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This book is dedicated to those who felt a sense of shame or suffered anguish as a result of things they did, things they didn’t do, or things that were done to them, during the Great War.
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Foreword




A century on from the largest and most destructive battles Australians have ever been a part of, we are told periodically (on the anniversaries of some of the major battles of the Great War) how well the troops of the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) performed. They took a leading role, suffered severely and, it is often claimed, achieved feats disproportionate to the AIF’s size in terms of the overall effort of the British Empire armies on the Western Front. This may be true, at least in part, and Australians should never cease to be interested in their nation’s part in the first of the great wars of the twentieth century, a conflict that had such a profound impact on Australia and its people that it remains the subject of dinner table, barbecue and coffee-break conversations a century later. However much Australians decry the Great War as futile, many cannot help being paradoxically proud of their forebears’ part in it.


As Greg Raffin describes, on 21 September 1918 men of one battalion of the AIF declined to return to make an attack, the largest of the relatively few instances of ‘combat refusal’ in the AIF’s history. Long a matter of embarrassment and shame for the AIF and the men involved, all of whom, as he reveals, suffered serious disciplinary charges, the 21 September ‘mutiny’ has been openly discussed for just on forty years. As he illustrates, it has been subject to a variety of analyses, looking at the military and social dynamics of one company of the 1st Battalion in the war’s final months. He traces how the men’s composition, military experience and leadership played out in the context of the exhausting demands of a unit that had seen practically continuous front-line service for weeks, if not months. He also examines how the AIF’s unique combination of superb military skills and deplorable discipline created a force able to fight but unwilling to salute, and how its men’s determinedly ‘civilian’ ethos led some to ‘down tools’ in battle.


Greg Raffin should be congratulated for directing our attention to the 21 September 1918 protest afresh, and for presenting it in an unprecedented light. Certainly, his analysis adds to what we know: he has approached the perplexing question of why these men did what they did from a novel angle. Greg’s interest in this event stemmed from questions (which anyone interested in military history must ask) about how men in battle can possibly do what they do, and especially how they can act heroically. That interest, allied with the fortuitous discovery of the records of one of the 21 September 1918 ‘mutineers’, led him to ask almost the opposite question: what moves men to refuse to return to battle? (I use the term ‘almost’, because these men were, as Greg shows, experienced and even decorated fighting soldiers: the opposite of heroism is not cowardice.) These men refused to continue to fight, an event surprisingly rare in the long, complex and tortured history of men in battle, and especially in Australia’s short but crowded history.


Greg Raffin has found answers to his questions, ones that differ from those of the several historians, including myself, who have previously looked at this episode. He finds answers not so much in the workings of months of service, rates of wounding or promotion, as military historians do, but in the workings of men’s hearts and minds in the course of a conflict like the Great War. In this, the story he tells, which will be new, and even surprising to most Australian readers, becomes not just a story about a group of exhausted, stressed and frightened Australian soldiers in 1918, but a story about humanity in war. His book is not only about what men do in war, but also about what war does to men.


I commend it to your attention as we approach the centenary of the events it describes.


Prof. Peter Stanley


UNSW Canberra










Introduction




It was an anonymous voice-over from a man I’d never met that piqued my interest in this little-known but poignant story from the closing period of the Great War.


In 1979, Mingara Films produced a First World War documentary called Mutiny on the Western Front. This was to become an awardwinning war documentary. For most of its duration, it discussed the horrors of trench warfare as experienced by soldiers on the battlefields of France and Belgium. Throughout the documentary, there were interviews with a small group of diggers who had experienced the daily decimation of those muddied and bloodied hellholes. They were prepared to discuss their experiences on the Western Front, but they did so with sadness and, at times, guarded comments. It was easy to see that for them, despite the passage of some sixty years, the torments and terrors remained.


These men were ready to talk about war in general, and their recollections were sobering. Over the years, I have read many personal accounts, listened to many interviews and watched many videos in which our diggers have recalled their war experiences. In none of these have I come across the view that they considered their time on the battlefield to be the best time of their life. Most were saddened or bewildered by their experiences; for many, the only positive aspect of their wartime experience was the mateship that evolved.


Not so for the anonymous digger expressing his views in this documentary!


