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To Marylou








FOREWORD




In recent years an enlightened Army policy has allowed a few graduates of the Royal Military College, Duntroon, to undertake postgraduate studies in military history. Peter Pedersen is one of the most gifted of them.


When he began work on his doctoral thesis on General Sir John Monash, I was in the later stages of research for my biography of Monash. We quickly formed a very harmonious relationship – discussing, for example, the problems associated with what actually happened on Gallipoli early in August 1915, guiding each other to sources and exchanging our notes. It was Pedersen who drew my attention to the North Papers at King’s College, London. We completed our work almost in the same month, without showing each other our drafts, and were eventually delighted to find how rarely we had disagreed.


As I am the most amateur of military historians, I was fortunate that the scale of my biography required only broad-brush treatment of Monash as a soldier; there was no space for any detailed treatment of battle or generalship. So Pedersen’s is a far more authoritative study of Monash as a soldier than mine. He has worked on about three times the scale I did, has made much more comprehensive and detailed use of archival sources – and he is a professional soldier.


This is not only the first full-scale technical study of Australia’s greatest soldier, but, surprisingly, the first of any of the AIF leaders on the Western Front in World War I.




Geoffrey Serle


Melbourne, 1984










PREFACE TO 2018 EDITION




The first edition of this book appeared in 1985. It was based on a considerably longer doctoral thesis on Monash’s military development completed three years earlier. The study of Monash was an inchoate field back then. Geoffrey Serle was writing his magnificent biography, still perhaps the finest biography of a major Australian figure, but only one significant work on Monash the commander existed. As a hagiography done without access to Monash’s papers and other primary sources, it relied heavily on Charles Bean’s estimate in the Official History, though Bean would have winced at the description of Monash as having a computer in his head and petrol in his veins. The metaphors may have been mind-numbing, but at least they drew attention to Monash’s formidable mind and his use of mechanical resources to increase combat power while conserving manpower.


Nowadays, Monash’s papers and other relevant documentary collections are in the public domain and many books have been written about him. Going way beyond portraying Monash as an intellectual petrol head, their claims about him as a soldier have lifted the hagiographic bar to stratospheric heights. He was the king’s general, he won a war, he moulded his nation – all in all, a pretty impressive record – but he has been largely forgotten all the same, a fate that adds the dollop of tragedy needed to make the record whole. There is nothing metaphorical about these claims. They are served up as fact, and, because they beat the nationalist drum, they are attractive. They also jar with the conclusions I reached about Monash the general in this book all those years ago, and by which I stand in this new edition.


Monash has not been the only recipient of increased scrutiny over the past few decades. Not before time, the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) has itself become a fruitful subject of inquiry. Social studies have probed its composition, its outlook, its local interactions and its behaviour. Biographies of many of the AIF’s senior commanders exist alongside numerous anecdotal accounts based on the diaries and letters of the rank and file. Most of its major battles have been examined – some many times over. The resulting publications – like those on Monash – range from the scholarly to the popular, but all serve a useful purpose by keeping the AIF’s story and achievements alive. They also rely to varying extents on Bean’s Official History. Drawn from a mass of primary records, official and private, often written from the standpoint of a witness and almost overburdened by detail, Bean’s work has acquired an aura of infallibility, especially as regards what happened on the ground. The absence of rival studies for decades after its appearance ensured its stranglehold.


Bean’s history was also my companion, but instead of rehashing it, I attempted an analytical tactical study of Monash and his battles at brigade, division and corps level. This required a grasp of tactics, an understanding of how formations and their commanders operate, and an appreciation of the tactical possibilities of ground from the perspectives of Monash and of his Turkish and German opponents. Plenty of walking and cycling across his battlefields were necessary, and I remember thinking how ironic it was that I should be doing something that Monash, who planned most of his battles from the map, very rarely did. For someone who was both a soldier and a historian to look at Monash was a new approach, and it sometimes led to conclusions different from Bean’s. I questioned Bean’s analysis of the planning for the Baby 700 attack at Anzac on 2/3 May 1915 and flatly disagreed with his criticism of Monash’s handling of the 4th Brigade’s night march on Sari Bair in August. Nor did Bean, I thought, properly consider what the ground offered the Germans at Hamel, or fully realise why Monash used the Americans in the costly first phase of the assault on the Hindenburg Line. I felt that the blow-by-blow account of the Australian capture of Mont St Quentin and Péronne in his final volume was so convoluted that it might as well have been written in Braille. In fairness, though, Bean had been writing the history non-stop for over twenty years by then. He was a very tired man.


