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Reputable Australian military historian Joan Beaumont frames that 1917 was the worst year 

in the Great War, her sole justification being the number of casualties1. More tellingly, this 

evaluation is introduced in a brief, off-hand way, reflecting its consensus position: even 

official histories on the Australian War Memorial website maintain 1917 was the worst year 

with little elaboration2. The ABC and Sydney Morning Herald also cite 1917 as the worst 

year, revealing that this has penetrated the popular consciousness3. This essay will critique 

this claim and nominate 1916 as a candidate for Australia’s worst year in the Great War. 

However, it is largely in order to demonstrate the ways in which the designation of a ‘worst 

year’ is an arbitrary pursuit due to the complexities of wartime experience. First, this essay 

will question if 1917 was in worst conflict as it contained signs of hope and medical 

innovations. Secondly, it will explore the horrors for Australians in 1916 such as the novelty 

of Western Front living conditions, battles, and morale; and will finally make a 

historiographical argument against distinctions between years, noting that many sources 

pointing to 1917 as the worst year could equality point to 1916.  

 

It is difficult to see the virtue of nominating a worst year. Historian William Mulligan has 

said “assessing a worst battle involves invidious...comparisons”4. Borrowing from this 

philosophy it is arbitrary to select a worse year. Indeed, it may be more vexed since there is 

no reason for years to be the most relevant unit of time. Moreover, there is no reason why 

casualties should be the sole criteria evaluated. Historian Bill Gammage, has a more complex 

approach arguing that although “in 1917 the AIF suffered...more casualties that in any other 

year of the war” it “was also significant in the development of the AIF front line 

experience”5. He thus takes a multidimensional approach to understanding Australia’s 

relative position during the war.  

 

It is noteworthy that many events support 1917 being the year the war began to turn in Allied 

favour. Towards the end of 1917, Australians had the victory in the Middle East, victory at 

                                                
1 Joan Beaumont, International Encyclopaedia of the First World War, 18/03/2015, 

https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/australia, accessed 29/0802017 
2 Australian War Memorial, To Flanders fields, 1917, 2017, 
https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/event/ww1/1917, accessed 29/08/2017 
3 Jonathan King, Year of bloodshed best not forgotten, 10/08/2007, 

http://www.smh.com.au/news/national/year-of-bloodshed-best-not-

forgotten/2007/08/09/1186530533216.html, accessed on 30/08/2017; Lorena Allam, The other 
side of the war - The Australian home front, 12/10/2014, 
http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/hindsight/the-other-side-of-war/5776818, 
accessed on 30/08/2017  
4William Mulligan, The Great War for Peace (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2014), ix.  
5 Bill Gammage, Official History of Australia in the War of 1914-1918 - Volume IV Introduction, 2017, 
https://www.awm.gov.au/official-histories/first_world_war/volIV_introduction, accessed on 04/09/2017 

https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/australia
https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/event/ww1/1917
http://www.smh.com.au/news/national/year-of-bloodshed-best-not-forgotten/2007/08/09/1186530533216.html
http://www.smh.com.au/news/national/year-of-bloodshed-best-not-forgotten/2007/08/09/1186530533216.html
http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/hindsight/the-other-side-of-war/5776818
https://www.awm.gov.au/official-histories/first_world_war/volIV_introduction
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the Battle of Caporetto, and perhaps most significantly, the United States entering the war6. 

Source 7 describes 1917 as having improved medical care for soldiers on the front. The 

medical teams were more efficient and prepared as there were “eight operating tables 

available” and they could deal with a “total of 220 to 250 patients...within 24 hours”7. These 

developments mean that the soldiers who fought in 1917 were able to receive better medical 

treatment than those in previous years. The advances to medical innovation actually speak to 

the influx of war wounds in 19168. Prior to WW1 more soldiers died of infections than war 

wounds9 and most of the major innovations took place in the second half of the war which 

meant that 1914-1916 would have been even more deadly.  

 

In 1916 the war for Australians fundamentally changed as they transitioned towards the 

Western Front. Troops had fought in Gallipoli but the Western Front posed new challenges 

due to the stalemate produced by equally strong defensive capabilities on either side10. The 

resulting debilitating strategy meant soldiers waited for unspecified amounts of time before 

being sent on a major attack11. This experience of industrial conflict would have been 

confronting due to the advent of new weaponry.  For example, on the Western Front in 1916 

a machine gun that could fire 600 rounds in a minute was introduced12. Albert Coates, an 

Australian soldier on the Front, wrote in 1916 “Many men buried and torn to pieces by high 

explosive. For a mile behind the trenches it is a perfect hell of shell fire”13 reflecting how 

unaccustomed Australians were to the new style of warfare. Chemical weaponry is another 

example of a frightening new development that Australians, prior to 1916, had not faced. 

