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On the first afternoon of the landing on Gallipoli, 22-year-old George White 

charged up the slopes of Gaba Tepe and into the whirling chaos of battle.  When 

surviving officers of the 2nd Battalion called the rolls after the fighting, George 

White did not answer his name.  What had happened to him? His widowed 

mother and older sister living in Epping, Sydney, heard nothing – just what they 

could guess from rumours, the increasingly dramatic newspaper stories then the 

depressingly lengthening lists of casualties. No mention of George White - but an 

ominous sign was that his regular letters home had ceased. Friends, neighbours, 

the Anglican Minister, the local Member of Parliament, Joseph Cook, made 

representations on the family’s behalf, to no avail. George White simply 

disappeared, much to the anguish of his distraught mother. Her plight was to be 

shared by thousands of others across Australia. Their desperation for news of 

missing or killed relatives and friends tears at the heart across the decades. It is 
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best represented by the plaintive, futile request of one family who wrote to the 

army: “Can’t you please tell us what has happened to our dear boy?” 

 

 

Within days of the landings there were a few brief mentions in the various news 

papers  of Australian troops in action on Gallipoli and vague references to 

suspected casualties - but despite the worry this news caused to the relatives of 

soldiers, who had thought that the men were safely in Egypt, it was nearly 

impossible to find out anything definite. The cryptic cabled reports in newspapers 

did little more than cause intense concern and agitation in a population desperate 

to have solid news about their loved ones.  There were questions in Federal 

Parliament over the appalling lack of information.  The army’s ramshackle system 

of dealing with notifications was woefully inadequate to the task. People scanned 

the casualty lists to see who was injured, killed or missing. It was not unusual for 

the first news of the loss of a loved one to be a mention in one of those lists. A 

family friend of Brian Pockley, one of the first casualties in the war, recorded in 

her diary of desperately trying to reach Brian’s father during the day so that he 

did not read of his son’s death in the evening paper. At least Pockley’s death was 

well witnessed. Something had to be done for people such as the Whites. 

 

Mary Owen, was determined to help.. She was a well known, passionate 

supporter of the Red Cross in New South Wales, and she urged her husband, 

the successful Sydney Equity Barrister Langer Owen KC, to set up an Australian 
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Enquiry Bureau to help people such as Emily White.  Langer Owen KC was a 

very suitable person for such a task. As a Kings Counsel who was used to 

collecting and weighing evidence. This skill would make him, and any other 

lawyer, well able to sift the often conflicting accounts of what had happened to a 

person in battle. He was also an excellent organizer, and quite senior in the 

rather close knit and ‘clubby’ atmosphere of the influential Sydney legal 

profession. He was used to exercising his authority: but combined these 

attributes with a profound sensitivity and compassion for those suffering the 

agony of grief or worry.  Furthermore, he had been the voluntary Chief Censor at 

the Pacific Cables Office in Sydney since the start of the war, so he was well 

aware of just how news could be communicated by the rather labyrinthine 

network of cables and relay stations which laced the ocean floors and land forms 

of the world.  At the time Australia was the end of a very unreliable, easily 

interrupted network of undersea lines which snaked across the various oceans 

and Langer Owen knew how to work the system. If one line failed then another 

could be used via a number of relay stations located in such widely differing 

places as  Gibraltar or the Pacific Islands.  

 

The first enquiries were made in July 1915 as Langer Owen worked to put 

together a program. Within weeks the Bureau set up their first office in 

Woodstock Chambers at 88 Pitt Street in Sydney.  There were similar bureaus 

established in 1915 by lawyers throughout Australia after Langer Owen’s 

initiative. A system was established which could collect information from Egypt, 
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Malta, Gibraltar and England. The search effort overseas was organized in part 

by another Sydney barrister, Adrian Knox KC (who was later Chief Justice of the 

High Court). He had travelled to Egypt then Gallipoli in mid 1915 as a Red Cross 

Commissioner to sort out the rather shambolic state of the enthusiastic but 

disorganised charitable activities. of both the Red Cross and the various comforts 

funds which had started to proliferate in Australia. He acted occasionally as a 

Searcher, which was a title given to people who interviewed troops about missing 

comrades and sent reports back to Sydney. He was a well known person and 

Emily White wrote directly to him requesting information on her son, George. 

