TEACHERS NOTES 

MY AUSTRALIAN STORY: GALLIPOLI by ALAN TUCKER
SYNOPSIS

My Australian Story: Gallipoli is a novel for older readers.  Victor March, the 14-year-old narrator, records in diary entries his hopes for being accepted into the army as war approaches in 1914, his optimism about the possible success of the Anzac campaign, and his disillusionment with war, when the reality of having to kill and having to see so many of his mates killed, hits him. 

Victor’s father grew up in Cornwall, working in the tin mines like his father and his father before him. He migrated to the tin mines at Moonta in South Australia and although when the novel opens Victor has a job sorting copper from rubble, he knows that following his father into the mines is not for him. Seeing his father disabled from a rockfall and prevented from earning enough to support the family convinces Victor there must be an alternative. But the family needs Victor’s income, so if his job at the mines as a ‘pickey-boy’ isn’t congenial, what is the alternative?
Enlisting in the army, where he can earn five times his current wage, and six times if he is deployed overseas, is the obvious answer. Only problem: at 14 Victor is too young. Even if he can lie about his age convincingly, he needs his parents to give their permission in writing. Reluctantly, they agree. The British are going to war in Europe against the German-Austrian alliance and, as loyal citizens of the British Empire, Victor’s parents – like other Australians – will support the war effort. 

Two of Victor’s mates, Richard and William, try lying about their age too, but a police officer recognises them and they are rejected by the local recruitment team. So Victor’s parents give him the train fare to Adelaide, where he can enlist without being recognised.  The only reservation Victor has is that Hans, an old German friend who lives with the March family, might be offended by his enlistment. War will split families and friendships.

Hans came to Australia to forget old enmities and battles, but when he sees that the past has caught up with him, he becomes depressed, withdraws to his room and refuses to eat. And as Victor feared, he is removed from the Marches’ home and ordered into an internment camp with other members of the German community.

At sea, on his way to the war, Victor witnesses his first funeral; and other recruits he met in Australia – Robbo, Fish and Needle – become firm friends. Skylarking on shore leave in Cairo and their impatience to reach their destination and get stuck into winning the war give no hint of what is to come. Even as they disembark on the Gallipoli Peninsula, they imagine that the Turkish troops will not see them and will be defeated easily. 

Almost all the preconceptions that the young Australian troops brought to war take repeated beatings. The trenches are cramped and hot; the stench of dead bodies is only made worse by the spread of disease, and the brutal technique of full frontal assault results in so many pointless deaths that it appears ill judged – and eventually stupid. Although Victor is at first shocked by the enemy’s use of Australian bodies stacked up like sandbags to make the trench parapets higher, he finds himself eventually doing the same with Turkish bodies. 
Throughout the campaign, in which he loses his mates, narrowly survives himself and hears that his family’s old friend Hans unexpectedly survives, regular letters between him and his parents demonstrate that although his mother and father are on the other side of the world, war makes them all victims, regardless of geography. Victor learns to appreciate many small details of his life back at home that he has taken for granted, and as he concludes that people in authority can make mistakes even in such a vast undertaking as a war, readers will understand why historians have said that at Gallipoli, the young independent nation of Australia grew up and was changed forever.   
THEMES
So many stories have been told about Gallipoli and some adult readers suspect that they have occasionally been used to justify Australia’s involvement in wars a century later. But there is no doubt as Alan Tucker’s Gallipoli progresses that this is a story about peace.  Although not an iconoclastic challenging of the bravery of those troops who went to war in 1914 – for whatever reason, and several are canvassed – the sacrifices made by them and their families and friends, this book makes it clear that in war nobody wins.

