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To what extent have the Gallipoli campaign and the Western Front overshadowed other 
significant aspects of Australians’ experience of the First World War? 
 
In the time that has passed since the First World War (WW1), Australia's culture and public opinion 
has been primarily engrossed with two main events, the Gallipoli campaign and the Western Front. It 
is a prevalent perception among modern Australians that these two events were the most 
consequential happenings throughout the entire war. This public perception has led to the above-
mentioned campaigns significantly overshadowing other components of the Australian experience of 
the war. However, this does not necessarily mean that other components of the war should be 
overlooked, aspects such as the Sinai-Palestine front, the experience of returned soldiers, the 
behaviour of Anzac troops during their training in Egypt, or the debate over conscription that 
engulfed Australia deserve as much or more attention than the Western Front or Gallipoli. These 
aspects of the war also help to both reinforce and challenge the Anzac legend, and as such they 
should not be overlooked in favour of only focusing on the major battles of the Western Front and 
Gallipoli. 
 
One such aspect of WW1 that has been overlooked by many Australians is the Sinai-Palestine 
campaign. The Sinai-Palestine campaign was a British endeavour to assail Ottoman and German 
forces through Syria. Albeit the deaths from this campaign pale in comparison to the casualties 
sustained on the Western Front, (Butler, 1943) however, this campaign was of vital strategic 
importance throughout the war in pressuring the Ottoman forces and averting them from 
redirecting resources to Europe. One crucial battle that shows the Australians combat expertise and 
valour was the battle of Semakh. During this battle, the Australian Mounted Division rode up to the 
enemy at night to face the Turkish/German position. Then, following an armaments bombardment, 
the Anzacs charged into enemy lines under heavy machine-gun fire and won the battle (AWM, 
ART91119, 2021). This engagement, along with the battle of Beersheba, in which the Australians 
rode over 40km to cut off the enemy supplies, gave Australians a reputation as fierce and vigorous 
fighters, which would carry over to their respect and veneration on the Western Front. These battles 
should be given as much prominence as Gallipoli and the Western Front in Australian culture as they 
were vital aspects of Australians’ experiences in WW1 and helped to compose the Anzac legend that 
we know today. 
 
However, not all of the experiences that the Australian Imperial Forces (AIF) went through 
reinforced the Anzac legend of noble and altruistic soldiers. Predating the Gallipoli campaign, 
Australian infantrymen travelled to Egypt to undergo formal military training. The training was 
brutal, with men having to train eight hours a day, six days a week. To toughen up the troops, the 
commanders forced them to wear their full uniform and heavy packs during training. The soldiers 
would be saturated with sweat by the end of the training, but when the cool desert wind picked up, 
many soldiers caught pneumonia, and consequently many died. (Veterans SA, 2016). Trouble began 
to brew as a combination of three factors, the Anzac forces high pay, the difficulty of their training 
and their proximity to Cairo. A large number of soldiers used their day off to travel into the city, 
where many merchants and tavern owners recognised that they were flush with funds and tried to 
cater their business to them. The cheap alcohol and prostitution led nearly 2500 soldiers storming 
down the streets of Cairo, setting fires and fighting with the locals. Three people were killed and 
many more were injured and some of the fires were not brought under control until the next day 
(Wishart, 2015). This was the first incident of what became known as the Wasser Riots. The 
behaviour of the Anzac troops during their training in Egypt is in stark contrast to how they are 
portrayed in modern media, and in the interest of not mythologising our history, more attention 
should be brought to this section of Anzac history in Australian popular culture. 
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Another aspect of Australians experience in WW1 that has been given little prominence in today’s 
culture is the experience of returned soldiers. Throughout and after the war, many soldiers 
experienced shell shock. Shell shock was characterised by “the dazed, disoriented state many 
soldiers experienced during combat or shortly thereafter” (Scott, 1990, p. 296). 
Recent studies have shown that at least 1 in 5 soldiers who served in WW1 experienced shell shock, 
or as it is recognised today, post-traumatic stress disorder (Noonan, 2016). At the time, shell shock 
was only thought of as mental weakness, and as such was only treated with a short rest of two to 
three days before a return to the front lines (Scott, 1990). After the war, many soldiers continued to 
have flashbacks to their experiences throughout the war, and many veterans simply could not return 
to work as a result. This was in stark contrast to the Anzac legend of stout-hearted soldiers fighting 
for honour and glory, and it brought the war home to veterans’ families, who may have been 
ignorant about the horrors of war. This, along with very minimal Government support contributed to 
many Australian families being emotionally and financially ruined for decades. Given that as many as 
83,000 Australian soldiers experienced shell shock and the suicide rate for survivors was 3 times 
higher than for civilians, (Dr Mia Hobbs, 2019) it is not a stretch to present the idea that the 
experience of returned soldiers and their mental health should be given as much prominence in 
Australian culture as Gallipoli and the Western Front. 
 
Another prominent aspect of Australian’s experience of WW1 was the debate that tore the nation in 
half; whether or not to implement conscription. The Australian government had introduced 
mandatory military training for men in early 1911, and at the time the decision was met by a 
generally positive public attitude. When war engulfed Europe and the empire called on Australia for 
support, the AIF had no shortage of volunteers, with over 52,000 volunteers in the first 6 months 
(Australian Department of Veteran’s Affairs, 2021). However, when the Australian public began to 
receive reports of massive casualties from the Western Front, the enthusiasm to volunteer rapidly 
declined. In 1916, the first conscription referendum was held. One crucial group that were against 
conscription were women, especially mothers. Vida Goldstein gained international fame after 
founding the Women’s Peace Army and becoming chairman of the Peace Alliance (Brownfoot, 2021). 
Her uncompromising pacifism and devotion to women’s suffrage enabled her to become a leading 
figure in the debate on conscription and swayed many women to her cause. Another interesting 
point of the conscription debate was the religious divide. The majority of Protestant church leaders 
were in favour of conscription as they believed that the enemy was savage and undemocratic, and 
that good Christians should fight to protect their freedoms (Culture Victoria, 2016). In opposition 
Irish Catholics, such as the Archbishop of Melbourne, Daniel Mannix, opposed conscription on the 
grounds that forcing civilians into service was a violation of their democratic rights. Daniel Mannix 
was quoted saying, “I hope and believe that peace can be secured without conscription. For 
conscription is a hateful thing, and it is almost certain to bring evil in its train” (AWM, PO1383.001, 
2017). Massive rallies and marches were held by both sides, with up to 100,000 people present. 
Many communities were divided, and it was not uncommon for families who voted in contrary to 
their community to be shamed and ostracised.  Ultimately, the conscription referendum failed with a 
final tally of 49% for and 51% against, and conscription was not implemented. This debate divided 
the entire nation, and the consequences are still being felt today, as Australia still does not have 
compulsory military service. Given the scale and lasting consequences of this debate, the 1916-17 
debate over conscription should have more prominence within Australian media and culture, 
alongside Gallipoli and the Western Front. 
 
In conclusion, while Gallipoli and the Western Front were key experiences of the Australian 
contribution to WW1, there were other equally important aspects of the war. Aspects such as the 
Sinai-Palestine campaign, the conscription debate, the mental health of soldiers and the AIF training 
in Egypt have been overshadowed in modern Australian culture and media by Gallipoli and the 
Western Front. These aspects deserve more prominence in the general Australians’ knowledge as 
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they help us understand in greater depth what the war was truly like. These experiences also enable 
us to broaden our knowledge and understanding around the Anzac legend by giving us more and 
often conflicting viewpoints, and as such should not be overshadowed by the Gallipoli and Western 
Front campaigns. 
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