His views were those of a very angry man, a resentful man whose resentment had not dissipated despite the passage of sixty years. He, too, had experienced those horrors. He, too, had fought long and bravely; he had achieved promotions and a bravery award recommendation. As a member of the 1st Battalion Australian Imperial Force (AIF), he had seen it all.


He, too, felt great sorrow at the waste of human life, at the futility of it all. He did, however, value the mateship and support of his comrades in arms. But this man, along with more than 100 of his comrades, had been court-martialled and gaoled for desertion as a result of a little-known mutiny that had occurred during the closing stages of the Great War.


Sometime later, I learned that a friend of mine was the grandson of this soldier. Neither he, nor any member of his family, including the digger’s son and daughters, knew that he had been interviewed, nor that he had been gaoled for desertion, but they had seen the film and recognised his voice. They asked him if he was the anonymous digger. He admitted that he was, and also explained the reasons for his ongoing anger. Sadly, he passed away just two years later.


The truth was that these men were actually guilty of mutiny, an offence for which they could have faced a firing squad. Most of these men had been to hell and back. Some were newcomers, a minority may have been shirkers, but they were all treated the same; courtmartialled and gaoled. When the guns fell silent, these men were isolated and sent to a prison in England. They did not experience the euphoria which must have come with war’s end.


A fog of mystery descended upon the families of many of the men involved. The men were not allowed to write letters, and any pay that had been allotted to be sent home stopped coming, hence the abiding anger of the anonymous digger.


I have been able to learn the life story (both before the war and post-war) of this particular man, and this story will be told here. Rollo Taplin’s story, in itself, is an interesting one. However, it must be pointed out that this mutiny involved more than one hundred men, and that highlighting his personal story is in no way an indication that he was a ringleader in the mutiny that took place. My purpose has been to place in context the circumstances that led to this particular group of men taking such drastic action. As part of this process, the question of leadership will inevitably arise.


Some readers may feel that the men’s anonymity should be maintained, but the simple fact is that today, their names and the details of their respective courts martial are readily accessible on relevant historical websites. Retaining their anonymity would also imply that they deserved to be shamed, without any effort having been made to better understand the circumstances in which they found themselves.


The episode that concluded Rollo Taplin’s military service occurred just a few weeks before war’s end, and has continued to be referred to as a mutiny; a ‘refusal mutiny’ wherein men walk out of the line rather than into battle. The very term ‘mutiny’ conjures up thoughts of disobedience, disloyalty and even cowardice. On discussing it with one friend, I was told, ‘That matter is best left alone.’ The implication was that it was taboo, and that no good could possibly come from reexamining it.


But history does not work that way.


My motivation for writing about this mutiny can perhaps be explained by a brief anecdote. Many years ago, another friend tried to convince me that in the second line of The Ode, the word ‘condemn’ should in fact be ‘contemn’. I investigated this claim and found that he was wrong, but that the word ‘contemn’, in the sense of its meaning ‘to view or treat with contempt’ did actually fit the context. There is no intention to denigrate the memory of any of the men mentioned here, neither the mutineers themselves nor their commanding officers. I simply wanted to better understand their actions; to put myself in their shoes. My intention here is more like that of the instruction given by Oliver Cromwell to his portrait painter. The story of the Western Front needs to be told ‘warts and all’.


Every story has more than one point of view. What could possibly lead men to take such an action? Were there any mitigating circumstances? What were the background circumstances? Has the full story been told?


* * *


There is little doubt that the Great War was a watershed in world history. The empires of four imperial powers (German, AustrianHungarian, Ottoman and Russian) were broken up, whilst that of Great Britain would never be the same again. The United States of America belatedly decided to become involved in European affairs, while Russia was beset by a civil war that preceded the emergence of a new and vastly different political system. Japan had brought to fruition its rapid program of industrialisation and had successfully enhanced its naval skills under the tutelage of Britain’s Royal Navy (RN).


In addition, there were significant industrial and technological developments, some of which were to prove of considerable benefit in the post-war world. For example, considerable progress was made in the area of aviation. Other areas of transport and communication also witnessed technological advances. The world of medicine saw less spectacular advances, but they were there nonetheless. Of particular relevance to this story were the developments in dealing with mental health.


