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

 

1918 was a year of victory, to some extent, for Australia as a nation but not for the 

Australian people. It is a generally accepted narrative that 1918 signalled military and 

political triumph for Australia and those associated with the Allied Powers, despite the 

human toll of the First World War. Historians concur. Official chroniclers like Charles Bean1, 

war historians like Dennis and Grey2 and even revisionist commentators condemning the 

“militarisation of Australian history”3 make constant reference to the victory of 1918. And 

yes, Australia’s army established itself as an adept, innovative and distinct fighting force 

contributing to breakthrough victories on the battlefields and the country established an 

active, lasting presence on the world stage. But for its people, victory was pyrrhic. Behind 

the smiles and bonnets of Armistice Day scenes like source 2 in Sydney’s Martin Place4, 

1918 was little short of defeat for its women, its wounded soldiers, and volatile, hungry 

working classes. While Australia enjoyed its military reputation and became an Imperial 

power in its own right in Asia Pacific, its women never recaptured wartime freedoms and its 

men were never liberated from wartime trauma and home-front iniquities. 

 

Australians believe that 1918 was the year the first Australian Imperial Force’s (AIF) 

presence was felt on the European battlefield. Other sources see their contribution as less 

than pivotal. Outnumbered and outgunned by Germany’s KaiserSchlacht Spring Offensive5, 

the AIF certainly helped the Allies defend against and defeat the aggressive ‘Operation 

Mars’ storm troopers at Villiers-Bretonneux. The undoubted military success of AIF attacks 

                                                      
1 Bean, C. E., ONeill, R., Bean, C. E., Jose, A. W., Bean, C. E., & Bean, C. E. (1981). The Official history of Australia in the war 
of 1914-1918. St. Lucia, Qld.: University of Queensland Press. 
 
2 Dennis, P., & Grey, J. (2009). The Oxford companion to Australian military history. South Melbourne, Vic.: Oxford 
University Press. 
 
3 Historiography 1918-Today (Australia). (n.d.). Retrieved September 21, 2018, from https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-
online.net/article/historiography_1918-today_australia 
 
4 The Australian War Memorial. Source 2: Armistice Day Celebrations in Martin Place, Sydney 1918, Sydney Mail, 
www.awm.gov.au/learn/schools/simpson-prize 
The Australian War Memorial. (n.d.). Retrieved October 10, 2018, from 
https://www.awm.gov.au/commemoration/remembrance-day 
 
5 (n.d.). Retrieved October 30, 2018, from http://www.greatwar.co.uk/battles/#alliedadvancetovictory 

https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/historiography_1918-today_australia
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/historiography_1918-today_australia
http://www.awm.gov.au/learn/schools/simpson-prize
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from July onwards has been attributed by many war historians to “its growing proficiency”6. 

AIF commander Lieutenant-General Sir John Monash’s “battle procedure”, to 

“enter…quickly, fully prepared and fully supported”, as summarised by historian Peter 

Pedersen7, came into dashing effect in the 93 minutes of July night-time warfare at Le 

Hamel. The AIF continued advancing, alongside its bigger Allies, at pace for the next four 

months. This standpoint is supported by battlefield losses. By mid-1918, Monash had 

sacrificed concern for preserving life in pursuit of a decisive breakthrough. Australian deaths 

became proportionately the largest (145 per 1000). This ratio is reflected fairly accurately in 

source 6 where 17% of the men of B company’s 29th battalion, portrayed resting 

momentarily before the assault on Harbonnieres, were killed in action.8 Some military 

historians believe Monash’s meticulous planning and judicious use of the “maximum array 

of mechanical resources”9 led to a series of breakthroughs in Western Europe in which the 

Australians and Canadians played an important part. This interpretation is not universal. 

These encounters have been described by some historians as “local skirmishes”, 

“diversions”10 and Australian soldiers were disparaged as looters11 and by General Haig as 

‘shirkers’. Australian mastery in the battlefield in 1918 is not as widely acclaimed elsewhere, 

yet this portrayal became a buoyant springboard for its global aspirations. 

