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

1918 was indeed a year of victory for Australia as a whole, a united country against a common 
enemy we had been fighting against for many years. Australian troops were able to assist 
significantly in important campaigns overseas, campaigns which eventually led to the end of the 
war.1 These victories may be attributed, at least in part, to the appointment of General Sir John 
Monash, engineer-turned-leader who planned every Australian attack on the Western Front in 1918 
for maximum success.2 However, for individual Australians and their families, the first eleven 
months of 1918, until the Armistice was signed, were the same as any other year of the war. There 
was much unnecessary loss of life and many of those who survived were irreparably scarred by their 
experiences. Families were ripped apart and some would never be at peace again.  

In the sense that victory means to defeat an enemy, 1918 was certainly a year of victory for Australia 
as a nation. Australian troops participated in many successful battles throughout the year and 
ultimately helped win the war. On the Western Front, these campaigns included the Second Battle of 
Villers-Bretonneux, Le Hamel, the Amiens battle of August 8-12 and the captures of Mont St Quentin 
and Peronne, amongst others. Australians also served an important part in the Middle Eastern 
Campaign during 1918, such as at the battle of Megiddo.3 When Australian soldiers first arrived on 
the Western Front, they struggled for two years to gain any substantial ground. By 1918, trench 
warfare was at its peak as the war began to crumble around the enemy. Finally, after years of gains 
measured merely in yards, Australians and their Allies were advancing up to 12 or more kilometres 
per day.4 The Commander of French forces, Marshall Ferdinand Foch remarked, “From start to finish 
[of 1918] the Australians distinguished themselves by their endurance and boldness. By their 
initiative, their fighting spirit, their magnificent ardour, they proved themselves to be shock troops of 
the first order.” 5 This only highlights the victories achieved by Australian soldiers in 1918. Where 
they had difficulty in past years, they managed to overcome through steady perseverance and 
valiant determination. Breaking the stalemate that had extended for over two years on the Western 
Front finally brought about the end of the war.6 Successes such as these prove that some aspects of 
1918 were in fact victories for Australia and its people.  

These successful attacks during 1918 can be credited to not only the courageous efforts of the 
soldiers, but also the accomplishments of leadership. Major General Sir John Monash served in the 
Australian Army for the entirety of WW1. He experienced first-hand the disastrous effects of badly-
planned attacks and by 1918 was put in charge of the whole Australian Corps. He meticulously 
planned the vastly successful Le Hamel attack in July, which he anticipated would last for 90 
minutes. Australian and American soldiers were able to capture the town in 93 minutes, cementing 
John Monash’s reputation for attention to detail and thorough planning.7 Monash gave Australian 
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soldiers hope for the end of the war, particularly on the Western Front where terribly-planned and 
directed attacks had resulted in countless unnecessary deaths in previous years.8 Field Marshal 
Montgomery,9 a British Officer, wrote, “I would name Sir John Monash as the best general on the 
Western Front in Europe.” 10 The appointment of General Monash was a victory itself for Australia 
and led to many more in coming months. When the armistice was signed on November 11, 
Australians back home excitedly celebrated the victory around the country. A large crowd gathered 
in Martin Place in Sydney, among other places, to recognize a shared national victory. These 
celebrations marked the start of the Remembrance Day commemorations still observed in countries 
around the world.11 For those serving under the leadership of General Monash, 1918 would have 
certainly been a year of victory. The victories of the army overseas created much celebration back in 
Australia as they recognized the achievements of their countrymen, including Monash.  

