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For Australians, World War One was their coming-of-age as a nation - an international stage on 

which they could prove themselves for the first time. The first battles in which this was possible 

were those on the Gallipoli Peninsula, a small stretch of land in Turkey. The Australian and New 

Zealand Army Corps (ANZAC) soldiers faced a tragic defeat at Gallipoli, losing thousands of men. 

Australians lamented this, calling Gallipoli ‘Australia’s baptism of fire’ and celebrating its 

anniversary every year. Gallipoli was crucial in developing Australia’s national identity and defining 

the ANZAC spirit, the belief that all ANZAC soldiers shared the qualities of bravery, mateship and 

sacrifice. However, the hype created by Gallipoli overshadowed equally as significant battles that 

were occurring on the Western Front. The Western Front was a line of trenches some 700km long1 

in Europe that was the main theatre of war, where the largest battles were fought between the 

Allied Forces (France, Russia, Serbia, Belgium, Britain and all its colonies) and the Central Powers 

(Germany, The Austro-Hungarian Empire, Bulgaria and the Ottoman Empire). Whilst Gallipoli was 

important in the creation of Australia’s national identity, the Western Front had tremendous effects 

on Australia, contributed greatly to Allied victory, and reinforced the courage and sacrifice of 

Australian soldiers. Thus, soldiers’ experiences and battles that occurred on the Western Front 

during WW1 should be featured equally as prominently as Gallipoli in media accounts and 

commemorations of the First World War, not simply be eclipsed by its fame.  

 

Impacts of warfare on the Western Front were more heavily felt in Australia than those of Gallipoli. 

A much greater number of soldiers served and died on the Western Front than in Gallipoli. 

Historian Ross McMullin said, ‘…in one night, the AIF’s participation at Fromelles [on the Western 
Front] had resulted in a staggering toll—equivalent to the entire Australian casualties of the Boer 
War, the Korean War, and the Vietnam War put together…’ 2. This impacted Australians 

enormously - of a country of 5 million3, 416,8094 people served in the war, around 71% on the 

Western Front. Of the 60,000 Australians that died serving in WW14, a total of 8,709 men died at 

Gallipoli2 of the 20,0005 that served while 46,000 men died and 134,000 became casualties on the 

Western Front of some 295,0006. These deaths were horrific, and many soldiers returned home 

emotionally scarred - Ross McMullin summarised the experiences of soldiers when he said 

‘…there was no more distressing sight for Australians in the whole war than the scene in the AIF 
front line’2, and Lieutenant John Raws wrote: ‘My tunic is rotten with other men's blood, and partly 
splattered with a comrade's brains… Several of my friends are raving mad. I met three officers out 
in No Man's Land the other night, all rambling and mad…’7. The survivors were also impacted - 

170,000 Australian soldiers of the 272,000 that survived the war returned home injured or shell-

shocked8. As a result, Australia’s production slowed with an absence of employees, birth rates 

dropped and many women became widows, forced to care for themselves and often children as a 

single parent. As a whole, Australia’s development was hindered. Most citizens on the home front 

were also touched by the grief of the war when a family member or friend died, one example of 

which is this diary entry by Sister Alice King, who was nursing in France in 1916. Her fiancee, 

Harry Moffit, was serving on the Western Front at Fromelles when he was killed: 

4 August 1916 - FRIDAY  
‘I expect I must pick up life again and go on. I do not know how to face the lifeless future though. I 
feel Harry’s presence constantly with me and my love is growing stronger and deeper ever since 
his death. I cannot really believe the news yet and each day I long for a letter telling me he is only 

wounded. How am I to bear life?’2 
The battles of the Western Front also had tremendous political effects on Australia. When the 

conscription referenda of 1916 and 1917 were put to the public, both were defeated with ‘no’ barely 

winning each time. The cause of this division is summed up by Joan Beaumont, WWI historian, in 

this quote: ‘…there’s no doubt that Australians back home were very aware of how terrible the 
casualties in Fromelles and Pozières were. The scale of losses are essentially what triggered the 
subsequent conscription debates, and the nature of those battles made the debates extremely 
emotional…’7. The tremendous impacts of the war on Australia demonstrate the significance of 

battles on the Western Front. Experiences of soldiers in the battles of the Western Front should not 

be lost within the fame of Gallipoli, and both should be given equal recognition in the media and 

commemorations of the First World War. 
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The battles of the Western Front were more instrumental in the war effort than Gallipoli. Gallipoli 

was a defeat - the plan was to ambush Constantinople, the capital of Turkey (Germany’s ally), to 

force them out of the war and weaken the Central Powers, but also to open up a supply route for 

Russia. Gallipoli’s failure meant that the soldiers who died there, died in vain. However, the battles 

of the Western Front had strategic value, and contributed greatly to the war effort. Historian Peter 

Pederson said ‘[The Western Front] was the main theatre - the only place the war could be 
won…The Anzacs played a central role in the winning of that war’9. One example of a battle that 

was significant in the war effort was the Battle of Mont St Quentin. From August 31-September 4, 

1918, the Australians managed to capture Mont St Quentin, a strategic hill held by German forces. 

