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To the west of Flanders lies Passchendaele, described in 1917 as a ‘desolate, shattered 
landscape’1 – the result of the terrible destruction wrought during the First World War. It is 
battles such as Passchendaele that compel historians to define 1917 as ‘the worst year of 
the Great War for Australia and Australians,’ a reflection of the devastating toll of the Third 
Battle of Ypres.2 This campaign alone saw greater Australian losses than the entirety of the 
Gallipoli Campaign3 and resulted in ‘little change in the strategic situation.’4 Meanwhile, 
Australia’s home front was rocked by discord as falling recruitment numbers5 reignited the 
issue of conscription that had been so vehemently debated the previous year. The legacy of 
1917 therefore is one of grief; for the thousands of Australians killed, for a home front torn 
apart by ideological conflict and for a nation trapped in a war for which they had lost all 
enthusiasm.6 The incomparable casualty rates, the poorly strategised and ultimately 
wasteful battles and the conflict on the home front are contributing factors in drawing the 
conclusion that 1917 was the worst year of the Great War for both Australia and 
Australians.  
 
The worst year of the Great War, 1917, is host to the most Australian deaths than any other 
year in history. Through a series of futile battles and attacks, the lives of nearly 22,000 
Australians were lost.7 The battle of Passchendaele alone cost the Australian Imperial Force 
(AIF) 38,000 casualties,8 devastating multiple Australian divisions. The fourth month of the 
Passchendaele campaign, October, saw 6500 AIF soldiers die,9 marking out ‘the bloodiest 
month in Australian military history.’10 In the entirety of the Great War, over 60,000 
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Australian soldiers were killed,11 over a third of these deaths occurring in 1917 alone. In just 
twelve months over 20,000 Australians made the ultimate sacrifice, compared with 8,500 in 
Gallipoli.12 1917 was such an intense year of fighting that the Australian losses of that year 
dwarf the combined losses of 1915-1916.13 Not only were the casualties of the year terrible, 
but they built upon those of the years before, creating a cumulative death toll that was 
devastating to the fledgling Australian nation. To this day, the record of death from 1917 for 
Australians has never been matched. The scale of the death toll of 1917 is one of the key 
reasons it is regarded as the worst year of the Great War for Australia and Australians. 
 
Even when compared with the ‘ill-conceived’14 Gallipoli campaign, no other theatre of war 
saw such devastation as those of the failed Arras offensive of 1917. Early 1917 saw the AIF, 
among other Allied nations, fight the first battle of Bullecourt - regarded by many as a 
military ‘disaster’15. Historian Charles Bean wrote that Bullecourt “shook the confidence of 
Australian soldiers.”16 Bean went on to criticise the campaign, stating that “the errors, 
especially on April 10th and 11th, were obvious to almost everyone.”17 The errors in question 
– namely the inept orders of General Gough in pursuit of the Hindenburg Line -  cost the AIF 
10,000 soldiers across two battles, without any strategic advance being made.18 This early 
failure was a sign of things to come. The ensuing months gave way to the Third Battle of 
Ypres, encompassing devastating losses Passchendaele – battles dismissed by General 
Monash as a ‘harebrained scheme.’19 Only the Battle of Messiness could be said to be a 
decisive victory, however this advancement came at a price of 6,800 Australian casualties in 
two weeks.20  As Joan Beaumont explained in Broken Nation, “what made these sacrifices so 
terrible was not just their scale but the fact that they..seemed to advance the Allied powers’ 
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cause very little.’21 This disregard for lives lost in pursuit of weak strategic goals contributed 
to making 1917 the worst year of the Great War for Australia and Australians. 
  
