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    Prelude




    They would often recall that distant day when they strolled after lunch in her parent’s rhododendron garden, in the gentile Melbourne suburb of Elsternwick. It was Christmas Day 1915, the day that Isaac Pearce Miller had decided sometime previously that he would ask his sweetheart of eight years if she would become his wife. With an ominous, dreadful sign of the extent of their naïvety, he put another proposal to Miss Violet Ewart. Would she allow him to serve his country and join the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) to fight in the European war? He patiently explained that casualties from the great Gallipoli campaign were beginning to be returned to Australia from English and North African hospitals. Recruitment efforts were lifting, calling for more volunteers to make ‘a good showing’ for the young nation on the international stage. And besides, he would only miss one Christmas before he would be home to spend a whole lifetime with his wife. Violet said yes to both of his proposals, but on two conditions: he must avoid dangerous duties and stay out of harm’s way, and he must give up the drink. He agreed to both, though he would subsequently fulfil only one.




    Isaac had no idea what his proposal to enlist actually meant. At that time, Australia claimed (and in most quarters, still claims to this day) to be the only country with an all-volunteer army involved in this conflict. But to qualify for the status of volunteer, consent must be given when fully informed. The men of the AIF were not fully informed about that to which they were about to be exposed, and once they were on that ship, there was no turning back. The modern technology of artillery, machine guns and gas was about to deliver a devastating improvement to the previously established ability to slaughter in battle. In this context, the term ‘volunteer Australian army’ is a myth.




    Isaac and Violet married early in the following year and, after a short honeymoon, Isaac walked into the South Melbourne army depot only to be promptly marched out to take a train to Bendigo on that same day, 14 March 1916. He had become part of the intake of the rural 38th Battalion being formed in the iconic country gold town. The next day the Bendigo Advertiser reported that another batch of ‘well trained men had marched with precision’ through the town to join the swelling ranks. White tents dotted the Bendigo show-grounds, and training consisted of marching and listening to lectures with shirt sleeves rolled up. Due to his clerical skills Isaac was promoted to the position of Quarter Master Sergeant of B Company. In that capacity he was to issue real rifles, as soon as they became available, just a matter of days before the 38th embarked in June 1916. His boys were headed for war, making farmyard animal noises below decks on the troopship each night after lights out.




    Literally in the shadows of Stonehenge, they trained to dig trenches on the white, chalky plains of Salisbury. It was nothing like the black, gluey mud of Flanders in which men and mules later went missing. The fledgling word ‘digger’ took flight that year over the Salisbury Plains until it later became part of the lexicon of the AIF amid the mud and trenches of the Western Front. Isaac’s battalion, now part of the Third Division, first saw action outside Armentieres in Northern France, shortly before the end of 1916. Regarded as a quiet theatre of war, Armentieres was known as ‘The Nursery’—seen as ideal for the blooding of men for what was to come.




    During the course of 1917 Isaac was joined on the Western Front by his three brothers, Donald, Harry and Norman. Extraordinarily, all four Miller boys returned to Australia, but not before Donald had been hospitalised with shell shock, promoted and sent back to the front, only to severely injure his leg in the field. In a series of interviews with Isaac’s daughter, Joy, in 2003, she recalled that ‘Uncle Donald’ always limped. He was hospitalised for four months, promoted again and returned to the front, only to be gassed one month later and evacuated to England. He spent two more periods in hospital: two weeks for scabies, and four months for his leg. In May 1919, he was discharged medically unfit upon his return to Australia. Shortly thereafter, he left his wife and children and moved to Sydney.




    Harry Miller received gunshot wounds to the buttocks, a common wounding among soldiers as a result of having to crawl flat on one’s face in no-man’s-land, in an effort to stay below the web of bullets and shrapnel ripping across the torn-up landscape. He then spent four months recuperating in England. He subsequently returned to France in September 1917 for eight months, this time sustaining severe shrapnel wounds to his legs. He was hospitalised for five months and shipped back to Australia to be discharged medically unfit. ‘Uncle Harry’ also limped for the rest of his life, but he was not around much, preferring to live a reclusive life in the Dandenong Ranges outside Melbourne.




    Norman, the eldest and last to enlist, was to fare the worst. Within days of reaching his post on the Western Front, on Christmas Day of 1917, he was hospitalised for two months with ‘colic’. Six months later, he collapsed with muscular pain and a blood infection that covered him in boils. Stress had destroyed his immune system. On 11 November 1918, he was declared medically unfit for service, diagnosed with myalgia, and shipped back to Australia in 1919 where he was promptly discharged. He returned his medals in 1923 to the Victoria Barracks in Melbourne, was diagnosed as dipsomaniac and set about the lonely task of drinking himself to death over the next twelve years.




    Isaac and only one other man from his 250-strong B Company that departed Australia in 1916 were to return with B Company in 1919. They had been lambs to the slaughterhouse that was the Western Front. Violet was to later tell her daughter that Isaac returned ‘a changed man’, and never spoke of his experiences. His legacy was the 125 letters he wrote to Violet over this period, some forty pages long. Her legacy was that she kept them all. That distant day of Christmas 1915 was longingly referred to many times in those letters, as was the blissful ignorance of their pre-war shared experience, now lost forever. Isaac Miller was my grandfather.




