kangaroo, have I read any book which gave 

me so strong a sense of place about my own country ... The landscape, 

in the best sense, dwarfed the story'. 1 2 1 

For Moorehead, Cooper's Creek marked a particular milestone. In 

addressing his own country's history explicitly for the first time, he 
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had both confirmed and crystallised an Australian legend and shifted 
Australian history from its essentially local themes towards a place of 
relevance on an international map. It was a conceptual map, as writer 
David Malouf discerned. 'Turn the globe upside-down', he wrote, 'and 
Australia stops being tucked away in the lower left-hand corner'. 122 

At the same time, the book flagged an awakening and a homecoming. 
'For us of the older generation,' Moorehead recorded in his 1964 oral 
history interview for the National Library of Australia with Hazel de 
Berg, 'we've reached a curious forking, a dichotomy in our experience 
... Returning to Australia, we have a tremendous tug back to the 
beginnings of our lives'. 'If I were younger,' he added, 'I would not 
hesitate for two minutes: I would return to this country and I would 
write here of Australian themes. You must in the end, if you are a 
writer, return at last to your roots'.123 
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7 have seen the curve of the world' 

Alan Moorehead s t a n d i n g on a volcanic ledge 

over look ing the Ross Sea, An ta rc t i ca [1964] 

Alan Moorehead Papers MS5654, 

National Library of Aus t ra l i a n l a . m s - m s 5 6 5 4 - 0 - 6 x - o - v l 
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The Australian 

SIDNEY NOLAN had given the title Cooper's Creek to one of his 

early paintings in the Burke and Wills series and, significantly, 

Moorehead chose it for his book. Their respective searches for 

meaning in the outback bound these two Australians in friendship 

and, as the relationship grew, it proved influential to them both. 

Both were Melbourne-born. Nolan, seven years younger, came from 

working-class Irish parents and enjoyed a less privileged education 

than Moorehead. But, largely self-taught, he had developed a lifelong 

interest in literature and established an early experimental approach 

to art. He was already renowned for his interpretative, quintessentially 

Australian paintings when, at the height of his powers, he left the 

country in 1952, at the age of 35, to find a wider perspective and 

arena in Britain. 

Moorehead's friendship with the artist stemmed directly from his 

own writings. Nolan had been given a copy of Moorehead's evocative 

New Yorker article, 'Return to a Legend', about his first trip to Gallipoli, 

when staying as a guest of George Johnston on the Greek island of 

Hydra. 'It was like unlocking a door', Johnston recalled. 1 2 4 Nolan at 

once visited the neighbouring Dardanelles and began to paint his 

mystic, imagined Anzac series, believing, as he put it, that if he could 

push Gallipoli far enough back into the history of Homer and The Iliad 
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and 'make the A u s t r a l i a n s into d r e a m figures' , he would be ge t t ing 

somewhere nea r the m a r k . 1 2 5 

In t u r n , r e s p o n d i n g to Nolan 's inf luence and sense of l andscape , 

Moorehead chose his fr iend's p a i n t i n g s of Burke and Wills at the Gulf 

of Ca rpen ta r i a ( ' the p r imi t ive you suggested ' ) for the j acke t of Cooper's 

Creek and produced a book closely reflective of the a r t i s t ' s t heme . For 

his pa r t , t he book cast its spell on t he artist's mind . 'I 'm sure t he re is 

s o m e t h i n g still to be got from the Centre ' , Nolan mused read ing the 

p re -pub l i shed m a n u s c r i p t ' and it would be wonder fu l to find it'. 'I feel 

it on the t ip of my t o n g u e a lmost ' , he wro te to Moorehead . 'Cooper's 

Creek seems to pretty well get it, bu t if t he re is a last e lusive layer to 

be found ... I would like n o t h i n g more t h a n to look at i t . ' 1 2 6 He pursued 

the last layer and embarked on a supp l emen ta ry Burke and Wil ls series 

in wh ich the exp lore rs , naked now on the i r two camels , became , as he 

told his friend, ' cen taur - l ike for surv iva l ' . 

A l l this ' , Moorehead wro te to Nolan in Augus t 1963, 'makes me w a n t 

to have ano the r bash at a n o t h e r A u s t r a l i a n theme . I a m keen to go 

out aga in and if we can make a t r ip into the cen t re toge ther so much 

the bet ter ' . 

His close e x p o s u r e to Nolan's a r t led to a welcome in terpre ta t ive 

project. Dur ing his wr i t i ng of Cooper's Creek, the Amer i can Holiday 

magaz ine , to which Moorehead had been con t r ibu t ing t ravel ar t ic les 

s ince the 1950s, invi ted h im to wr i te an essay on 'The Ar t i s t in the 

Outback' . He responded wi th a percept ive ana lys i s of Nolan's work. For 

h im, Nolan's Ned Kelly, 'a h a u n t i n g monol i th ic figure in the iron mask 

wi th the flames of hell upon it', the ' lyr ical , f loating d ream- l ike ecs tasy ' 

of his lovers in Leda and the Swan, and his A n z a c soldiers at Gallipoli 

were mas te rp ieces which made h im ' the Aus t r a l i an of Aus t r a l i ans ' . 1 2 7 

For the au thor of Gallipoli, Nolan had evoked 'an a lmost rel igious depth 

of feeling and of poe t ry ' in his A n z a c series—the very emot ions with 

which the soldiers fought. Here the i r works were closely i n t e r tw ined . In 
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addi t ion, Nolan's r e cu r r i ng sense of elegy, nos ta lg ia and incompleteness 

were feelings wi th which Moorehead found s t rong connec t ion . 

Their f r iendship shaped other enterpr ises . Later t ha t year, Moorehead 

approached Nolan wi th the idea of joining him on a t r ip to Anta rc t i ca , 

for which he p lanned to ga ther mater ia l for the New Yorker, a lways an 

impor t an t and sus ta ined outlet for his wr i t ings . They would t ravel as 

the guests of the United States Navy on a specia l ly equipped Hermes 

aircraf t , wi th a group organised by a US admi ra l , to inspec t the United 

States base at McMurdo Sound. They a r r ived in Sydney on a b laz ing 

hot day in m i d - J a n u a r y 1964, t ravel led on together to Chr i s tchurch , 

and flew south to the ice on 24 J a n u a r y . It was an exper ience dest ined 

to reflect d i rect ly on each man ' s creat ive work. 

