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

1918 was not just a year of outstanding military victory for Australia, but one that marked the 
culmination of four years of pain, suffering and loss. 1918 itself is routinely described as the year of 
comprehensive allied victory. However, it could be argued that the physical and emotional damage it 
brought Australia outweighed the advantages it gave the nation. Families lost sons, brothers, fathers 
and husbands, which often meant they had lost their means of support. Even if their loved ones did 
survive the war, many were often maimed or mentally unstable and unable to act as the guiding 
figure in the family any more. The severe casualty rates also meant that soldiers on the front in 1918 
were overworked and strained to the point of mutiny.  

Despite its reputation of being the year of victory for the Allies, 1918 did not start well for the Allied 
forces in France. The German Spring offensive, which began on the 21st of March, reversed the 
British gains of 1917 as the Germans made a swift 64-kilometre advance, only slowing in July. 
However, it never achieved its strategic objectives and the Allies were ready to launch their own 
major offensive, beginning on the 8th of August and ultimately leading to the end of the war. The 
Australian forces would play a sizeable role in the start of this offensive at the battle of Amiens, as 
they accomplished the largest advances made in a day by the allies during the whole of the war – 
seven miles alongside the Canadians.1 The attacks that day were so successful that August 8th 
became known as the “Black Day” of the German army. So significant were the events of this day 
that they were captured in a painting by Will Longstaff, which now hangs in the Australian War 
Memorial. 2 The outstanding level of success of the attack is depicted in the image, with a long 
column of German soldiers being escorted away from the front line. After all, 1918 did end as the 
year of Allied victory, the armistice being signed on the 11th of November. Prime Minister Billy 
Hughes also fought to establish Australia’s national security and independence during the peace 
talks, representing Australia as a more mature nation.3  

Despite the outstanding military success, the fighting in 1918 had a devastating impact on the 
Australian troops. Almost 10,500 Australians were killed or died of their wounds, and 40,000 were 
wounded or captured.4 Despite these significant losses the Australian infantry was continually used, 
and the AIF was suffering higher casualty rates than any other army of the British Empire, according 
to War Office figures of 1920.5 The Australian soldiers had little time to rest, and in one case 120 
men of the 1st Battalion disobeyed orders to return to the front line, since they had been expecting 
relief.6 More protests came when attempts were made to disband some battalions, due to the 
falling enlistment numbers during 1918. Seven out of the eight battalions ordered to disband 
refused to comply. Pompey Elliot, their commander, had to resort to threats of execution to bring 
the mutineers to compliance.7 Elliot, in a letter on the 21st of October, stated that the breaking up of 
the battalions was “the saddest thing I have experienced”, since even “hardy veterans” were “quite 

                                                           
1 Wise, SF: The Black Day of the German Army: Australians and Canadians at Amiens August 1918, 1918: 
Defining Victory, conference proceedings, available at 
https://www.army.gov.au/sites/g/files/net1846/f/1998_1918_defining_victory_0.pdf, accessed 7th July 2018. 
2Simpson Prize Source 1: Will Longstaff, 8th August 1918, oil on canvas, Australian War Memorial Main 
Building: First World War Gallery: Western Front 1918. 
3 Effects of WW1 lingered long in Australia, available at https://www.sbs.com.au/news/effects-of-wwi-
lingered-long-in-australia, accessed 21 September 2018. 
4 Beaumont, J, Broken Nation: Australians in the Great War, p.487. 
5 Ibid., pp.488. 
6 Ibid., pp.490-491 
7 Ibid., pp.491. 
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broken up” and in tears.8 The constant strain on the Australian troops and the consequent rebellions 
showed that the heavy workload being placed on the remaining Australian troops was taking a toll.  

The impacts of the war were also felt heavily on the home front. Prior to the outbreak of war in 
1914, Australia had a population of fewer than 5 million people.9 For a fledgling nation to lose 
60,000 of its most talented and able young men was a disaster not just economically, but it also led 
to grief on a scale that would never have been foreseen before the war.10 Despite this, on the 11th of 
November 1918 there were celebrations across the nation. The Sydney Mail showed with numerous 
photos the streets of Sydney packed full of joyous citizens celebrating and voicing their 
“inexpressible thankfulness” for the end of four years of suffering.11 However, for many, these 
celebrations did nothing to help their morale, the “shouts of jubilation” reopening “wounds that 
merciful time had almost healed.”12 For many, there was nothing worth celebrating. It was not 
uncommon for multiple sons to be killed from one household, such as in the case of Annie Whitelaw, 
of Maffra in country Victoria.13 Annie was the mother of seven sons, six of whom served for Australia 
in the Great War.14 Four died during the war or afterwards because of their injuries. Her youngest 
son, Angus Whitelaw, who would later be killed at Pozieres on the 25th of August 1916, was only 16 
years old when he enlisted - although he had told the army he was 18 – demonstrating how eager 
Australians were to fight for their country at the beginning of the war. This attitude would change as 
the years went on, as news of the true nature of war reached the public back home. 1918 was a 
devastating year for Annie. Ivan Whitelaw was one of the Australian casualties of the German spring 
offensive; he was tragically killed at Armentieres on the 23rd of April. Ken Whitelaw, Annie’s oldest 
son, was wounded on October 5th, the last day of Australian fighting in the war. The injuries he 
sustained that day led directly to his death in 1922. 