Challenging Bean’s work in those days, when it seemed etched in tablets of stone, was welcomed in some quarters, but regarded as tantamount to apostasy in others. One reviewer, an old colleague of Bean, publicly rebuked me for having the temerity to steer a different course from that of the master. Thankfully times have changed. Chris Roberts’ brilliant and highly praised tactical study of the Anzac landing, the most important account to appear since Bean’s almost a century earlier, brings out the flaws in his narrative and synopsis. Contrary to the belief held by some that the ‘myth’ of Gallipoli has finally crumpled, Roberts has shown that there is still plenty to say. Bob Stevenson’s work on the 1st Australian Division and his history of Australian operations on the Western Front exude a level of sophistication that is to be envied. Both superb historians with a military background, Roberts and Stevenson are well equipped to reconsider the AIF from an operational standpoint unfettered by the legacy of Bean. But Bean is still the start and end point for most Australian publications on the war. Perhaps that is as it should be. It is a monumental work of scholarship and its weaknesses pale against its strengths. We are fortunate to have it.


Since Monash as Military Commander was written, one century has made way for another and a new millennium has been ushered in. The soldiers who fought in the First World War have all passed. Throughout the changing times, I visited the Western Front and Gallipoli on numerous occasions and was privileged to lead Australians and others on many tours of the battlefields. Each visit was an opportunity to study Monash’s actions on the ground from a different vantage point or with another tactical consideration in mind. I was also able to bring a Staff College education to them, an asset I lacked when the first edition appeared. Despite this greater understanding, I have had little reason to modify my earlier military judgements on Monash, though there is of course always something new to learn.


As the passing years brought the mixed blessing of maturity, it was probably inevitable that I should have adjusted some of my views on Monash’s character. I can no longer look at him with the super-critical eyes of a twenty-something-year-old who has yet to make a mistake. Now that I am at an age where I can admit to one or two, and my eyes see things in mellower hues, I have become more forgiving. Yes, Monash had his faults – like all of us – but in this new edition I have moderated my previous view of them. It is worth reiterating here what I said in the earlier edition, and have repeated in this one: Monash never let his faults influence his actions in the field. I also wrote that his sometimes overly prescriptive approach to commanders and staff could not be justified in the second half of 1918, when the Australian Corps oozed experience at all levels. Now I have made greater allowance for this tendency. He was intellectually superior to his colleagues by a long way and knew their jobs as well as – and often better – than they did. And given that the buck stopped with him, it is perhaps surprising that he did not intervene more. I have also described how the war changed Monash for the better. Humbled by the simple nobility he saw in the soldiers he led, he grew to appreciate the common man as he never had before. I barely touched on this in the first book.


At that time, the historiography of the British Army and its generals in the First World War was largely mired in the ‘lions led by donkeys’ interpretation that had taken hold soon after the war ended. Thanks to a new wave of mainly British historians, the historiography now has a refreshing dynamism, resulting in a range of interpretations that provides rich food for thought. As Monash and the Australians, like the other soldiers of the British Empire, formed part of British armies and were subject to the British high command, I have considered them against the main arguments in these newer works. Again, what I originally said regarding Monash remains valid.


Command and control studies, for example, have revealed how command devolved as the war went on, enhancing the role of corps and divisional commanders. Monash’s freedom as a corps commander in 1918, which struck me when I first wrote, attested to this devolution. Great attention has also been given to the evolutionary developments in materiel, technology and the British Expeditionary Force’s (BEF) war-fighting efficiency, all encompassed by the term ‘learning curve’. It wound and bumped upward rather than ascending in a smooth continuum, but the BEF ended the war far more capable in all respects than it had been at the beginning. The Australians were part of the progression. As a detailed study of Monash’s development as a military commander, the original book traced his learning process. This edition places it more fully within the context of the general learning curve. In Monash’s case, there were few bumps.


So long taken for granted, the superiority of dominion forces over British troops is now disputed. During the advance to victory in 1918, recent research has shown, dominion formations did not have a monopoly on winning. Even average British divisions were highly effective because the main determinant of success, it is said, was the preponderance of artillery that the BEF enjoyed in the second half of the war. This is true to a considerable extent, but to attribute every successful outcome to the guns is much like saying that wars can be won solely by airpower. In general, artillery, no matter how plentiful, can only neutralise an objective; when it lifts the infantry must still take the objective, which brings their tactical skill into play. Tanks and other forms of support can assist. Success therefore depends on the smooth working of a combined arms team and, as the first edition brought out, the Australian Corps under Monash functioned as one to an exceptional degree. It was also much larger than British corps and, unlike them, always comprised the same divisions. Monash’s insistence on uniformity of thought, policy and tactical method took full advantage of its homogeneity. The quality of its soldiers was outstanding.


