Mystery over AWM leadership as vacancies remain unfilled
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Two leaders of the Australian War Memorial, who were deeply sceptical about a radical shake-
up of its displays so they give prominence to the Frontier Wars between British forces and
Aboriginal resisters, have left.

WATCH: Veterans' Affairs Minister Matt Keogh on the Australian Frontier Wars and their place in
the Australian War Memorial

Neither former prime minister Tony Abbott nor former RSL national president Greg Melick are
listed by the AWM as a member of its governing council - but Veterans' Affairs minister Matt
Keogh is yet to announce who their replacements will be.

Critics of the memorial hope that the departure of the two opponents opens the way for those
conflicts to be given substantial space in the expanded memorial. They suspect there is heavy
politicking going on behind the scenes.

The two departed council members have been very sceptical of what some people on the right
call "black armband" history - a view of Australian history which, in their view, puts too much
weight on the suffering of Indigenous people and not enough on the progress which British
colonisation brought.

In promos for his new book, Australia: A History, and its accompanying TV series, Mr Abbott
said: "What can't be denied is that frontier life was brutal and dangerous, and that Aboriginal
people suffered grievously.

"Yet to see the expansion of settlement as only a series of 'frontier wars' is hardly accurate
either. Settlers relied on Aboriginal workers for their local knowledge of the country and for their
skills in working it. Aboriginal people were not just useful, but indispensable."

And Greg Melick previously told The Canberra Times that the memorial wasn't the place to mark
the conflict. Its displays should be confined to those who fought "in Australian uniforms", he
said.

He has also been quoted saying: "l can tell you that a major feature on frontier wars will piss off
the majority of Australia's 600,000 veterans."

So the question the AWM's critics are asking is: will the two be replaced on the 13-member
council by people who are in favour of a prominent Frontier Wars display?

The Australian War Memorial. Picture by Keegan Carroll

"Refreshing the council's membership should have encouraged it to make progress on having
the memorial properly recognise and commemorate the Australian (Frontier) Wars, which saw
the deaths of between 20,000 and 100,000 First Nations people between 1788 and at least
1928," David Stephens and Peter Stanley of the Honest History group wrote in The Canberra
Times.

"However, after a promising start under council chair Kim Beazley (proposing the memorial
should depict, in a separate, substantial gallery, what he rightly called the "dignity of
resistance"), progress seems to have stalled, partly because of divisions on the council. The
memorialis reluctant to disclose its plans."

Speculation about what the Labor government may now intend has been fueled by the
resignation of Major Melick as head of the RSL nationally, to be replaced by Peter Tinley, who
has a military background, including 17 years with the Special Air Service (SAS) Regiment.
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But, perhaps more relevant to the current politicking, Mr Tinley also has a background in
Western Australian Labor politics.

He is said to be close to the chairman of the Australian War Memorial Council, Kim Beazley.

Is Mr Tinley, Australian War Memorial critics wonder, being prepared to replace Mr Beazley, who
isin his late 70s?

Mr Beazley seemed to indicate in 2023 that he wanted a prominent recognition of the Frontier
Wars. "We do have to have a proper recognition of the frontier conflict,” he told The Canberra
Times.

"All the additions to the memorial, which are huge, will be completed by 2028, and that's when
we'll see the revised display related to the Frontier Wars."

Mr Melick said that the council, when he was on it, had accepted that there should be some
display of the Frontier Wars, but within an expanded gallery covering wars before Federation.
This would include Sudan in 1885, which resulted in nine Australian deaths.

But he added that "anyway, it would be for the council at the time of the gallery opening (in two
years' time) to decide that".

So, is the ground being prepared for a political revamp of the memorial's council as right-
wingers depart?

Mr Keogh is not saying. His press person didn't respond to requests for information this week.
In September, a spokesperson said: "The Australian War Memorial Council is made up of
members with diverse experience in senior leadership, with a deep understanding of, and
experience in, Australia's military history, military service, and commemoration of military
service."

"In 2025, the terms of five Council members are due to conclude. Appointments to Council are
subject to Cabinet approval," the spokesperson said.
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Reporter

Steve Evans is a reporter on The Canberra Times. He's been a BBC correspondentin New York,
London, Berlin and Seoul and the sole reporter/photographer/paper deliverer on The Glen Innes
Examiner in country New South Wales. "All the jobs have been fascinating - and so it continues."
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