Landing from the p lane on th i s 'huge whi te plate of frozen ea r th 

c lamped to the bo t tom of the world', Moorehead—for whom the whole 

planet was his eve r -engross ing oyster—experienced, he confessed later, 

'a moment of in tense and na tu r a l happiness ' . They s tayed for eight days , 

both cur ious ly alert to the s imilar i t ies the e m p t y polar l andscape had 

wi th the different deser ts of the i r minds . Nolan scribbled notes on the 

subtle colours of the landscape , whi le Moorehead, a 'Sunday painter ' , 

ske tched . 1 2 8 For h im, th is journey to the ends of the ea r th , he said in an 

oral h i s tory in terview, was 'more exc i t ing t h a n anything tha t has ever 

happened to me since the war ' . 'I have seen the c u r v e of the world. ' 1 2 9 

The two were back together again in Adelaide in March that yea r 

when Nolan invited Moorehead to launch the exhibi t ion of his recent 

African pa in t ings (for which the African special is t had given him much 

valuable advice on routes and travel) at the South Aus t ra l i an Ar t Gallery. 

This event took place dur ing the Adelaide Festival of the Ar t s , when 

Moorehead was also due to give the open ing address at Writers ' Week. 

Here the friends hatched ano ther col laborat ive scheme and p lanned a 

new opera on an Aus t ra l ian theme. They chose Mrs Eliza Fraser, the 

sea capta in 's wife who, s u r v i v i n g a shipwreck on the Queensland coast 
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Alan Moorehead with Sidney Nolan 

in Shackleton's hut, Antarctica [1964] 

Alan Moorehead Papers MS5654, 

National Lihrary of Australia 
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in 1836, together with a convict, was held captive by the Aboriginal 

Australians. Mrs Fraser had already threaded her way into Nolan's mental 

landscape as a recurring theme in his drawings and paintings. Now he 

would design the opera's scenery, Moorehead would write the libretto, 

and Peter Sculthorpe would compose the music. But to Moorehead's 

singular chagrin, their plan, initially backed by the Elizabethan Theatre 

Trust, proved abortive, and his libretto, which he looked forward to 

hearing sung, remains in manuscript form among his papers.' 1 3 0 

Moorehead and Nolan had one more stimulating exploit together—a 

visit to Tahiti that March on their way back to their northern hemisphere 

residences. Carrying strong visual imagery from the Antarctic journey 

and fusing it with a sense of the rich history of Pacific exploration, 

Moorehead was already turning over in his mind the concept of a new 

book. It crystallised in Tahiti. There he shaped the centrepiece of his 

far-ranging work, The Fatal Impact, with its focus on the dire effects 

of European exploration and the human and faunal exploitation that 

flowed in its wake. 'Read Bernard Smith's European Vision and the 

South Pacific', was Nolan's sage advice. 1 3 1 

After Tahiti, Moorehead stopped at Gallipoli to take part in the TV 

documentary film Robert Raymond was making of the Gallipoli story. 

He wrote to Nolan: 'We had three days down there, perched ourselves 

on the hilltops, with Samothrace on one side and the Dardanelles on 

the other, the weather good and me spouting away at the camera'. 

The film had wide success, Moorehead emerging as a man with clear 

television skills and a high regard for Raymond. His promised article 

on Antarctica, 'Borrowed Light', would come out in the New Yorker in 

June 1964. T have a mountain of books to read on Cook, the islands, the 

whales, Antarctica, the Aborigines and John Edward Eyre and will see 

through the rest of this year whether I cannot cook up a book on the 

deadly white man in the Pacific ' 'Work well, my son', he concluded his 

letter from Tuscany, 'and have a break down here if you can'. 1 3 2 
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As Moorehead made his way home, Nolan began work in his London 

s tudio on his An ta rc t i c canvasses , the v ivid whi te s t r uc tu r e s tha t were 

not all whi te but subt ly brushed wi th deep blue and acid g reen ; and 

the ominous , looming icebergs, wi th the i r l in ings of black and grey. 

'I feel I missed the coda to our journey in not going to Gallipoli with 

you', he responded warmly . T enjoyed all our t r ip and often t h i n k of it 

now, when I am ge t t ing down to p a i n t i n g the Antarctic.' Near ing the 

end of some work on women 's faces from his Adelaide visit , he added, 

'Antarctic colours are c reeping into the i r ha ts and dresses ... it is t ime 

to concent ra te on the ice ' . 1 3 3 

The in te l lec tua l c loseness of th i s fel lowship was clearly s o m e t h i n g 

Moorehead had not k n o w n since his r ichly shared war expe r i ence wi th 

Alex Clifford. Both A u s t r a l i a n s were nomadic in cha rac t e r and the re 

was a unity in the i r v e r y A u s t r a l i a n n e s s , the i r c rea t ive ques t after 

ideas, and the i r ind iv idua l a t t empt s to u n d e r s t a n d and in te rpre t t he 

mys te ry and symbol ic over tones of the i r coun t ry . Their f r iendship 

drew Moorehead back to Aus t ra l i a , where his subsequen t v is i t s s t i r red 

a d e e p e n i n g sense of connec tedness and c o m m i t m e n t to the c o u n t r y 

of his b i r th . 

Aus t r a l i an newspapers a lways greeted th i s expa t r i a t e son as a 

celebri ty on his in te rmi t t en t r eappearances . However, Cooper's Creek 

bestowed a new ident i ty on Moorehead and brought h im pleasure in 

a w i d e n i n g circle of Aus t r a l i an fr iends. He had met tha t o ther a r t i s t 

of the raw outback, Russell 'Tas' Drysda le and kept in contac t wi th 

h im in the i r different vis i ts be tween Aus t ra l i a and Italy. Probably 

t h r o u g h Drysdale , who shared an interest in the mut ton bird season 

in Bass Strait , he had also made contact wi th several Aus t r a l i an 

s c i en t i s t s - ' Jock ' Marsha l l , a colourful professor of zoology at Monash 

Universi ty, whose special interest was t he b reed ing cycle of bi rds , and 

the West Aus t ra l i an orni thologis t , Victor Serventy , who fed his interest 

in Aus t ra l i an wildl ife and its conserva t ion . One long- t ime friend 

Th
e 

A
us

tr
al

ia
n 

101 



was Rod Andrew, whom Lucy and he had met in 1946 as a youthful 

gastroenterologist headed for England. Andrew was now the prestigious 

Dean of the Faculty of Medicine at Monash University and engaged in 

a distinguished scientific career. From the outset of their friendship, 

he had admired Moorehead's 'animal vitality', his constant 'reaching 

for the stars', but he could also treat him with the casual Australian 

badinage that, living abroad, Moorehead missed. 

