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

1918 is often remembered by the contemporary Australian public as ‘a year of victory’. While this is an 

accurate description of the Australian Corps’ involvement in the Great War, it overlooks the suffering 

endured by our fellow Australians. The military victories of 1918 include the battles of Hamel and 

Amiens, both of which were greatly impacted by General Sir John Monash. Monash’s ingenious battle 

plans were renowned for their precise calculations and comprehensive preparations which fully deserve to 

be remembered by Australians today. These victories had a profound emotional effect on both the 

Australian and German soldiers, which further supports the view that 1918 was a year of victory as this 

benefitted Australia. While these factors provide compelling weight to the victorious year’s perspective, it 

neglects the suffering of the Australian soldiers as well as their families in Australia. There were over 

twelve thousand Australian casualties in 1918; while this is significantly less than the antecedent years of 

the war, it is still an immense statistic. Evidently, the war experience for countless Australians was an 

awful one, and we see this through letters from the soldiers and commanders as well as newspaper articles 

of that time. 

 
 

An undeniable argument supporting 1918 as ‘a year of victory’ is the military advances that General Sir 

John Monash devised and orchestrated. Monash was promoted to Australian Corps Commander in May 

1918 and gained the respect of other high ranking military personnel through his methodical and 

calculated tactics.1 These strategies combined the efforts of artillery, infantry, aircraft and tanks and 

utilised physics, maths and psychology to achieve the desired result. Monash led numerous Australian 

battles during 1918, most notably those of Hamel and Amiens. Hamel, which was fought on the 4th of 

July 1918, is remembered as the paradigm of a successful battle. It was over within ninety-three minutes, 

which is a testament to Monash’s comprehensive planning as it was projected to last ninety minutes. The 

8th of August 1918 saw the Battle of Amiens - known by the Germans as ‘der schwarze Tag’ (the black 

 
 

1 Serle, G., John Monash, Griffin Press, South Australia, 1985 
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day). 2 The Battle of Amiens began the Hundred Days Offensive, which ultimately ended the First World 
 

War (See Appendix A). It was the tactics used in these battles that ensure they stand out from others. 
 
 
 

An example of Monash’s ingenuitive tactics implemented in 1918 is the new procedures used to supply 

ammunition. Monash mentions in his book ‘The Australian Victories in France in 1918’ that casualties 

among ammunition suppliers were substantial.3 He relates how the task of carrying a single ammunition 

box containing one thousand rounds took two men and a journey of over four kilometres one way. This 

amount of ammunition would last a machine gun on the front line just five minutes. The discrepancy in 

effort and result prompted Monash to find a more efficient way to supply ammunition. With significant 

input from Captain Lawrence Wackett4, he revolutionised ammunition supply procedures. The two men 

conceived a plan for the distribution of ammunition to be done by aeroplane. The aeroplanes available for 

use already had bomb releasing racks and levers that could easily be adapted to hold ammunition, so 

fitting these planes with ammunition instead of bombs was logical. Calculations of the weight of the 

ammunition against the distance from the ground and the speed of the plane were used to provide the 

logistics of these drops. This resupply tactic premiered at Hamel and was one of the various facets that 

brought it international acclaim5 and altered the attitude of multiple belligerents. 

 
 

The victories of 1918 permeated the Australian Corps across Europe and inspired them to maintain their 

fighting spirit, despite the toll that four years of war had taken. Hamel’s outstanding reputation affected 

both the Australian and German service personnel. It induced a sense of fear of the Australians in the 

Germans, and a feeling of invincibility in the Australians.6 On the 8th of November 1918, Monash wrote, 

“Its success converted the whole thoughts of the Allies from an attitude of pure defensive to an attitude of 

offensive …The psychological effect of the battle of Hamel was electric and startling.”7 This 

psychological shift within the combatants characterises the victorious nature of 1918. Events chronicled 
 
 

2 AWM ART03022, 8th August, 1918, 1918-19, https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/ART03022 (See Appendix A) 
3 Monash, J., Australian Victories in France in 1918, Black Inc, reprinted 2015 
4 FitzSimons, P., Monash’s Masterpiece, Hachette Australia, Sydney, 2018 
5 Dando-Collins, S., Heroes of Hamel, Penguin Random House, North Sydney, 2018 
6 Australian Broadcasting Corporation, Monash and Me, 2018 
7 Monash, J., War Letters of General Monash, Black Inc, Melbourne, reprinted 2015 

https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/ART03022
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in a 1918 The Mercury piece entitled ‘Australian’s Fighting Spirit’ from the 14th of August epitomises 

this shift in attitude. The article recounts a true story of an unnamed Australian soldier who captured a 

party of German bombers. The Germans had reached the Australian trench and were seconds away from 

attacking when the soldier came up to them, pointed to the firestep and said “Put those bombs down. Put 

them down. Put them down,”8 increasing in emphasis each time. The Germans obeyed his orders, but not 

because of his words. They listened instead to his tone and his attitude. The Germans surrendered as 

prisoners just moments after arriving. This interaction between the Australian soldier and the German 

bombing party demonstrates Monash’s perception of the changed atmosphere to the Australians’ 

advantage. Evidently, both this soldier and the German bombers had been impacted by this psychological 

shift. It is likely that the Germans involved had been told of the fierce and formidable Australians, and the 

Australian was aware of his image. Both parties understood the Battle of Hamel’s effect on the 

psychological facet of the war. This interaction shows how the attitude shift in both the Germans and 

Australians contributed to Australia’s year of victory. However, 1918 was not a flawless year. 