    In total, the four brothers were hospitalised fourteen times; three were discharged medically unfit. The 38th Battalion, in which Isaac served, had thirty-two officers who departed together on that ship. Only two of them, one of whom was the Commanding Officer, would return with the battalion. The rollicking history of the 38th Battalion was published in 1920, and honoured with a foreword by none other than Prime Minister Billy Hughes, extolling the efforts of the men of the 38th who, as part of the Third Division, had been under the celebrated command of Sir John Monash, from their arrival in England until the end of the war. The list of officers’ names who served in the 38th is included in an appendix to this official history. A staggering 140 men would hold those thirty-two officer positions over the twenty-two months during which the battalion saw action—a turnover of five times. The widely shared post-war construct of mateship sustaining our forces is tested here when we consider that if one had visited that battalion around every sixteen weeks throughout the course of its twenty-two-month period of engagement in the war, apart from the two officers who served throughout (one being the Commanding Officer), on average, none of the officers would have been the same as the last time one visited. Mateship would hardly have had time to flourish, let alone sustain or succour the men.




    As for the 1000 men who originally comprised the 38th Battalion as a whole, the casualties were such that 2000 men would eventually serve among its ranks. What remained of the battalion was withdrawn from the front in the first week of October 1918, no longer at fighting strength. Its sister battalion, the 37th (originally of 1000 men), had only ninety men capable of taking the field by that time.




    These appallingly high numbers of casualties are simply not supported by the official statistics of the AIF, which record the deaths of 60 000 men and 155 000 hospitalisations for wounding sustained by the 331 781 Australian soldiers who, officially, embarked to serve overseas. Were the Miller boys unlucky? Was Isaac’s battalion overexposed? Where are the instances of injury and illness recorded? Was shell shock counted at all? When did they stop counting after the fighting had stopped? After all, men would still continue to die after the celebrated cessation of hostilities.




    To answer these questions, for the first time since the end of this worldwide conflict, the official histories’ of Australia’s casualties in the First World War are to be reviewed and reassessed to answer the simple question: what really did happen? The only way to do this requires a painstaking forensic recount of random samples of over 12 000 individual First World War soldier records using sophisticated statistical analysis to accurately determine the real extent of the pain, suffering and death of the men of the AIF. The results are startling, providing a new level of appreciation of the cost to this young Dominion country never before contemplated.




    It can now be revealed for the first time that, by any major measure, the official casualty figures of the AIF are seriously inaccurate. In terms of the total number of hospitalisations alone, they are wrong by a factor of five. By any major measure, the men of the AIF were decimated. The mask of the post-war construct of the spirit of Anzac has shrouded the ghosts of untold suffering. It was, for Australia, a tragic, pyrrhic victory; a victory gained at too great a cost.




    Before the facts behind this claim can be explored in detail, we must first address the question of how Australia’s public official casualty figures for the First World War came to be so inaccurate and incomplete, and why they have remained so understated today, despite the voluminous historical analyses published since. Was there a conspiracy to cover up the true numbers? Or was this the result of the gross incompetency of our official historians? Or was it simply, the unquestioned past acceptance of the official historical record?


  




  

    
Chapter 1 Tracking the Sources of the Official Figures





    The publication of the official Australian casualty figures for the First World War began with CEW Bean in 1921, with the Official History of Australia in the War 1914–1918, Volume I: The Story of ANZAC from the outbreak of war to the end of the first phase of the Gallipoli Campaign, May 4, 1915.1 Sometime later, figures were recorded by Professor Ernest Scott, Professor of History at the University of Melbourne, who was responsible for Volume XI of the same official history, Australia During the War, published in 1936.2 The official medical statistics were compiled and analysed by AG Butler in his three volumes of medical text, analysis and statistics, entitled Official Medical History of the Australian Medical Services, 1914–1918, the last and most significant volume of which was finally published in 1942. As Editor-in-Chief of Australia’s official war history, Bean published his last volume, Volume VI, later in 1942. These three authors are universally accepted as the authorities on the human cost of this conflict for the men of the AIF. Remarkably, their contributions have essentially remained unquestioned. This book invites the reader on a journey of discovery to firmly establish the extent to which the men of the AIF suffered and, with various levels of success, how they struggled to endure. Indeed, this is a journey to find the truth about what really did happen to these men and thereby fulfil our national commitment: to remember them all, lest we forget.




    Recent decades have seen a significant rise in the volume of historical analysis of the social and cultural consequences of the First World War, exceeding the previous number of what were essentially military orientated examinations. Within this recent body of work, Bean’s tome and, to a lesser extent, Butler’s medically based works have been used as fundamental starting points. For example, Joan Beaumont’s book Broken Nation: Australians in the Great War, published in November 2013, relies extensively on Bean’s material. Both Scott and Butler recorded the post-war costs with reference to the repatriation pension system, highlighting the extent of human suffering as the number of pension recipients—and their dependants—continued to increase over time, and veteran deaths were occurring at a rate of three per day by the outbreak of the Second World War. By way of example of the more recent examinations of post-war consequences, Marion Larsson’s excellent Shattered Anzacs, released in 2009, relies on the official histories. In it, she points out that by 1920 about 90 000 Australian ex-servicemen were receiving war disability pensions, and that over the next two decades the total number of pensioners fluctuated between 25 and 33 per cent of the returned soldier population. At the outbreak of the Second World War, over 77 000 veterans were still living with a war disability.




