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World War I, or the Great War as it was first known, saw 416,809 Australian 

men enlist1 to fight for ‘King and country.’2 3 More than 60,000 Australian men 

lost their lives,4 with 1917 recording the highest casualty rate. The Simpson 

Prize thesis statement states, ‘many historians have described 1917 as “the 

worst year of the Great War” for Australia and Australians.’ While many 

academic resources support Great War state that 1917 is in fact the worst year 

of the war, 100% of these identified resources rely solely on the death toll to 

support their position. While 21,736 men5 is a considerable loss, and would 

have had a significant impact on comrades, families and communities, it should 

not be the sole argument in favour of the Prize's thesis statement. Any loss of 

ANZAC life is devastating, regardless of the year in which they occurred. It is my 

opinion, therefore, that if one looks beyond the death toll, they will find that 

1917 is not the worst year of the Great War, and, like me, would question the 

accuracy of the thesis statement. Instead, I believe that 1916 was the worst 

year for Australia and Australians, with many lessons learnt from the 

horrendous year positively impacting innovations in 1917, including the 

devastating transition from Gallipoli to the Western Front, the development of 

‘Casualty Clearing Stations’ and improved medical care, as well as 

advancements in trench design and maintenance.  

On the Western Front, the ANZACs met a new form of trench warfare; this 

would result in a year of terrible sacrifice, but also a year of innovation that 

would see pioneer battalions implement strategies to improve the soldier 

experience in the trenches. The trenches were shallower in the waterlogged 

landscape of France, with the French experiencing their worst winter in 36 

years.6 The longest battle of the Great War, the Battle of Verdun, was fought 

from such trenches.7 A soldier from the 5th Pioneer Battalion described: “the 

Somme... an everlasting battle against mud and cold… on the first month on the 

                                                           
1 Australian War Memorial (n.d.) First World War 1914-18, Australian War Memorial [online: 
https://www.awm.gov.au/articles/atwar/first-world-war] accessed Monday 6th November 2017 
2 ‘For King and country’ was a popular enlistment campaign slogan. 
3 National Library of Australia (n.d.) For King and Country: Australia’s WWI Recruiting Campaigns, National 
Library of Australia [online: https://www.nla.gov.au/exhibitions/for-king-and-country] accessed Monday 6th 
November 2017 
4 Australian War Memorial (n.d.) 
5 Simpson Prize Source 1: A.G. Butler, ed., (1943) The Australian Army Medical Services in the War of 1914-1918, 
Australian War Memorial, Melbourne, vol. III, 1943, p.900. 
6 Australian War Memorial (2017) Life in the trenches, Australian War Memorial [online: 
https://www.awm.gov.au/visit/exhibitions/anzac-voices/life-trenches] accessed Sunday 5th November 2017 
7 21st of February to the 18th of December 

https://www.awm.gov.au/articles/atwar/first-world-war
https://www.nla.gov.au/exhibitions/for-king-and-country
https://www.awm.gov.au/images/collection/pdf/RCDIG1069575--1-.pdf
https://www.awm.gov.au/visit/exhibitions/anzac-voices/life-trenches
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Somme… 16 killed and 12 wounded, 56 men were sent to hospital through 

sickness, mostly caused by cold.” Private David Harford, in mid-October, 1916, 

described the trenches as a “dark mildewed hole in the earth… my damp rat 

hole…”8 To help overcome these trench conditions, it was a part of the 5th 

Pioneer Battalion’s role to repair improve their structure and accessibility.9 The 

battalion implemented a drainage scheme which required careful grading 

throughout. The success of this scheme can be judged on the fact that during 

the winter of 1917, continuing to use this innovative design, the water level did 

not rise above duckboard level, thus improving the soldier experience in 1917. 

Further to the horrendous winter the ANZACs faced on the Western Front, in 

early 1916 the ANZACs experienced the transition from Gallipoli to the Front 

and joined the British Army in France and Belgium. They were met by a slow-

moving British force,10 and considerable early losses at the Battle of Fromelles.11 
12 Brigadier General H.E. Elliott, a veteran officer who ordered the 15th Brigade 

wrote “practically all my best officers, the ANZAC men who helped build up my 

Brigade, are dead…”13 14 15 One can only imagine the immediate impact on 

morale and the collective battle experience that losing this number of men 

would bring. Brigadier General H.E Elliot further stated that “…. I presume there 

was some plan at the back of the attack but it is difficult to know what it was.”16 