 

Vera Deakin – the daughter of the former Prime Minister, Alfred Deakin-  

was a dynamic influence in  establishing the service in Egypt, investigating the 

many mysterious cases of lost men amongst the Gallipoli veterans at camp and 

nearby hospitals.  She too is recorded as having interviewed soldiers about the 

fate of George White, and many other men in January 1916. Later in 1916 she 

moved to London when the Australian troops left for Europe. She would write an 

extraordinary number of letters as the Secretary of the Wounded and Missing 

Enquiry Bureau operating out of 36 Grosvenor Place in the centre of London. Her 

letterhead appears on countless enquires to people trying to track down the 

details of those missing or killed in action over the course of the war. She was 

admirably helped by Miss Mary Chomley, the daughter of judge Chomley of 

Melbourne,  who later headed the Prisoners of War Department of the Australian 

Red Cross situated near Vera Deakin’s office in London. Both women, who came 



5 

 

 

from prosperous families, worked closely with the various Enquiry Bureaus which 

formed in the Australian state capitals as well as dealing with enquiries made 

directly to them. They performed an outstanding service and each of them was 

awarded an OBE in 1918.  

 

The basic system which was established in late 1915 was that once an enquiry 

had been made at the office in Sydney or any other capital city men such as 

Langer Owen cabled it to Vera Deakin who then managed the case through 

designated Searchers or by writing to various hospitals or military units herself. 

People also wrote directly to her and she maintained a huge correspondence 

with interested parties - but many people wanted some sort of direct, personal 

contact, and that was difficult for anyone living in Australia. The centre for 

personal contact in Sydney became Langer Owen’s new, larger offices in Dalton 

Chambers in Pitt Street.  

 

 

By November 1915 around 500 cabled enquires had been made by the Sydney 

Bureau on behalf of the relatives of the Gallipoli casualties. Many more would 

follow. The various replies to these requests were examined by some of the 50 or 

so barristers and solicitors who then worked part or full time at the Sydney 

bureau – others lawyers were on call if needed. The number of cases ebbed and 

flowed according to the tides of battle. By mid 1916 there were 4400 cases on file 

in New South Wales – the comparatively small number reflecting the limited 
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actions of that time. But each case represented a grieving family. The number of 

enquires soon increased far beyond those early days and the Sydney Bureau 

moved into larger premises at Dalton Chambers at 115 Pitt Street in Sydney. Not 

only did Langer Owen get lawyers to help him with his enquiries, he got them to 

pay for some of it. Three of a total of thirteen full-time office workers were funded 

by the New South Wales legal profession. The others were Red Cross 

employees. 

 

The first wave of enquires and subsequent cases concerned the fate of  the 

many missing men from Gallipoli. Red Cross searchers combed the camps and 

hospitals around Egypt trying to find witnesses to the death in action of men such 

as Norman Phillip Scheidel of the tragically decimated 18th Battalion. He was last 

seen charging forward on 20 August 1915. The 18th Battalion still had 150 men 

listed as Missing a year after their futile massacre in August 1915. Many have 

never been found, their bodies still lying on the slopes below Hill 60 on the 

Peninsular to the south of Suvla Bay. One of the searchers who spoke to the 

survivors about Norman Scheidel was Anthony Hordern, the son of the 

prosperous owners of the landmark Sydney emporium. He was one of a number 

of prominent businessmen and professionals who had travelled to Egypt to assist 

with the charitable work amongst the soldiers. Their names are recorded at the 

bottom of the cards which detailed their interviews concerning the fate of missing 

men,. 
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There were many courts of Enquiry in Egypt  in early to mid 1916. In these 

sombre investigations the fate of men such as George White of Epping was 

decided – he had most likely fallen in action on the first day. The Red Cross 

Enquiry Unit collected the various stories: one person claimed that George White 

did not exist, another that he was left at Quinn’s Post, yet another that he had 

crawled off into the scrub, still one more said he was in hospital in Birmingham. 

The rumours were not helped by the fact that White was such a common name. 

There were two in the 2nd Battalion alone. One was wounded and survived, and 

for a time he was mistaken for George White, so poor Emily White went through 

a joyous relief of being told mistakenly that he son was wounded and well then 

finding out it was not him. George White was finally on a casualty list on 30 May 

1916, along with scores of others lost on Gallipoli and whose fate had been  

unknown. A few months after the official notification George White’s older 

brother, John Stanley White, enlisted and in November 1916 sailed to war. 