    However, along with the total reliance on the data provided by these official historians for all subsequent examinations of this conflict come serious implications, if Bean’s and Butler’s works are deficient. Contrary to the widespread belief that a review of the casualty data was practically impossible, there is a way forward whereby this official casualty record can be tested. This can be achieved by using the mine of information contained in the unique and extraordinarily detailed AIF individual soldier Attestation Papers. A review and recount of these records enables us to challenge the prevailing understanding of Australia’s casualty figures, indeed to question the understandings of the medical basis of these First World War statistics. It can also assess, for the first time, the true and measurable post-war impacts contained in and implied by the individual’s AIF service record, which have only been guessed at to this day. In the process, this record review can present a new social history canvas, as individual soldier experiences are brought to light. This approach therefore has the potential to rewrite this part of Australia’s Anzac history.




    But, first, we must revisit how the accepted official casualty record was created and how, as now claimed, it got it so wrong.




    As mentioned above, Australia’s foundation author of the history of the First World War is CEW Bean, through the twelve volumes of the Official History of Australia in the War of 1914–18. Bean was not the sole contributor to this definitive work. In the preface of the final work, Volume VI, published in May 1942, Bean acknowledges the extraordinary work of Colonel A Graham Butler, who in his three-volume Official History Of the Australian Army Medical Services, 1914–1918, ‘is sacrificing not only his livelihood but [also] his health in order to provide his countrymen with a history of their Army Medical Service (…) and is largely drawn on in these pages’.3




    Bean’s mention of Butler’s health in this manner is odd; yet its significance becomes clear when we later consider the inaccuracy of Australia’s casualty statistics. It should be noted that Bean had little to do with compiling or publishing overall casualty statistics. The only references to such are found in a small footnote in his first volume, referred to shortly. And in his last volume, The Australian Imperial Force in France during the Allied Offensive, 1918, published in 1942, several months after Butler’s last work, there is a large table of data on recruitment and British Empire casualties, incorporating the Dominion of Australia, which he cites as extracts from Statistics of the Military Effort of the British Empire during the Great War 1914–1920, consisting of data effective as of 31 December 1920. But where are Butler’s medical data on injury and illness? Bean only cites military statistics of death and woundings. In a note to these data in the final volume he directs the reader to further statistics available in tables in Scott’s Volume XI and Butler’s Volumes II and III. Extraordinarily, and in contradiction of his earlier quoted reliance on Butler’s work, Bean ignores Butler’s updated casualty figures in his own table. This seems at odds with Bean’s role as editor of Butler’s work—an issue that will be examined in detail later. However, initially, all of the work of official casualty statistical summarisation rested with Scott when he published in 1936.




    Bean invited Scott to finish Volume XI, dealing with Australia at home during the war, which remained unfinished. It had been started in 1925 by TW Heney, formerly an editor of The Sydney Morning Herald, who had taken ill after three years of working on the volume and died soon after. Scott perhaps reveals a little of his character when he suggests in his preface that the pressure Heney faced in having to produce this volume had something to do with his untimely death.4




    Scott decided to start again. Although known as a prodigious worker, Scott took eight years, albeit part-time, to complete the volume. A personable man, staunch defender of the British Empire but not necessarily a friend of Bean, or holding him in high regard, Scott was unusual in that he had previously been a journalist himself for the Herald, when he was invited in 1913 to apply for the position of chair of history at the University of Melbourne. He was appointed, his research and personal qualities seen as outweighing his lack of academic qualifications and experience.5 He was empirically minded and hostile to the very concept of the theory of history. In the context of the prevailing view of the ‘mighty Empire’, he was a fine choice, albeit someone with a journalistic background. Indeed, it was the acclaimed Australian historian Ken Inglis who stated that Scott’s was the only volume of the twelve in which serious historians should take any interest.6




    Bean’s role, as far as Butler was concerned, was that of an overseeing editor of text only. It was Bean who insisted on the introduction of marginal headings into Butler’s work, which Bean used himself occasionally. These marginal headings were single words inserted into the text in bold at the beginning of a paragraph describing the subject of the section or even just the paragraph that followed. The frequency of their use in Butler’s volumes gives us early warning of what was to come.




    Under pressure from Bean, Butler finally finished his work on the official medical services history in 1942,7 thus allowing Bean to publish his final volume of the official war history, twenty-one years after the First World War had finished and two years after the Second World War had started. This delay in publication was exacerbated by the confused and variable results produced by Butler, which will be dissected shortly. It is to be noted here that in his final preface Bean, while acknowledging Butler’s contribution, did not acknowledge Ernest Scott. This is significant because it is Scott’s volume of the official war history, Volume XI, published in 1936, in which the first ‘official’ reference to Australian casualties is made, and these figures, shown below in Table 1, are dated ‘as corrected in 1921’.8 (It was the practice to numerically add the incidence of deaths to the incidence of wounding to express total casualties.)




    

      Table 1: Total Casualties, 1921
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      Source: Ernest Scott, Official History of Australia in the War 1914–1918, Volume XI, Angus & Robertson, Sydney, 1936, p. 874.


