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World War 1 had a devastating
effect on Australian society. Why
should we commemorate our
participation in this conflict?

by Johanna Stott-Williams, Wilderness School

Even though World War 1 had a devastating impact on Australian society, we should
commemorate those who not only sacrificed their lives but who also gallantly represented
Australia and Australian beliefs. We should also acknowledge those who put their lives
on hold to assist the war effort back home and the way in which our fledgling nation

was united during this conflict. We hope that in remembering the despair, suffering and

destruction of Australian families, the same mistake will never be repeated.

We should acknowledge the Australian lives that were lost and devastated during this
confrontation. Many men left to go to the war with the promise of adventure and glory,
only to discover death and destruction. Compared to other nationalities in the war,
Australians had one of the highest proportion of casualties. Many men died where they
stood, in the muddy trenches of Gallipoli and the Western Front (Appendix 1), others dying
later of horrendous injuries from bombings, shootings, barbed wire and gas attacks. The
shocking effects of gas attacks are vividly described by Bell (1981): “Soldiers often found

it impossible to detect its existence in their area until they felt its effect...”( p.34) and by
Crack (2000):. “...eyes bandaged and skin blistered... Some of the men he saw stretched out
there would probably never see again.”( p.139). A list of battle casualty admissions to field
ambulances from AIF in France shows the percentage of men who suffered minor but still
detrimental injuries from accidental injuries, infections, tuberculosis and fever (Appendix 2).
This physical devastation can also be seen in a photograph of wounded men being collected
from the battlefields (Appendix 3). It is also exemplified in the photograph of my great uncle
Pte. William Byers who died on the battlefields of the Somme (Appendix 4). According to
Lewis (2001), the soldiers of the time referred to the casualties as “the butcher’s bill.” We
should acknowledge the deaths of so many Australians so that their efforts have not been in
vain. The memory of their struggles should live on in Australian history as a bold reminder

of what can be lost.

We should also commemorate the courage, bravery and mateship displayed by our

soldiers, even in the face of death. The words ‘Australian Spirit,” that appear in many texts
originated during the Great War. They characterise the great daring, valour and camaraderie
of the average Australian soldier. These qualities are highlighted in a passage from Until

a Dead Horse Kicks You, “Alec had seen examples of mateship that had no equal, and
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unsurpassed acts of courage. He had watched as men laid down their lives for the good of
the many, disregarding the life of the one” (Crack . 2000. p.144-145). This passage, and the
photograph of an Australian soldier carrying his wounded mate (Appendix 5), convey the
Australians’ great respect for each other which could not be surpassed. Another renowned
figure who exemplified the Australian Spirit was John Simpson Kirkpatrick (Appendix 6).
Simpson lasted less than a month at Gallipoli, but during this time he managed to perform
many memorable acts of heroism. With the help his donkey he rescued more than 100
wounded men. According to Benson, (1965) Simpson has become a symbol of the valour
and resourcefulness of the ANZAC soldiers throughout the war. By commemorating the
courage and determination shown by Australian soldiers; their story will inspire future

generations to support others in the bleakest of times.

We should also recognize those back home who altered their lives to adamantly assist

the war effort and who struggled to make ends meet in the economically devastating
circumstances. Anxious family members, friends and loved ones back home participated by
sending food packages, knitting socks and providing outside news to maintain the soldiers’
welfare, even with a 50% rise in the cost of living (Weston, 2003). Some women assumed
male jobs in banks and insurance offices and many others joined support groups who
collected funds and supplied greatly appreciated bandages, cigarettes and chocolate to the
men at the front. Farrall & Rowney (2004) describe how pupils from the school I attend
(Wilderness,) packed very well received comfort parcels for members of the 3¢ Australian
tunnelling company during World War One (Appendix 7). Other than parcels, letters from
home helped remind the men that there were more than just trenches, guns, warfare and
miserable conditions; letters were not just outside news, but a break from reality and even a
reward for their endeavours, as indicated in King (2003) when he describes how: “Towards
the end of November Alec received his own reward- a pile of letters from home, including
several from his brothers and sister.” (p.77) Other than those back home, there was also
major support from volunteer groups such as the Salvation Army, the Red Cross and the
Church Army; these groups managed to provide a good meal even when goods were scarce.
“Wherever there were no estaminets there’d usually be something run by the Salvation
Army, the Church Army or the Red Cross, where the soldiers could go for something to

eat and drink. Yes, the Salvos did a great job.” (Crack 2000. p.125) Amidst the hardships
and tragedy, Australians struggled to make ends meet as the government increased taxes
and introduced new ones (the Estate Probate Tax and the Entertainment Tax) in an attempt
to fund the war effort. Even with the advantage of price fixing many worker’s wages

lagged behind prices, leading to industrial turmoil. Australians on the home front were

also devastated by politically divisive issues such as conscription and German Australians
endured racism and the horror of being imprisoned in concentration camps. We should
remember the sacrifice and suffering of all those back home whose lives were dramatically

altered due to the course of the War.