He also met and developed a friendship with the youthful Robert 

Hughes, who, owing much to Moorehead's impetus, would soon be on 

the road to becoming a successful expatriate himself. Moorehead had 

been impressed by one of Hughes' critiques of art in the local press and 

telephoned to invite him for a drink. No doubt he saw in the aspiring 

Hughes something of his old alter ego, chafing at the bit in a country 

where he had to make do with reproductions for his critical work. He 

warned him: ' I f you stay in Australia the way you are, Australia will 

remain very interesting but you are going to become a bore'. 1 3 4 Hughes 

took the hint and the promise of Moorehead's introductions to his 

publisher and agent in London, and was soon a welcome visitor at the 

Villa Moorehead. 

For the ebullient Hughes, Moorehead was both a much-loved father 

figure and an inspiring mentor. 'From the moment we nearly fell into 

the fishpond together after our first lunch on my veranda in Sydney 

in 1964', he wrote jauntily in a review of Pocock's biography six 

years later, Alan Moorehead changed my life ... I have never known a 

writer from whom I learnt more'. It was less by precept than example. 

Staying at Porto Ercole for two months amid the lively dinners and 

the conversation, he observed Moorehead draft The Fatal Impact 

and acquired an invaluable lesson and an 'indispensable model of 

professional conduct'. 1 3 5 Each day Hughes watched his host disappear 

into his viewless garden studio for five hours and emerge at noon with 

700 fairly clean words on paper. 
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Their wa rm re la t ionship had direct outcomes. 'When you come 

to wri te ' , Moorehead advised his y o u n g visitor, ' take a t heme from 

Aus t ra l i an his tory ' . The big unwr i t t en story, he though t , was the 

convic ts , t hough at 27 and trying to escape Aus t ra l ia , Hughes recoiled 

from it at the t ime. But a decade later, his h ighly successful h i s tory 

of Aus t ra l ia ' s convic t exper ience , The Fatal Shore, took its point of 

d e p a r t u r e from Moorehead 's mas te ry of his tor ical wr i t i ng and was 

dedicated to his mentor and friend. 

Moorehead, Hughes observed, was 'as proud as Lucifer about his 

craft ' . Yet he was fond of the Greek word phi lo t imo—knowing one's spot, 

one's place of ba lance in the world. He was to ta l ly wi thou t pre tension 

and 'his wr i t i ng was like his table ta lk , as tu te , w ide - r ang ing , full of 

curiosi ty, wi thout fantasy and anchored in the real world'. 1 3 6 

From his r ings ide seat, Hughes also perceived the qu in tessen t i a l 

n a t u r e of Moorehead 's re la t ionship wi th his wife. 'Moorehead ' , he 

d i scerned , 'had had the i m m e n s e luck to find his na tu r a l protector 

early ' . Lucy, two yea r s his senior, a journalist of great skill had, 'wi th 

m a g n a n i m i t y , cunning and u n b o u n d e d devot ion , m a n a g e d e v e r y t h i n g 

except his ac tua l w r i t i n g for 40 years ' . And it was in large par t because 

of the secur i ty she gave him tha t Moorehead , he su rmised , was free of 

the professional j e a l o u s y and lonely r a n c o u r tha t so often went wi th 

be ing a wri ter . Hughes also knew, as did Lucy and most of the i r close 

fr iends, t ha t t h o u g h her husband loved her dear ly and found every 

kind of suppor t and s u s t e n a n c e in her, he was re lent less ly unfa i th fu l 

to her. 

Lucy could turn away from his cons t an t sexua l infideli t ies, which 

were of the pass ing k ind , but she was deeply hur t by his sus t a ined affair, 

conducted in Amer ica and Paris over severa l yea r s d u r i n g the 1960s, 

wi th Al is ta i r Cooke's a t t r ac t ive a r t i s t wife, J a n e . Robust ly mascu l ine , 

Moorehead had double s t a n d a r d s and expec ted great fa i thfu lness 

from his poised and c h a r m i n g wife. But 'she adored him', her close 
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friend Martha Gellhorn declared, 'and he could never have managed 

without her'. 

From late 1964, Moorehead was deeply committed to his human 

and ecological story. For this task he gathered in all the interests and 

insights derived from his African experiences that had made him 

such an outstanding historical writer: exploration, the environment, 

unknown primitive communities exposed for the first time to civilised 

Western eyes, and a sense of the immense but unanticipated changes 

inflicted by the white man's advent on indigenous people, cultures and 

wildlife. As one of the great travellers of his time, aware of the highly 

diverse societies of the globe, he added to this a mind which saw the 

rush of history stretching backwards to the fateful moment when 'a 

social capsule is broken open, when primitive creatures, beasts as well 

as men, are confronted for the first time with civilisation'. 1 3 7 

There is something visionary and passionate about The Fatal Impact 

and it is Moorehead's most controversial work. Subtitled The Invasion 

of the South Pacific 1767-1840, it is structured around the greatest 

hero-explorer and navigator of all time, Captain James Cook, who on 

his three voyages into the South Pacific and the Antarctic regions in 

the years 1768 to 1779, became, in Moorehead's judgment, the agent of 

unwitting and destructive change. 

Moorehead focuses upon three historical experiences. First, the 

contact between the white man and the people at Tahiti, enacted when 

HMS Endeavour and her company arrived to observe the Transit of 

Venus in April 1769 and remained for several months to enjoy the 

society of these hitherto undisturbed Pacific islanders. Drawing on the 

journals of Cook and Banks, Moorehead introduces his readers to the 

islanders' culture and 'the singular happiness' of their lives. But Cook 

noted that, while his crew were given a clean bill of health by the ship's 

doctor on their arrival, the Tahitians went down with venereal disease 

after several weeks. This, Cook observed sharply, 'may spread over all 
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the is lands in the South Seas to the e ternal reproach of those who first 

b rough t it a m o n g them'. 

W h e n the Endeavour r e tu rned home at the end of her first voyage 

in 1771 c a r r y i n g the idea of the noble savage to Europe, the Tahi t ians 

were poised on the b r ink of change , m o v i n g towards an invas ion of 

the is land by a succession of naviga tors , miss ionar ies , beachcombers , 

wha le rs , t raders , and those wi th polit ical in teres ts , who would reduce 

the i r happ iness s ignif icant ly and pe rmanen t ly . 

For Moorehead, Gauguin ' s Tahi t ian canvasses , pa in ted some 50 years 

later, cap tu re most te l l ingly the fatal cu l tu ra l effects t ha t Cook's advent 

had set in t r a in . By then the London Miss ionary Society, de te rmined , 

as he describes it, ' to recreate the island in the image of lower-middle-

class Pro tes tan t England' , had h a m m e r e d away wi th its a m a z i n g 

convers ions . These had been followed by the s leaziness and iner t ia tha t , 

in 1842, He rman Melville d iscerned as cha rac te r i s ing life in Papeete . 