    




    In the footnote to the casualty table above, Scott explains that he has made a correction for ‘participating forces’ (which has the effect of elevating Australia’s percentage contribution) to a table published in Bean’s Volume I—The Story of ANZAC from the outbreak of war to the end of the first phase of the Gallipoli Campaign, May 4, 1915.9 This volume was first published in 1921, and republished unaltered in 1933. A footnote to Bean’s table sources reads: ‘The following are the British official figures (as cabled to Australian newspapers)’. These figures are presented in Table 2.




    

      Table 2: Total Casualties, 1933
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      Source: CEW Bean, Official History of Australia in the War 1914–1918, Volume I, Angus & Robertson, Sydney, 1941, p. 548.


    




    Thus, until Butler and Bean published in 1942, these data presented in Scott’s Volume XI formed the basis of the Australian official casualty figures for the First World War, as published by Bean in 1921, and ‘as cabled to Australian newspapers’. Or did they? And what did he mean by his reference to British official figures?




    It is Scott who leads us to even earlier work and provides insight into the apparent disregard at the time for the real meaning and impact of casualty figures, as they were almost celebrated as some measure of achievement. In a preface written by Scott for a book published in 1919, entitled Australian Campaigns in the Great War: Being a Concise History of the Australian Naval and Military Forces 1914 to 1918, written by Lieutenant The Honourable Staniforth Smith, Scott, revealing his total allegiance to all that is encapsulated by the British Empire, refers to an already large body of literature concerning Australia’s part in the ‘Great European War’:




    

      There are books about the Australians in France, in Egypt, and in Palestine, and there is an especially thrilling collection of narratives of the splendid adventure of Gallipoli. In due course, we may expect to have an ample official history of the Australian share in the war, based upon the authentic records, and covered by official sanction.10


    




    Scott was unaware in 1919 that he would later play a role in the production of an official war history.




    In Smith’s book, Scott notes in the Introduction that he:




    

      … was fortunate in having information obtained for him from the War Office, as to the casualties suffered by the troops from various parts of our far-flung empire, and from the foreign legations in London particulars, not previously published, of the casualties of our allies. This, with details gathered regarding the Central Powers, has enabled tables to be compiled, and for the first time published, of the casualties of the whole of the belligerents.11


    




    Here, then, in 1919, is the first list published in Australia of the British Empire’s First World War casualty statistics, including members of the AIF, predating anything, however small, published by Bean or any other official Australian historian. This is important because as the source is the British War Office, these statistics are in a purely military form and injury and illness are excluded. Such medical statistics had not even begun to be compiled at that time.




    The official compilation of these ‘military’ figures—as at July 1919, then reviewed as at 31 December 1920—was later published by the British War Office itself in 1923.12 And to this day all Australian ‘official’ historical casualty analyses have remained embedded within these figures. The most frequently cited figures are presented in Table 3.




    

      Table 3: Total Battle Casualties, 1919
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      Source: The British War Office, Statistics of The Military Effort of the British Empire during the Great War 1914–1920, London HM Stationary Office, London, 1923, pp. 759–770.


    




    In relation to the above, the question arises: from where did the British War Office source these statistics? The answer is the Australian War Memorial (AWM), which contains a document entitled ‘Australian Imperial Force, Statistics of Casualties, Etc.’.13 The record’s release is indicated by its dating: ‘Compiled to 30th June 1919’. The Records Section, AIF Headquarters, London issued the record. This is the source of Smith’s figures. It was compiled by members of the AIF Records Section, initially at its location in France, and then later in London to where it relocated in 1916. Updated figures were presumably provided to Smith for his publication and to the British War Office for its official publication in 1923. Two important observations need to be made at this time. First, the numbers that do not change are those for enlistments and embarkations. Second, and most critically, the numbers are defined solely in military terms—they cover death and wounding or prisoners of war (POWs). There is no record presented of injury or illness. This was considered to be the responsibility of others in the medical services and this task did not commence in Australia until 1923. But was there an independent verification of these military numbers? Have they been subjected to scrutiny? In a partial sense, they have.




    Early in 1918, Australia’s fighting force was facing a desperate shortage of men. At the behest of Prime Minister Hughes, a Royal Commission was hastily declared requiring one commissioner, Sir Samuel Griffith, Chief Justice, to enquire into the Department of Defence records. The Royal Commission officially ran from 6 March to 4 April 1918, although Sir Griffith signed off on his report on 14 March—giving it the dubious distinction of being the shortest running Royal Commission in Australian history. Its aim was to report to a special conference convened by the Governor-General, Munro Ferguson, on 11 April of that year.




    The purpose of the conference was to examine the subject of securing reinforcements under the voluntary system of recruitment for the AIF force then serving abroad. Attempts to introduce conscription by way of referenda had failed twice, opening significant divides in the Australian community, at a time when voluntary enlistments were falling dramatically. The thirty-seven delegates from across Australia, from political representatives from both sides of politics, and business and union representatives, attended a seven-day ‘summit’ and were treated to an impassioned opening address by the Governor-General, imploring those present to set aside their differences as the situation was ‘of sufficient gravity to justify the sinking of public differences and personal antipathies in one supreme united effort to find an issue from the impasse’.14




    The first item to be voted on after the Governor-General spoke was the decision over whether the press should be allowed to attend. The vote was split 19–16, with two abstentions, reflecting how divided Australia had become over this war, which was also seen in the close outcomes of the two referenda on conscription. The Royal Commission’s report to this conference provides an excellent insight into the official figures, from which the data shown in Table 4 are drawn, effective to 31 December 1917.




