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Literary fortune shines on some fictional characters; such has been the fate of the 
junior but ambitious member of the League of Nations Secretariat, Edith Campbell 
Berry. Her creator, the late Frank Moorhouse, in three bestselling books chronicling 
Edith’s time in interwar Europe—and her deflating years in postwar Canberra—
crafted a fictive individual whose literary longevity, reflected in continuing steady 
sales of ‘The Edith Trilogy’, makes her a strong candidate for inclusion in a dictionary 
of fictional characters.1

In contrast, the reputation of the organisation Edith served—the League of Nations 
(1920–46)—established after World War I chiefly to prevent calamitous future 
conflicts, has been severely tarnished because on its watch the unthinkable happened: 
World War II, a conflagration far worse than its predecessor, broke out. The league’s 
valuable humanitarian work—to name one of its many areas of achievement—though 
of interest to some historians, was not examined in any depth for decades after its 
demise. Indeed, the organisation became an unfashionable subject for academic 
attention. Writing in 2001, the scholar Margaret MacMillan observed that:

only a handful of eccentric historians still bother to study the League of 
Nations. Its archives, with their wealth of materials, are largely unvisited. Its 
very name evokes images of earnest bureaucrats, fuzzy liberal supporters, futile 
resolutions, unproductive fact-finding missions and, above all, failure.2

By 2013, however, a renaissance in league studies was underway, prompting one of its 
leading practitioners to refer—somewhat inelegantly—to the ‘very many handfuls’ of 
scholars now engaged in exploring all aspects of league activity.3 This renewed interest 

1	  Frank Moorhouse, Grand Days (Chippendale: Pan Macmillan, 1993); Dark Palace (Milsons Point, NSW: Knopf/
Random House Australia, 2000); Cold Light (North Sydney: Knopf/Random House Australia, 2011). Moorhouse 
based Edith on a Canadian-born member of the league secretariat, Mary McGeachy (1901–1991).
2	  Margaret MacMillan, Peacemakers: The Paris Conference of 1919 and Its Attempt to End War (London: John 
Murray, 2001), 92.
3	  Patricia Clavin, Securing the World Economy: The Reinvention of the League of Nations 1920–1946 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2013), v. That renaissance, which is still underway, includes a groundbreaking interpretation of the ideas 
behind the league’s formation (Kaiga); an examination of the real and symbolic need for such a body following World 
War I whose human and economic carnage created a global ‘crisis of credibility’ for the dominant liberal capitalist world 
order (Biltoft); and a study of the league’s work in Asia and the implications of the post–World War I peace settlements 
for European hegemony in the Asian hemisphere (Goto-Shibata). See Sakiko Kaiga, Britain and the Intellectual Origins 
of the League of Nations, 1914–1919 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021); Carolyn N. Biltoft, A Violent 
Peace: Media, Truth and Power at the League of Nations (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2021), doi.org/10.7208/
chicago/9780226766560.001.0001; Harumi Goto-Shibata, The League of Nations and the East Asian Imperial Order, 
1920–1946 (Singapore: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020), doi.org/10.1007/978-981-15-4968-7.
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in the institution’s achievements across its many realms of operation has occurred 
alongside fresh efforts to understand why it failed as an arbiter of peace. Both 
approaches have been made easier by the opening up of the organisation’s archives 
resulting in numerous opportunities for new directions of scholarly inquiry. Among 
these is the role of Australians in league affairs during the interwar decades.

James Cotton, who is emeritus professor of politics at the University of New South 
Wales, Australian Defence Force Academy, Canberra, is well qualified for the task of 
telling this story. His book The Australian School of International Relations (2013)4 is 
a seminal work of international relations thinking based on an examination of the 
international thought of eight twentieth-century Australians. ‘The Australian School’ 
contains much about how a number of this country’s prominent academics and 
public figures outside academe viewed the league and Australia’s role within it as well 
as the nation’s standing inside and beyond the British Empire. He has also edited the 
official Documents on Australian Foreign Policy volumes for the periods 1920–305 and 
1931–36.6 And, in December 2018, he produced a substantial commemorative paper 
for the Parliament of Australia, ‘Australia in the League of Nations: A Centenary 
View’.7

Much recent pioneering work on the league, such as that by Susan Pedersen, gives 
its civil servants ‘centre stage’ in this ‘new historiography’ as ‘crucial middlemen’ in 
building and maintaining this nascent form of international organisation.8 Similarly, 
David Macfadyen and his co-authors, in their major study of the league’s administrative 
formation under its first secretary-general, Sir Eric Drummond (later Lord Perth), 
focus on the creative intelligence and exemplary competence that characterised the 
staff of the secretariat established by Drummond.9