For the fledgling nation of Australia, the outbreak of the war was an extremely significant occasion. It was a mere 13 years since Australia had achieved the unification of separate colonies into a federation of states. Our national flag was even younger. Although we still saw Great Britain as the mother country, the potential was there for this new nation to begin using a separate voice, one with an Australian accent. The creation of the Royal Australian Navy (RAN) as a separate entity from the Royal Navy was seen by many as evidence of Australia’s national emergence, even if Britain continued to make the important decisions concerning naval affairs. Thousands of onlookers lined the shores of Sydney Harbour to welcome the arrival of Australia’s naval flotilla as it sailed through the heads on 4 October 1913. We were a nation. The depth of the independence that brought was yet to be measured.


When the British Empire entered the war in August 1914, the response from the new Australian nation was prompt, but even more notable for its expression of loyalty to the mother country. All sides of our political spectrum were united in the view that we should go to the aid of the British in their hour of need.


Andrew Fisher, the Prime Minister and leader of the Australian Labor Party (responding with what was probably the most notable ‘one-liner’ from the Federal government to that date) said, ‘Australia will stand by our own to help and defend her [Britain] to our last man and our last shilling.’ There were few, if any, public protestations of dismay over that comment. Given that in excess of 80% of the Australian population at that time had either been born in Great Britain or was descended from someone who had been born in Great Britain, this was hardly surprising. Public sentiment ranged from enthusiastic support to a view that we had a duty to offer assistance. Only a small minority were unmoved by any sense of imperial enthusiasm.


Well known is the fact that the government followed that statement with an undertaking that it would supply some 20,000 men to assist Britain. True to its promise, the recruitment of volunteers for the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) began immediately. Not so well known is the fact that it also began to recruit men to join the Australian Naval and Military Expeditionary Force (AN&MEF). These men were bound for German New Guinea and surrounding areas to wrest wireless communication bases that were essential to the German Pacific fleet from the hands of the Germans.


This particular military expedition has significant features in common with the mutiny upon which this story focuses. Both involved relatively small groups of Australian military personnel, and each of them occurred near the extremities of the time frame for the First World War; one occurred five weeks after the war began, while the other took place about eight weeks prior to its end. Relatively little has been written about either of them, and public awareness of either event is not widespread. My particular interests in the events of the Great War tend to centre on the lesser-known incidents, those that deserve a higher profile or that demand a closer, less partial investigation.


Less than a week after war was declared, the British government ‘suggested’ to the Australian government that they might like to raise and equip a force to travel north and wrest the wireless station in German New Guinea and other similar wireless stations on the surrounding islands of the south-west Pacific from the Germans. The task was an important one because without these communication bases, the successful operation of the substantial German Pacific fleet would be seriously compromised.


If and when successful, the Australian government was to administer the captured territories, under British supervision, for the duration of the war. The British were quick to point out that any territory occupied as a result of this request would be considered British, and therefore the British authorities would decide the destiny of the occupied areas at the conclusion of the war. I refer to this campaign here partly because it illustrates the prevailing British view that Australia’s role was to do their bidding.


For several decades, I had been aware of the success of this Australian military campaign, conducted well before Gallipoli. Six Australian military personnel died during the fighting that took place on 11 September 1914. Almost the entire fleet of the RAN had accompanied the AN&MEF. In addition, both the Japanese Navy and a New Zealand expeditionary force were involved in gaining control of wireless stations on the more remote islands. On 14 September 1914, the Australian submarine AE1 disappeared, and the exact location of both the submarine and its crew of 35 men (16 from the RAN and 19 from the RN) has recently been discovered, over 100 years after it went missing. However, few secondary school history books even mention this campaign, and those that do dismiss it in a few lines.


My decision to research and write about this campaign came during the years just prior to the Centenary of Anzac commemorative events. The outcome was the publication in 2013 of a book titled Australia’s Real Baptism of Fire. In launching my book on Remembrance Day 2013, Sir Peter Cosgrove, then NSW Chairman for the Centenary of Anzac, said, ‘I could fire a cannon right now down George Street [Sydney] in peak hour, and I guarantee that I would not hit more than a handful of people who even know that Australia fought in New Guinea in World War I.’