    

      Table 4: Enlistments and Embarkations
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      Source: Australian Royal Commission on The War—Australian Imperial Force and Sir Samuel Griffith, The War: Australian Imperial Force: Report by the Royal Commission (His Honour Sir Samuel Griffith, Chief Justice) as to number of members fit for active service and number of reinforcements and enlistments required, Government Printer, Melbourne, 1918 (also published as a Parliamentary Paper, 1917–19 session, vol. 4).


    




    If one consults Scott (dated 1936) and an unsourced table in his volume showing enlistments, for the year 1918 the number is 28 883,15 which when added to the Royal Commission’s total results in the exact same total of 416 809 as that cited in the British War Office statistics (of 1923), Bean and Butler (both 1942), and every other historical publication since.




    However, the precise match among these cited figures is simply not credible in light of other data variability and therefore it must be challenged. But it does tell us that a single source for all battle casualty (death and wounding) and embarkation statistics exists. In other words, if this single source is correct, our efforts to identify the extent of the human cost of the war are concluded. It also indicates that the ramifications of such a source being wrong are highly significant, not least of all because the basis of this number withstood the examination of a Royal Commission inquiry. If the figure is wrong the whole basis used to calculate the human cost of the war must be called into question.




    The 1918 conference proved a failure in being able to significantly improve recruitments, as evidenced by the low number of enlistments for that year of fewer than 29 000 men, when the Royal Commission had called for 75 000. This was mainly because the conference’s only positive proposal, the Voluntary Ballot Enlistment Scheme,16 could not be implemented before the end of the war. But as LL Robson, Professor of History, University of Melbourne, stated in 1982:




    

      The enlistment of the AIF, and the War, revealed both splendid and deplorable aspects of Australia: thoughtlessness, cruelty, unswerving devotion to the suppression of opposition; great courage, shining sincerity, high and proper ideals and mindful sacrifice.17


    




    Robson also asserted that Prime Minister Hughes and his supporters were prepared to do anything to ensure that Australia appeared to meet its commitments to the supply of soldiers to the war effort. Hughes had relied on a census conducted in September 1915 of all males aged between 18 and 60 years, from which he wrongly concluded that Australia had 600 000 potentially eligible soldiers. He failed to take into consideration their health and physical capacity to be a soldier. Some of the means used to promote enlistment included paying police ten shillings for each man that they managed to enlist, compulsorily calling up unmarried men between the ages of 21 and 35 years for military service inside Australia (they could not legally be called up for overseas service),18 employers dismissing eligible males on the pretext that returned soldiers should be given precedence in selection for their job positions, and withholding the results of the soldiers vote in the conscription referenda because they might influence the general public’s opinion (the soldiers voted against conscription).19 Robson claimed that:




    

      The struggle in Europe was the best example to that time of the suppression of facts that might conceivably be useful to the enemy, and of the feeding to the public of half truths, and sometimes utter lies. This was recognised early in the war: in June 1915 Lieutenant-Colonel Sir Albert Gould told the Senate that one of the great troubles the nation had to contend with was the erroneous belief that the allies were doing well.20


    




    Based on these considerations, we might ask: were Australia’s official enlistment figures one of these half-truths or ‘utter lies’, not for the consumption of the Australian public, but to support the wider political agenda of maximising Australia’s perceived contribution to the war effort in the wider international forum?




    In the questioning of the accuracy of enlistment figures, it is worth reviewing a single page in Butler’s history, as it serves as evidence of a developing picture that Butler was out of his depth. This single page is not exceptional in that it contains a multitude of errors, but it does encapsulate, in one page, discrepancies in Butler’s work that are spread over multiple, non-sequential pages. On page 882 of Volume III, under the heading ‘Problems and Services’, two tables are presented—Table 11: Australian Forces and Enlistments and Embarkations, and Table 12: Destination, Ultimate Disposal of Recruits. If one closely examines the figures therein three different enlistment numbers are quoted or inferred: 416 809 (Table 12); 416 604 (Table 11: Australian Army Nursing Service [AANS] personnel were never counted in the AIF and Royal Australian Navy [RAN] personnel were already serving); and when those that were rejected are deducted from those that were medically examined during the course of the war (Table 12), one is left with 411 147.21 The clear implication contained in Table 12, apart from two different numbers, is that many more men attempted to enlist than were accepted for service (Medically Examined 589 947; Rejected 178 800), leaving the unambiguous category of ‘enlisted’. (The politics of the time are on display here as a medical examination for war fitness became compulsory—it was another pressure point in the relentless efforts at recruitment.) Butler’s table was clear—these men had enlisted. Related to this point of an ‘enlisted’ statistic, the 1918 Royal Commission’s report also clearly referred to those who had enlisted but not embarked as follows. The commission reported that at the end of 1917 ‘68 937 were discharged or deserted or died before embarkation’. There was no ambiguity in the definition of ‘enlistment’; these men had joined the AIF and were clearly defined as such in both publications of the official medical services history and the report of the Royal Commission. Further discussion of what constituted ‘enlistment’ follows in Chapter 2, as the need for accuracy on this point is fundamental to understanding the country’s level of involvement in this conflict and hence its ultimate human military cost.