 

During the last year of World War One, Australia’s perception of its victory spurred 

ambitions for regional, political involvement and alliances and wars for the next 100 years. 

At the start of the conflict, Australia had no foreign policy, nor did it have embassies or 

consulates outside of the United Kingdom12 but by 1918, its idiosyncratic Prime Minister, 

                                                      
6 Hampton M. (2017). The Key to Victory: Australia’s Military Contribution on the Western Front in 1918. In: Ariotti 
K., Bennett J. (eds) Australians and the First World War. Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, p. 27. 
 
7 Ekins, A., & International Conference "1918 Year of Victory". (2010). 1918 year of victory: The end of the great war and 
the shaping of history / edited by Ashley Ekins. (1st ed.). Wollombi, N.S.W: Exisle Publishing, p. 24.  
 
8 Warfusee-Abancourt, France. Lieutenant Rupert Frederick Arding Downes MC addressing his Platoon ... (n.d.). Retrieved 
October 10, 2018, from https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/C1251 
 
9 Hampton, op.cit., p 27 
 
10 Great War, op.cit. 
 
11 Stanley, P. (2010). Bad characters: Sex, crime, mutiny, murder and the Australian imperial force. Sydney: Murdoch Books. 
 
12 Bollard, R. (2013). In the Shadow of Gallipoli: The Hidden Story of Australia in WWI. Randwick, N.S.W.: NewSouth 
Publishing, p.17.  
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William (Billy) Hughes had secured representation, independent of Britain, at the upcoming 

Versailles conference. Britain had involved its Dominions in its Imperial War Cabinet (June-

December 1918) and Hughes ably construed this as a firm precedent for independent 

representation later at Versailles.13 His problems at home, losing two conscription referenda 

and failing to rectify falling enlistments at his March Conference should, by rights, have 

undermined his status overseas. However, his deft exploitation of the Australian victories of 

1918 re-established his position with some, especially the French, keen to undermine 

Britain’s hegemony over post-war geo-politics. Indeed, Hughes’s success in superimposing a 

realist’s agenda on Woodrow Wilson’s visionary plan14 established Australia’s position on 

the world stage and inspired involvement in ten further overseas conflicts in the next 100 

years. More than anything, 1918 was a victory for Australia’s view of its own global 

importance. Back home though, it was a different matter.  

 

For the people of Australia, 1918 represented a defeat and its 2.5 million women were 

among the greatest losers. They were visible, active and vital on both sides of political and 

economic struggles between 1914-1918 but the end of the war signalled the end of 

influence. From 1914, Australian women were split between both sides of the argument on 

the legitimacy of war, conscription and food shortages. They were also torn between the 

patriotic imperative to support war and the desire for peace and continued female suffrage. 

Collectively, however, servicemen’s wives were empowered by financial independence 

conferred by the ‘Allotment system’ - that allocated up to 3/5 of a soldier’s wage to his wife 

and children15. But this fiscal power was revoked on their husbands’ return. If they did 

return. Female relatives of over 10,600 diggers missing-in-action16, like those of Private 

William Tedford in source 717, who had to wait until October 1919 for an equivocal response 

                                                      
13 Beaumont, J. (2015). Broken nation: Australians in the Great War. Crow’s Nest, N.S.W.: Allen & Unwin.  
 
14 Ibid.  
 
15 Nelson, E. (2014). Homefront hostilities: The first world war and domestic violence. North Melbourne, Vic.: Australian 
Scholarly, p.36. 
 