The First World War affected millions of people around the world. Those who served on the front 
lines were exposed to unspeakable horrors and many were scarred, both physically and mentally, for 
life. A whole generation of Australians had to learn to cope with the atrocities of war, whether it be 
family or friends of a lost loved one or returned servicemen themselves. Over 60,000 Australians 
died throughout the war,12 each one with their own story, experience and family. Even when the 
war was coming to an end, Australians were giving their lives for their country. A photograph taken 
on August 8, 1918 in France, featuring a platoon on rest, showed the conditions that servicemen had 
to endure even when not on active duty. The ground appears desolate and covered in heavy smoke. 
Barely four months before the end of the war and majority of the seventeen men in the picture 
would not survive to see their families again.13 Private Towers, one of the photographed men, was a 
simple farmer from NSW before enlisting. He was admitted to hospital on the 9th of November 1918 
suffering broncho-pneumonia, a lung infection due to poor conditions.14 On November 11, as the 
Armistice was being signed and celebrations happening around the world, Private Towers died of the 
illness. Despite the many victorious campaigns throughout the year, this aspect of 1918 cannot be 
considered a victory. Hundreds of men who survived the war returned home with injuries or illness 
and died years after the war had ended.15 Jack McGrath enlisted for the war when he was only 
eighteen and struggled with illness and injury for two years before being repatriated back home to 
Australia. In 1918, he was diagnosed with tuberculosis, an ailment he was sure was a result of the 
war. He tried to continue with his life, but inevitably passed on the illness to his daughter Joyce 
before he passed away.16 Though she survived, Joyce was forced to undergo harsh treatments and 
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her life was forever changed by her father’s war experiences. Vance Palmer, who served in the 
Australian Corps in 1918, wrote a poem about his experiences when he returned. “… [I] have 
returned to these: The farm, and the kindly Bush, and the young calves lowing; But all that my mind 
sees, Is a quaking bog in a mist- stark snapped trees, And the dark Somme flowing.” 17 For the 
McGrath family, Palmer and many others around Australia, 1918 was not a year of victory, instead 
one of great pain and sacrifice.  

Soldiers and returned servicemen were not the only ones deeply affected by the war. The end of the 
war in late 1918 brought about for some families the realization that their loved ones may not be 
returning. During the confusion of global war, it was hard for communication to be properly 
maintained and news was slow to arrive in Australia.18 Many servicemen were reported as missing in 
action and found again in other battalions or prisoner of war camps. Some would never be found 
and this haunted their families for entire generations.19 With no bodies to bury, many families never 
gave up their stubborn hope that their loved ones would be found, perhaps in an overseas hospital 
with no memories or back in Australia without the family having been notified.20 Mrs Elizabeth 
Meller was one of many mothers who simply could not believe that her son, Samuel, had been 
claimed by the war. She wrote regularly to the Base Records office until she was eighty in 1939, 
twenty-one years after the war had ended.21 For her and many others, not knowing what had 
happened to her family tormented her for the rest of her life. Other families were decimated by the 
war, with multiple children going off to serve and few returning. The grave of Annie Whitelaw, who 
died almost ten years after the end of World War 1, is inscribed with the words: ‘The mother of six 
sons who served in the Great War 1914–1919, four of whom Bob, Ken, Ivan and Angus paid the 
supreme sacrifice.’ 22 Imagine her anxiety when all six of her children were serving overseas, and the 
anguish she felt upon learning that some had died. For Annie and others like her, the victory of the 
Allies in 1918 would have come far too late. The vast personal losses experienced by Australians 
simply cannot be considered a victory.  

Many Australians would consider 1918 a year of victory. To some extent, this is true. However, it is 
also a simplistic view, one that ignores the immense effect of the war on Australians themselves and 
their families. Australian soldiers had significant roles in important battles during the year and 
discovered a dedicated leader in General John Monash. Their contribution to the Allied victory was 
celebrated around the country. However, as in any great conflict, the war came at a cost. Returned 
servicemen had suffered greatly and many continued to suffer once they returned home. Some had 
been so deeply affected that they could not escape their experiences. Families of those lost at war 
struggled with their demons and whole generations were haunted by the war. For many, 1918 had 
brought deep loss and heartfelt pain that simply could not be remedied.  

 

                                                           
17 Australian War Memorial, op.cit., 15 
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