    The next dubious number to be assessed is the consistently quoted embarkation number of 331 781 which Butler uses in one table22 but on the same page referred to earlier in another table he also uses 330 714, that he sources to Scott (who in turn does not cite a source). Bean cites yet another number, 331 814,23 which he sources to British War Records. On the face of it, the number of embarkations should be accurate, as soldiers were presumably counted as they boarded a ship to leave Australia. However, another source of data on men serving overseas—Census of The Commonwealth of Australia, 30th June 1933: Volume III—Statistician’s Report, in its section on ‘War Service’—reveals that the oft-cited number of 331 781 embarkations overstates the number of men who served overseas, as it includes those who returned to Australia and later embarked for a second time.24




    As the Censor noted, the official records stated that 265 000 members of the AIF were disembarked and discharged in Australia upon returning from service overseas, but those persons who enlisted on more than one occasion were discharged on more than one occasion. More frequently, re-embarkations involved men who returned to Australia for medical treatment and were then sent back to service. A special detailed examination of the AIF records at the Defence Department offices in Melbourne was carried out in 1936, in response to the Commonwealth Censor’s request, to ascertain the net number of individuals who were discharged upon return. By deduction of the numbers generated a duplication of approximately 7500 (7481) disembarkations and, therefore, embarkations was identified.




    What did Bean make of all this? It appears that he chose to effectively ignore the Censor’s finding, preferring to maintain the status quo and the British War Office 1921 incorrect embarkation number shown in his main table. In the main appendix of Bean’s last publication, Volume VI, citing enlistments, embarkations and casualties of the British Empire and its Dominions, in the last footnote on the last page, which has no numerical reference to it and is indented as if it is somehow unique, it is stated:




    

      Note by Australian Official Historian. It is now estimated that the figure of 331 814, representing embarkations from Australia, includes some 6000 embarkations by men who had already once embarked, and who returned and re-enlisted.25


    




    But Bean did not correct his main table, let alone explain the role or significance of the ‘Australian Official Historian’. Bearing in mind that this information had arisen when the Statistician’s Report of the 1933 Census was later published in 1938, we might ask: what did Butler know of this?




    His view is expressed in one page near the end of his third volume.26 He states his disappointment that the census study was not more broadly based because it could have been more valuable. As it was, he argues, the discrepancy was negligible, and furthermore that it can be reduced if a few adjustments are made, which he presents in his ‘correcting table’. But for a historian like Butler, who presumably sought to pedantically record statistics in inappropriate detail of single units or several degrees of decimal points, to dismiss this discrepancy as negligible surely raises doubts about the validity of his work. Furthermore, in his correcting table in which he presents these new data in a clearer form, Butler erroneously reduces the discrepancy to 6000 by including nurses who are not normally included in AIF data.




    In this same correcting table, Butler also records ‘soldiers who returned’ as 258 011, adding 492 men who had returned but died prior to discharge to the number arrived at by the census enquiry of those who had returned to Australia and were discharged. In other words, Butler is asserting that the Censor would not have counted those men who had returned to Australia because they had died before they were discharged. Yet it is highly unlikely that this was not accounted for by the census enquiry. Further loss of confidence in Butler arises when we examine another of his tables (Table 14) in the same Volume III, on page 884, which contains data on the ‘Returned to Australia’ category. On the previous page he states the number returned as 264 373, not 258 011, as he cites on page 957. And in Table 14, he cites the total number of men who ‘Returned to Australia’ as different again, at 266 300.




    These are not the only conflicting figures to be found in Butler’s work. Another discrepancy appears in relation to the number of men who embarked that ‘Died, [were] discharged, etc.’ overseas, which is cited on page 883 as 66 341. Butler had earlier cited that 7030 were discharged overseas27 (and in another place, 7311),28 a number also quoted in the census review. Therefore, this produces a figure for those who died overseas of 59 411 (he claims in a footnote on page 894 that all soldiers had been accounted for by 1921, including those missing and ‘illegal absentees’). This number does not agree with his statement on page 894 in which he provides a third number of soldiers who died overseas, of 58 853.




    These discrepancies—some minor, some major—appear regularly in Butler’s Volume III. And while they can perhaps be explained by author exhaustion, or illness, or the time pressures limiting editorial corrections, they nevertheless underscore the lack of scrutiny to which the official record has been subjected to date and reinforce the need for a recount of the figures. It is hoped that the detail presented here is not too overwhelming to absorb. But this level of detail is deemed necessary to support the claim that the official medical historian has shown himself to be unreliable. The sad story of Butler the person will be examined shortly, explaining Bean’s reference to Butler’s failing health.




    However, Butler is not alone in regards to discrepancies. Table 5 below, which contains data compiled together for the first time, draws on a selection of official sources of Australian First World War casualty statistics. With the first column showing data from the first record published by Smith, the columns present the different, most often quoted sources of Bean and Butler, the Australian Federal Parliamentary Library, the AWM, the National Archives of Australia (NAA), the Australian War Graves Commission (AWGC), a second site of the AWM, and finally the British War Office, the original source of battle-only statistics.