My concern in writing that book had been to encourage greater recognition of the bravery of the men who died during that campaign. Similarly, few people know about the mutiny of 21 September 1918. With greater knowledge of this incident and the circumstances leading up to it would come a greater understanding of why the men reacted as they did. In short, both of these little-known events presented an opportunity to examine the reactions of men under fire.


My first book involved a group of men and a victory; this book involves a group of men and something vastly different.


Once I had begun to research the mutiny that occurred on the Western Front on 21 September 1918, I came to realise that not a lot had been written about this event. A large number of men, all of them members of the 1st Battalion AIF, had been court-martialled and sentenced to varying terms of penal servitude, but none of them had actually been found guilty of ‘mutiny’, instead being found guilty of ‘desertion’. This particular battalion had taken part in the Gallipoli landings, and its members were later deployed to the Western Front, where they were involved in several significant battles.


My initial research raised a number of interesting questions. What actually happened, and was it a mutiny or not? Why did it happen to this battalion, and not some other battalion? Were there similar episodes involving other Australian battalions? If not, why not? Why did it occur when final victory was within grasp? Could it have been avoided?


There was also the question as to why so little had been spoken or written about it. It might be easy to assume that, being a mutiny, or at least an episode of shameful behaviour, no one wanted to discuss it. In addition, the nation as a whole had perhaps become more focused on getting on with its future rather than dwelling on its past. At the individual level, it soon became the norm for returning soldiers to avoid reliving the more horrific details of their war service and instead concentrate on returning to loved ones and the building of a happier future. This attitude of pushing the ‘bad’ into the past while moving towards the ‘good’ of the future is easy to understand, even after a century has passed.


However, surely such a strategy, whilst admirable, was unachievable for some of those concerned.


My investigations also quickly revealed that there were many other relevant aspects that needed to be examined, at least in passing, in order to discuss the topic more fully and in the proper context. These include the issues of heroism and resilience, bravery and cowardice, fatigue and shell-shock. Then there are other matters, such as military discipline and variations in the punishments for infringements, not just between various infringements and within each army, but also between the different armies of the various nations involved.


Anyone who has read about the Great War will be aware that as the war progressed, the public perception of its significance, and thus their reaction to it, underwent significant changes. This in turn impacted upon recruitment practices and enlistment figures, as well as the issue of conscription. Hence, matters such as government propaganda and censorship are also relevant here.


In short, I began to feel that I had opened the proverbial ‘can of worms’.


However, I wanted to proceed. I wanted to form my own opinions and progressively draw my own conclusions about the circumstances which led to this ‘mutiny’. I had to put the events of 21 September 1918 into their proper context.


I decided to pursue a chronological approach by briefly tracking the progress of the 1st Battalion and Rollo Taplin throughout the war in a series of stages; 1914–1915, 1916–1917 and, finally, 1918 and the year immediately following the war’s end. Within each stage, the actual military events and changing attitudes towards the war, both at home and on the battlefield, form part of the discussion in order to provide an appropriate context for the events of September 1918.


The following narrative will attempt a brief chronological survey of the war’s progress and the changing attitudes it engendered both at home in Australia and abroad on the battlefield. Both of these are crucial to a better understanding of why the mutiny occurred, as well as how it was perceived by outsiders. The actual event of the mutiny itself and its immediate aftermath, the field courts martial, will be fully outlined.


Rollo Taplin’s early life was considerably different from what might be considered the norm. The military careers of certain of his comrades and the part they played in the mutiny will also be discussed. The story behind some of these men is quite enigmatic. This group included heroes and Gallipoli veterans, but it also included men who were ill-disciplined, and there was a significant number of men who had previously been wounded. They might all have been members of the 1st Battalion, but they were a varied group.


Finally I will briefly explore what history has had to say about this mutiny, presenting my findings in the form of an historiographical survey of opinions about the mutiny from observers who have discussed it at some length, either in isolation or as part of a broader study.


Aside from the field courts martial that were conducted at the time and a brief comment from Australia’s official war historian Charles Bean, little was written about this incident for some six decades. The men involved were not willing to talk about the incident, and most chose to keep it to themselves. They lived with the consequences of their actions. Many felt a great sense of shame or anger, but they suffered these emotions in silence.