 

By 1916, the Bureau in Sydney was treated with something approaching 

reverential respect. Reginald Rankin of the 13th Battalion was one of those killed 

by artillery fire on Gallipoli in July 1915.  There were at least a dozen interviews 

with witnesses in places as widely spaced as Moascar Camp in Ismailia, to the 

4th Australian General Hospital at Randwick. Eventually the searchers located 

one man who knew Rankin was able to report that he ‘lifted the blanket from the 

face to look at him (Rankin) for the last time.’ Since Rankin’s mother lived at 

Yerong Creek in the country she was not able to visit Dalton Chambers so 
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Langer Owen wrote her a succession of letters as each new piece of news came 

in. She wrote of her gratitude in the Sydney Morning Herald on 8 August 1916 

and said:   

 

I am most grateful to Mr Langer Owen for trouble taken.  At one time it 

seemed he had interviewed every one of the returned soldiers of my 

son’s battalion, the 13th as he wrote me so many letters containing items 

of interest, and no charge whatever was made for any of the information. 

 

The various Bureaus in the Australian capital cities went to great pains to spread 

the message that search services were available free of charge to anyone who 

sort help. There is a slightly peeved tone evident in one of Langer Owen’s public 

statement reassuring people that fees were not charged. Regular ads appeared 

in the newspapers inviting people to come in and talk and ask for help. While 

payment would be accepted if offered, no one was under any obligation to part 

with money. The cable companies offered much reduced rates for their services, 

and the lawyers worked free of charge. Any costs were met by donations. 

 

After the Australian troops left Egypt for Europe, the number of enquires 

increased dramatically with the battles at Fromelles and Pozieres. When a new 

case was opened, every possible lead was followed up and the resulting 

information filed meticulously.  Outside of Australia, designated Red Cross 

Searchers visited hospitals, rest centres, canteens and military bases around the 
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Mediterranean, the Middle East, England and on the Continent trying to find eye 

witnesses to the fate of killed or missing men.  Often Vera Deakin sent the 

account directly to the people involved, as she did with Mrs Windeyer in London 

as more information came forward, assuring her that her son’s death was 

‘instantaneous’. Other accounts were sent to the Bureau in the relevant capital 

city. In Sydney, Langer Owen evaluated the evidence then formed a likely 

conclusion as to the fate of the casualty.  He would then invite the often grieving 

relatives in to his office, or send them a letter, and give a likely account of what 

happened. 

 

By the end of 1916, at least 200 people per day made their way to Dalton 

Chambers in Sydney where they were met and given a sympathetic ear by one 

of the duty lawyers. Visitors could come as often as they wanted, and stay as 

long as they liked.  The enquiries continued through the evil winter at the end of 

1916, to climax with the fearful actions of 1917. Langer Owen made himself 

constantly available – to the extent that when the Sydney Bureau shut over the 

Christmas/New Year holiday period he advertised his private home phone 

number as a point of contact should anyone feel the need for contact. The motto 

of him and his staff was ‘Trouble does not exist’ which referred to the efforts the 

workers at the bureau would go to any length to help people. The motto was just 

the right reply to be made to a polite, deferential person who would invariably 

begin their request for help with ‘I don’t want to trouble you . . .’ The Bureau’s 
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motto was a very welcome response after the desperately worried people had 

been given little help by other authorities. 

 

 

Eventually the Bureau started a file on any soldier listed as a casualty. Visitors to 

the Sydney offices were stunned by the extensive collection of cards and filing 

cabinets containing details of soldiers. By mid 1917, In Sydney alone, there were 

30,624 cases under investigation. By February 1919, there were 36,000 cases 

on file, and a total of 25,615 cables had been sent to enquire as to the fate of the 

men. A staggering 150,000 written reports had been distributed to people in New 

South Wales alone, regarding the fate of men killed or missing in action. Many 

people received more than one report as new details emerged as to the fate of 

their loved one. Across the country more than 400,000 reports were sent out by 

the end of the war. 

 

The problem of finding out what had happened to a casualty was a function of 

the nature of warfare at the time.  The persistent frontal attacks meant that waves 

of men disappeared into No Mans Land and it was only when a subsequent roll 

call was made after the battle that there was any indication of who had failed to 

come back. Epic artillery barrages often buried battlefield graves or obliterated 

any men who were caught in the open. Such was the fate of Albert Edward Smith 

of Surry Hills. He had the top of his head literally blown off in the attack at 

Pozieres and was buried in a trench newly captured from the Germans and then 
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subject to intense artillery fire and counterattack. His body was lost in the 

subsequent violence and never located.  In these circumstances rumours, miss-

identification and false impressions obscured just what had happened to the 

casualty. 