Peter Burness states that “Australian Divisions were initially sent to the region of the Belgian 

border to gain familiarity with some of the new weapons…, including gas”14. Confronting 

this the foreign, fatal nature of this new aspect of war would have been devastating 

 

Moreover, Australia’s arguably most traumatic battles occurred in 1916 with the greatest 

number of deaths in a very short amount of time. In Source 2, the soldier Neaves describes 

the terrors of war, “The lads lost 9,500 in one and ¾ hours at Pozieres, and…were sent to an 

                                                
6 Les Carlyon, The Great War, (Australia, Pan Macmillan Australia, 2010), 
https://www.panmacmillan.com.au/9780330424967/, accessed on 04/09/2017  
7 Extracts from A.G. Butler, ed., The Australian Army Medical Services in the War of 1914-1918, 
Australian War Memorial, Melbourne, vol. III, 1943, accessed at Simpson’s Prize, Australian War 
Memorial, The Simpson Prize, https://www.awm.gov.au/learn/schools/simpson-prize, accessed on 
10/08/2017 
8 Peter C. Doherty, Stealth Attack: Infection and disease on the battlefield, 09/06/2017, 

https://theconversation.com/stealth-attack-infection-and-disease-on-the-battlefield-42541, 

accessed on  09/09/2017 
9Ellen Hampton, How World War I Revolutionised Medicine, 24/02/2017, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2017/02/world-war-i-medicine/517656/, accessed on 
10/09/2017 
10Alpha History, Militarism as a Cause for World War I, 2014, 
http://alphahistory.com/worldwar1/militarism/, accessed on 10/09/2017  
11 Ibid.  
12 Art Patnaude, Machine Guns, 2017, http://online.wsj.com/ww1/machine-guns, accessed on 

10/09/2017  
13 Peter Burness, 1916: Australians in France, 2017, 
https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/event/ww1/1916/essay, accessed on 05/09/2017  
14 Ibid.  

https://www.panmacmillan.com.au/9780330424967/
https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/RCDIG1069847/
https://www.awm.gov.au/learn/schools/simpson-prize
https://theconversation.com/stealth-attack-infection-and-disease-on-the-battlefield-42541
https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2017/02/world-war-i-medicine/517656/
http://alphahistory.com/worldwar1/militarism/
http://online.wsj.com/ww1/machine-guns
https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/event/ww1/1916/essay
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even worse hell. The Somme”15. Pozieres, Australia’s first engagement in the Somme, 

occurred in 1916, reinforcing the argument it was the worst year of the conflict16. The 

aftermath of Pozieres described by Source 7 led to men “suffering from confusion, mental 

and physical exhaustion, acute fears, phobias, amnesia, tremor...deafness, speechlessness, 

visual defects”17, points towards the psychological trauma experienced after the conflict and 

suggests reduced morale. Pozieres particularly illustrates the powerful impact of 1916, 

especially the emotional impact on the soldiers.  

 

There is a historiographical issue which reveals the absurdity of adjudicating a ‘worst year’. 

Sources which have been read as illustrating the horrors of 1917 could equally be interpreted 

as proving 1916 was the worst year for Australians. Source 5 depicts a soldier carrying a 

heavy load during winter. While the image was made in 1917 its caption references the 

horrors of the previous summer, stating “Well, thank god, at least there are no flies!”18. 

Indeed, the summer of 1916 on the Western Front had seen a significant outbreak of 

infectious disease19. The harsh winter it directly depicts also straddled 1916 and 1917, 

suggesting the source actually speaks to the horror of the earlier year. From Source 1a, 1917 

appears to be the worst year because it suffered a large drop in enlistment from September of 

1916 to January of 1917, and a gradually decreasing enlistment rate throughout the year20. 

However, this major reduction in enlistment could also show the drop in morale due to the 

horrors of 1916. Ultimately, in commemoration it can make sense to organise complex events 

into ‘years’ in order to make sure we recognise them effectively. In academic history, 

however, this can sometimes serve as a distraction from more important areas of debate such 

as the cause of conflicts and their impacts on everyday soldiers. It can also lead historians to 

neglect the diversity within a given year.  

 

Choosing a “worst year” in the Great War must involve the dimensions of military history 

beyond mere quantification of casualties. Even insofar as historians consider other metrics in 

adjudicating a “worst year” these designations can often be counterproductive and arbitrary. 

Rather one must consider the human experience: the emotional, physical, and spiritual 

ardours undertaken by Australian troops thus commemorating not just deaths but also 

soldier’s forbearance in the face of inhuman suffering.  

                                                
15 From private record, AWM 3DRL/3130(A), accessed at Simpson’s Prize, Australian War Memorial, 

The Simpson Prize, https://www.awm.gov.au/learn/schools/simpson-prize, accessed on 07/08/2017 
16 AWM London, Pozieres the battle of the Somme, 1916, 2017, 
http://www.awmlondon.gov.au/battles/pozieres, accessed on 04/09/2017 
17  Extracts from A.G. Butler, ed., The Australian Army Medical Services in the War of 1914-1918, 
Australian War Memorial, Melbourne, vol. III, 1943, accessed at Simpson’s Prize, Australian War 
Memorial, The Simpson Prize, https://www.awm.gov.au/learn/schools/simpson-prize, accessed on 
10/08/2017 
18Daryl Lindsay, Optimism, 1917, accessed at Simpson’s Prize, Australian War Memorial, The 
Simpson Prize, https://www.awm.gov.au/learn/schools/simpson-prize, accessed on 08/08/2017 
19 Shanks, G. Dennis. "How World War 1 changed global attitudes to war and infectious diseases." 
The Lancet 384.9955 (2014): 1699-1707. 
20Ernest Scott, Australia during the War, vol. XI, 1936, pp. 871-72,, accessed at Simpson’s Prize, 
Australian War Memorial, The Simpson Prize,  https://www.awm.gov.au/learn/schools/simpson-prize, 
accessed on 07/08/2017 

https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/C89498
https://www.awm.gov.au/learn/schools/simpson-prize
http://www.awmlondon.gov.au/battles/pozieres
https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/RCDIG1069847/
https://www.awm.gov.au/learn/schools/simpson-prize
https://www.awm.gov.au/learn/schools/simpson-prize
https://www.awm.gov.au/images/collection/pdf/RCDIG1069869--1-.pdf
https://www.awm.gov.au/learn/schools/simpson-prize
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