
SIMPSON PRIZE COMPETITION
for Year 9 and 10 Students

2023 Winner | Queensland

Thomas Harris
BRISBANE GRAMMAR SCHOOL



Tom Harris 

1 
 

How significant was Australia’s contribution to the Allied military victory on 
the Western Front in 1918?  

 

The contribution of different countries to the First World War (1914-1918) remains a 

highly debated and investigated topic amongst historians. Australia, amongst many 

other nations, served in the First World War, contributing its troops, resources, and 

loyalty to the Allied forces. However, it is often discussed how vital Australia’s role in 

the First World War was. It is clear that there were many underlying factors that 

challenged the overall significance of Australia’s contribution towards the Allied 

military victory. This is because of Australia’s small population and limited economy, 

and the performance of Australia on the Western Front being undermined by the 

heavy mechanical support from the British Empire in the form of artillery, tanks, and 

guns.  

Despite Australia contributing a significant number of troops compared to its growing 

population, it was never populationally or economically large enough to make a 

decisive resource contribution to the Allied war effort. According to the Great Britain 

War Office (1922), Australia made up 4.8% of the British Empire (Appendix A). The 

British Empire had 8,904,467 troops in the First World War (Appendix B), meaning 

that Australia only had around 427,410 troops in the British Empire (4.8% of 

8,904,467). Also, compared to the entire number of troops in the Allied powers of 

42,542,802, Australia only made up roughly 1.0047% of the Allied powers. 

Therefore, despite Australia contributing 38.7% of the male population between 18 

and 44 years old, they had a small population of 4,940,952 people at the start of the 

war (Appendix C), and so could not contribute a significant number of troops towards 

the war. This data is useful as it gives statistics coming from the time which adds to 

the accuracy and reliability of the sources. Again, with Australia being a young and 

growing nation in comparison to the other main Allied nations, they were unable to 

contribute much in the way of materials and other resources other than troops. 

Australia, despite giving a “blank cheque” in military budget to the Allied Powers 

(Curtis, 2014), their limited economy allowed them only able to contribute 

$1,423,208,000 out of a total $125,690,477,000 military cost for the Allied powers 

(Appendix D). In addition, the value of raw materials from Australia was diminished 
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due to the significant geographical isolation of Australia, and the lack of transport 

options (Crawley, 2015). Crawley further explains that there were more factors to 

victory that the Australians lacked help with: such as air superiority in the Western 

Front, naval supremacy and neutralisation of German U-Boats in Europe, and the 

mass production of munitions. As stated above, Australia’s lack of transport negated 

the opportunity for the mass production of munitions for the Western Front. Plus, the 

Australian Flying Corps was only still developing as an air force, given they had only 

four squadrons of four fighters by the end of the First World War (Cutlack, 1923). 

Plus, the Australians had minimal input to the Allied naval supremacy during the First 

World War as their already small RAN (Royal Australian Navy) was utilised in 

operations in Southeast Asia, the Dardanelles, and German East Africa, and 

assisting patrols in North America, Indian Ocean, and the Far Eastern waters 

(Michael, 2020). This meant that there was only a very small portion of the RAN left 

operable in the Mediterranean to assist with operations on the Western Front. 

Australia’s small population, economy, Air Force and Naval Force therefore made 

them “never large enough to influence the outcome of the war by themselves” 

(Crawley, 2015), or wealthy enough to make a decisive contribution towards the war. 

Therefore, in regard to resources, Australia’s contribution towards the victory on the 

Western Front was fairly insignificant when placed in comparison with its Allies. 

Something that must be considered when judging the significance of Australia’s 

contribution was the massive success they had whilst on the Western Front in 1918. 

Australia, despite their small size, achieved great success on the Western Front in 

several campaigns, highlighting the idea of high performance compared to size. Sir 

John Monash (1865-1931), a revolutionary Australian strategist (AWM, 2020) and 

the commander of Australian forces on the Western Front, reported in his book The 

Australian Victories in France, 1918 that the Australian Army Corps, between March 

27th and October 5th, captured 29,144 prisoners and 338 guns, and gained 394 

square kilometres of territory (Monash, 1920). These results of the Australian Army 

Corps, as a ratio in comparison with the results of the rest of the British Empire, was 

2.42 times the prisoners, 2.24 times the territory, and 2.47 times the guns (Monash, 

1920). These statistics provided in Monash’s report are extremely noteworthy as 

they put into perspective the performance that Australia had, reflecting on Australia’s 

significance of their contribution. Another factor on weighing up the impact of 
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Australia on the Western Front were the military successes that Australia had on the 

Western Front. Their main impacts were seen with redesigning battle strategy at Le 

Hamel (AWM, 2022), gaining  “almost as much in area as that … of the 1916 

Somme campaign” at Amiens (DVA, 2008), defending against a significant German 

attack at Villers-Bretonneux (DVA, 2008), and breaking “the most comprehensive 

defensive position developed until that time” at the Hindenburg Line (Beale, 2018). 