 

Searchers, often highly paid barristers or solicitors, spent days at places such as 

Randwick Hospital or the Anzac Canteens in Sydney interviewing survivors.  

Their careful accounts often echoed legal forms.  A witness interviewed in 

Sydney could be designated “a most reliable witness” and his account would 

carry more weight than others. Overseas, officially designated Red Cross 

Searchers supported by the indomitable letter writer Vera Deakin scoured camps 

and hospital tracing down leads.  Occasionally, the enquires could be very 

personal to those involved. When young Charlie Windeyer, a relative of a 

prominent legal family, was lost in action near Passchendaele in October 1917 

his mother and sisters were working with the Red Cross in Europe.  Mrs 

Windeyer personally interviewed witnesses to her son’s death. His body was lost 

in the confusion of battle. 

 

 

The circumstances of men listed as Missing were particularly horrible as relatives 

oscillated between wild hopes and black despair, which could not be resolved. 

Any rumour was eagerly devoured in the hope that a missing son, husband or 

brother could be found. Was the missing man wounded in hospital?  Captured?  
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If he was dead, how did he die?  Where was his body? Grieving relatives were 

desperate for any scrap of information and the relatives of missing men 

contracted elaborate scenarios imaging their sons dazed and wounded and 

suffering loss of memory in some remote hospital, unable to communicate their 

details to the staff. Rumours abounded, particularly when the comrades of the 

missing returned home wounded themselves. Desperately worried mothers and 

fathers of missing soldiers would haunt the soldiers’ canteens and hospitals 

trying to find out about their loved sons. People outside of Sydney had to rely on 

the Bureau to search on their behalf. It is hard to comprehend the enormity of the 

grief suffered by people such as Emily White of Epping.  In 1918 she made the 

long trip into Sydney by train again. This time it was to hear the account of how 

her second son, John Stanley, had died of injuries received in battle. She had 

given both sons  to the war. 

 

Reading the many files suggests that the accounts were often sanitized.  

Invariably men died instantly, or were unconscious, without pain, which was a 

major concern of relatives. Even the victims of gas were represented as having 

drifted off into painless oblivion – most unlikely if the victim had been affected by 

mustard gas.  Another area of coy avoidance concerned the suicides – 

sometimes by severely wounded men in great pain.  The final accounts of these 

people invariably said they died in battle. For example, John Rendell Street of 

Bathurst was with the 25th Battalion at Fromelles. He was the nephew of Judge 

Phillip Whistler Street and was well known in his unit. His comrades were clear 
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about his fate. He was hit, probably in the spine and unable to move. Rather than 

being captured he put his rifle under his chin and shot himself. The Red Cross 

interviewed five witnesses who confirmed the suicide in battle. One stated that he 

was “extremely anxious that this report should not reach relations, who are in 

fairly good position.” Accordingly the Red Cross Missing and Wounded Bureau 

was rather coy about his end, simply stating that he received a “fatal wound.” But 

the relations were not to be fooled. Street’s sister, Margery was in London and 

had experience with the stories of returned men. She requested the full items. 

There is no record of them being sent.  Street’s fate was still trying to be 

established when his brother in law, the Sydney solicitor, James Arthur Dowling, 

travelled to England and gained a Statutory Declaration from an eyewitness -  

which confirmed the death, but still did not mention the manner of it. Dowling’s 

pilgrimage was typical of many. His son, Max, was among the dead at Pozieres. 

 

 

 

Eventually the Red Cross Missing and Wounded Bureau closed its office to the 

public in Sydney in March 1919 but continued distributing information concerning 

any missing men until 1920. In July 1919 then Acting Justice Langer Owen was 

presented with a Commander Order of the British Empire after four years of 

“magnificent” service.  The lady who first suggested idea, Mary Owen, had died 

in late 1917, worn out by the worry concerning her own son away at the Front as 

well as tireless support she maintained for so many war related charities. Her 



14 

 

 

wonderful legacy is the extensive collection of files put together on her 

suggestion by a team of lawyers led by her husband. These files were at first a 

great comfort to the many grieving relatives of those who fell in action. They have 

now become an important part of our national heritage, constantly used by 

families, authors and researchers.  The thousands of index cards, letters and 

testimonies on file in the Australian War Memorial are a testament to the great 

efforts of a group of prosperous, professional men and women such as Langer 

Owen KC and Vera Deakin,  who saw the desperate  need of people such as 

Emily White of Epping and donated their energy and expertise to help out in time 

of war. 

 

 

  

 


