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"We were shot at all the time … the wounded and killed had to be thrown to one side … we dug on and 

finished amid a tornado of bursting shells. I was buried with dead and dying.  

The ground was covered with bodies in all stages of decay and mutilation and I would, after struggling 

from the earth, pick up a body by me to try and lift him out with me and find him a decayed corpse … We 

were shelled to hell ceaselessly. X went mad and disappeared … there remained nothing but a charred 

mass of debris ... bodies pounded to nothing … we are lousy, stinking, unshaven, sleepless ... My tunic is 

rotten with other men's blood and partly splattered with a comrade's brains. It is horrible, but why 

should you people at home not know?"  Lieutenant John A Raws, 1916.1  

Why do we not know? Why are so many Australians ignorant of the courageous sacrifices our brave, 

resilient fallen and returned soldiers made during the bloodbath of the Western Front? For too long the 

traumatising stories of the Western Front have been overshadowed by the tales of Gallipoli. Lieutenant 

Raws conveyed just a vague image of the horrendous atrocities and conditions Australian soldiers were 

subjected to during service for their country in Europe. Described by Gallipoli veterans as 'a happy picnic 

compared to this push'2, blood-soaked battles such as Fromelles and Pozières serve as integral pieces of 

the Anzac legend. However, the harrowing accounts of courage and survival are often dominated by 

Australia's maiden military campaign of the Dardanelles. Chronicles of the Western Front, sharing a 

more complete understanding of Australia's involvement in the First World War, deserve to feature 

equally alongside the perpetual tales of the Gallipoli Campaign. Battles such as Fromelles and Pozières 

resulted in unparalleled loss of life, impacted the social climate of Australia immensely, and forever 

altered Australian attitudes towards war, necessitating greater attention to this area of Australia's 

military history.  

For too long, the tormenting experiences of the Western Front have been eclipsed by Gallipoli, 

obscuring the immense and senseless loss of life sustained in France. As part of an ill-conceived 

offensive against the Central Powers devised by the British command, unprepared Australian soldiers 

entered the fighting in Europe with an attack against German fortifications in the village of Fromelles on 

the 19th of July, 1916.3 Within one night, the Australian forces sustained 5,533 casualties4 with a 

confirmed loss of approximately 2,000 lives,5 sacrificed as cannon-fodder. This attack resulted in little 

gain with official war correspondent Charles E.W. Bean stating, "The value of the result was tragically 

disproportionate to the cost." 6 This failure is framed as the worst day in Australian military history,7 

                                                           
1 G. Odgers, 100 Years of Australians at War, Sydney, Lansdowne Publishing, 1999, p. 66-67.  
2 John Raws, Letters from John Alexander Raws, 1915-1916, Australian War Memorial, 
https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/RCDIG0001092/., (accessed 8 November 2016). 
3 R. McMullin, Wartime Issue 36 – Disaster at Fromelles, [website], https://www.awm.gov.au/wartime/36/article/, 
(accessed 10 November 2016). 
4 L. Riches, ‘”De l’ombre à la lumière”: Remembering Fromelles through a Century of Private Grief and Public 
Politics’, The French Australian Review, number 59, 2016, p. 8. 
5 P. Kelly, ‘Fromelles: Australia’s forgotten sacrifice on the Western Front’, The Australian, 16 July 2016, 
http://www.theaustralian.com.au/opinion/columnists/paul-kelly/fromelles-australias-forgotten-sacrifice-on-the-
western-front/news-story/4b7dde761da9cd1e26748a10f3ac8e89, (accessed 7 November 2016). 
6 G. Odgers, 100 Years of Australians at War, Sydney, Lansdowne Publishing, 1999, p. 64. 
7 L. Riches, ‘”De l’ombre à la lumière”: Remembering Fromelles through a Century of Private Grief and Public 
Politics’, The French Australian Review, number 59, 2016, p. 18. 
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sustaining more casualties than the Boer, Korean, and Vietnam wars combined,8 yet this fact remains 

uncommon knowledge within the wider Australian population. Similarly, the battle of Pozières, and 

subsequent Campaign of the Somme, resulted in the loss of 23,000 diggers within seven weeks,9 

transcending the number of deaths at Gallipoli (8,000) 10 by several thousand. Collectively, the 