This pushed the Germans back to the Hindenburg Line, a heavily-fortified position that became 

their last line of defence. Peter Hart summarised the battle by saying ‘…It’s a fantastic 
achievement. Now that should be what they remember, not messing up in the gullies and ridges of 
Gallipoli…’10. Another significant battle that occurred on the Western Front was the Battle of 

Amiens on 8 August 1918. During this, Australians played a major part in the Allies pushing 

German defences back to break through the Hindenburg line, capturing 29,144 prisoners, 338 

guns and liberating 116 villages. It was a turning point on the Western Front, contributing to 

German surrender only soon after on September 11, and became known as the ‘Black Day of the 

German army’. At Gallipoli, thousands of men died for a lost cause, but on the Western Front, 

some battles contributed greatly to Allied victory. Most importantly, those who died on the Western 

Front did not die in vain - their deaths gave rise to a greater cause. The battles of the Western 

Front were significant in the war effort and for Australia. Experiences and recounts of soldiers that 

fought there should not be overlooked in media representations and commemorations of World 

War One.  

 

Experiences of Australians on the Western Front reinforce the ANZAC legend created at Gallipoli. 

The first reports of ANZAC soldiers at Gallipoli were sent home to Australia by Ellis Ashmead-

Bartlett, a British war correspondent. The Australian population was eager to establish for 

themselves a national identity on the international stage and prove themselves as a young country, 

and Gallipoli provided the perfect opportunity to create the image of the ‘perfect’ Australian. Hence, 

the ANZAC legend was born - the concept that all Australian soldiers shared the qualities of 

courage, mateship and loyalty. However, with the prominence of Gallipoli, stories of incredible 

Australian bravery and sacrifice on the Western front are often overlooked. One tale that reinforces 

the ANZAC legend on the Western Front is that of Private Patrick Bugden. From the 26-28th of 

September 1917, Bugden served in Polygon Wood in Belgium, where he committed several acts of 

valour that earned him the Victoria Cross medal. Twice, he led small parties to bombard German 

pillboxes that held up British advance, and on at least five other occasions, he rescued wounded 

men from No Man’s Land whilst under heavy fire. He was killed on September 28, but his bravery 

represents everything the ANZAC legend stands for. ANZAC sacrifice on the Western Front 

contributed greatly towards the Allied victory - for example, after the Allied success of the Battle of 

Villers-Bretonneux, Supreme Commander, Marshal Foch, credited the win to the ‘…altogether 
astonishing valiance…’ of the Australian solders11. However, as war correspondent Charles Bean 

said, ‘…ANZAC achievements on the Western Front were never recognised by Australians back 
home, even though they were greatly appreciated by those closer to the war - the British, French 
and even the Germans’12. The stories of Australians performing acts of selflessness, bravery and 

loyalty on the Western Front should feature just as prominently in Australian popular media and 

WW1 commemorations as similar stories from Gallipoli.  

 

In Australian society, Gallipoli is accepted as the most significant of all battles in the war because it 

was Australia’s first major military involvement, and was crucial in developing the Australian 

identity. In the present day, these factors make the landing at Gallipoli on April 25 a day for 

Australians to remember all servicemen and women who have given their lives for Australia in any 

war throughout history. The Australian War Memorial summarises this by saying ‘…ANZAC 
Day goes beyond the anniversary of the landing on Gallipoli in 1915. It is the day on which we 
remember all Australians who served and died in war and on operational service. The spirit of 
ANZAC, with its qualities of courage, mateship, and sacrifice, continues to have meaning and 
relevance for our sense of national identity…’10. However, it is often forgotten that Gallipoli’s 

significance is dwarfed by the significance of battles on the Western Front. These battles involved 
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more men and resulted in more casualties, and thus had much greater effects on Australia. 

Although Gallipoli played a crucial part in developing Australian identity, and most definitely was 

significant; its importance should not eclipse media and commemorative accounts of the battles of 

the Western Front and the sacrifices of soldiers who fought there. 

 

The Western Front was a host of truly incremental, devastating battles that had tremendous effects 

on the war and on Australia. However, accounts from the Western Front are almost disregarded in 

the media in favour of Gallipoli. This shows blatant negligence of the stories of thousands of 

Australians who sacrificed their lives there. Although Gallipoli was crucial in defining the ANZAC 

legend and Australian identities, stories and experiences from the Western Front should feature 

just as prominently in accounts and commemorations of World War One, owing to the fact that they 

are more significant in their effects on Australia, in the contributions they made to the war effort, 

and because they demonstrate the bravery, mateship and loyalty that defined the ANZAC soldier. 

The sacrifices of ANZAC soldiers on the Western Front were truly instrumental in contributing to 

Allied success in the war, but also in securing a safe, happy future for every person who calls 

Australia home.  
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