Of the canvasses by Gaugin , Moorehead wri tes , 'no m a n or w o m a n ever 

smi les ; supine , defeated, despa i r ing and beautiful , his people gaze in a 

reverie into a lost past ' . On his famous p a i n t i n g of a Tahi t ian girl ly ing 

iner t and naked on her couch, t iare tahite pe ta ls scat tered abound her, 

Gaugin had wr i t t en one word in Engl ish, 'Nevermore ' . 1 3 8 

In the second sect ion of the book, Moorehead considers the 

Endeavour's landfal l in Austral ia—'the land tha t waited' . There the 

company came upon s o m e t h i n g ent i re ly new and infini tely s t r ange . At 

Botany Bay and the Endeavour River, he wri tes , ' they were aware tha t 

they were confronted wi th an u t te r pr imi t iv i sm, wild c rea tu res tha t had 

not developed beyond the marsupia l s tage, p lants t ha t did not appear to 

fit into the Linnean or indeed a n y other sys tem of classification, and a 

nomadic people who lived more like a n i m a l s t h a n men. It was as t hough 

they were looking back into the b e g i n n i n g s of c rea t ion ' . 1 3 9 

Moorehead t r acks Aus t ra l ia ' s deve lopment t h r o u g h the phases 

of whi te occupa t ion : possession and convic t se t t l ement , e x p a n s i o n 
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outwards through exploration, and acclimatisation. But his real story is 

of the Aboriginal Australians, their culture and their long, destructive 

exposure to the Western civilisers. This is a very different Moorehead 

from the author of Rum Jungle who had written a decade earlier of the 

'blackfellows' and recalled that at school 'we knew "the Abos" were 

somewhere there in the bush and we treated them as a great joke'. 

Drawing on Basedow, the expertise of Ronald and Catherine Berndt on 

the Aboriginal Australians, and Daisy Bates' participant view in The 

Passing of the Aborigines, he writes with sympathy of their nomadic 

life and customs, their experience with the invading fleets and British 

settlement, and the broad indifference of colonists and governments to 

the erosion and destruction of their inheritance. 

These, then, were the tough, vigorous, gentle, superstitious 

and conservative people whom Banks found but one degree 

removed from the brutes, and whom Dampier described as 

the miserablest on earth. Yet they were neither brutal nor 

miserable before the white man came. In a harsh and barren 

country they had established a perfectly valid way of life, 

they had kept the race alive through unknown centuries of 

time, they threatened no one, and coveted nothing except 

the barest minimum of food. They had the art of living for 

the day, they knew how to laugh and enjoy themselves, and 

if they had no ambition at least they possessed the Greek 

quality of the knowing of one's place in the world. 1 4 0 

For Daisy Bates, the Aboriginal people had become mere 'trespassers in 

their own country ... compelled to change their mode of life ... their age-

old laws set aside for the laws they could not understand', and caught in 

their 'intolerable nostalgia for their half-forgotten past'. For Moorehead, it 

echoed the Tahitian refrain of fatal dislocation and change: 'Nevermore'. 

106 



In the final par t of his book, Moorehead follows Cook on his two lesser-

known j o u r n e y s to Anta rc t i ca on HMS Resolution, where , descending 

sou thwards to cross the Antarc t ic Circle and c i r cumnav iga te the South 

Pole, he reached the fur thes t point south a t tempted by any m a n . Baulked 

by frozen land, he tu rned east toward Cape Horn, d iscover ing the islands 

of Tierra del Fuego, South Georgia and the Sandwich Group, where

to the immense surpr ise of the ship's company—they s tumbled upon a 

cornucopia of seals, whales , dolphins , tu r t les , and birds of every kind, 

'probably the largest congregat ion of wildlife that exis ted in the world'. 

Here, once more, it was the great navigator ' s fate to b r ing disas ter 

in his wake . Armed with Cook's cha r t s , the sea l ing and w h a l i n g fleets 

moved out from the i r European and Amer ican bases to p lunder the s u b -

Anta rc t i c is lands , the seals the i r first quar ry , as m a n y as 9000 a week 

clubbed to dea th on the b loods ta ined ice for the i r pel ts . By 1830, fur 

seals in the Sou thern Ocean were virtually ex t inc t . For the whalers who 

followed, the first comers set up shore factories in the Bay of Is lands 

in New Zealand, the Derwent Es tua ry in Tasmania , and all a long the 

es tuar ies and coves of the deser ted coast of sou the rn , western and 

eas te rn Aus t ra l i a where each year the whales ar r ived from the south to 

breed. In t ime, the hunt moved to pelagic w h a l i n g in the open seas. 'It 

was ' , says Moorehead, 'a t r emendous ki l l ing ' . 

Pub l i shed in 1966, h is e l oquen t book p roved a lightning rod. 

Hi ther to , J ames Cook had appeared as open ing up the un inhab i t ed lands 

of the Sou thern Hemisphere to the c ivi l i s ing inf luences of the West. 

Moorehead saw the outcome in a converse l ight. 'The results of Cook's 

in t rus ion in Tahiti and Austral ia ' , he a rgued , 'had been bad enough for 

t he na t ive peoples : for t he An ta rc t i c a n i m a l s it was a holocaust ' . In The 

Fatal Impact, he adopted an approach tha t had become his s igna tu re . 

He assembled a compel l ing his tor ical s tory and t u rned it to expose a 

phenomenon that lay at the hea r t of e x p a n s i v e social , h u m a n , economic , 

and env i ronmen ta l change . 
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It was not of the same depth or scholarship as Gallipoli, The White 

Nile, The Blue Nile, or Cooper's Creek, yet the book had a unique stamp. 

It was the first piece of writing to address the issue of the negative 

effects of exploration as an overarching theme. It contextualised the 

Aboriginal Australians in a global scheme and, through it, Moorehead 

emerged again as a pre-eminent figure and a powerful advocate in the 

growing movement for worldwide conservation. 

The book had immediate impact. It was published with a copious first 

print run and captured wide audiences when it was serialised, translated, 

reprinted and, later, issued as a paperback. Moorehead was made Patron 

of the World League for Conservation. Among a profusion of laudatory 

reviews, Isabel Quigly's Catholic Herald commentary caught its quality 

and its ambiguities. 'Whatever the moral or the ethical answer—and 

there seem to be many morals and many answers—the story itself, 

the characters and events, the scenery and adventures, the march of 

history on the one hand and the swift progress of disintegration on 

the other, is both magnificent and intriguing ... as a storyteller of this 

particular sort, Mr Moorehead is unsurpassed.' 1 4 1 Nolan, a participant 

at its genesis, viewed the finished work with an artist's eye. 'It is like 

seeing an Italian fresco in an Italian town', he wrote to Moorehead. 