Australian effort on the Western Front suffered approximately 387,433 casualties, over 40,000 of whom 

were killed in action or died as a result of wounds sustained in battle.11 It is unnerving that, with the cost 

of so many Australian lives, the events and details of the Western Front amount to little upon the 

Australian consciousness. Much knowledge and understanding is to be gained from the innumerable 

amount of fallen, yet accounts favour the immortal legend of Gallipoli, refusing to acknowledge the 

slaughter in Europe. 

A higher regard for battles such as Fromelles and Pozières is essential to fully appreciate the extensive 

impact of trench warfare on soldiers and Australians on the home front, and convey the confronting 

nature of the Western Front. Australians, sheltered by their isolated island home, had had very little 

exposure to the realities of war. However, arriving in Fleurbaix, the Diggers quickly realised the 

grotesque nature of the conflict. Corporal Hugh Knyvett wrote, "The sight of our trenches that next 

morning is burned into my brain. Here and there a man could stand upright, but in most places if you did 

not wish to be exposed to a sniper’s bullet you had to progress on hands and knees. If you had gathered 

the stock of a thousand butcher-shops, cut it into small pieces and strewn it about, it would give you a 

faint conception of the shambles those trenches were." 12 Few contemporary Australians would be able 

to conceive of the traumatising experiences of A.I.F soldiers on the Western Front. However, it is 

important to understand the effect that this lethal, unpredictable, and emotionally scarring environment 

had on soldiers and, in turn, their families. A constant barrage of gunfire, heavy artillery, and shelling not 

only disfigured soldiers physically but caused emotional harm as well. From trench warfare, soldiers 

developed shell-shock and post-traumatic stress disorder, with many servicemen recognising the 

symptoms displayed by comrades and themselves, Sergeant Rule recounted, "During this time the 

thought of the front line sent me into shivers and often at night I'd wake up and in a dazed way live some 

of it over again. I know many of whom the same thing used to happen." 13 Whilst the Gallipoli Campaign 

proved fatal for many Anzacs, the savagery of the Western Front epitomised hell in comparison. Bean 

remarked that the soldiers, "recognised that, brave and stubborn though the individual Turkish had 

been, the German with his extraordinary powers of application and organisation was an opponent 

                                                           
8 ‘Life in the Trenches of Hell’, Life Matters, [podcast], ABC Radio National, 2015, 
http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/lifematters/life-in-the-trenches-of-hell/6893144, (accessed 9 
November 2016). 
9 C.E.W. Bean, Anzac to Amiens, Australian War Memorial, Canberra, 1983, p 264. Cited in Australian War 
Memorial, Simpson Prize 2017, 2016, https://www.awm.gov.au/education/simpson-prize/, (accessed 7 November 
2016). 
10 Australian War Memorial, Simpson Prize 2017, 2016, https://www.awm.gov.au/education/simpson-prize/, 
(accessed 7 November 2016). 
11 A. G Butler, Official History of the Australian Medical Services in the Great War, Melbourne, 3 Vols, 1930-43, vol. 
II, p.865: https://www.awm.gov.au/images/collection/pdf/RCDIG1070025--1-.pdf., (accessed 7 November 2016). 
12 R. McMullin, Pompey Elliot, Scribe, Melbourne, 2002, p. 222-23 cited in Australian War Memorial, Simpson Prize 
2017, 2016, https://www.awm.gov.au/education/simpson-prize/, (accessed 7 November 2016). 
13 L. Carlyon, The Great War, Sydney, Pan Macmillan Australia, 2006, p. 239. 
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infinitely more formidable," 14 providing an insight into the true ferocity of fighting. The events of the 

Western Front during World War One affected the soldiers for many years after the Treaty of Versailles. 