16 Diggers bodies reburied to avoid red tape. (n.d.). Retrieved November 1, 2018, from 
https://www.dailytelegraph.com.au/news/national/diggers-reburied-to-avoid-red-tape/news-
story/efbfaaf8bf67d71213b82f7d6858d71b 
 
17 Australian Red Cross Society (ARCS). (n.d.). Retrieved September 19, 2018, from 
https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/1DRL/0428/ 
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of “no trace” from the Red Cross, never knew for certain the fate of their loved ones.18 

Feminist historians have associated the significant spike in domestic violence, visible in court 

records of 1918/1919, with demobilisation: many “returned-soldier marriages quickly 

deteriorated into bonds of unhappiness and brutality”.19 But shame and emasculation, used 

to motivate men to enlist, also contributed to this spike. The Healesville Patriotic League, for 

example, campaigned sternly for enlistment: “If we’re not good enough to fight for, we’re 

not good enough to smoodge with”.20 Post-modern historians like Judith Allen have traced 

this trend from 1918 through the interwar years, demonstrating that “[war] veterans were 

over-represented amongst men who killed women”.21 By the end of 1918, Australian 

women were undoubtedly not victorious. Nor were their damaged menfolk. 

 

Impoverished, traumatised, and often badly disfigured, by 1918, 155,00022 wounded diggers 

were certainly not triumphant. Twice as well-paid as their British counterparts while on 

active service23, they regularly surrendered their demobilisation pensions in favour of higher 

income from even part-time, low-skilled employment.24 General Sir William Birdwood 

boasted that the “Australian soldier was better looked after than any other man in the 

field”25 but, once home, many experienced long-term ill-health due to trauma, described by 

their doctors as “wounds on the inside”.26 A majority were classified as ‘TPIs’: totally, 

permanently incapacitated through injury – often caused by gas attacks like that 

                                                      
18 Schneider, E. F. (1997). The British Red Cross Wounded and Missing Enquiry Bureau: A Case of Truth-Telling in the Great 
War. War in History,4(3), 296-315. doi:10.1177/096834459700400303 
 
19 Nelson, op.cit., p 84. 
 
20 Ibid., p 84. 
 
21 Allen, J. A. (1990). Sex and secrets: Crimes involving Australian women since 1880. Melbourne: Oxford University Press. 
 
22 The Australian War Memorial. (n.d.). Retrieved September 30, 2018, from 
https://www.awm.gov.au/articles/encyclopedia/enlistment/ww1 
 
23 Bollard, p. 15.  
 
24 Fox, L. (n.d.). Bringing our Stories Home: Six revealing stories about those who stayed at home during the First World 
War. [DVD]. Sydney: ABC. 
 
25 Scott, E. (1989).  Australia during the War. Brisbane, Queensland: University of Queensland Press in Association with the 
Australian War Memorial, p. 738 
 
 
26 Fox, op.cit.  
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experienced by Corporal Thomas’s men at Yeper Canal27, and disease, most commonly 

sexually transmitted.28 There was also an increase in suicide, both short and long-term.29 

Injured servicemen were an uncomfortable reminder that Australia had gone “freefalling 

into a protracted horror…hell-bent [on war]” and they felt largely unsupported30 -  a feeling 

compounded by anti-war sentiment and civil unrest.  

 

By 1918, Australia’s working classes were agitating politically and increasingly hostile to the 

war, although, countrywide, support for the war effort did appear robust. By Armistice Day, 

£12,121,87231 had been raised in Patriotic Funds for ‘military and partisan purposes”.32  The 

International Red Cross – that grew from one branch in 1914 and 2,200 by 1918 33 -  

provided essential non-medical support via 395,000 food parcels, field hospitals, 

convalescent homes and workshops, like at Southall34. Together with the YMCA, Sailors and 

Soldiers Imperial Leagues and, later, memorial funds, this support network gave the 

impression of a united home front. But Australia was much less well off in 1918 than in 

1914, when it had enjoyed the highest standard of living in the world.35 And Australia 

workers were more anti-war36, radically unionised37 and hungrier than ever. Conscription 

was defeated in the December 1917 referendum by an even greater margin than before, 

                                                      
27 The Australian War Memorial. Source 3: letter written by Corporal Arthur Thomas to his family on 20th March 1918, 
www.awm.gov.au/learn/schools/simpson-prize 
The Australian War Memorial. (n.d.). Retrieved October 1, 2018 from https://www.awm.gov.au/ 
 
28 Noonan, D. C., Damousi, J. (2014). Those We Forget: Recounting Australian Casualties of the First World War. Melbourne, 
Vic.: Melbourne University Press.  
 