On the Australian home front, grief at the cumulative losses of the troops had replaced 
nationalistic fervour.  After three long, devastating years of war, ‘war weariness plagued 
every institution and household,’22 and enthusiasm for the conflict had run dry in the face of 
not only the dead, but those Australians who returned crippled in body and mind. In 1917, 
Private Erle Neaves wrote to his sister that “If I ever get out of this soldier business I’ll cut 
my throat before I take it on again.”23 Views such as these  contributed to the decreasing 
number of AIF enlistments in 1917. Whilst  July of 1914 had seen 35,000 enlistments, July of 
1917 saw a mere 5000 enlistments – a near 85% decrease.24 Aside from the nation’s severe 
drop in war support, it was also being swept by an unbearable wave of grief25 as many 
discovered that members of a family or community would not be coming home. With the 
worst losses of the whole war in October 191726, newspapers soon after were flooded with 
the memorials of the lost soldiers, who had been fathers and brothers before the Great 
War. As historian Aaron Pegram wrote, ‘It would be fair to say there wasn’t an Australian 
community not affected by the fighting in Belgium during this time.’27 The downturn in 
moral support for the conflict was exacerbated by the economic strain felt by many 
Australians as family breadwinners were felled on Flanders fields.28 The increasingly war-
weary population and their experience of emotional and financial hardship are further 
cause to define 1917 as the worst year of the Great War for Australia and Australians. 
 
Further division amongst the Australians on the home front arose in 1917 as a result of the 
decline in enlistments. The 1916 referendum for conscription had been rejected, but as 
1917 wore on,  Prime-Minister Billy Hughes posed the question of conscription once again. 
This sparked a fiery and divisive debate, with passionate supporters for and against the 
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idea.29 Propaganda for both sides was distributed, including Curtin’s famous piece ‘The 
Blood Vote,’which labelled the ballot paper “the grim death-warrant of doom.”30 Those 
promoting conscription used guilt to trigger a response, writing ‘Men called out for 
reinforcements, and I let them call in vain.’31 Enlisted soldiers, weighed in on both sides of 
the campaign. Private Ernest Allen explained that ‘the boy are pleased it failed and say they 
would be sorry to see their friends enlist to come over to fight,’32 whilst his brother James 
accused the anti-conscription movement of using ‘diabolical hun methods.’33 Ultimately, 
both Allen brothers, along with a third brother Josiah were all killed on the Western Front 
between 1917-1918. At a time where Australians most needed to stand united, to support 
one another through this tragedy and loss, they were instead torn apart by a conscription 
poll that had already been defeated in the year before.34 The defeat was repeated in 
December of 1917, with 54% of Australians in favour of the ‘No’ vote.35 It is clear that this 
second conscription debate created division in Australia at a time where unity was 
necessary, a further reason as to why 1917 was the worst year of the Great War for 
Australia and Australians. 
 
1917 has been defined by historians as the ‘worst year of the Great War for both Australia 
and Australians,’largely due to the overwhelming death toll, the wasteful slaughter of 
soldiers with minimal strategic gain, and social and political division on the home front. In 
this one year the Australian Imperial Force were decimated, with one month hosting the 
heaviest losses of any month in the war,36 and the total for the year following the same 
trend.37 For a nation who had been so eager to fight in the early years of the war, 1917 
marked a turning point wherein the realities of the conflict had taken their toll. Australia 
was no longer the country who had offered her ‘last man and last shilling,’38 at the outbreak 
of the war. Instead she was a nation reeling from the aftermath of what Private Neaves 
described as ‘Scientific murder…not war at all.’39 Despite the costs of war both overseas and 
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at home, the Australian Imperial Force recouped for the final year of the war. 1918 saw 
landmark Australian victories across the Western Front, particularly in the battles for 
Amiens and Mont St Quentin. The victories came at the cost of more Australian deaths and 
at the close of the war, 62 000 Australian men lay dead on foreign shores. They sacrificed 
their youth and their lives for the fledgling nation, but as Charles Bean wrote ‘They’re not 
heroes. They do not intend to be thought or spoken of as heroes. They’re just ordinary 
Australians, doing their particular work as their country would wish them to do. And pray 
God, Australians in days to come will be worthy of them.’40 
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