Diggers returned incapacitated and could no longer care for their families and the dependents of 

thousands of fallen had no income. Many believed the future was bleak, Sister A.R. King wrote, “I do not 

know how to face the lifeless future …” after receiving news of the death of a loved one.15 The Western 

Front radically changed Australia's society, women entered the workforce to replace those who left as 

soldiers, social and mental health conditions posed new challenges, Australia rapidly adopted the 

technological innovations of the Western Front, and the nation distanced itself from Britain.16 Without 

an insightful history of the Australian effort in Europe, the evolution of Australian society and the 

suffering of soldiers is lost.    

Accounts of the Western Front help the nation ascertain the affect devastating battles in France had on 

Australian perceptions of war and conflict. Whilst news of the disaster at Gallipoli concerned many 

potential A.I.F volunteers it was the unimaginable horrors described in correspondence from the early 

battles on the Western Front that ultimately deterred many men from enlisting. J.A. Raws wrote of the 

tortuous conflict, "The sad part is that one can see no end to this … Poor wounded devils you meet on the 

stretches are laughing with glee. One cannot blame them. They are getting out of this." 17 Until this time, 

the patriotic Australians believed that war was a quick and glorious affair and every individual should 

contribute to the war effort. These nationalist notions began to evolve, with many soldiers and citizens 

recognising the futility of war. To combat the declining numbers of volunteers and meet the demands of 

Britain, the then Hughes’ Labor government attempted to introduce conscription for service outside of 

the Commonwealth and British dominions with a referendum in 1916 and a subsequent one in 1917.18 

The Australians at home realised that conscription would send hordes of young men to their deaths, the 

‘Blood Vote’ poster and poem by W.R. Winspear19 being a prominent example of this. The referenda 

were narrowly defeated, influenced by knowledge of the conditions and events in France, particularly 

the Battle of Fromelles and Campaign of the Somme. Soldiers in Europe, upon learning of the referenda, 

responded in disagreement, one soldier proclaiming, "Nobody should be made to come to this."20 It is 

evident that the legacy of the conflict in France includes an influence in the way Australians regard war. 

Whilst Gallipoli is celebrated for heroism and courage, the Western Front represents a much darker 

period of conflict, one so morbid, it forced the nation to reassess its attitude towards warfare.    

                                                           
14 N. Sharkey, ‘Fromelles and Pozières: 100 Years On’, National Geographic, 8 April 2016, 
http://www.nationalgeographic.com.au/history/fromelles-and-pozires-100-years-on.aspx, (accessed 8 November 
2016). 
15 Alice King, Diary of Alice Ross-King, 1916, Australian War Memorial, 
https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/RCDIG0000974/?image=94, Cited in Australian War Memorial, Simpson Prize 
2017, 2016, https://www.awm.gov.au/education/simpson-prize/, (accessed 8 November 2016). 
16 J. Schultz, How the Great War shaped the foundations of Australia’s future, [website], 2015, 
http://theconversation.com/how-the-great-war-shaped-the-foundations-of-australias-future-38860, (accessed 10 
November 2016). 
17 John Raws, Letters from John Alexander Raws, p. 139-40, 1915-1916, Australian War Memorial, 
https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/RCDIG0001092/., (accessed 8 November 2016). 
18 State Library of New South Wales, Australia’s Conscription Debate, [website], 2014, 
http://ww1.sl.nsw.gov.au/stories/australias-conscription-debate, (accessed 9 November 2016). 
19 W.R. Winspear, The Blood Vote, Sydney, 1917, [online photograph], (accessed 10 November 2016). 
20 State Library of New South Wales, Australia’s Conscription Debate, [website], 2014, 
http://ww1.sl.nsw.gov.au/stories/australias-conscription-debate, (accessed 9 November 2016). 
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The Campaign of Gallipoli, birthplace of the Anzac spirit, is deeply entrenched in Australian culture and 

forms part of the identity of our nation. However, the memory of the events on the Turkish peninsula 

should not come at the expense of the remarkable Australian narrative in Europe. The Western Front is 

not only the resting place of thousands of Anzac Diggers, but is where advanced forms of warfare 

altered Australian society, and the nation’s understanding of war. Australia will once again know the 

sacrifice of its Diggers on the Western Front; 

Lest We Forget. 
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