'The invented and the real become the same thing. Nothing gives more 

pleasure. The book is faultless.' 1 4 2 

For many it was the book's elegiac quality and tone of lyric regret 

that captured readers of The Fatal Impact which, together with Cooper's 

Creek, in the words of The Times' obituary writer 17 years later in 1983, 

'elevated Moorehead's writings into a new style ... [and] contributed 

to his power'. But some reviewers considered that Moorehead had 

carried his overarching argument too far. Others wished for more 

documentary or more detailed sociological evidence. Bernard Smith, 

whose influential European Vision and the South Pacific 1768-1850 

Moorehead acknowledged as a major source, considered that the real 
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story was not the fatal impact tha t Moorehead chose to imply. Rather, 

he has wr i t t en privately, Moorehead 's ' love of d rama t i c na r ra t ive and 

title seduced h im' and he had 'filtered out events to suit the title' . One 

of Aus t ra l ia ' s most d i s t ingu i shed scholars , Smith considered tha t 

Moorehead had used his academic book to provide a more popu la r 

account of the European pene t ra t ion of the Pacific and 'dredged it for 

detai l to suit his theme' . But he added generously, 'he is a born wri ter 

and his journalistic skills are eve rywhe re in evidence in the book ' . 1 4 3 

Wri t ing in History Today, h i s tor ian Peter Duval Smith, not a lways 

given to h igh praise, says 'At least he leaves the door of the labora tory 

open for o thers to enter'. 1 4 4 And, as a lways , the re was ' the Moorehead 

phenomenon ' . It fell to Aus t r a l i an l i t t e ra teur and reviewer, Max Harr is , 

to define it in decisive t e r m s : 'His r ead ing might at t imes be skimpy, ' 

he s u m m e d up, 'h is selection of mater ia l arbi t rary, ' but the re was still 

' the Moorehead in tegr i ty and the Moorehead flavour'. 'Moorehead tells 

o ther people's stories wi th real f reshness : he real ly can see t h r o u g h the 

eyes of o thers ... As a result he is the l iv ing mas ter of a modern l i terary 

genre which lies be tween h is tory on the one h a n d and journalism on 

the other . ' 1 4 5 
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Alan Moorehead at the Great Barr ier Reef [1965] 

Tom Pocock Papers 1987-1990, MS8377 
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The Writer 

THE FATAL IMPACT was to be Moorehead's last individually written 

book. With the work in press, he was back in Australia early in 

1965 on a four-month tour, to pursue his concerns for the conservation 

of wildlife and to make a TV film on the subject with Robert Raymond. 

Marsupials, birds, snakes, crocodiles were all grist to his mill as he 

travelled from Queensland through eastern Australia to his childhood 

holiday haunts of Phillip Island and the islands of Bass Strait, sending 

off a sheaf of articles to Australian newspapers as he went.146 

There were flutters in literary circles. Patrick White 'would very much 

like to see you', Geoffrey Dutton signalled, although in private the literary 

curmudgeon did not conceal his gall that while the best Australian 

bookshops did not bother to put his recent books on display, other writers 

'should be paid huge advances to write books on the Nile and the Pacific', 

I am even told', he complained, 'that Moorehead is not very good, but of 

course journalism is what the world wants to lap up'.147 

In April, Moorehead caught up with Professor Manning Clark, all 

their attempts to meet at Porto Ercole or in London having failed. Now 

was their chance, men of like sympathies, to come together at the 

Clarks' house in Canberra. 'We soon found we had much in common', 

said Clark, remembering this long-awaited meeting. 'We both believed 

history was an art in which the writer imposed an order on chaos. 
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We both believed that the historian should have the art of the story 

teller' and, above all, that the writer 'should have something to say'. 1 4 8 

Significantly it was Clark, the first professor of Australian history and 

the leading academic in the field, who recognised both the seriousness 

of Moorehead's work and his contribution to Australian historiography. 

Clark had reviewed several of Moorehead's books and judged that he 

had both the gift to anticipate the groundswells in public opinion and 

to serve as a path-breaker in promoting a rising tide of interest in the 

history of Australia. 

On the personal front, Manning Clark took another view of his 

visitor and saw in Moorehead 'a lonely and unhappy man' who, in spite 

of his great success, was something of a fugitive, always on the move. 

In this he put his finger on an aspect of Moorehead's uncertainties that 

most people, alert to his urbanity and accomplishments, failed to see. 

Happily, as the days passed, Clark noticed 'he grew more confident, as 

i f he didn't have to put on an act any more, because he was among his 

own sort of people'. 1 4 9 

On this visit, Moorehead was clearly becoming increasingly at home 

and rooted in Australia as he planned a book on Australian fauna. He 

also tinkered with Australian property investments, and, as he told Rod 

Andrew, he was beginning to consider Australia as a place where he 

and his family might settle, or at least spend a part of every year. He 

was also pleased to receive an invitation from Professor Alan Shaw of 

Monash University's History Department inviting him to spend a period 

in the department as a visiting professor the following year—to hold 

seminars and be available to talk to students. 1 5 0 

Returning home via America, he signed up to write a film script on 

Darwin and the Beagle, another story of a world voyage that had an 

immense impact and influence on modern thought. Moorehead had fallen 

for the young naturalist when reading Darwin's journal for The Fatal 

Impact. He was fascinated by his adventure and the way in which his 
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d i sce rn ing mind had responded to the j o u r n e y ' s evolu t ionary evidence. 

The script was swift ly wr i t t en , the s taccato notes in Moorehead 's informal 

notebook revea l ing the careful s tock ing and working of his mind . 

Back in Italy, the script completed and the wind of success b lowing 

sweetly, Moorehead succumbed to one of his r e cu r r i ng per iods of 

f rus t ra t ion , boredom, accidie, and d iscontent . 'Nearly every t h i n g I 

have touched in the last twelve months ' , he scribbled bleakly in his 

diary, 'has gone wrong ' . His wildlife d o c u m e n t a r y did not appear ; he 

was unab le to wri te a book on Aus t r a l i an fauna—Serventy had cap tured 

tha t market ; 1 5 1 and the unsuccessful Mrs Fraser l ibret to reared its head. 