Does this speak to the abilities of decision makers to successfully order soldiers 

in this new landscape, further to the battle experience of the soldiers? Just days 

after, the Battle of Pozieres took place, with Private Erle Oakley Neaves writing 

that ‘All my pals, or the lads I came over with are gone, but 7 out of 150 remain, 

it's simply scientific murder, not war at all.17 The transition to the Western Front 

meant that soldiers had to become accustomed to the new terrain, as well as 

potentially inexperienced leaders and comrades. No such transition was 

                                                           
8 Australian War Memorial (2017) 
9 Stevens, F.H (1937) The Story of the 5th Pioneer Battalion A.I.F, Adelaide: Callotype Company 
10 Burness, P., (n.d.) 1916: Australians In France, Australian War Memorial [online: 
https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/event/ww1/1916/essay] accessed 18 October 2017 
11 19th July – 20th July 2916 
12 Approximately 5500 men were injured, of which 2000 men were killed. Additionally, around 400 men were 
captured. 
13 Burness, P., (n.d.)  
14 Brigadier General H.E. Elliot was also in charge of the 7th Battalion who fought in Gallipoli.  
15 The Battle of Fromelles saw the largest loss of ANZAC lives within a 24-hour period. 
16 Burness, P., (n.d.) 
17 Simpson Prize Source 2: Neaves, EO (1916-1917), private record, AWM 3DRL/3130A, Australian War 
Memorial 
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experienced by soldiers in 1917, further highlighting that the Prize’s thesis 

statement is not accurate. 

The debate around conscription divided communities around Australia, bringing 

in-fighting to our shores. Physical violence was a tactic used by people on both 

sides of the debate in 1916.18 Source 8’s leaflets about conscription,19 dated 

1917, may lead one to believe that the raging conscription debate speaks to the 

accuracy of the Prize’s thesis statement; it is important to highlight, however, 

that in 1916 Australia’s Prime Minister, William Morris Hughes, went to visit 

Britain and the Western Front. It was on this visit that he became convinced 

that the conscription of eligible Australian men to fight in the war was 

necessary. The first referendum for conscription was held in October 1916.20 

Were these poems published in early 1917 as part of the ongoing response to 

the 1916 referendum? Or do they speak solely to the reignited 1917 debate?21 

Regardless, the Prime Minister saw the need for conscription as a result of his 

visit in 1916; conditions must have been incredibly dire for him to call for such a 

divisive vote. Prime Minister Hughes visited the ANZAC’s in July before the 

ANZAC’s took part in major battles, including Fromelles.     

The statistics surrounding deaths and injuries on the Western Front are 

staggering. Many soldiers, including Private Neaves, recognised during the 

Somme campaign that their chance of returning home without serious war 

wounds was unlikely: ‘One would be unnatural to go through uninjured, if I get 

out of it with a leg, and arm off I’ll be perfectly satisfied.’22 Casualty Clearing 

Stations (CCSs) were established on the Western Front in 1916, and became the 

closest medical help of their kind on the Front: staff were allowed to perform 

emergency surgery.23 Their establishment speaks to the casualty rates of 

soldiers, and the recognition that more immediate care could positively impact 

these horrific statistics that plagued 1916. The Prize sources highlight that 

significant medical advancements took place in 1917: ‘…operating teams were 
                                                           
18 Beaumont, J., (2015) Conscription (Australia), International Encyclopedia of the First World War, [online: 
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/conscription_australia] accessed Monday 6th November 
2017 
19 Simpson Prize Source 8: E.J. Dempsey, Claude Marquet & W.R. Winspear (1917) The Blood Vote and Fred P. 
Morris (1917) A Mother’s Lament 
20 The referendum resulted in a narrow win for the ‘no’ campaign 
21 Further research was unable to more specifically date these leaflets. 
22 Simpson Prize Source 2: Neaves, EO (1916-1917) 
23 Lockwood, A. (1940) ‘Surgery In The Forward Areas’ in British Medical Journal, March edition, London, p. 358 

https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/conscription_australia
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fully organised with a surgeon, anaesthetist, nurse and trained orderly……. They 

were grouped as close to the front as possible.”24 These operating teams were 

established based on the successful model used at the CCSs established in 1916. 

Further to this, chemical warfare was another problem for the soldiers in 1916. 

The only way soldiers could neutralise the gas was by covering their mouth and 

nose with a cloth soaked in urine. This inspired the design of the box respirator 

mask, which became standard issue in 1917. Collectively, it is clear that medical 

advancements, arising from needs in 1916, and employed in 1917, helped to 

improve the experience and outcomes of soldiers in 1917. This again calls into 

question the accuracy of the Prize thesis. 

In conclusion, while the Simpson Prize’s thesis statement suggests that 1917 

was the worst year of the war, it is important to look beyond the devastating 

death toll which most academics solely use to support this position. Looking 

beyond these statistics, it is clear that the statement is not historically accurate. 

it is clear that the lessons and innovations which came out of fighting on the 

Western Front in 1916, which I believe to be the ‘worst year’ of the war, helped 

to improve conditions and outcomes for soldiers in 1917 and 1918. Such 

innovations included trench drainage systems, medical advancements and the 

development of casualty clearing stations. 

  

                                                           
24 Simpson Prize Source 7: A.G. Butler, ed., (1943) Chapter VI: Some Surgical Problems of Repair and Re-
Enablement in ‘The Australian Army Medical Services in the War of 1914-1918’, Australian War Memorial, 
Melbourne, vol. III, 1943. 

https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/RCDIG1069847/
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