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OFFICIAL 

World War II is known as the bloodiest conflict in history, lasting from 1939 to 19451, and extending its 

death and destruction across nearly every continent of the world. Though historians argue there being 

several causes of the outbreak of war, the trigger has been identified as Germany’s invasion of Poland in 

September 19392. This invasion caused the Allies (and dominions) of Britain and France to declare war on 

Germany, who was later supported by Italy and Japan. The major theatres of war in World War II included 

the European, Mediterranean, Pacific and African theatres3. Australia was more involved in the Pacific 

theatre, specifically after Singapore, which was viewed as impenetrable, fell to the Japanese4. The Fall of 

Singapore sparked awareness in Australian politicians of Australia now being significantly vulnerable if war 

were to erupt on their homeland. This realisation also drove the increase in volunteer soldiers and resulted 

in conscription5. Diary entries, letters and photographs of serving Australians display the evolving and 

contrasting perspectives and experiences of soldiers as the war progressed6. In general, photographs and 

letters are less useful when compared to diary entries, in terms of reliability and purposeful omission or 

inclusion, when displaying Australian veterans’ contrasting perspectives and experiences in relation to 

patriotism, the thrill of war and the veteran’s contrasting reasons for persistence and involvement in World 

War II7.  

 

The letter written by Flying officer Colin Flockhart to his family (1 December 1944, Source G)8 and 

Australian Ex-Soldier Jack O’Donnell’s diary (Appendix A) are useful to a moderate and high extent 

respectively, in providing evidence on the contrasting perspectives and experiences on patriotism, and a 

veteran’s personal purpose in the war. In the letter which Colin Flockhart writes to his family, he states that 

the ‘war was inevitable’ and admits of not being content with himself unless ‘I [he] did my [his] share’. This 

displays Flockhart’s rather nationalistic perspective on war, claiming to be dissatisfied unless he fulfilled his 

duty and contributed as a loyal Australian, as was the pressuring perspective of the Australian government 
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at the time9. This is in vast contrast to prisoner-of-war Australian soldier Jack O’Donnell’s diary, in which he 

describes his service as the ‘purposeless period’ of his ‘existence’ providing the perspective of war being a 

waste of time, which directly opposes to Flockhart’s attitude towards duty and doing one’s bit. Flockhart’s 

concealment and purposeful omission of emotion is further shown through his repetitive ‘I have enjoyed…’, 

‘I have been completely happy…’, and ‘I have travelled, made friendships’ phrases in his letter, which may be 

aimed at reassuring his family that he is satisfied, and thus skirts around the true traumatic experience of 

the war. This suggests that the war was a scarring and unspeakable experience. Moreover, O’Donnell 

blatantly states the labour he endured as ‘monotonous hours as a prisoner of war’ portraying his war 

experience as dull and one of duty, which is contrasted to Flockhart’s assuredness and omitted tension of 

war. Therefore, Flockhart’s letter is moderate in usefulness for evidence on war experience, as it is written 

for an audience, and provides the overviewed perspective of duty and patriotism. Hence, it may 

purposefully omit its view on the reality of war, which decreases its reliability. However, O’Donnell’s diary is 

highly useful as the author doesn’t mask his true emotions and describes the ‘monotonous’ experience, as 

well as a boring perspective on war.  

The Australian veteran’s evidence on the contrasting perspectives and experiences on the thrill of war, 

versus the harsh reality of war, is displayed in the photograph of Troops of Australia’s Infantry Battalion 

waiting for their train to depart Queensland (12 October 1943, Source A)10, and the photograph of three 

Australian prisoners of war classified as ‘fit’ workers (1943, Source D)11. Source A is useful to a limited 

extent, while Source D is useful to a moderate extent. In Source A, the men depicted in the photograph are 

young men who being part of the Infantry Battalion, are volunteers12, and have large carefree smiles on 

their faces (looking out of the picture), suggesting this is a posed photograph. Their expressions indicate 

that these men have enlisted for an adventurous experience, with the expectation of them exploring the 

world, an idea which was shared by many young Australians13. This is suggested by the large bags, pillows 

and cowboy-style hats which they wear. However, this is contrasted to Source D, a photograph secretly 

taken of three starved soldiers who are depicted with jutting bones and emotionless expressions on their 

faces. It provides evidence of severe war experience with a cruel and harsh enemy. This is reinforced by the 

mocking caption stating these men as ‘deemed “fit”’ to work in their enemy’s eyes. Therefore, while Source 

A provides an adventurous perspective and heroic expectation of war, it is staged and therefore 
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manipulated. This decreases its reliability and limits its usefulness. Source D however provides a contrasting 

critical and harsh perspective and experience of war. It is still likely to be posed despite being taken secretly 

under enemy supervision, thus being moderately useful when collecting evidence.  