'As a result ' , he bemoaned , 'I find I have no th ing to do'. 1 5 2 'He worried 

cons tan t ly tha t he was not a success, couldn ' t wri te , couldn ' t pull it off, 

his daugh te r Caroline (at tha t t ime in her late teens) remembered . 'He 

never felt confident or safe.'153 

Travel was the tested panacea . In Augus t 1966, Moorehead was back 

in Aus t ra l ia aga in , th is t ime wi th Lucy, Caroline and Richard. He now 

really saw his own c o u n t r y wi th all its s igns of cu l tu ra l p r o g r e s s -

its oppor tun i t i e s for television plays, its l ively cri t ics, publ ishers and 

l i te rary magaz ines , and its excel lent wines and food—as an a t t rac t ive 

place to live. On th i s occasion he exposed his family to a visit to a 

sheep s ta t ion and char te red a boat to sail a round the Barrier Reef 

wi th Geoffrey Dutton who, a yea r older, had coincided at school and 

un ive r s i ty wi th Moorehead. To Dutton, he revealed s o m e t h i n g of the 

dua l i ty of his complex na tu re . 'I only know how to live', he confided 

honest ly, ' l ike a hermi t or a rake'. 1 5 4 

Back in Tuscany, towards the end of that year, Moorehead had good 

g rounds for sat isfact ion. He had by then carved out his h ighly creat ive 

career outside Aust ra l ia for 30 years , carrying it by pers is tent endeavour 

and a sense, shaped since boyhood, tha t he a lone had to make t h i n g s 

happen . It was an impera t ive that had propelled him to worldwide fame, 

immense t ravel , a Medi t e r ranean vi l la , a small sloop, the Lucandra, 
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which he shared with his friend Sidney Bernstein, a flat in London, 

and an income (substantial at that time) from royalties, serialisations, 

reprints, and his magazine writings, of £24 000 a year. There was, in 

effect, little need for him to write continually for money. Yet, as he once 

confided to his sister Phyllis, he was oppressively aware that 'everything 

I do to earn our living must come out of my mind'.155 

In December 1966, Moorehead, always so strong and energetic, started 

suffering headaches, occasional numbness in a limb and some garbling 

in his speech. When Lucy persuaded him to have a check-up and see 

a neurologist in London, an immediate test on a possible condition 

involving the blood supply to his brain was prescribed. 'Don't worry', he 

advised his family cheerfully. 'I'll write about the experience when it's 

over.' He was given an angiogram involving a slow injection of dye into 

the arteries to show up any vascular abnormality. Unfortunately, the 

dye caused a clot that precipitated a major stroke. Critically, his family 

considered the choice of an operation with three possible outcomes: 

a complete cure, his survival as a vegetable, or death. They chose the 

operation. Across the world, newspapers in Australia noted that their 

expatriate son was seriously ill in Westminster Hospital. 

The long operation took much longer than expected, cutting off 

the blood supply, for a period, to the brain. Moorehead remained in a 

coma for a week. When he regained consciousness, he was completely 

paralysed and there had been cerebral damage that involved the speech 

centre and the communicating nerves. Alan Moorehead, one of the 

great communicators of his time, could neither speak, read, nor write. 

Parts of his brain were unaffected, he could think still, but he could not 

convey his thought. He was 5 6 . 1 5 6 

Through great determination, he fought the paralysis until only his 

right hand remained inert, but he could never sign his own name or 

write again. His rich and splendid prose was reduced to a handful of 

words, 'marvellous', 'bloody awful', 'absolutely'. 
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Though si lenced, his wr i t ing voice went on. In th i s t ragedy, Lucy 

Moorehead, t h r o u g h o u t his ca reer his l i te rary associate , editor, t he 

abr idger of m a n y of his books, his admin i s t r a t i ve hand wi th publ ishers , 

and his organiser , would come aga in to his aid. 'Lucy', Mar tha Gel lhorn 

had suggested to Moorehead after read ing the The White Nile, 'is as near 

to Mrs Baker, s t r ugg l ing a long beh ind you, as a n y o n e of our genera t ion 

is apt to get!' 1 5 7 Now, perforce, she was out in front. It was Lucy who 

edited and t rans formed Darwin and the Beagle, from the film script 

and his notes , and b rough t it out in 1969 with the help of the renowned 

book designer, George Rainbird , as a lavishly i l lustrated publicat ion 

fea tur ing reproduct ions of n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y oil pa in t ings , eng rav ings , 

monochromes , pr in ts and d r awings . 

It was a book, to quote The Sunday Times, ' t ha t br ims wi th in te res t ' . 1 5 8 

It was , The Atlantic Monthly added, Moorehead 's capac i ty to get inside 

the skin of his leading cha rac te r s tha t gave readers such ' un fa i l ing 

del ight , in th i s case, the mind of a youthfu l scientis t who was to change 

forever our u n d e r s t a n d i n g of the processes of l i fe ' . 1 5 9 'One has the 

feeling', said A l w y n Lee, the long- t ime Aus t ra l i an book editor of Time 

and friend of Moorehead from un ive r s i ty and Porto Ercole days , ' tha t 

Darwin—with his bones , fossils and bird skins—is only a thin bu lkhead 

away in the nex t cabin' . 

Significantly, Bri tain 's eminen t biologist and great Darwin special is t , 

Sir Gavin de Beer, wrote in Bookworld in October 1969 tha t Moorehead 's 

por t ra i t of wha t de Beer h imsel f saw as Darwin ' s 'slow, na ive , but 

u n c a n n i l y sagacious mind ' and his recreat ion of the scenery and events 

of the voyage , were 'as limpid as a burb l ing brook ... and crys ta l c lear ' . 1 6 0 

'The book made me wish', said A r t h u r Koestler s imply in The Observer, 

' tha t I had wr i t t en it myself ' . 1 6 1 

The first edition of Darwin and the Beagle sold 70 000 copies and 

appeared as a two-par t series in the New Yorker in its year of publication. 

It was followed a few months later, in 1970, by A Late Education, 
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Moorehead's recollective chapters of autobiography brought together 

and edited by Lucy. So brilliant in his portrayal of other men's lives, 

Moorehead had always fiercely resisted writing a structured story of his 

own. Yet resisting, he had across the years written down snapshots of 

his own early life and experience which Lucy now gathered under the 

subtitle, Episodes in a Life. Several chapters were devoted to a portrait 

of his friendship with Alex Clifford, the tall, gentle war correspondent, 

musician and linguist who had so transformed Moorehead's life and 

intellectual development. Another focussed on Bernard Berenson at I Tatti. 

Others embodied wartime recollections and material about his boyhood. 

All bore the Moorehead imprimatur but without an integrated theme. 