We should acknowledge how through terrible conflict Australia was united as a nation and a
national identity forged through the tragedy. Even though Federation had occurred on the 1%
of January 1901, many Australians still saw themselves as belonging to the British Empire

and “... believed it was right to fight for the Empire”(Bell 1981. p.10). Over the course of
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the war, however, peoples’ minds changed and they saw that “It was also an opportunity
to prove the nation had come of age” ( Bell 1981. p 10). Australians were regularly noted
for their courage and began to see themselves as Australians, not just a part of the British
forces. The war had exposed their distinctiveness and Australia was born. “...Gallipoli and

the Anzacs changed Australia forever: there could be no going back.” (Bell.1981. p.17)

The Great War had a horrendous effect on Australian society; however we should
commemorate our participation and acknowledge those who laid down their lives to fight
for the cause and those who displayed endless amounts of courage in the worst of times.
Without us remembering them, their deaths and the anguish of their families will be in vain.
We must remember all that has happened in our past and not ignore death but embrace

it; without our acceptance we can’t move forward. World War One might have helped

Australia progress as a nation, but we still have a long way to go.

Bibliography

Andrews, E.M. 1993, The ANZAC Illusion, Australia, Brown Prior Anderson.

Bell, A.D. 1961, An ANZAC’S War Diary, Adelaide Australia, Rigby Publishers Limited.
Benson, 1. 1965. The Man with the Donkey, London, Hodder and Stoughton Ltd.

Crack, R. 2000. Until a Dead Horse Kicks You, Australia, Kangaroo Press
Farrall, J. Rowney, P. (ED) 2004. The Wilderness Letters, Australia, Wilderness School Ltd.

King, J. 2003. Gallipoli: Our Last Man Standing, Queensland Australia, John Wiley & Sons
Australia, Ltd.

Willmott, H.P. 2007. World War 1, New York, DK Publishing.

Simmelhaig, H. Spenceley, G.ER. 1984. For Australia’s Sake, Melbourne, Thomas Nelson Australia.

Internet sites

Lewis, R. 2001. The Australian Homefront during World War 1. Anzac Day Commemoration
Committee. <accessed 4/12/08> http://www.anzacday.org.au/history/ww1/homefront/homefront.html

Weston, G. 2003 ‘The Impact of World War One- The Homefront’. Year 12 History Australia 1900-
1945. Shenton College. <accessed 4/12/08>. https://internal.shenton.wa.edu.au/society/12History/
WW1(1).pdf

2009 Winner South Australia, Johanna Stott-Williams, Wilderness School — Page 4



Appendix 1: Dead in the Trenches

Andrews, E.M., 1993, ‘The First ANZAC Day’, in The ANZAC lflusion, Australia, Brown Prior Anderson.
pp. 90. :

The reality: trench at Lone Pine, 8 August 1915, (AWM Official Photo No, A4029).



Publishers Limited. pp. 57.

Appendix 2: Battle Casualty Admissions

Bell, A.D. 1981, ‘The Physical Effects of War in An ANZAC'S War Diary, Adelaide, Australia, Rigby

Number

Percentage of Total
High veloaty bullets .
{rifle and machine gun five; 48 309 35.93
Shell fragments and
shrapnel pellets 72513 5(1.93
Bombs and grenades 2714 1.91
Bayoners 396 0.26
Crassing 16822 1,82
“Shell shock™ 1524 113
142378 H0.00
Accidental injuries 13648 7.30
Non-battle casualies;
Gastro-intestinal infoctions } 558 .74
Fauciat and vespiratory
tract infections 11300 189,49
The neurotomic ectodermoses 354 0.17
Rheumaiic fover 254 0.11
Tuberenloss (02 {1.28
Infections of eyc,
Car, ese 2071 120
Septic pyrogenic inlections 11488 5.61
The vencreal infeciions [3105 $5.19
Trvusmitied througl insect F2dd 24
Skin infestations 20533 4.09
Special wound infections 21 .01
Fover Qb A93 11.6])
Waorms 43 002




Appendix 3: Stretcher Bearers

Bell, A.D. 1981, ‘The Routine of the Trenches’ in An ANZAC'S War Diary, Adelaide, Australia, Righy
Publishers Limited. pp. 51.

Collecting the wounded S T e T e . : o






Appendix 5: Mateship-Carrying the Wounded

Willmott, H.P, 2007, ‘The Anzacs’ in World War 1, New York, DK Publishing. pp. 79.

'pholograpl: of
ystralian. .
i wounded




Appendix 6. Private John Simpson

King, J. 2003, 'Meeting Lord Kitchener' in Gallipoli: Our Last Man Standing, Queensland, John Wiley
& Sons Australia, Ltd.




Appendix 7: Personal Letter to Miss Brown and Pupils of Wilderness School

Farrall, . Rowney, P. {ED) 2004. ‘Letter from major Sanderson’ in The Wilderness Letters, Australia,
Wilderness School Ltd. pp. 2.
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