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In 1914, the British Empire, along with Russia and France, entered into a brutal war with the powerful 
Triple Alliance of Italy, Germany and Austria-Hungary. The battles that ensued would tear the world 
apart. However, one insignificant knife-fight in a corner of Turkey had a disproportionately large effect 
on Australia’s participation in the war. Our first major contribution took the form of several thousand 
semi-trained, somewhat poorly prepared patriots charging into heavy gunfire and sustaining losses 
of more than one third at the hands of the Turkish army. The battle was essentially a failure, yet is still 
talked about in schools and the media—the stereotypical ANZAC is part of Australia’s national identity. 
In recent years, especially, the discrepancies between legend and the reality of the Gallipoli experience 
have been questioned in a fashion that wouldn’t have been possible ninety-seven years ago. What was 
Gallipoli really like? Where did the idealistic picture of the gallant Australian soldier really come from? 
What made it necessary? Now, primary sources of the era make it possible to create a picture of the time 
and how it affected what was—and is still—thought to be the Australian identity.

One of the deep-rooted traits of the ANZAC soldier was the will and skill to fight and win. Despite 
the failure of the Gallipoli campaign, as well as subsequent military losses, the reports were 
essentially positive. The soldiers’ failure in battle is reflected not only by the record of casualties, 
but by the legionnaires’ own candid reflections, very different from the stories told by newspapers 
and commanding officers. Soldiers charging defiantly onto the beach with feathers in their caps and 
bayonets toward their enemies, does not match the chaos revealed in the soldiers’ recounts. Only one 
of these stories can be true; we either failed or succeeded, and while these events can be interpreted 
differently, they can’t be stated differently. It seems that the officers away from the front line, who had 
ulterior motives in proclaiming the success of the war, were the guilty party: exaggerating our military 
prowess for reasons of their own. Thus, from the picture painted by the soldiers, we can examine the 
Gallipoli experience as it really was. 

Joseph Cecil Thompson, a soldier present at the beach landing, wrote, “We commenced our action 
against the Turks, by landing on Gallipoli Pen[insula]… Our chaps soon had the Turks on the run 
and chased them from their trenches. Severe fighting all day, and our men severely felt the want of 
artillery,” (Marshall, 2003), while another unnamed soldier wrote the related passage, “About midnight 
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came a fearful report that the attack had failed … But to their delight, when they got there they found 
no re-embarkation at all but fresh troops disembarking,” (Gaykema, 2009) These two quotes reveal 
the reality of the fighting: despite lack of land artillery, the perpendicular ridges faced and coming 
close to forfeit at midnight on the 25th, the Australians remained resilient and continued to disembark 
valiantly into battle. This contrasts with the patriotic, hyperbolic Sydney Morning Herald report which 
claimed, “The Turks in the first trench were either bayoneted or ran away… The Australians rose to 
the occasion.” (Sydney Morning Herald, 1915) These discrepancies expose the truth of the Gallipoli 
experience: it wasn’t the simple task outlined by the newspapers of the time, but it established an 
ANZAC legend in the crucial respect of showing our soldiers, eager to fight and courageous to the last 
man. The Gallipoli experience, as it was painted, was a lie; the Australian soldier, brave and fast, was the 
truth.

The ANZAC legend was itself a generally accurate representation of the Australian soldier; the greater 
part of our reputation—the portion based on character—was, as indicated, justly earned. Here, 
however, we examine the portrayal of the events. While I did (fairly) decry them as inaccurate, that 
doesn’t make them irrelevant. To discuss the origins of the ANZAC legend, we must discuss every part 
of it. The deployment of the ideal, both in World War I and in other times right up to the modern day, is 
a vital part of the legend’s development. The First World War was our entrance on the global stage, and 
it was politically necessary that it appear a success not only to us, but to the world at large. This was the 
focus of many of the reports following the battle: “Australia’s entry into the company of nations—no 
finer entry in all history...” (Gammage, 2010) said Captain FB Stanton. “We are at last a nation, with one 
heart, one soul, and one thrilling aspiration,” (Freeman’s Journal, 1916) states an editorial in a popular 
magazine. A propaganda poster that circulated in Victoria portrays a wounded soldier standing over a 
corpse, rifle in hand, with the caption, “We took the hill, come and help us keep it!” (Gullick, 1915) It is 
clear from the sources at the time that the main goal of our mythical success was to award us a noble 
reputation with our imperial kin—but it did far more than this. The ANZAC legend may have started 
out as a propagandist tool, but it was based on real values and it became a real and lasting part of our 
identity. 

From then until now, we can empathise with the traits of the ANZAC soldier, both on the battlefield 
and at home. One of the greatest parts of the ANZAC legacy is that it allows each and every one of us, 
in our own way, to emulate the heroes of our past. These qualities are embodied in some of Australia’s 
greatest citizens, both international ambassadors and those who protect us without leaving our shores: 
men and women like Fred Hollows and Doctor Elizabeth Blackburn, Frank Fenner, Graeme Clark, 
Peter Singer and David Bussua. In our past and present, we have seen these Australians work for the 
good of our country and our world. More recently, we recognise the efforts of our Paralympians. While 
physically disadvantaged, they continue to dedicate themselves, and go on to achieve magnificently on 
an international stage. Like our ANZACs, these people continue to promote our reputation, succeeding 
against the odds. However, the ANZAC spirit doesn’t only exist in our global ambassadors; in 1915 and 
in 2012, the legacy is pervasive in our national mindset. We can all become an ANZAC in our hearts, 
minds and actions.

An examination of primary sources shows one thing about the origins of the ANZAC legacy: they had 
very little to do with the storybook victory given out by the media where the enemy fell and our soldiers 
stood, silhouetted against a setting sun. The actual events of ANZAC day and their exaggeration have 
nothing to do with the legacy. The legacy grew from nothing more or less than the soldiers themselves, 
and their inspiration. This ideal meant something, then and now, for Australians to be proud of and 
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to strive for. In World War I, it inspired some to ship out and help the empire, and it inspired others 
to work in munitions factories or farms, but, however it affected them, it inspired every Australian. 
Even now, it is the same: in our conflicts overseas or on the home front, we are inspired by the great 
Australians of our past—by the legend of the ANZACs.
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