The author also sees the bureaucratic contribution as central and examines it at 
length. As in ‘The Australian School’, he adopts a prosopographic approach that 
combines historical (and institutional) analysis with biographical pen-portraiture to 
chart the course of Australian involvement in league affairs—a method well anchored 

4	  James Cotton, The Australian School of International Relations (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), doi.
org/10.1057/9781137308061.
5	  James Cotton, ed., Documents on Australian Foreign Policy: Australia and the World 1920–1930 (Sydney: UNSW 
Press/Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2019).
6	  James Cotton, ed., Documents on Australian Foreign Policy: Australia and the World 1931–1936 (Sydney: UNSW 
Press/Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2021).
7	  James Cotton, ‘Australia in the League of Nations: A Centenary View’, Parliamentary Library Research Paper, 
21 December 2018, Parliament of Australia Parliamentary Library, www.aph.gov.au.
8	  Susan Pedersen, ‘Foreword’, The Institution of International Order: From the League of Nations to the United 
Nations, ed. Simon Jackson and Alanna O’Malley (London: Routledge, 2018), x.
9	  David Macfadyen, Michael Davies, Marilyn Carr and John Burley, Eric Drummond and His Legacies: The League 
of Nations and the Beginnings of Global Governance (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), doi.org/10.1007/978-3-
030-04732-0.
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in the disciplines of history and biography.10 A notable example of intellectual (or 
ideas-directed) prosopographical analysis is Michael Roe’s Nine Australian Progressives 
(1984),11 two of whose subjects, William Jethro Brown and Sir James Barrett, 
lectured on, or wrote about, Australia and the league.12 All of Roe’s subjects were 
prominent public figures. Although Cotton gives the leading Australian interwar 
internationalists such as S. M. (later Lord) Bruce their due, he eschews a narrow 
Namierian emphasis on the activities of these individuals, and pursues instead a more 
wideranging or democratic prosopography, one that encompasses the contributions 
of several little-known men and women, the most senior of whom entered the ranks 
of the educational and administrative elite on merit rather than via inheritance or 
patronage. It is the author’s wider emphasis on the hitherto less-celebrated actors that 
transforms a familiar story into the absorbing one told in this book.

The author begins by setting out the background to Australian government 
involvement with the league between the wars: from its primary goal at the 1919 
Paris Peace Conference of ensuring that Australia would be able to realise its postwar 
geopolitical and trade ambitions with minimum obligations to, or interference from, 
the league and its officials; followed by a wider recognition during the 1920s of the 
valuable role played by the organisation (and its affiliated agencies) in the economic, 
food and agriculture, legal, public health and labour arbitration fields; and, finally, to 
the gradual decline and eclipse of the league after 1930 as economic depression and 
totalitarian aggression put paid to hopes of international stability and peace.

Woven into this intimidating and complex historical canvas is the author’s primary 
aim in the book: to explore the engagement of a number of Australians with the 
league and their contributions to interwar internationalist diplomacy (as members 
of its secretariat that constituted the first International Civil Service, the ICS, or 
its principal associated institutions such as the International Labour Organization, 
the ILO). After surveying Australia’s institutional and community engagement with 
the league in chapter 1, the author in chapters 2, 3 and 4 examines the work of 
three Geneva-based Australian practitioners of internationalist diplomacy: William 
Caldwell (ILO, 1921–40), Raymond Kershaw (ICS, 1924–29) and H. Duncan Hall 
(ICS, 1927–38).