· Innocence and naivety

· Optimism

· The function of humour

· Masculinity and courage

· Friendship 

· The importance of family

· Scapegoating

· Lying

· The similarity of Christian and Muslim

· Escaping or rejecting the past

· Gallipoli

· Lone Pine

· The rules of warfare

· War in the past and the present

· The mistakes made by authorities

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Alan Tucker is an award winning writer and painter, who has spent half of his 60 years as a city dweller and half in rural surroundings. He juggled life as both a teacher and writer for 20 years, but has now retired from teaching to devote himself to full-time writing. He has a small backyard shed-studio but does much of his research and writing in public libraries, Australia’s secret treasures. Alan’s other titles include My Australian Story: Atomic Testing, My Australian Story: the Bombing of Darwin, My Australian Story: Cyclone Tracy, Iron in the Blood and Battlefield.
ALAN TUCKER SAYS
I am interested in World War 1 history and, of course, for an Australian the story starts at dawn on Sunday 25 April, 1915 when soldiers from Australia, New Zealand (known as the ANZACs) and other nations waded ashore onto the Gallipoli peninsula to attempt to defeat the Turkish defenders.

When I read the history of Gallipoli I came across diary extracts written by dozens of Australian soldiers.  Their words, composed during the eight months of the Gallipoli campaign, gave me a brilliant insight into the living (and dying) conditions of the average soldier. 

I was moved by their words as well as the appalling conditions on Gallipoli and decided to write a story from the perspective of one young soldier.

I read history books to understand the big picture, then read individual soldiers’ diaries to get a feel for the smaller picture.  I noted in chronological order the important events and, where possible, soldiers’ thoughts about those events.  I went online and read the daily War Diaries (August 1914 until December 1915) of the 10th Battalion, 1st Division AIF. 

I decided to use the 10th Battalion as the home battalion of my main character and based most of his movements and activities on the daily duties of that battalion.  The total information from my reading and noting gave me the factual information around which I could weave my creative storytelling.
I realised while reading their diaries that the soldiers had a great sense of humour. Maybe joking with mates is what kept men sane and kept their spirits high, while living in atrocious conditions.  I was pleased with the way I managed to capture that humour and at the same time show the respect each man gave his fellow soldiers, even those serving in the Turkish army.
I enjoyed developing the relationships between Quickie and his mates and creating their individual personalities.  Most satisfying of all was writing the dialogue.  Life and death were part of every minute of every day, so men’s conversations had to reflect that: they joked one moment and were deadly serious the next. 
Reading about the savage hand-to-hand fighting in the battle for the Lone Pine trenches, however, was very confronting.  The fighting was brutal and learning of the conditions under which the soldiers (active, wounded and dying) were forced to live for many days while the battle raged continuously around them, was truly shocking. 

I am not a religious person, but the more diaries I read the more I realised that many of the soldiers, despite their tough exteriors and free, independent spirits, wanted something to take their mind off the horror of their circumstances.  They were trapped in a ‘living hell’ and needed to believe in a better life, which for many men included a life in the hereafter. 

Battalion chaplains and volunteer workers from groups such as the YMCA, Salvation Army and Red Cross gave battle-stressed soldiers another view on life than the one they encountered in the trenches. The chaplains and volunteers earned the soldiers’ respect and trust by living with them as men of peace in the midst of relentless death and destruction.
WITH YOUR STUDENTS: BEFORE AND DURING READING
[NB During the discussion of scapegoating and racism, be aware of the cultural sensitivity of this topic. Some of your students may have experienced cultural prejudice or bullying. If anything this is a reason for allowing the class to discuss such topics, rather than avoid them, but guide the discussion gently towards the book’s perception that everyone loses during war, regardless of their cultural power. You may even wish to ask the class to establish some ground rules, along the lines of respect for diversity and individual feelings, before the discussion begins.] 

Ask your students what they know about Gallipoli. What have they learnt from books, films, TV, family stories about World War 1? Note their responses on the smartboard.
Tell them that they are going to read a story about a boy who goes to war. With the class, research school leaving age in your state in 1914 and now. Brainstorm ideas about why people left or leave school. Also research the age when you could join the defence forces in 1914 and now.

