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Better known as the foundation secretary of the Australian Red Cross Society, the 
subject of MacKinnon’s address was her work in helping to found the Australasian 
Armenian Relief Fund in 1922.22

A national conference of representatives of the relief committees from all over 
Australia was convened on 14 December 1922. It was decided to form a national 
executive committee, with Rev. James E. Cresswell, a Congregational minister from 
Adelaide, as National Secretary of the Australasian Armenian Relief fund.23 During 
an epic voyage throughout the Near East in 1923, in which he visited Syria, Greece, 
Georgia and Armenia, Cresswell presented,

on behalf of the Australasian Fund, a complete ambulance, which he handed over to Dr 
Mabel Elliott, of the American Women’s Hospital, which did the medical work of the Near 
East relief at Athens.24

Caroline Ethel Cooper

Between May 1924 and 1928, Adelaide-born Caroline Ethel Cooper worked with 
the mission of the Society of Friends (Quakers) at the American Farm School, in 
the foothills of Mount Hortiatis, east of Thessalonike in central Macedonia. Within 
a year, her “initiative, powers of organisation and her knowledge of the Greek lan-
guage” meant that Cooper was made head of the relief unit. She remained so until 
her departure in 1928. 

Cooper named her pet donkey Agamemnon, and offered insects as sacrifice on 
her altar to Pan.25 Her friend and colleague Dr Sydney Loch, remembered her in the 
following terms: “Cultured, humane, and always aware of the human being under 
the national, though never suffering fools gladly, only occasionally did one hear the 
creaks in the edifice of her Christianity”.

Reverend J.E. Cresswell

The minister of the Congregational Church in Flinders Street, Adelaide,26 became 
the single most important South Australian involved in the international rescue of 

22 It was the sixth General Assembly of the League, held in 1925. Jacqueline Abbott, “MacKinnon, Eleanor 
Vokes Irby (1871–1936)”, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of Biography, Australian 
National University. http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/mackinnon-eleanor-vokes-irby-7398/text12863. 
Date accessed: 24/12/2010.

23 For a more detailed discussion of the relief efforts within Australia, see Vicken Babkenian, “An S.O.S 
From Beyond Gallipoli: Victoria and the Armenian Relief Fund”, Victorian Historical Journal 8:22, No-
vember 2010, and Vicken Babkenian, “A Humanitarian Journey: the Reverend James Edwin Cresswell 
and the Armenian Relief Fund”, Journal of the Historical Society of South Australia 37, (2009):61–75.

24 “Armenian Relief. Australia’s help. Orphanage maintained”, Sydney Morning Herald, 1 August 1923:16.
25 Decie Denholm, “Cooper, Caroline Ethel (1871–1961)”, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National 

Centre of Biography, Australian National University. http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/cooper-caroline 
-ethel-9819/text17361. Date accessed: 25/03/2012.

26 Consecrated in 1867, it is now known as the Pilgrim Church and belongs to the Uniting Church in 
Australia. http://www.samemory.sa.gov.au/site/page.cfm?u=1454&c=1717. Date accessed: 20/03/2012.
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the destitute genocide survivors. He led a truly remarkable life, travelling across the 
globe as a missionary as well as a humanitarian relief worker throughout the early 
decades of the century. 

Following his appointment as National Secretary of the Armenian Relief Fund in 
January 1923,27 Rev. Cresswell made three journeys to Hellas and the Near East in 
the 1920s. Each time he escorted tonnes of desperately needed supplies of food and 
clothing. He left a remarkable collection of writings and photographs which document 
in stark detail, his experiences amongst the genocide survivors. 

During his brief time to Kemal’s Turkey, he was invited by Lieutenant-Colonel 
Hughes of the Imperial Graves Commission,28 to visit the Gallipoli Peninsula.29 Rev. 
Cresswell did so, in part because of the ANZAC presence there, but also to see firsthand 
the towns and villages some of the people he was endeavouring to save had been 
forced to flee for their lives.