Introducing an Australian edition of A LateEducat ion in 1998, Michael 

Heyward observed that in the ease of his writing Moorehead offers 'a 

long conversation that you wish would never end'. It was a point that 

animated international reviewers. 'One of the most remarkable authors 

of his time', The New York Times had pronounced in 1966. 'How does 

he do it? ' Moorehead was always generous in publicly talking about his 

mode of writing, although he eschewed discussions of methodology. 'I 

personally get up at dawn and by midday my day's work is over', he told 

Hazel de Berg during an interview in 1964. 'One wants to go on with 

one's work but the brain is tired, the quality goes down and down and I 

find if you exceed your four-hour period everything has to be rewritten 

again on the following day. And heaven knows, it's bad enough without 

having to do that.'163 

For himself he set down certain makeshift rules. 'Never write for 

the market, only yourself; never write anything unless you are agog 

to express yourself; rewrite everything until the words are absolutely 

clear and simple, with as few adjectives as possible; never be satisfied 

with anything.' 

Certainly the typescript drafts of the books stored among his papers, 

with their revisions, sliced paragraphs, simplified phrases and sentences 
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and careful refining, attest to this strict self-discipline. Increasingly 
across his career, Moorehead would announce that he hated writing. 
He recalled the rooms where he had written books, 'these cells, these 
self-inflicted prisons where the writer sits incarcerated for so many 
hours each day—so many words a day, so many chapters in a month'. 
'The real fun', he declared, 'is in the research. That is pleasure from 
first to last'. 164 

Moorehead's advice to aspiring young writers invariably echoed 
what he had learnt from Berenson. A young writer 'should start reading 
as much as he can, keep doggedly at it, and write incessantly'. His 
own writing was a product of wide and eclectic reading, travel and 
observation, and it bore the mark of Mark Twain's maxim, 'And what 
he thought he might require, he went and took'. Moorehead's integrity 
was never in doubt. He was an honest and conscientious researcher 
who openly acknowledged his debt. And while he admitted that as he 
got older 'the work gets harder', he declared that he would choose no 
other life than this. 'I am one of the lucky ones', he acknowledged. And 
despite slog and endurance, a driving commitment and the accidie he 
knew so well in writing, he relished 'that sense of fulfilment a creative 
man has when he knows that he is on the right track and working to 
the limit of his powers'. 'Style', said Virginia Woolf (whom Moorehead 
might well have detested), 'is all rhythm'. For Moorehead, his style was 
innate, a gift that never let him down. 

One reviewer held him up beside those other prolific writers of 
nonfiction of his time, Peter Fleming and Patrick Leigh Fermor: 
'travellers, scholars, adventurers all, blending the artistic and the 
practical... reading deeply ... and living their lives with an intensity and 
range altogether alien to their successors'. They had no exact parallels 
in France or America, he contended. They were remarkable men, likely 
to be long remembered, and of them all, Moorehead, he judged, 'was 
the most thoroughly professional'. His publisher, Jamie Hamilton, 
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had written to Moorehead in 1965 after '25 unclouded years', 'You 

have always been the ideal author, loyal, appreciative, welcoming 

suggestions'. 1 6 5 With the many reprints and new editions of his books, 

his publishing house kept Moorehead's name before the public. 

The men and women who reviewed Moorehead's books—essayists, 

literary figures, eminent journalists, international historians, authorities 

on Africa, politicians and generals—have attested to the importance and 

influence of his work. It is therefore the more surprising that, with 

the exception of Manning Clark and the multidisciplinary scholar Tim 

Bonyhady, in his publication on the Burke and Wills expedition, 1 6 6 

Australian historians have remained so conspicuously silent on the 

historical value of Moorehead's work. Geoffrey Serle reputedly thought 

very highly of Cooper's Creek' 1 6 7 and listed Gallipoli in the bibliography 

of his biography of Monash. Yet his entry in The Oxford Companion to 

Australian History on Alan Moorehead describes him with dismissive 

brevity: 'His writing was of the highest quality, his history works not 

scholarly but reputable'. 1 6 8 

Moorehead wore his own scholarship lightly and had a true respect 

for scholars and scholarship. He was generous in his praise of Serle's 

historical work, The Golden Age: A History of the Colony of Victoria 

which followed upon Cooper's Creek in 1965, characterising Serle 

prominently in a Sunday Times review as one of the new historians in 

Australia with whom 'the writing—or rewriting—of Australian history 

makes a considerable advance'. 1 6 9 

There is little sign that Australian historians, turning their lens 

on war, absorbed Gallipoli into their corpus of knowledge. Writing in 

1965, nine years after Moorehead published Gallipoli, the distinguished 

historian, Ken Inglis, observed that Australia's academic historians 

had exercised 'a near silence on the subject of Gallipoli and Australia's 

role in war' and that C.E.W. Bean, Australia's war correspondent at 

Gallipoli and Anzac historian, 'was absent from the canon of Australian 
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his to r iography ' . 1 7 0 Inglis was e m b a r k i n g at the t ime on his own e n q u i r y 

into the A n z a c t radi t ion , a sc ru t iny tha t cu lmina t ed in m a n y essays 

and ar t ic les and in Sacred Places, his major h is tory of Aus t ra l i an war 

m u s e u m s and the cu l tu re tha t shaped them. Yet he omi ts a n y reference 

to Moorehead, as do the foundat ion academic wr i t i ngs on Aust ra l ia ' s 

pa r t in the Gallipoli c ampa ign that followed. I a lways t hough t Alan 

Moorehead a master ly j o u r n a l i s t and I took his book wi th me on my first 

visi t to Gallipoli ' , Inglis observed privately. A u s t r a l i a n h i s to r ians read 

and admired his books . But perhaps we were na r row and paroch ia l in 

t h i n k i n g of h im largely as a j o u r n a l i s t and popular iser . ' 1 7 1 

If such admiss ions raise d i s tu rb ing ques t ions about the academic 

ownersh ip of knowledge, Moorehead 's influence lay well beyond th i s . 

As recent ly as February 2004, the Irish wri ter Carlo Gebler, l i te rary son 

of the c o n s u m m a t e l y l i terary Edna O'Brien, wi th a slew of successful 

novels beh ind h im, t u r n e d his mind to wr i t i ng a popu la r na r ra t ive 

h is tory of the siege of Derry. A swift and e n g a g i n g sp inner of words , 

he found na r ra t ive h is tory wi th its p r i m a r y sources and its ba t t e ry 

of facts and assumpt ions , incredibly slippery. 'It was ' , he admi t ted in 

The Australian Financial Review in February 2004, u n d e r the head ing 

'Chas ing the Sl ippery Facts of History ' , ' l ike t r y i n g to pick bits of liquid 

mercu ry off the floor'. In th i s long and h u m b l i n g exper ience , he though t 

of Moorehead. 'Before this ' , Gebler declared, I was a great admi re r of 

his tor ical na r ra t ive . I loved Alan Moorehead 's The White Nile and The 

Blue Nile ... But now I have had the exper ience myself, two th ings have 

changed . My awe for Moorehead has increased, and my c e r t a i n t y tha t 

s to ry te l l ing acumen can be deployed wi th ease across all the forms has 

been revealed as the facile sophis t ry it i s ' . 1 7 2 

Alan Moorehead was locked in si lence for 17 yea r s . As his favouri te 

poet, John Donne, had wr i t t en some cen tur ies before: A great Pr ince in 

pr ison lies'. 'He was not j u s t brave, ' his daugh te r Carol ine has recalled, 