Tell them that this boy is 14, lives in the town of Moonta in 1914 and has never been to Adelaide, let alone any other city. Look at Moonta and Adelaide on a map. Then zoom out to a map of the world, showing where Gallipoli is. Ask why a boy of 14 might have wanted to get involved in a war so far away.
[adventure, see the world, get paid well by the army, get away from home and family]

Show the class the cover of My Australian Story: Gallipoli. Ask what they expect from the ‘My Australian Story’ series.

[diary form, young narrator, tells lots of adventures as well as his or her private feelings, sometimes funny, the narrator might not fully understand everything that happens to him or her, will learn a lot or change during the course of the story]
Read pp1-4. Ask your students what they think Victor’s mother would prefer him to do? What do they think Victor will do? 
Read to p.11 ‘Hans was upset by the news’. Ask why they think Hans is upset.

[brings up bad memories of war in the past, maybe Australians will hate him because he has a German name and accent, maybe they will call him names. Well, it’s worse than that. Invite the class to finish reading the whole story and then you will all be able to discuss it together.] 
WITH YOUR STUDENTS: AFTER READING
Ask your students what parts of the story surprised them. [they might have been surprised that Victor doesn’t see the campaign as a great success; they might have been surprised by his understanding of the enemy and their similarity to him; maybe they were surprised that there were jokes; or that parcels and letters got through]

Invite the class to form focus groups and choose a topic (unseen) out of a biscuit tin, or a helmet or some other item of war memorabilia. In the library and on the internet research the following topics. At the end of the research, which could take several days, each group will do a class presentation, including sound and images from creative commons where possible. Ask the presenters to give specific sources for their quotes – both from the novel itself and other references – so that the rest of the class can take notes and follow up topics that interest them.
· The theme of friendship and family in this novel

[which is more important to the characters: politics, patriotism, family, friends? Research the parcels people sent to war, what was in them, how long did they take to get there, how did they get there?] Read Our Enemy, My Friend by Jenny Blackman, also published by Scholastic Australia and compare the themes.

· What physical conditions made the Gallipoli campaign difficult? [Research diseases, weather and topography, clothing and packs]
· What are the main changes in Victor’s attitudes and beliefs? In what ways does he seem to represent Australia? Which of his values would Australians today like to think of as ‘typically Australian’?

· Humour – what did the characters joke about? Why would they joke while there was a war on? [Maybe look up some favourite jokes, funny cartoons, songs from WW1]
· Language – using the glossary, dictionaries and the internet, make a list of some interesting words, names, nicknames used in the novel and in WW1. Are there counterparts in war today?
· Scapegoating – research the origin of the word ‘scapegoat’. Read Our Enemy, My Friend by Jenny Blackman, also published by Scholastic Australia and compare.

If you feel the class can handle the discussion sensitively, ask whether the kind of scapegoating people of German descent suffered in WW1 has been experienced by other communities during wartimes since then. [German and Italian communities in WW2; Japanese Australians after WW2; Vietnamese Australians during and after the War in Vietnam; and Muslim Australians after 9/11. Suggest that the group does a presentation supporting diversity]

· Supporting troops and families – in his statement above, Alan Tucker makes a special point about the spiritual lives of the characters. Research the YMCA, Methodist Church, Red Cross: what were these organisations and what did they do during the WW1 period? Are they still going today and, if so, what do they do now?
THINGS TO DO 
· Watch Peter Weir’s film ‘Gallipoli’ and list similarities and differences.

· Present a reader’s theatre performance of a scene in the trenches from My Australian Story: Gallipoli
· Read a couple of Wilfred Owen’s poems, such as ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’ or ‘Dulce et Decorum Est’, about young people going to war. Produce a film that uses stock images from creative commons, an original musical score and a Wilfred Owen poem as voiceover.

· Discuss as a class, and then with the principal and with carers, the possibility of a small fundraising project that promotes peace, healing or cultural harmony.

· Use this novel and what you have learnt from the research and associated activities for a class memorial presentation before Anzac Day and invite carers to attend.
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