Serving Australians in the Second World War and their contrasting perspectives and experiences on their 

persistence in the war effort is depicted through evidence from the diary of Lance Corporal P. T. Saunders (1 

July 1941, Source F)14 and the diary of Claude Bibb (Appendix B). In Source F, Saunders reports on the 

enemy’s use of trip-wire bombs and states that ‘Captain McArthur of Kadina [his superior commanding 

officer] … told me all this’. This conveys Saunders’ proud perspective on war, as he takes care to mention his 

direct communication with a higher-ranking officer, thus highlighting his significance in the war. Moreover, 

Saunders quotes Captain McArthur of Kadina telling him that their men ‘are nevertheless of high morale 

and waiting to have a go at the enemy’, which portrays the soldiers’ determined war experience, as one 

likely driven out of hatred for the enemy, which governments promoted through propaganda15. However in 

Bibb’s diary, Bibb opens his entry with ‘Returning to Alexandria’, which lacks personal pronouns or emotion, 

conveying a reporting and concise diary entry which emphasises his dutiful perspective towards war. Even 

so, Bibb later marks an asterisk in his diary entry and writes ‘It was the worst day I’ve ever experienced’, 

which creates a sudden and purposeful separation between his duty and the horrifying experience of war. 

Bibb having to mark this separation with an asterisk and saying ‘We were all nervous wrecks’, displays the 

pressuring perspective of war and the soldier’s fighting experience as one driven out of will to survive16. In 

general, both these extracts are highly reliable and useful as sources of evidence on war experience, being 

written for their eyes only and remaining uninfluenced. However, even Saunders mentions the Captain 

saying his men are ‘using much bad language over the Hun, the country, the conditions etc’ which is 

brushed past briefly, but indicates that Saunders may be exaggerating the perspective of enemy-driven war 

effort, and potentially omitting the soldiers’ possible bitterness and will to survive.  

While all of these historical sources are useful to an extent, diary entries such as in O’Donnell’s diary are 

significantly more useful as they are less likely to be manipulated, and therefore more reliable than Source 

G when providing evidence on the contrasting adventurous against harsh war perspective. Similarly 

Saunders’ diary and Claude Bibb’s diary are highly useful as evidence of the contrasting proud perspective 

against horrifying experience of war. Letters, such as Source G, are useful to a moderate extent as they are 
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written to people with close ties to the individual. This could be beneficial as the individual may be more 

likely to confide their true experience with their close ones, however, this could alternatively serve as a 

limitation as individuals may conceal or omit information to prevent their loved ones from worrying. 

Photographs such as Source A and G are usually limited in usefulness as they can be easily manipulated and 

are frequently posed, making them susceptible to bias or exaggeration. This means Source A and G’s 

contrasting adventurous perspective against cruel experience of war are less reliable as evidence. Hence, 

diary entries, letters and photographs can provide historians with valuable insight and evidence on the 

vastly contrasting experiences, thoughts, and perspectives of serving Australians during the war, however, 

the degree to which this is useful is debatable as the nature of the source depends on many factors. Some 

examples include whether the individual has purposefully omitted or included certain information for an 

audience, the severity of the battle in which the individual was situated, as well as their personal motives 

as a serving Australian. This allows us to question whether these experiences were in fact contrasting in 

nature, or whether they were similar but suppressed due to alter motives. 
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APPENDIX 

 

Appendix A – Extract from the Diary of Jack O’Donnell 

https://anzacportal.dva.gov.au/stories/australians-wartime/secret-diary-life-changi  

Name: Jack O'Donnell 
Date: 1941-1945 
Unit: 10 AGH 
Location: Changi POW Camp 

"This small book of reminiscences has been written, not with the idea of having my fast fading 
memories penned to paper, but just as a means of whiling away a few monotonous hours as a 
POW," he wrote. 

"Far be it that I should want to retain many thoughts of Malaya in my memory. The past 16 months 
have held very few pleasant experiences for me; all of which I have recorded here and I can only 
hope that time alone will efface as soon as possible this brief, purposeless period of my existence." 

 

Appendix B – Extract from the Diary of Claude Bibb 

https://vwma.org.au/collections/war-diaries 

RAN, served on HMAS Sydney. Diary Jan 1940-Feb 1941. Handwritten but clearly printed and very 
legible. 12th July 1940. 
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