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To what extent could 1918 be considered a year of victory for Australia and its 
people?  

Aurelia Thomson 
 

1918 was a momentous year for Australia.  On November 11th 1918, the First World War ended 
when the Armistice was signed. Even though the war had concluded, the impacts were far from over 
for Australia. As part of the alliance between Britain, France and Russia, known as the Triple Entente, 
Australia was victorious in the war and had helped defeat the Triple Alliance between Germany, 
Austria-Hungary and Italy. Australia had entered the war on August 4th 1914, and pledged its support 
to the British Empire by offering to provide 20 000 men. Australia continued to fight for the next 
1560 days, ultimately enlisting 416 809 men. Whether from an individual, national or global 
viewpoint, 1918 caused an immeasurable loss for Australia and its people. The number of causalities 
suffered and the social impact on Australia for the coming years were immense. 1918 was not an 
extensive victory for Australia and its people. 

 

The wasteful loss of life and devastating injuries caused by the war meant that nothing could be 
considered a victory for the nation. Australia had a population of less than 5 million people, when it 
sent 416 809 men to war. More than 60 000 men were killed.  Another 156 000 men were wounded, 
including being gassed, or taken prisoner. Australia had the highest death toll of any colonial army, 
14.2%. The First World War was Australia’s most injurious conflict. Most families lost two or more 
brothers, fathers or husbands. Of Australian men aged 18-45, 1 in 10 had their lives cut short 
because of this war. For those fortunate enough to come home, many returned with wounded 
limbs, not able to walk properly. The Australian War Memorial states that "[I]t may be estimated 
that the total number of officers and men of the A.I.F. fitted with artificial limbs was about 3,000." 
(Source 5). Numerous men also suffered from trauma due to the horrifying experiences of war. In 
battles, all over the world Australia had more than predicted losses and casualties, and France was 
no exception. The British Empire reclaimed Villers-Bretonneux and pushed the German line back. 
This battle, which represented a crucial turning point and victory for the British Empire, was far from 
a victory for Australia. 2 400 Australians died in the successful attempt to recapture the town. Many 
more men were gassed, injured or killed defending the town from the enemy. A photograph, taken 
on May 27th 1918, depicts Australian soldiers suffocating from a gas attack near Bois de l’Abbé, 
France (source 4). They were in the front of Villers-Bretonneux. It illustrates the general suffering 
that occurred.  Mothers lost their sons, wives lost their husbands and sisters lost their brothers. 
Families grieved over of the war. 38.7% of the male population in Australia between ages 18-44 
years old went to war. No one came back as they left. 1918 had many tragic days for Australia. 
Throughout this war, Australia lost a generation. A generation of bright, young, intelligent people 
who paid the ultimate price for their country. 1918 became a loss, not a victory for Australia due to 
the generation that perished or was irreversibly injured in World War One.  

 



The First World War also fractured the political and social fabric of our country, contributing to the 
absence of victory. As the war began to erupt in 1914, Australia was in the middle of an election 
cycle. The Liberal Party was in power. Joseph Cook, the sixth Prime Minister of Australia, was in 
office and declared on 1 August 1914 that Australia would join the British in the war: “Whatever 
happens, Australia is part of the Empire right to the full. Remember that when the Empire is at war, 
so is Australia at war.” (Source 9). Soon after in the 1914 general election, the Labor Party gained 
power and Andrew Fisher was elected again as the seventh Prime Minister. Huge cracks began to 
appear within that party. Andrew Fisher faced strains from the war and an ambitious William ‘Billy’ 
Hughes, who was a vociferous supporter of recruitment. After irreconcilable divides in the Labor 
Party, Hughes broke away to form the Nationalist Party and forced a mandatory vote on a 
conscription referendum. This generated endless debate and political division. Confrontations 
between Catholics and Protestants occurred during the war. Protestants were strongly in favour of 
the war and Australia’s loyalty to Britain, while the Catholics disagreed with the war and any British 
support due to the harsh treatment of Irish people and their leaders. Not only this, but they also 
disagreed on the conscription referendum, creating an immense rift between them. Women also 
had to cope with huge burdens both during and after the war, the financial burden of the aftermath 
of war, as well as grief at home and conflicts on a national scale. Women at home experienced the 
brunt of the social divisions, which increased with the mourning of losses. A letter written by 
Corporal Arthur Thomas describes the war, “then on they came thick & heavy & what was more 
disastrous gas two sniffs & I was satisfied” (Source 3). The emotion as loved ones received letters 
like this helped create more strains and fractures in Australia. The First World War had damaged the 
political and social peace in Australia and left enormous religious and social rifts. This carried on into 
1918 and well beyond. The feeling of victory, at home and with the soldiers was non-existent.  As 
Australia emerged as a nation, it had to withstand these immense pressures. 

 

The only true victory for Australia in 1918 was when the Armistice was signed on November 11th 
1918.  The German forces had collapsed. This brought an end to the suffering of Australian people 
during the war. On 11th November 1918 crowds gathered spontaneously in Martin Place, Sydney, 
New South Wales celebrating the news that the Armistice had been signed and that the war had 
ended (source 2). This victory meant Australia had helped win the war.  Australia’s support of the 
Triple Entente had assisted in defeating the Triple Alliance. Now that Australia was no longer in a 
state of war, individuals and families were able to gradually begin to revert to a normal lifestyle. The 
strains and pressures of war would slowly dissipate, as soldiers returned home. Australia began 
regrowing as a country, although the path was not smooth. The war had promoted self-reliance in 
Australia, as depending upon European industry or imports were no longer an option.  Australia’s 
mining, manufacturing and other industries began to grow.  Australia generated a trade surplus with 
allied countries in overseas markets.  So the end of the war led to some benefits. Globally, the world 
was at peace. Sapper Harold Grant starkly captured the feeling of relief when he wrote “Germany 
signed the armistice no more shooting” in his diary on 11th November 1918 (Source 10).  He 
understood the exhaustion of ending a battle half way across the world. He knew that the true 
meaning of victory was the absence of war. When the German forces submitted to the signing of the 
Armistice, the world was not at war for the first time in four years, three months and seven days. 
This was the one real victory that Australia experienced in 1918.  



The First World War was the costliest of conflicts for Australia, financially and in terms of human 
suffering. Even though the Armistice signing gave Australia a part in a memorable victory, 
incalculable damage had already been done. The result of strong debates produced from 
conscription campaigns damaged political and social harmony, and left profound religious and social 
divisions at home. Of Australians who fought in the war, 155 133 men were wounded in action, 60 
284 men died prior to discharge from the AIF, 4 044 men were taken prisoners of war and 431 448 
men suffered from sickness or non-battle injuries. The Australian casualty rate was one of the 
highest of the First World War at 64.8%. 1918 was a year that had an element of victory for 
Australia, but the substantial extent of the costs of the First World War was a heavy price to pay. The 
unquantifiable negative impacts that the First World War had on Australian society continued well 
beyond 1918, but shaped Australia in adversity. The price of being a part of a global victory came at 
a great personal cost to the individuals who fought the war and a great expense to the peace and 
harmony of Australia. The price of victory should never be underestimated, diminished or forgotten. 
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