In the lead-up to Easter 1923, Rev. Cresswell wrote the following in his diary, a 
description of his visit to a refugee camp outside Aleppo, Syria:

Over 6000 are here. The sights within the caves are beyond words. No words seem adequate 
to describe the misery that must be the portion of these poor people. A few yards inside, 
the light was very dim, then failed altogether, and it was necessary to use a lantern. On 
either side of the cave were to be seen families, men, women and children, sitting on the 
ground. In some places, this was fairly dry, but for the most part, it was damp — the air 
was clammy and cold and in all respects it was depressing. Here were women, pale and 
emaciated, children with swollen abdomens, the result of starvation. Again, one saw lit-
tle babes, pinched and pallid — further on, a little one just recently born, one tiny atom 
among thousands of the suffering children to be seen here.30

The people he saw in that cave system were survivors of the Armenian and Hel-
lenic Genocides, members of the once flourishing communities of the Cilicia region 
of southern Anatolia. They had endured forced deportation marches across hundreds 
of kilometres of desert and mountains during World War One, returned home once 
Cilicia was occupied by the French in 1918, then fled renewed massacres once Kemal’s 
followers returned in 1920.31

A few days later, Rev. Cresswell arrived in Athens, via the Aegean island of Syros, 
where the Near East Relief maintained a large orphanage. His first stop was the mag-
nificent Zappeion Building in central Athens, a short stroll from the former Royal 
Palace, “which now has been handed to the N.E.R. for orphanage work”.

27 “Feeding the Starving: Australians in Armenia – A Splendid Work”, The Argus (Melbourne), 21 April 
1923:6.

28 Now the Commonwealth War Graves Commission (www.cwgc.org).
29 “The Reverend J.E. Creswell. Clergyman-Journalist’s visit to Hobart”, The Mercury (Hobart, Tasmania), 

Thursday 4 January 1934:6.
30 Rev. J.E. Cresswell (entry for Monday 2 April 1923, unpublished diary). Courtesy Vicken Babkenian.
31 “Dangerous complications in Syria. The Massacres at Marash”, Current History, April 1920:108–112.
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Mrs Bush is here in charge of 600 boys. They range from six to 13–14. Every one of them 
has some form of sickness, mostly induced by starvation and the trials of deportation. 
There are numbers for example of trachoma, others favus, others scabies.32

The majority of these children were Armenian. Having lost their parents during 
the massacres and deportations of the Armenian Genocide, they were rescued by mis-
sionaries and workers of the Near East Relief from across the former Ottoman Empire. 

One of the largest of these orphanages was at Antelias, now in the northern suburbs 
of Beirut, Lebanon. For a decade, this institution was funded exclusively by Austral-
ians and New Zealanders; hence its name, the Australasian Orphanage. This complex 
became home to some 1,700 children, a number of whom — as adults — migrated to 
Australia.33 Rev. Cresswell visited Antelias in March 1923. 

Not long ago there arrived at the Australian orphanage eleven little boys from the interior 
of Turkey. They arrived late at night, and were put to bed in rows on the floor of a large 
building, with several hundred other motherless lads. They were very frightened and tired, 
and later, when the directress of the orphanage went to see if all were well, she found the 
little fellows all huddled together like a lot of little puppies, sleeping all over each other, 
under the same blanket. Not a single one of these boys knew his name or whence he had 
come, and the N.E.R. has 13,000 similar cases in the Beyrout area.34

While in Athens, Cresswell also visited the city’s “large Municipal Theatre”, only a 
few hundred metres away.35 In a few short words, he eloquently illustrated the sheer 
scale of the need facing a Hellenic state impoverished by a decade of war. Nothing 
was adequate supply, especially housing, and yet room had to be found to shelter 
hundreds of thousands of people who had little more than the clothes on their backs.

What a sight it presented. Every available space in all the rooms was taken up by refugees 
ten or twelve feet square for each family. Here men, women and children had to live, day 
and night. The scene in the auditorium was beyond description.36

32 (Entry for Easter Monday, 2 April 1923, from unpublished diary of Rev. Cresswell [p. 58].) Courtesy 
Vicken Babkenian. The Zappeion’s construction was financed by expatriate cotton merchant Evangelos 
Zappas. The neoclassical mansion is inherent with the modern history of Greece and now is used for 
public and private exhibitions and ceremonies. In 1869 the Greek government donated 80,000 square 
meters of public land for the building of Zappeion in the area between the Royal Palace, the National 
Gardens and the ancient Temple of Zeus. The Parliament passed legislation on 30 November 1869 
specifically for the construction of buildings for the Olympic Games in 1896. Hence, the Zappeion 
became the world’s first building that was built exclusively for the modern Olympic Games. Designed 
by Danish architect T. Hansen, the official inauguration took place in 1888.