Judgements on how good those soldiers were are perhaps best left to those who fought with them, rather than to historians writing in comfortable offices a century later. One British officer who served alongside the Australians in 1918 and later became a general, reckoned that they were the best infantry of the war and perhaps of all time. Another British officer, who was a general, called them undoubtedly the finest troops in the world. Monash acknowledged that the quality of his soldiers made military miracles possible. As the first book demonstrated, his skill as a general, which deeply impressed his British counterparts, was indispensable in making the corps greater than the sum of its parts. Like the Canadian Corps, and for similar reasons, the Australian Corps achieved consistent, rather than occasional, success. That lifted it above the ruck.


The story of Monash’s rise from colonial Jewish militiaman to his nation’s highest field command in its costliest war is as unlikely as it is inspiring. I felt this strongly when I first wrote; I feel it still. The story stands true on its own merits; it needs no embellishing by fanciful claims. Monash remains Australia’s greatest general; some would say he is the greatest Australian.


I would like to acknowledge those who made this new edition of Monash as Military Commander possible. Dr Andrew Richardson of the Australian Army History Unit saw the need as the centenary of 1918 approached. Over a cup of coffee he persuaded me to undertake the project (I am easily bought), was indefatigable in obtaining photographs and spent hours converting an almost useless OCR scan of the first edition into a workable document. His dedication and belief were touching. Catherine McCulloch and Eric Olason drew the maps with the perfectionist’s eye for accuracy and detail. Cathy McCullagh proofread the manuscript, a task made more demanding than usual by the plethora of spelling errors in the OCR scan (it read, for example, ‘Blamey’ as ‘Blarney’). Knowing that I had heavy consulting commitments and was working on other books, Denny Neave of Big Sky Publishing compressed the production schedule to give me more time to complete this one. Peter Burness and Dr Robert Nichols, my two amigos from our Australian War Memorial days, offered advice and suggestions. Last and most importantly, a hurrah to my partner Marylou Pooley, whose patience and cheerful good humour are inexhaustible and make me wish I could be more like her. To one and all, my heartfelt thanks.


Peter Pedersen


Canberra, 2018
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INTRODUCTION




Few aspects of military history have aroused as much controversy as the performance of British commanders on the Western Front in World War I. Postwar revulsion from the enormous casualty lists led to portrayals of them as a group of incompetent fumblers, rarely leaving the comfort of their well-appointed châteaux as they presided over the destruction of a generation in the mud of the Somme and Passchendaele. The particular target of this odium was the Commander-in-Chief (C-in-C), Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig. His army commanders, particularly Generals Sir Hubert Gough and Sir Henry Rawlinson, also shared in it. While their reputations have been rehabilitated to some extent by more modern scholarship, Haig and his generals remain controversial figures.


By contrast, the star of Lieutenant General Sir John Monash has always shone brightly. Yet Monash served in the comparatively junior appointment of commander of the Australian Corps, and then only in the last six months of the war. In 1919 he reputedly took one month to write his own account of his leadership of the Corps, entitled The Australian Victories in France in 1918, while supervising the demobilization and repatriation of the AIF. It stands up well overall, despite the inevitable factual errors resulting from such haste and the occasional tendency of Monash, who had no way of knowing what was happening at higher levels of command, to claim credit for himself and the Corps that rightly belonged elsewhere. His formation always operated as part of the British Fourth Army and, with one notable exception during the advance astride the Somme at the end of August 1918, he was strictly bound by the orders of its commander. Therefore, Monash’s decision-making was limited, and it is safe to say that the outcome of the war was not decisively influenced by him.


C.E.W. Bean discussed the crucial offensive operations of 1918 in his Official History, but he was concerned more with the achievements of the Australian soldier than with those of his commander. Though Bean refuted some of Monash’s claims, he let others pass, possibly because the material against which they could be checked was not available. Much of the considerable literature on Monash that has appeared in recent years has relied heavily on these two sources. The result has been the constant repetition of the same time-worn clichés and conclusions, accepted almost invariably without question. Emphasis on his prewar civil career, rather than his militia service as a factor in explaining his wartime success, is one notable example. The statement ‘Monash got better as he went along. He was a better divisional than a brigade commander and a better corps than a divisional commander’ is another.