    

      Table 5: Official Sources©
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      Source: Compiled by David Noonan from cited sources.




      1    Miles Staniforth Smith, Australian Campaigns in the Great War: Being a Concise History of the Australian Naval and Military Forces, 1914 to 1918, Macmillian & Co, Melbourne, 1919, p. 196.




      2    Numerous, in official histories and covered elsewhere, but includes tables 26 and 27 in A Graham Butler, Official Medical History of the Australian Army Medical Services, 1914–1918, Volume III, Australian War Memorial, Canberra, 1942.




      3    Parliament of Australia, ‘Section 8: Statistics, links and other reading Australia’s wars and warlike operations’, <http://www.aph.gov.au/library/pubs/anzac/stats.htm>. Introduces another unspecified variable citing that the figures represent army and navy, but so does 416 809, so it may also include nurses and those Australians serving with the RAN who were a permanent pre-existing ‘at sea’ force (appearing in Butler, Official Medical History of the Australian Army Medical Services, Volume III, p. 882 and not treated as a new enlistment by him), and no authority treats these members of the military and support personnel (nurses) in this way.




      4    Australian War Memorial, ‘First World War 1914–1918’, <http://www.awm.gov.au/atwar/ww1.asp>.




      5    National Archives of Australia, ‘Conflicts’, <http://www.naa.gov.au/collection/explore/defence/conflicts.aspx>




      6    Australian War Graves Commission, ANZAC Day, ‘Selected WW1 Statistics’, <http://www.anzacday.org.au/history/ww1/anecdotes/stats01.html>.




      7    Australian War Memorial, Encyclopedia, ‘Enlistment statistics and standards, First World War’, <http://www.awm.gov.au/encyclopedia/enlistment/ww1.asp>, ‘Deaths as a result of service with Australian units’, <http://www.awm.gov.au/encyclopedia/war_casualties.asp>.




      8    The British War Office, Statistics of the Military Effort of the British Empire during the Great War 1914–1920, London HM Stationary Office, London, 1923, pp. 237, 759, 769.


    




    The table is intended to be viewed as a snapshot of the huge variability in Australia’s official casualty data, which has over the decades provided us with a confusing and completely unreliable picture due mainly to its omissions.




    First, attention is drawn to the Australian Parliamentary Library data in column 3.29 The number of enlistments cited is unsourced and therefore open to question. It is probable that the staff of the library did not engage in original research to establish this enlistment figure, but it differs from the major primary sources—that is, Butler and Bean.30 Besides this exception, it is noteworthy that the consistency of all other enlistment figures reaffirms a single source. The inconsistencies among the figures for deaths have much to do with the variability in the effective cut-off date used. In relation to the wounding data, some historians treat wounding numbers as the number of men wounded, while others base this figure on the incidence of hospitalisations from wounding as some men were wounded more than once. The latter is the correct measure,31 but the proposed review of the records will assess its accuracy. With regards to this common question of whether the word wounded means a man wounded or the incident of wounding, this book will use the term woundings to mean a hospitalisation due to being wounded. While this is grammatically uncomfortable, it is done in order to emphasis that it represents an admission to hospital. The counting and treatment of POW casualty statistics is also variable and confusing.




    However, the most striking feature of the data shown in Table 5 is the glaring absence of the coverage of ‘illness’ and ‘injury’. In 1942 Butler produced a non-battle ‘illness and injury’ figure that highlighted a shocking aspect of war casualties that is rarely mentioned in Australian historical war analysis, despite much recent examination of the ‘aftermath’ of war. This figure became public halfway through the Second World War but has effectively now been forgotten. An unsupportable statistic exists in the official sources in the public domain, which is based on the proposition that if a soldier died of illness or injury he was to be counted, but if he became ill or injured and recovered, he was not. Australia and Canada are alone in this misleading treatment in their official, easily accessible public records. A comparison with the common practice among the other belligerent countries of Britain, Germany, France and the USA of citing all hospitalisations of wounding, illness and injury is presented in Chapter 7.




    The AWM has not helped to clarify this confusion as it has a number of contradictory statistics on death, illness and injury on its website. The statistics found on its ‘encyclopaedia’ page reference Patsy Adam-Smith and her 1978 publication The Anzacs.32 However, the figures cited do not match that reference. Adam-Smith does not mention ‘died, wounded, missing or prisoners of war’ in her publication, but does mention illness and injury admissions to field ambulances for the period April 1916 to March 1919 in France, quoting the total number as 136 799. While Adam-Smith does not cite any source for her data, the form in which she presents the material suggests that her source was Butler and the timeframe she uses is identical to that used by Butler for data collected for the Western Front. The figure of 87 865 sick men cited on the AWM website originates from Jeffrey Grey’s 1990 publication A Military History of Australia.33




    It is worth discussing Grey further in this context. His military history was published in a third edition as recently as four years ago. It includes the previously mentioned data on illness, but does not disclose a source for these data. Indeed, the data shown in the AWM encyclopaedia column in Table 5 above are taken from page 118 of Grey’s work, and as a consequence the figure on illness that is provided has no source. It is a matter of some wonderment that the AWM is so reliant on Grey for its statistics (although it claims that one part of these figures at least was sourced from Patsy Adam-Smith). In A Military History of Australia, Grey’s total casualty figures are given as 214 360,34 which happens to be 15 700 (or 5 per cent) less than the figure the AWM provides on its ‘encyclopaedia’ web page and is more in line with the other web page reference which cites 216 000 (which appears to be sourced from Scott). How this discrepancy arose is uncertain. The proposed review and recount of these soldier Attestation Papers records will seek to redress these ongoing discrepancies.