10	  A model of prosopography in league studies is Susan Pedersen’s book on the implications for the British 
imperium—many unexpected and unwelcome—of the league’s mandates system as directed by its supremo, the 
Swiss academic and diplomat William E. Rappard. Pedersen’s dual focus on actors and events propels the intertwined 
mandates and decolonisation narratives along and provides a series of revealing insights into how the league functioned 
and the ways in which its mandates brief was discharged. See Susan Pedersen, The Guardians: The League of Nations 
and the Crisis of Empire (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015). 
11	  Michael Roe, Nine Australian Progressives: Vitalism in Bourgeois Social Thought, 1890–1960 (St Lucia: University 
of Queensland Press, 1984). Roe traces how newly emergent progressive ideas shaped his subjects’ thinking and public 
lives. The prosopographic method received fresh attention in the Anglosphere during the twentieth century through 
the work of the British historians Sir Lewis Namier (early modern history) and Sir Ronald Syme (ancient history), 
who focused on society’s movers and shakers while rejecting any substantial role for ideas in prosopographical study.
12	  James Cotton, The Australians at Geneva, 23 and 183 n. 37 (Brown); 24 and 183 n. 41 (Barrett). 
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Caldwell, a Rhodes scholar, classicist, economist and alumnus of Balliol College, 
Oxford, served the ILO for three decades—from 1921 to 1934 as its only Australian 
staff member—during which time his chief function was to manage Australian and 
New Zealand relations with the organisation. Kershaw—also a Rhodes scholar and an 
Oxonian (New College, Modern History)—was employed mostly in the secretariat’s 
Minorities Section before departing to work for the Bank of England; in 1930, he 
accompanied as his assistant one of the bank’s senior officials, Sir Otto Niemeyer, on 
a mission to Australia to advise the federal government about the country’s financial 
crisis. H. Duncan Hall, a Balliol College modern history student, awarded the BLitt 
degree for a thesis revised and published as The British Commonwealth of Nations 
(1920),13 served in the secretariat’s Social Questions and Opium Traffic Section 
(1927–35), and thereafter in its Information Section as the league’s specialist on the 
British dominions. The organisation’s inability to counter the totalitarian threat of 
the 1930s prompted Hall to join a small number of eminent international relations 
specialists in investigating less traditional means of preserving peace and countering 
aggression, chiefly psychoanalytic approaches based on the work of Sigmund Freud’s 
disciple Dr Robert Waelder (Hall interviewed Freud and left an account of their 
meeting).14

Chapter 5’s focus is the activities and ideas of ‘non-official’ actors who were less 
constrained in speech and action than their counterparts toiling in the secretariat; 
principally, the women delegates to the league’s annual assemblies and the employer 
and employee representatives who participated in the conferences convened each year 
by the ILO. Despite article 7 of the League Covenant stipulating that league positions 
were ‘open equally to men and women’, Australia sent only fifteen female delegates 
to Geneva between 1922 and 1938, and always with ‘alternate’ (or ‘substitute’) 
status rather than the ‘full’ status accorded their male counterparts. Nevertheless, 
while these women were allotted to the Fifth Committee of the League Assembly, 
which concerned itself with ‘general and humanitarian questions’, individuals such 
as the equal rights advocates Bessie Rischbieth and Marguerite Dale, the journalist 
Stella Allan (pseudonym ‘Vesta’), the writer Janet Mitchell, and the pioneering health 
practitioners Roberta Jull and Ethel Osborne, not only attended assembly sessions 
but also lectured across Australia about the league and its associated bodies, especially 
their work in the areas of social welfare, public health provision and the education of 
women and children.

13	  H. Duncan Hall, The British Commonwealth of Nations (London: Methuen, 1920).
14	  The league’s failure to deal with Italy’s 1935 invasion of Ethiopia was the last straw for many. The British 
MP and former diplomat Harold Nicolson, a foundation member of the secretariat and an early league enthusiast, 
concluded—as early as 1925—that, although a useful clearing house for resolving some international disputes, the 
league’s inability to restrain a Great Power where it considered its vital interests to be at stake would henceforth render 
the organisation of dubious value. Post-Ethiopia, he recorded in his diary on 18 June 1936, that ‘all extreme League 
idealism at this moment is midsummer madness … the League must be reconstituted on a basis of facts’. See Derek 
Drinkwater, Sir Harold Nicolson and International Relations: The Practitioner as Theorist (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2005), 78, 140. A. J. P. Taylor described the league with characteristic pithiness as being, in the late 1930s, 
‘a useless fraud’ more focused on streamlining railway timetables than preventing conflict.
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Hamstrung mainly by the constraints of federalism, the Australian government’s level 
of interest in sending delegates to annual assembly meetings and ILO gatherings was 
initially low. Though this situation improved, Australia never fielded a full delegation 
to an ILO meeting. Notwithstanding the good relationship William Caldwell forged 
with Australia’s employer and employee representative organisations, the former 
remained vigilant about the implications of ILO conventions for their members; and 
the latter, while more comfortable with ILO activities, retained a salty scepticism 
about the degree to which ILO industrial relations initiatives would translate into 
improved working conditions for Australians. The then president of the Australian 
Journalists’ Association WA (and later Labor prime minister), John Curtin, served as 
Australia’s ILO employee delegate in 1924.

In chapter 6, the author examines the contributions of other members of this dramatis 
personae employed by the league for shorter periods, or in ancillary roles, as well as the 
activities of several individuals who contributed to its work and outreach in diverse 
and distinctive ways. This chapter, which is a biographical dipper’s delight, features 
a  number of intriguing characters, some of whom moved in shadowy worlds—
scholars, educators, pundits, journalists, spies—but who were nevertheless deemed 
worthy of league funding to enable them to visit Geneva as ‘alternate’ or even ‘full’ 
delegates. Prominent here were the League of Nations Union pioneer Raymond Watt 
and the historian and public intellectual ‘Fred’ Alexander (both made the transition 
from ‘alternate’ to ‘full’ delegate).