As opposed to the amount of ink that has been spilt in either condemnation or praise of Haig and his colleagues, no detailed professional study of Monash the commander exists, though a spate of popular works on him has appeared. His battlefields on Gallipoli and the Western Front have rarely been traversed (except by Bean), to assess the advantages the terrain offered to him as a general or to his opponent. Similarly, the question of how much his service as a brigade and a divisional commander assisted him at corps level has almost never been asked, let alone answered. He is often presented as a general who willingly delegated responsibility and did not interfere with subordinates once he had done so. This apparently contradicts the meticulous attention to detail that was another of his well-known qualities. No explanation of the paradox can be found. Alluding to the absence of worthwhile knowledge of this commander who occupies such an important place in its historiography, John Terraine once remarked: ‘Monash has collected a mythology as has so much else of World War One’.


The qualities that Field Marshal Lord Wavell thought the successful general must possess form a useful starting-point for an assessment of Monash. Wavell placed robustness, ‘the ability to stand the shocks of war’, at the top of his list. These shocks did not merely embrace the unexpected turn of events, such as an unforeseen enemy action or a change in the weather, for such is the rule rather than the exception in war. Wavell was also referring to the strain imposed upon a general by his responsibility for the lives of those he commands, in Monash’s case the 150 000 men of the Australian Corps.


Moral courage is obviously an important element in the discharge of that responsibility. The other form of courage, physical bravery, is not as essential ‘as it was in the old days of close range fighting, but it still is of very considerable importance today in determining the degree of risk a commander will take to see for himself what is going on’. Monash’s failure in this respect was the most frequent charge made against him. While he utilized successfully other abilities to plan and conduct operations without seeing the battlefield, there were several instances where a plan might have been improved or casualties reduced had he done so. The same criticism is often levelled at Haig.


While an understanding of strategy and tactics is important, according to Wavell ‘the real foundations of military knowledge’ are topography, movement and supply. Monash’s excellence in all three areas distinguished him from his contemporaries, as did his view, a given nowadays, that the administrative functions of command, embodied in movement and supply, were just as important as the operational function. As a brigadier on Gallipoli, he was as much concerned with the retrieval of his men’s personal kits from Reserve Gully, the position they had just left, as with the consolidation of the line gained after the advance of 6-7 August. Good administration generates a soldier’s confidence in his leaders. He knows that no effort will be spared to ensure that he is well fed, rested and looked after when wounded or sick. For a general who cares for his men’s welfare, the reward is their willing response to demands that other commanders might hesitate to make.


But the strain of operations ultimately tells on even the best troops, irrespective of the tactical skill or the administrative ability of those commanding them. The good general knows when this limit has been reached. With good reason, Monash kept the Australian Corps in the line despite its exhaustion. The Germans were even more tired, but the constant pressure applied against them prevented any chance of their recovery on his front. At a time when the war was in its decisive phase, Monash displayed great determination, another quality required of a general. The example of Haig in 1916 and 1917 suggests, however, that determination can be dangerous, unless it is tempered by tactical insight or flair. Wavell went further: ‘no general can be lucky unless he is bold. The general who allows himself to be bound and hampered by regulations is unlikely to win a battle’. Boldness and good fortune were important elements of Monash’s success.


In one respect the works of Wavell and other writers on generalship, such as Sir Basil Liddell Hart and J.F.C. (John) Fuller, are not really appropriate to the study of Monash’s military development: they apply mainly to the C-in-C. Major General E.K.G. (Eric) Sixsmith asserts that the degree to which the various qualities should be emphasized depends on the level of command under consideration. As a brigadier, Monash’s responsibility was usually confined to four battalions. The concentration of guns and ammunition, the administration of labour in rear areas, the employment of aircraft and corps or divisional troops, were not his concern. They came within the purview of a divisional or a corps commander. At these levels, Monash had to know the capabilities of the arms and services at his disposal and how they should be employed. Problems of coordination between them increased. There were experts on his staff who could assist him, but he had to assess their advice on the basis of his own knowledge.


Monash’s age was less important on the Western Front than it had been on Gallipoli. Youth was an asset for an infantry brigadier on the Peninsula, but Monash was almost fifty when he landed there. While he withstood the campaign’s rigours better than many of his contemporaries, there was at least one occasion, on 8 August 1915, as his brigade attacked Hill 971 in the Sari Bair range, when his years told against him.


Conversely, as a brigade commander, Monash was far removed from political pressures. While commanding the Australian Corps, he was directly answerable to W.M. Hughes, the Prime Minister. Twice, in 1918, he disagreed strongly with Hughes’s proposals. At this level, then, political considerations added to his burdens as a commander. As Field Marshal Montgomery has written: ‘The soldier and politician have got to learn to understand each other; this is essential for the conduct of modern war’.


