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Surgeon, Scientist, Artist: ANZAC Intellectuals on the Western Front 

Central to our historical and popular understandings of Anzacs on the Western Front is the 

unique character they brought to their struggles: one filled with larrikinism as much as loyalty, 

robustness as much as regimentality. This essay argues, however, that remembering Anzacs as 

"larrikins" free from "formalities"1 undermines an important aspect of Australians' experiences 

on the Western Front: their role and contributions as intellectuals and thinkers. Take one 

compelling example: Melbourne doctor Helen Sexton volunteered to use her scientific prowess 

to help the war effo1t in France, believing it was "their duty to use their medical training and 

experience to alleviate suffering," wanting "to share the patriotic burden."2 Her erasure is just 

one example of the missing stories of professionals on the Western Front. Looking to the work of 

Anzacs in the fields of medicine, sciences and the arts, this essay argues that Australian 

intellectuals played a crucial role on the battlefield, helping considerably in the immediate war 

eff01t, but also creating enduring innovations that have shaped our national hist01y. These lesser 

lmown stories from the Western Front provide us with an opportunity to reevaluate our national 

character, not simply as one of bravery and determination, but also as one of intelligence and 

innovation. 

One of the most striking marginalised stories of educated Aush·alians professionals on the 

Western Front is perhaps those working in the field of medicine. Amidst the chaos, Anzac 

medics spread compassion which "[lmew] no nations and no races,"3 working at clearing 

stations, not too far from the Front Line. Here they were frequently in danger and not properly 

'For a typical anecdote see Carlyon, L. (2006). The Great War. Sydney: Macmillan, p-4. 
2 Sheard, H. and Lee, R. (2019). Women to the Front. Sydney: Penguin Random House Australia. 
3 Medical Journal of Australia (1915) as quoted in Joy Damousi, "Australian Medical Intellectuals and the 
Great War," Australian Journal of Politics and History: Volume 53, Number 3, 2007, p.1. 
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