33 While the original buildings are long gone, the site is now one of the holiest for Armenians, the Ca-
tholicosate of Cilicia. Vicken Babkenian “Armenia’s angels”, The Australian, 25 April 2008. http://www.
theaustralian.com.au/news/world/armenias-angels/story-e6frg6ux-1111116156752.

34 “Feeding the Starving: Australians in Armenia – A Splendid Work”, The Argus (Melbourne), 21 April 
1923:6.

35 Melville Chater, “History’s Greatest Trek”, National Geographic, 1925:533–583, has a photograph of a 
group of the boxes in the National Theatre, exactly as described by Rev. Cresswell.

36 (Entry for Easter Tuesday, 3 April 1923, from unpublished diary of Rev. Cresswell.) Courtesy Vicken 
Babkenian. Also published in The Congregationalist 1923.
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The shared Christian faith was a key element for why Australians became so heav-
ily involved in the relief effort. For example, in one address in Melbourne in August 
1923, Rev. Cresswell stated that:

Throughout untold hardships and persecutions the Armenians had remained loyal to the 
Christian faith. That, apart from the call of humanity, was sufficient to entitle them to the 
assistance of every other Christian country.

The appeal was not one for funds and supplies of food and clothing alone. At func-
tions and offices across Australia and New Zealand, lace and needlework produced by 
Armenian Genocide survivors “was exhibited for sale”. In the truest pioneering tradi-
tions of Australia, the focus was on enabling the survivors in Hellas, Soviet Armenia, 
Lebanon, Syria and British Palestine to fend for themselves as rapidly as possible. Rev. 
Cresswell “urged the advisability of constructive work among the children, more than 
60,000 of whom were being trained and educated in useful trades”.37

Conclusions
These are just a handful of the Australian stories of humanity in the inter-war period 
that have been restored to the historical record of the Great Southern Land. In the 
words of Robert Manne: “In world history there is an intimate connection between 
the Dardanelles campaign and the Armenian [Hellenic and Assyrian] genocide[s]”.38

The story of South Australian efforts on behalf of the genocide survivors — either 
through humanitarian relief or through active rescue — is one of the “lighter” aspects 
of the history of the Armenian, Hellenic and Assyrian genocides. Rev. Cresswell, Ethel 
Cooper and their supporters (both anonymous and eponymous) serve as reminders 
that even amidst the darkest episodes of human existence, there are sparks of light. 
Despite being enveloped by inhumanity, some retained their humanity. 

Amato explains how local historians shape their work around objects people can 
touch and institutions audiences have directly experienced. For them, theory always 
gives way to facts.39 Through the examination of demographic, social, and cultural 
transformations such as those that accompanied the survivors of the Armenian, Hel-
lenic and Assyrian Genocides, the story of Australian assistance to the survivors 
becomes an integral part of contemporary Australian historiography.

37 “Suffering in Armenia. Appeal for Australian Help”, The Argus (Melbourne), 15 August 1923. 
38 Robert Manne, “A Turkish Tale”, The Monthly, February 2007:28.
39 Joseph A. Amato (Author), Richard O. Davies (Foreword), Rethinking Home: A Case for Writing Local 

History. http://www.ucpress.edu/book.php?isbn=9780520232938. Date accessed: 25/03/2012.
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Antelias orphanage, Syria. “Saluting the flag after 
dinner: Mr Cresswell and orphans” The Argus 

(Melbourne) 21 April 1923:6

Reverend James E. Cresswell 
(Courtesy George Gaidzkar) 
Mr Gaidzkar’s father was one 

of the orphans at Antelias, later 
sponsored to Australia by 

Rev. Cresswell.

Front page of “Till the Job’s Done” 
December 1924, publication of the Save 

the Children Fund and the Armenian Relief 
Fund (State Library of South Australia)

Pages 2 and 3 of “Till the Job’s Done” December 1924, 
publication of the Save the Children Fund and the 

Armenian Relief Fund (State Library of South Australia)

“South Australia’s Easter Gift.” 
Australian Christian World 

27 July 1923:12 
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