This is the story of Rollo Taplin and his shamed Anzac comrades.


Above all, it is a narrative; it is not a defence, or a justification, nor is it a condemnation. When discussing topics such as ‘mutiny’, complete neutrality is not really an option. It is an emotive term. A fuller understanding can only be achieved by examining relevant background details that were probably unknown by many of the men involved at the time, and are certainly unknown by most present-day observers.


This is a story about how people reacted to stress and how that reaction was determined not only by their character but also by the circumstances in which they found themselves. It is also a story of the contrasts and inequities thrown up by life. The response chosen by an individual to a particular situation will vary according to the time, the place and his or her character, as well as the particular circumstances in which they find themselves.


Within society, the heroic are often feted and lauded, while those who react less heroically or are perceived to be cowardly may be shamed and derided. With the hindsight of one hundred years, it is easy for the present-day reader to feel sympathy for not only those who were caught up in the horrors of the Western Front, but also the loved ones they left behind and to whom they later returned.


But can we also feel empathy? Can we put ourselves in their shoes and better understand what they were going through? If faced with the horrors of war, how would we have reacted? In a life-or-death situation, how would we have responded? Would we have reacted stoically, bravely or even heroically? Or would we have been found wanting?


Would we have taken part in a mutiny?
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CHAPTER 1


‘They went with songs to the battle…’




(For the Fallen, Laurence Binyon)




GRASSROOTS REACTION TO THE OUTBREAK OF WAR


After war was declared, it was soon realised that at some stage Australia was going to be involved. Some were quite enthusiastic in expressing their support for Great Britain, and even before the impact of government propaganda, there was obvious agreement that Australia needed to get involved. This support was evident in the print media, and also in diaries and letters written at that time. As history has proven, many expectations were unrealistic.


I think I ought to go, they will want all they can get…and I think it is the greatest opportunity for a chap to make a man of himself… (letter dated 18 May 1915).


…my motives for enlistment were more a sense of adventure and an opportunity to travel than patriotism…many of us had a feeling of disappointment that the war would be over before we could get to France…


I may say that I was not influenced very much by patriotic feelings, but merely by the fact that my friends and relations were fighting, or were going to… (1)


Any reader of accounts of Australia’s role in the First World War will have read comments similar to these. Those making such comments had no idea that there was a vast discrepancy between their aspirations and the reality, nor did they realise that, for many of them, the experiences they were to face would change them forever. An interesting story illustrating this enthusiasm to enlist involves a man who was also a journalist.


Conrad Constantine Eitel was a journalist who sometimes wrote articles for The Sydney Morning Herald under the nom de plume ‘Darnoc’ (‘Conrad’ spelt backwards). Although German by birth, he was one of the first men to enlist for the AN&MEF, and embarked on His Majesty’s Australian Transport (HMAT) Berrima (a converted P&O vessel) on 19 August 1914, bound for German New Guinea. During this campaign, he was a member of the leading attack party, and as they moved down the road towards Bitapaka, circumstances arose that obliged him to act as an interpreter between the Australians and a German officer who had been taken prisoner, having been one of a group of three who were the first to arrive at the German wireless station.


So keen was Eitel to serve his adopted country that upon his return to Australia, he resolved to re-enlist in the AIF. Reasoning that he would be rejected, as it was now widely known that he was of German origin, he decided to re-enlist under his mother’s maiden name (Easton). He was duly sent off to Liverpool training camp, but his true identity was soon discovered. The authorities decided to court-martial him, not for his German background, but because he had made a false declaration when stating on his enlistment papers that he had no previous military experience. Eitel was sentenced to some thirty days of imprisonment, but only spent a few days in gaol.


Eitel had previously played another role significant to the historical evolution of his adopted country. He had acted as secretary for Douglas Mawson’s Antarctic expedition. This meant that he coordinated the fundraising within Australia in the lead-up to that expedition. Nor was he the only patriot from within the ranks of the Australian Antarctic Expedition of 1911–1914 who was later to enlist. A news article from December 1915 reported that ‘the great majority of the members of the Mawson expedition are on active service.’ The article went on to list some 13 members who had enlisted, including Edward Bage, who was killed in the Dardanelles. (2)


These men had just returned from risking their lives exploring an unknown region before once again setting off on a venture to an unknown destination that was going to put their lives at risk.