30 Newton, D. J. (2014). Hell-Bent: Australia’s Leap into the Great War. Melbourne, Vic.: Scribe Publications, p. 256. 
 
31 Census of the Commonwealth of Australia, 1921. (n.d.). Retrieved October 10, 2018, from 
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/mf/2111.0 
 
32 Scott, op. cit.  
 
33 Scott, op.cit., p 703.  
 
34 The Australian War Memorial. Source 5: Disabled AIF members at the Australian Red Cross Society workshop, 
www.awm.gov.au/learn/schools/simpson-prize 
The Australian War Memorial. (n.d.). Retrieved October 10, 2018, from https://www.awm.gov.au/ 
 
35 Beaumont, op. cit.  
 
36 For example, future Prime Minister, John Curtin, was one of dozens of men and women imprisoned then and later for 
opposing conscription in an unlawful manner in 1916 and 1918. 
 
37 Militant leaders, e.g., Tom Walsh (1871-1943) of the Seamen and Tradesmen Union contributed to the “formation of a 
layer of militant and politicised workers unparalleled in the English-speaking world” at that time, according to Scott, op.cit.   
 

http://www.awm.gov.au/learn/schools/simpson-prize
https://www.awm.gov.au/
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/mf/2111.0
http://www.awm.gov.au/learn/schools/simpson-prize
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blamed by Prime Minister Hughes on, amongst others, “the International Workers of the 

World”.38 Meanwhile, enlistment reached an all-time low of 28,000 in 1918 after peaking at 

165,000 in 191539 and 9000 enlisted men deserted before embarkation.40 Earlier, 100,000 

workers had supported the 1917 General Strike “even as ANZACs were being 

slaughtered…in Passchendaele” and union membership was at its highest by 1918, as 

indeed was unemployment.41 Australia’s predominately Catholic working class, provoked by 

British suppression of Dublin’s Easter Rising42, distrusted each intensification of the War 

Precautions Act, rationally concluding that its Government was now “in the business of 

repression”.43 A “radicalised Australia [arose] in the cities…mines and wharfs”.44 Fuelling 

this rise were increasing shortages in manufactured goods from overseas and hunger due to 

‘economic conscription’- contracts guaranteeing three million tons of wheat to the British 

Empire, much of which never left Australia.45 Shortages, price-fixing and profiteering were 

not redressed46 and culminated within 15 years in the deepest economic depression in the 

English-speaking world.47 

 

1918 was a year of reckoning for a world that lost 17 million people to the Great War. For 

Australia, on the side of the victorious Allies, it was to some extent a victory for an 

ambitious young country but for its people, who experienced gender and disability prejudice 

and political and economic oppression, it was an abject defeat.  

                                                      
38 Beaumont, op.cit., p. 291 
 
39 Noonan, op. cit. 
 
40 Ibid.  
 
41 Bach, J. (2015). The Home Front: Australia during the First World War. Canberra, ACT: National Museum of Australia 
Press.  
 
42 Ibid.  
 
43 Latter, B. (1992). Unpublished typescript, Military Intelligence Archives in Western Australia during the First World War: 
a Synopsis, Centre for Western Australian History, University of Western Australia, Perth, Australia. 
  
44 Bollard, op.cit., p. 21.  
 
45 Scott, op.cit.  
 
46 In 1919, an Australian Royal Commission was called to investigate the substantial decline in living standards during the 
war years. It advised an immediate 30% increase in wages to close the gap. No action was ever taken. In Scott, op. cit. p. 
13-15. 
 
47 Bollard, op.cit., p 15.  
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