These decisive victories on the Western Front and Australia’s great performance 

compared to size show Australia’s significant contribution towards Allied military 

victory on the Western Front in 1918. 

Though this great contribution and performance relative to size argues to the side 

that Australian contribution towards the Allied victory was highly significant, there 

were major underlying factors that lessened the significance of the contribution of 

Australia. This is because Australia, whilst having significant victories in different 

places on the front, their success was ultimately undermined after considering that 

the AIF, “however effective it was tactically, was largely an infantry force” 

(Beaumont, 2013), meaning that they required heavy assistance from others in order 

to succeed. At Le Hamel, Sir John Monash, who was in charge of planning this 

attack, had his plan heavily reliant on resources that the Australians didn’t have, as 

mentioned above, which means that the British had to supply the resources for 

extensive artillery bombardment, tank advances, and constant support from aircraft 

overhead (Dando-Collins, 2018). Dando-Collins is corroborated by a quote by 

Monash, stating that “the true role of infantry was not to expend itself upon heroic 

physical effort…, but on the contrary, to advance under the maximum possible 

protection of the maximum possible array of mechanical resources, in the form of 

guns, machine-guns, tanks, mortars and aeroplanes; to advance with as little 

impediment as possible…” (Monash, J. as cited in AWM, 2020). This idea is not just 

seen at Le Hamel, but at all other major Australian military successes on the 

Western Front: at Amiens, the Australians relied on British aircraft, artillery, and 

tanks (DVA, 2008), at Villers-Bretonneux, the Australian brigades were aided by 

British infantry and artillery (DVA, 2008), and at the Hindenburg Line, Australia’s 

success was constituted by American infantry, British tanks, and British artillery 

(DVA, 2008). While these books from the DVA give a key insight into these decisive 

battles which Australia was part of, the reliability of these books are challenged by 
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the possibility of exaggeration that is seen by the books being published by an 

Australian organisation towards an Australian audience in order to inflate national 

pride. Beaumont (2013) says, regarding the aid brought by the British, that “when the 

new integrated weapons systems that made such a contribution to the breaking the 

Western Front stalemate were developed in 1917-18, the aircraft and tanks that 

formed their key elements were again provided by the British.”, corroborating the fact 

that Australia’s military success on the Western Front was heavily influenced and 

constituted by the British. This therefore enforces the fact that Australia’s contribution 

towards the Allied military victory on the Western Front in 1918 was undermined and 

therefore less decisive.  

Australia’s contribution was significant due to their key victories at Le Hamel, 

Amiens, Villers-Bretonneux, and the Hindenburg Line. However, their significance 

was challenged by their small population, economy, naval power and air force at the 

time, and the heavy reliance on the British to bring them to victory in those key 

battles. Therefore, the overall contribution of Australia was significant but not 

decisive towards the Allied military victory on the Western Front in 1918. 

(1385 words)  
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Appendix A 

Figure 1: a pie graph depicting the distribution of nationality of troops in the 
British Empire between 1914-19181 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 Data taken from Great Britain War Office. (1922). Statistics of the Military Effort of the British 
Empire during the Great War, 1914–1920. H&M, London. 
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Appendix B 

Figure 2: a table depicting statistics of the Allied Power’s World War I Troops2 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
2 Data taken from Clodfelter, M. (2008). Warfare And Armed Conflicts: A Statistical Encyclopedia of Casualty 
and Other Figures, 1494- 2007 (3rd edition). McFarland. 



Tom Harris 

9 
 

Appendix C 

Figure 3: table depicting statistics of the Australian Population between 1901-
19183 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
3 Data taken from Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2019). Commonwealth Population – Its Distribution and 
Fluctuation. (p.96). Australian Bureau of Statistics. 
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Appendix D 

Figure 4: table depicting statistics of the Allied Powers’ financial cost during 
the First World War4  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
4 Data taken from Sahni, N. (2016). WW1 – Financial cost of World War One. Parramatta Heritage Centre. 


