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Billy Hughes at War

This exhibition looks at the leadership of William Morris Hughes as Australia’s Prime Minister during the First World War. 

This colourful story includes his attempts to introduce conscription for overseas service, his involvement with Australian troops, and his participation in the negotiation of the treaty of peace in France in 1919. The exhibition is funded by the Department of Veterans’ Affairs and can be seen at the Shrine from 20 February 2008 until 25 May 2008, then at Old Parliament House in Canberra from June 2008, before touring regional Australia in 2009.

Exhibition summary

The leadership of Billy Hughes as Prime Minister during the First World War had a profound impact on the whole country and changed the lives of all Australians. His extraordinary personal style inflamed social and political divisions during this time of great disillusionment in Australia. Despite this, he was also a popular figure, particularly in the UK and with the troops. His insistence that Australia be respected as a nation had consequences on the world stage and shaped the course of history as he challenged world leaders at the peace treaty negotiations.

In this exhibition you can see some of the artefacts that belonged to Hughes when he was Prime Minister such as; photographs, letters and secret wartime deciphers. You can also see iconic artefacts including his fountain pen – (Hughes once claimed that he ruled the country with this!), his hearing aid (he would famously turn this off when he didn’t want to hear what his opponents had to say), an example of fine woodwork that Hughes crafted in his spare time, and even his false teeth. 

Themes

From swagman to statesman…

The first part of the exhibition deals with issues on the home front prior to the First World War. In particular, this provides an introduction to Billy Hughes as a person and highlights his experiences up until, and becoming, Prime Minister.

The ‘fiery little dictator’…

Continuing with the home front conditions, this theme looks particularly at the huge social divisions and discontentment in Australian society that emerged in the First World War, particularly in relation to the conscription debate and the resulting split of the Labor Party, when Hughes said ‘Let those who think with me, follow me’.

Wake up England…

This part of the exhibition deals with Hughes as a leader representing Australia overseas, where his motto was ‘Wake up England’. It covers his tour around the UK becoming a popular public speaker and celebrity, and his visits to the troops in the UK and in France. His visits to the troops in England, Belgium and France instilled in Hughes a lifelong respect for the men who fought for Australia. His popularity with the troops earned him the nick-name ‘The Little Digger’, by which he became widely known.

A seat at the table…

Continuing and completing the exhibition, this section also addresses Hughes in his capacity as Prime Minister abroad, particularly in representing Australia at the Peace Treaty of Versailles where he greatly influenced the terms of the treaty and shaped world history. When asked what right he had to make such demands, he famously said ‘I represent 60,000 dead’.

For more information about the exhibition visit www.billyhughes.oph.gov.au 

The exhibition will be open at the House until 1 February 2009. 
For more information, interview opportunities or images please contact 
Kate Jenkins on 6270 8118, 0407 067 683 or email kate.jenkins@oph.gov.au
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