As well, there were the ‘policy actors’ who included the Rhodes scholar J. G. Starke 
(ILO and ICS), latterly a leading authority on international law; Dr C. L. Park, 
a distinguished league public health official stationed in Asia during the 1930s; and 
W. R. (later Sir Walter) Crocker (ILO), thereafter on the United Nations staff, an 
academic and a senior diplomat. Most women employees in Geneva worked in the 
secretariat’s Second Division as stenographers, secretaries and translators.15 Among 
those much valued for their abilities were Emilia Clara Hernya and Ella Amelia Doyle, 
who was employed on and off within the ICS and the ILO between June 1924 and 
March 1949. A significant loss to the secretariat, which was slow in responding to his 
application for employment as a translator, was the Sorbonne- and Oxford-educated 
dandy and man of letters R. W. Hughes, whose superior linguistic gifts secured him a 
teaching post at the University of Paris. The dilettantish appearance of this Firbankian 
figure, who sported a monocle and cane, belied his intellectual brilliance.

15	  In her novel The Peacemakers (1928), Alice Ritchie—a clerical assistant in the secretariat sacked for 
insubordination—depicted the tedium of Geneva life both inside and outside the office. An entertaining account 
of how the organisation has been depicted in fiction can be found in Benjamin Auberer, ‘Murder, Intrigue, Sex 
and Internationalism: Novels about the League of Nations’, in The League of Nations: Perspectives from the Present, 
ed. Haakon A. Ikonomou and Karen Gram-Skjoldager (Aarhus: Aarhus University Press, 2019), 211–23, doi.org/​
10.2307/j.ctv34wmrk1.24.
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Although never enjoying any formal association with the league, Charles Howard 
‘Dick’ Ellis is not without significance in the interwar league story. An operative 
of the British intelligence agency MI6, in which he later held senior posts, Ellis 
produced what is arguably the finest contemporary account of the league’s history and 
operations.16 The author concludes the book with an analysis of the views animating 
the internationalist diplomacy of these men and women. A brief appendix, ‘Where 
in Geneva?’, contains a list of locations that ‘housed or hosted’ (p. 175) the main 
institutional and individual actors referred to throughout.

This is a meticulously researched, elegantly written, well-edited and handsomely 
designed study (a quarter of the book comprises the bibliography, notes and index). 
As well as outlining the league story in a straightforward way, the author provides 
an intelligible rendering of the more arcane aspects of international theory as they 
relate to league origins and the contrasting philosophies of international relations that 
influenced its actions; in the hands of someone less sure-footed, such discussions may 
well prompt a non-expert’s eyes to glaze over.

One subject left unexplored (perhaps there was little of note or nothing to be said?) 
is the ‘public affairs’ role of Australian journalists employed by the secretariat’s 
Information Section in publishing and broadcasting material about league and ILO 
activities. As the author makes clear, and Patricia Clarke has pointed out, the female 
wordsmiths who reported and lectured on their Geneva experiences as ‘alternate’ 
delegates (such as Stella Allan and Janet Mitchell) were formidable ambassadors for 
the  league in the public sphere.17 Men and women of such high calibre working 
inside  the league’s Information Section would have been a great strength to the 
organisation in pursuing its goals through ‘soft power’. Were any Australian journalists 
employed within secretariat ‘public relations’?

The Australians at Geneva—a work accessible to both scholar and general reader—
is a substantial and original contribution to Australian international relations 
study. Its author pays objective homage to long-neglected institutions and largely 
forgotten individuals who displayed ‘a thorough-going and personal commitment 
to the internationalism of the Geneva project’ (p. 168), and by so doing forged 
a better world. Although the league failed spectacularly in preserving global peace, 
the humanitarian, economic, legal and social achievements of the organisation and 
its affiliates were impressive. Perhaps its most important legacy has been to serve as 
a model for post–World War II international organisation in the form of the United 
Nations and the numerous agencies it spawned. The contributions of the ‘Australians 
at Geneva’ to this early foray into global governance were significant and deserving of 
the time, effort and tribute paid to them in this book.

16	  Charles Howard-Ellis, The Origin, Structure and Working of the League of Nations (London: George Allen & 
Unwin, 1928). This was the first volume of a projected three-part history that was never completed. 
17	  Patricia Clarke, Bold Types: How Australia’s First Women Journalists Blazed a Trail (Canberra: NLA Publishing, 
2022), 114–30 (Allan), 148–68 (Mitchell).
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