'he was heroic. He seldom complained but he felt t r apped ... He made 
The Writer 
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huge efforts to do other things. He carried his Sunday painting forward 

with his left hand and became quite a good painter. He played bridge, 

he went to the movies, and always in the past an enormous reader-

trie English classics, Saki, Chekhov, the Russians generally, the poets, 

Donne, Browning and Wordsworth, modern American fiction, and 

every kind of history and travel, our houses were filled with books—he 

now listened to talking books'. He swam and walked. 'He longed to 

talk', she said, 'and we used to sit around the table for hours, laughing, 

as he struggled and laughed, and with my mother's help, made it into 

a game—guessing. It wasn't all grim. Some of it he made alright by the 

strength of his courage and determination'. Despite his clipped speech 

and Europeanised air before his illness, Caroline said, T thought of him 

as essentially and always Australian'. 1 7 3 

Tragically, Lucy, Moorehead's great companion and anchor, 

predeceased him. In July 1978, she was thrown from their car and killed, 

after a collision with a truck, as she drove him and his sister Phyllis out 

to lunch along the coast near Porto Ercole. Both women were ejected 

from the car while Moorehead, strapped in the front passenger seat, was 

physically unharmed, yet unable to relay what had happened. 

Moorehead was awarded a CBE in 1968 and was made an Officer in 

the Order of Australia in 1978. He died in London after a second stroke, 

on 29 September 1983, at the age of 73. He is buried in Hampstead 

Cemetery, Fortune Green, under a simple white headstone that reads, 

Alan Moorehead. Writer.' 
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Notes on Sources 

The Alan Moorehead papers , NLA MS 5654, are the records of an 

ou t s t and ing ly produc t ive journalistic and l i terary life. Made up of 43 

boxes a r r anged in 327 folders and 11 folio packets , t h e y con ta in , in 

the first ins tance , press cu t t i ngs tha t s t re tch from Alan Moorehead 's 

earliest repor tage as a cor respondent , or 'special co r responden t ' of the 

Melbourne Herald (press cu t t i ngs a lbum, Box 40) , t h r o u g h an ex tens ive 

collect ion of scat tered, unsor ted genera l press cu t t i ngs cover ing his 

repor tage from Gibral tar for The Daily Express, 1938, (Box 35, folder 

70 to Box 40, folder 30 and Folio packet 1) t h r o u g h his appo in tmen t s 

as Express cor respondent in Par is and Rome, 1939-40 (Box 35, Folio 

packet 1) and on to a un ique collection of his despatches as a war 

cor respondent in North Africa from J u n e 1940 to 1943. These, largely 

unsor t ed , are held in Box 35, folders 274-277; Box 36, folder 281; and 

Box 37, folders 286-287. Very few of Moorehead 's despatches from the 

European thea t re of war from J u n e 1944 have su rv ived a m o n g his 

papers , wi th the except ion of a few press cu t t i ngs in Box 37, folder 290. 

With the d i s m a n t l i n g of the The Daily Express a rch ives , his w a r t i m e 

despatches are only avai lable in microfilm at the British Library 

Newspaper Archives , Colindale, London. 

Moorehead 's d o c u m e n t a r y collection also includes notebooks , 

w a r t i m e and other diar ies , personal and professional cor respondence 

wi th agents and publ ishers , the manusc r ip t s and proofs of his published 

and unpubl i shed works , magaz ine and j o u r n a l ar t ic les d r a w i n g on 

his ex tens ive t rave ls , newspaper cu t t i ngs of book ser ia l i sa t ions , book 

reviews of his publ ished works , exercise books of handwr i t t en notes of 

background mater ial for his books , and photographs . 

There are no copies of Moorehead 's ou tgo ing cor respondence and 

only a v e r y small n u m b e r of draf ts . General press cu t t i ng boxes 34¬ 

40 mix duplicate newspaper book review cu t t i ngs wi th cu t t i ngs from 

N
ot

es
 o

n 
So

ur
ce

s 

121 



Aus t r a l i an , Bri t ish, New Zealand, South Afr ican and European papers 

cover ing Moorehead 's per ipate t ic career from 1945 to 1969. 

Manuscript and original sources 

Papers of Alan Moorehead, Nat ional Library of Aus t ra l i a , MS 5654. 

Papers of Lord Beaverbrook, House of Lords Library, London. 

Papers of Tom Pocock 1987-90. Resource mater ia l ( in terview 

notebooks) of h is b iog raphy of A lan Moorehead. Nat ional Library of 

Aus t ra l i a , MS 8377. 

Oral His tory in te rv iew of A lan Moorehead by Hazel de Berg for 

Nat ional Library of Aus t ra l i a , March 1964. 

Endnote citations 

The fol lowing edi t ions of A lan Moorehead 's books , of which the re are 

n u m e r o u s edi t ions , have been used in the Endnote c i ta t ions . 

African Trilogy, Me lbourne : Text Pub l i sh ing , 1997 

The Blue Nile, New York: Harpe r and Brothers , 1962 

Cooper's Creek, London: Hamish Hamil ton , 1963 

Eclipse, London: Granta Books, 2000 and Me lbourne : Text 

Publ i sh ing , 1995 

The Fatal Impact, London; Me lbourne : Hamish Hami l ton ; 

Mead & Beckett , 1987 

Gallipoli, South Melbourne , Vic. : Macmi l l an , 1989 

A Late Education: Episodes in a Life, Me lbourne : Text 

Publ i sh ing , 1998 

Montgomery, London: Hamish Hami l ton , 1946 

122 



No Room in the Ark, London: Reprint Society, 1960 

Rum Jungle, London: Hamish Hamil ton , 1953 

The Villa Diana, London: Hamish Hamil ton , 1951 

The White Nile, New York: Harper and Brothers , 1960 

Winston Churchill in Trial and Triumph, Boston: Houghton 

Mifflin, 1955 

Other major sources 

Tom Pocock's biography, Alan Moorehead, was published in 

London by Bodley Head in 1990. The edi t ion used for c i ta t ions was 

published in London by Pimlico in 1991. 

Michael Hey ward, 'Alan Moorehead' , Voices, vol. 5 no. 1, 

A u t u m n 1995. 
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