    The AWGC referred to in column 6 of Table 5 relates to a website sponsored by the Australian War Graves Commission, called ‘Anzac Day’, which cites the usual sources. However, the British War Graves Commission website goes a little further. On an education page entitled ‘Remember Me, First World War, A Commonwealth Nation’, the following statements are made on Australia’s involvement in the war: ‘In 1914, Australia’s population was less than 5 million. Nearly half a million people enlisted. Two out of three men sent overseas were injured (most more than once).’35 The bracketed comment is correct, but the other statements are not even close to the truth.




    In returning to this book’s search for the truth on these statistics, at the centre of our enquiry lays Butler. It is therefore necessary to examine Butler the person, and the findings are indeed revealing and highly significant in terms of his impact on the assessment of Australia’s First World War casualty rate.




    An excellent work already exists which comprehensively reviews Butler’s personal circumstances and is therefore worth citing extensively here. Much of the following descriptive narrative on Butler borrows from this work. In a 1988 article for the Journal of the Australian War Memorial, entitled ‘Butler’s Medical Histories’, Brendan O’Keefe, a historian at the AWM, wrote of Butler’s work. According to O’Keefe, Butler, at the time a 42-year-old medical doctor, immediately enlisted in the AIF at the outbreak of the First World War and was appointed to the position of regimental medical officer of the 9th Infantry Battalion. Says O’Keefe: ‘his demanding sense of duty, manifested as a finicky attention to detail (...) greatly irritated the soldiers [who] came to regard him as an old woman and nicknamed him “Gertie”.’36




    However, Butler eventually gained respect for his renowned tirelessness in the performance of his duties, receiving a Distinguished Service Order (DSO) at Gallipoli, and was mentioned in dispatches in France. His work ethic was such that he often drove himself to exhaustion, so much so that the Director of Medical Services Major General Neville Howse, appointed him Collator of Medical Records at the Australian War Records Section in London in November 1917, after prompting by Bean and Captain JW Treloar, the unit’s commanding officer—a decision made in part for the sake of Butler’s health. By this time Bean, together with Brigadier General Brudenell White, an AIF senior staff officer, had drawn up plans for an Australian medical history, for the purpose of providing information on which improvements in methods of medical treatments could be developed, adopting a highly pragmatic, educational framework for the medical history.




    According to O’Keefe, early in 1918 Bean introduced an inspirational theme to the project, and hence the medical history was intended to serve both an inspirational and an educative purpose presented in a chronological form. Butler was uneasy about this approach, but it was a fait accompli by the time he became involved.




    

      Figure 1: Colonel A Graham ‘Gertie’ Butler
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      Source: Australian War Memorial (AWM 8932).


    




    Later that year the war ended and so did the Department of Defence’s interest in funding a medical history. Butler returned to medical practice in Brisbane. Yet Howse persisted with planning for the medical history, and drawing on his rising political influence (he later became a member of the House of Representatives, holding the seat of Calare for the ruling National Party, and held the appointment of Minister for Defence and Health for the period 1925–1927), at the end of 1922 he secured funding for a two-year project. And together with Bean, he secured Butler for the task of writing it.37




    O’Keefe proffers that Bean greeted Howse’s suggestion of using Butler enthusiastically, a response he tempered, however, with the observation that a curb needed to be placed on Butler’s prolixity as ‘his main defect’.38




    Butler pushed himself to the limit in an attempt to keep his writing of this volume on schedule, but given the combination of the huge task, his prolixity and his gift for becoming absorbed in detail, the deadline passed, resulting in Butler suffering what Bean later described as ‘a breakdown through overpressure’.39 An investigation by the Department of Defence into the failure to complete the project on time resulted in an extension of funding for a further two years. As the second deadline approached with an alarming lack of progress, Bean wanted Butler sacked. However, Howse refused to let Butler go, so Butler and his wife were moved to Canberra where he worked under the direct supervision of Bean, and his salary was halved. In 1928, it was apparent that the lengthy treatment of Gallipoli and Palestine in the book would necessitate a second volume. Butler’s salary was reduced again and Thomas George Tucker, Professor of Literature at the University of Melbourne, Bean’s own editor, was appointed to help with the work. However, this never occurred as Tucker fell ill. Butler was told to finish the second volume by mid-1932, or all payments would cease at that time, and he would need to finish it at his own expense.40




    In mid-1929, when the first volume was finally nearing completion, General Brudenell White, who was at the time still a member of the Medical History Advisory Board, subjected the draft manuscript to severe criticism.41 He claimed that the work was confusing, disjointed and many chapters lacked precision, and went so far as to question the factual basis of the book’s medical conclusions. Bean, too, was having difficulties with editing the book, describing one chapter as ‘easily the most difficult editorial effort I have ever undertaken’. Butler’s tardiness in amending the drafts was also causing Bean considerable concern.
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