By 1918, the Australian population was worn out and tired. The war had taken an emotional toll on 
almost all Australians, and prominent divisions in society caused by the war would lead to strikes 
and riots after it had ended.15 The war had widened the divisions between classes, as well as 
between Protestants and Catholics. Unions, seeking to make up for lost wages and conditions, 
initiated a wave of strikes. Jobs were also scarce, and Incomes fell by 16%, making it hard for 
returning soldiers to find a way back into the workforce. 16  The channelling of large sums of money 
into healing the pains of war also set the country back both economically and politically as the 

                                                           
8 McMullin, Ross, Pompey Elliot at War in his own words, p. 457. 
9 First World War 1914-18, available at https://www.awm.gov.au/articles/atwar/first-world-war, accessed on 
21st September 2018. 
10 Scates, Bruce, “Bereavement and Mourning” available at https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-
online.net/article/bereavement_and_mourning_australia, accessed 23 September 2018. 
11 Simpson Prize Source 2: Armistice celebrations in Martin Place, Sydney. The Sydney Mail, 13th November 
1918 and 20th November 1918. 
12 The Sydney Mail, 20th November 1918, page 6. 
13 Simpson Prize Source 8: Tombstone of Annie Whitelaw, Photo credit: ‘Australia’s War Heritage, Local 
Graves’, Anzac Portal, Department of Veteran’s Affairs, Australia. 
14 Tippet, Gary, “Stories of sacrifice carved in granite” in the Sydney Morning Herald, 8th November 2009, 
available at https://www.smh.com.au/national/stories-of-sacrifice-carved-in-granite-20091107-i2w6.html, 
accessed 29th September 2018. 
15 Beaumont, Joan, Broken Nation: Australians in the Great War, page 549. 
16 Frank Bongiorno, Post War Societies (Australia), available at https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-
online.net/article/post-war_societies_australia, p.2/10, accessed 4th November 2018. 
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country slowly returned to civilian normality.17 If this level of economic decline occurred in 
peacetime, it would have been classified as a depression.18 

The state of the returning servicemen added to the difficulties on the home front. Physical injuries 
took a great toll and rendered returned servicemen incapable of basic work, but men were also 
traumatised by their experiences, something which their families at home could never truly 
understand. Children grew up without their fathers, and relationships fell apart over time. One 
aspect of the war which would lead to so much of this trauma was the usage of gas by both sides. 
Gas struck fear into the hearts of every man on the front line, since to be exposed to it would mean 
terrible suffering. Corporal Arthur Thomas of the 6th Infantry Battalion, recalled his experiences in a 
letter he wrote to his family on the 20th of March 1918.19 Such was the stigma around gas that upon 
seeing it, men “completely lost their heads” and panicked, even tearing off their gas masks.20 
Horrific experiences such as these would scar soldiers, even those who had not been physically 
wounded. Families would often feel cut off from their husbands, fathers or sons when they did not 
understand the effects of this trauma on their loved ones. This created divides between families 
which, in many cases, would never properly heal.21  The families of many severely injured soldiers 
had to take responsibility for their wounded husbands, fathers and sons, with the burden of care 
often falling on the women in the family. 22 They had to financially support their family, support their 
children, and take care of their damaged husband or son. Depression and financial difficulties 
plagued families across the nation. 

The signing of the Armistice on the 11th of November 1918 is regarded by most as a victory for 
Australia and its people, and the year of 1918 itself is often seen in the same light. However, the 
battles of 1918 had pushed Australian soldiers to, and past, their breaking points, with devastating 
consequences for thousands. Back in Australia itself, the nation was torn apart, with families losing 
multiple members and political issues dividing society. Men’s lives were destroyed by their injuries, 
some even having to live out the rest of their lives in a repatriation hospital. The eager patriotism of 
the early war years had disappeared, and all that was left was a longing for peace and a rebuilt 
nation. November 11th – Remembrance Day - is not a celebration of the great military achievements 
of the allied forces, but a memorial to those who died during the campaign. The war coming to an 
end certainly was a cause of celebration for the Australian people, but the cost for the victory was so 
high that Australia would be scarred forever. 

  

                                                           
17 Chapter 17, Australia after the War, Home Front (Australians in World War 1 Series), available at 
https://anzacportal.dva.gov.au/multimedia/publications/home-front/chapter-17-australia-after-war  
Accessed 23 September 2018. 
18 Mclean, Ian, ‘Why Australia Prospered’ (2013, p.148) in Yule, Peter, Organisation of War Economies 
(Australia), available at https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-
online.net/article/organization_of_war_economies_australia, accessed 4th November 2018. 
19 Carlyon, Les, The Great War, pages 753-754. 
20 Simpson Prize Source 3: Letter by Corporal Arthur Thomas to his family on 20 March 1918. 
21 World War One – Experiences on the Western Front, available at 
https://experiencesonthewesternfront.weebly.com/impact-on-soldiers-and-their-families.html, accessed 21 
September 2018. 
22 Professor Peter Stanley interviewed by Dr Clare Wright: Shooting the Past podcast – Shattered Anzacs, ABC 
Radio, available at http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/shootingthepast/shattered-
anzacs/8838392, accessed 1st October 2018. 
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