BAPTISM OF FIRE


The Australian-led campaign in German New Guinea and its surrounds was a military ‘baptism of fire’ for the new nation in the sense that it was the first time since federation in 1901 that the young Australian Commonwealth government had allocated and equipped Australian units heading for battle. The government also undertook the training of these men.


It was here in New Guinea that the reaction of Australian troops under fire was to be tested for the first time during the First World War. It was also during this campaign that the Australian government was to become enmeshed in an incident that came under public scrutiny back in Australia and had the potential to damage government recruitment campaigns. The reaction of raw recruits when under attack and government propaganda campaigns were both relevant, even if only in a peripheral sense as the war progressed.


It was a successful baptism of fire. The main wireless station (at Bitapaka, near Rabaul) was taken after hostilities that lasted for a day and cost the lives of six Australians. Within three months, all the other wireless bases in the area had been secured and the German squadron had left. This meant greater safety for the convoys that later ferried our troops to battlefronts like Gallipoli and those in Europe. About 1500 men had been deployed, and almost the entire RAN fleet had been involved.


An action took place on the road to Bitapaka that led to the first bravery award to an Australian during the Great War. Lieutenant Thomas Arthur Bond of the Royal Australian Naval Reserves (RANR) showed considerable pluck and initiative in an action that later earned him the Distinguished Service Order (DSO). Bond was born in Great Britain and had later migrated to Australia and joined the RANR. When war broke out, he was forty-nine years of age and working in Brisbane as an accountant. He was a man of considerable composure, not given to flights of fancy, and his opinions were valued by those around him. He was sometimes kindly referred to as ‘grandad’ by his comrades.


As the Australians advanced towards the German wireless station at Bitapaka, it was decided to split into two groups, each of which proceeded cautiously through the jungle on either side of the road. Bond found himself in charge of one of these groups, and he and his men came under fire as they proceeded. The men continued to move forward, and about a kilometre from the wireless station they came upon a group of eight Germans armed with pistols, along with twenty native New Guinean soldiers who were armed with rifles. To the surprise of the Australians, the Germans did not surrender. Instead, they began a discussion as to what they should do.


The situation was cleverly defused by Lieutenant Bond. Showing considerable bravery and great resourcefulness, he simply walked up to the Germans and relieved them of their pistols before they could react. The New Guinean soldiers were unable to do anything, as their officers were standing between them and the Australians. Captain Travers, who was there at the time, when later recounting the incident in an interview with war correspondent Frederick Burnell, said, ‘“Splendid” is the only word I can imagine for his coolness.’ (3)


[image: image]


Picture of five naval officers at Kangaroo Beach, Suvla Bay in August 1915. (L–R) Staff Surgeon Morris RANR, Lt Cmdr L.S. Bracegirdle, Lt T.A. Bond, DSO, [Australia’s first bravery award recipient of World War I], Capt McRitchie RE, Major R.E. Jellicoe (Legion of Honour) [AWM P11155.007.001]


Bond had been under fire earlier that day, and his display of bravery and composure was not an isolated occurrence, as he was later mentioned in dispatches both at Gallipoli and in the Middle East. He was finally sent back to Australia after sustaining a gunshot wound to his upper arm. It is relevant to recount Bond’s character and the circumstances of his bravery in terms of the discussion of the mutiny that occurred on the Western Front almost at war’s end. The men involved in the 21 September 1918 mutiny were, for the most part, much younger than Bond. In addition, the sounds of battle and the extent of the fighting that was going on at that particular time were much louder and more widespread, respectively, than anything Bond had experienced. Lieutenant Bond was the only man to receive an award for bravery on that particular day, but 14 men were mentioned in dispatches.


While the circumstances would vary and the outcomes would differ, Australia and its citizens had set off on a new adventure, a journey that took much longer than originally anticipated. The men who took part in the German New Guinea campaign had signed on for a six-month deployment. Upon their return and discharge, some 71% of the members of the AN&MEF quickly re-enlisted in the AIF. This further illustrates the enthusiasm for the war effort that existed at the personal level at that time.
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