 
 

Despite the year’s unprecedented victories and the raised spirits of the Australians, labelling 1918 as a 

‘year of victory’ for Australia and its people neglects the suffering of the Australians at home and abroad. 

According to ‘The Australian Army Medical Services in the War of 1914-1918’, the AIF suffered 12,553 

battle casualties in 1918.9 Although it could be argued that this statistic pales in comparison to the anguish 

of 1915, 1916 and 1917, the immense casualties of the Great War’s final year should never be discounted. 

These battlefield casualties changed the lives of communities all over Australia. In the common 

occurrence that a soldier could not be confirmed dead or alive, a letter was sent to their family stating that 

they were missing in action (See Appendix B).10 This uncertainty ruined the lives of many families in 

Australia as they never found solace, nor were they able to properly commemorate their loss. By 1918, 
 
 
 
 

8 The Mercury, ‘Australian’s Fighting Spirit’, http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article11405248 
9 Australian War Memorial, ‘The Australian Army Medical Services in the War of 1914-1918’, Melbourne, 1938-43, 
https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/C1416843 
10 Elkins, A., No Known Grave, Wartime: Official Magazine of the Australian War Memorial, no. 23, 2003, 
https://www.awm.gov.au/about/our-work/publications/wartime/23/no-known-grave 

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article11405248
https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/C1416843
https://www.awm.gov.au/about/our-work/publications/wartime/23/no-known-grave
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Australia’s supply of new recruits was steadily declining.11 There were just 28,883 Australian recruits in 
 

1918, less than seven percent of all Australian enlistments during the Great War. This was not simply 

because the most eligible soldiers had already enlisted. When injured soldiers returned to Australia from 

the war, it abruptly revealed the reality of contemporary warfare to any possible recruits. The Great War 

was suddenly not the adventure of a lifetime that it had been advertised as being. One soldier who 

personally learnt this lesson was Corporal Arthur Thomas. 

 
 

The communication between Corporal Thomas and his family paints a confronting picture of the suffering 

endured by Australians in 1918. He wrote on the 20th of March 1918, 

“[I]t was awful the uncanny feeling of death eating at ones entrails and the gasping of the men 

trudging behind you, the thunder of the shells, & the fires from the dumps showing ghostly 

through the gas smoke … two men died from the gassing, weak hearts you see, poor devils it is 

terrible & the horror of it; yet we all had to go up again the next night & carry on as usual."12
 

This excerpt from the letter gives a compelling account of the suffering in what is considered a year of 

victory. Corporal Thomas sent regular letters to his family from the time he embarked for the war in 

October 1915 until the day before his death in June 1918. An analysis of these letters shows his turbulent 

emotional journey during the war. He expressed profound excitement about the war in November 1915 

when he wrote “We have had a glorious trip and I will be sorry when it’s over… there are some splendid 

chaps abroad”. However, by 1918 he writes of his dissatisfaction with the treatment of his comrades and 

the way that he was inured to death. His final letter was written on the 7th of June 1918. This letter, 

written on the front line, describes his excitement to see his sister. He relates how he will be on leave soon 

and promises to make the most of their time together in England. He finishes the letter with “I won’t be 

long now … I will write again soon old girl.” He wrote this just one day before he was hit by an artillery 

shell and passed away. Arthur Thomas never saw his sister or family again. This devastating story 

 
 

11 Australian War Memorial, 1918: Australians in France - Recruitment, 
https://www.awm.gov.au/visit/exhibitions/1918/recruitment 
12 Letters from Corporal Arthur Thomas, dated October 1915 to June 1918. (See Appendix C) 
https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/RCDIG0001095/ 

https://www.awm.gov.au/visit/exhibitions/1918/recruitment
https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/RCDIG0001095/
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epitomises the tragic nature of the war and its impact on families. It is a shame that as a nation we 

consider a year with this extent of suffering a year of victory. 

 
 

The victories of the Australians in 1918 deserve ongoing national commemoration and pride, but this 

should not overshadow the remembrance of the anguish that our fellow Australians endured. The battles 

of 1918, including Hamel and Amiens, were victorious largely because of General Sir John Monash’s 

battle techniques and preparations. His tactics were original and inventive and were ultimately what made 

1918 strategically victorious. The victories had a substantial effect on the service personnel on both sides 

of the war. Despite the significance of this, the battle results are not a completely accurate representation 

of the year. The death toll and experiences of Australians in 1918 should serve as an eternal reminder that 

the year was also filled with tragedy and immense suffering. This should never be forgotten. 

Lest we forget. 
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Appendix A - “8th August, 1918” 

This painting depicts the Battle of Amiens. The lines in the centre show the mass of Germans captured as 
prisoners and the machine on the right is a British tank. The Battle of Amiens caused over 27,000 German 
casualties in the first phase alone, which significantly lowered the morale of the German troops. 

 
 

Appendix B - Official record of Private William Tedford 

 
The official record of Private William Robert Tedford. This portrays a glimpse of the uncertainty that the 
families of the soldiers experienced. The date that Private Tedford was reported missing was seven 
months prior to him being confirmed dead. This means that his family were unsure of his wellbeing for all 
of this time. 
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Appendix C - Letters from Arthur Thomas 

 

 
This excerpt from Arthur Thomas’ 20th March 1918 letter to his family in Australia conveys the suffering 
of the Australian soldiers in a year in which they won so many battles. Arthur’s letters demonstrate the 
Australian war experience in a way that battle results cannot. 
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