Unlike the senior British commanders, Monash was not a regular soldier. To what extent did his prewar civil training and experience as a brilliant engineer benefit him as a higher commander? Liddell Hart concluded in 1936:


Since technical proficiency and executive habit count for more in the lower grades, it is to be inferred that a non-professional soldier who proved himself barely the equal of many regulars as a battalion or brigade commander might prove outstanding when and if he reached a higher command. That inference was confirmed by actual experience in the Dominion Forces, notably in the case of General Monash.


Morris Janowitz has argued that the same problems of administration, research and development and the maintenance of initiative and morale are shared by both the civilian and military establishments. Consequently, the professional officer must ‘develop more and more of the skills and orientations common to civilian administration and civilian leaders’. Reinforcing Liddell Hart’s contention, he suggested that a routine military career diminishes the effectiveness of the military leader; most of the great American commanders ‘have complied with conventional career forms; but in addition, they have frequently had specialised and innovating experience which have increased their usefulness to the military profession’. In his controversial study of high command, Norman Dixon claimed that in principle, Monash was no different:


We can only assume that he, like Janowitz’s great Americans, was lucky to have escaped the mind blunting, routinized career of a large mercenary military organization, where the real skills demanded by the complex task of generalship are gradually expunged by orthodox militarism.


Dixon’s use of the word ‘militarism’ is inappropriate, but the point is made, nevertheless. It contains a contemporary lesson for those who wish to find one.


Owing to its stultifying effect, the military experience of many British generals made them singularly unfitted to command on the Western Front. Field Marshal Lord Carver, one of the most literate of modern military writers, was not surprised that its conditions overwhelmed them:


The means of transport available, and the short distance between base and front line, permitted the deployment of hordes of men and mountains of material. Not only was the latter available in large quantities (although never enough to satisfy the consumers), but it included entirely novel developments: the motor car and all its variants up to and including the tank; the aeroplane; radiotelephony; … all in use for the first time in Europe. The machine gun, the mine, gas, greatly improved explosives: all these added complications not only to the direction of operations, but also to their logistic support and to the problems of industrial production and the labour required for it.


Clearly, service on the Indian Frontier or against the Boers in South Africa was no preparation for the breaching of a trench system, scientifically sited and skilfully defended, which stretched from the Swiss border to the North Sea. As Marshal Ferdinand Foch, the Allied Generalissimo in 1918, remarked: ‘I have only one merit. I have forgotten what I taught and what I learned’.


The size of the battlefield and the vast numbers of troops involved prevented commanders directing operations from vantage points as in ages past. They had to remain at communication centres in headquarters well to the rear, waiting for information – that was scanty, unreliable and, owing to fire, frequently delayed – in order to form a mental picture of the battle. Success was often measured by the commander’s ability, in spite of these limitations, to visualize the positions of his own forces and those of the enemy on terrain the shape of which he could deduce from the map. Field Marshal Baron von der Goltz, a famous German military writer, described this quality of creative imagination as ‘most essential to a commander’, and cited the example of Napoleon to demonstrate it:


The positions of his corps, divisions and brigades at any given time were always present to his mind. He therefore forgot nothing, and he never failed to notice chance means for the attainment of the end in view; he thought of things which everyone else would have forgotten.


Perhaps more important is the quality of creative originality in the planning of an operation, for a sound plan is the foundation of success in battle. Faulty plans rarely result in victory. The general has to appreciate the strengths of his opponent and formulate his plan to minimize their effect. None of the principles he employs is new. Flexibility, good communications and administration, economy of force, surprise and secrecy, mobility, concentration, concealment and originality have existed as fundamental tenets ever since war began. Thus surprise may be obtained by launching a feint elsewhere, making all preparations for the battle at night, when the enemy cannot observe them, or by doing the unexpected, such as attacking on a flank instead of frontally. The method of achieving it is the manifestation of creative originality. The principle itself remains constant. Usually the qualities of creative imagination and creative originality are indistinguishable. Commanders have to visualise or ‘imagine’ their plan unfolding almost at the same time as they prepare it before the battle or are forced by circumstances to change it during the battle.


Although he believed that the mind of a commander could only be examined through the medium of historical examples, Liddell Hart added:


But such study of military history should be directed mainly to discover the commander’s thoughts and impressions and the decisions which sprang from them … For it matters little what the situation actually was at any particular point or moment; all that matters is what the commander thought it was. Whenever possible in this work, Monash has been allowed to explain in his own words his decisions and the reasons for them and also his feelings and attitudes on questions of personal importance to him.


Often a curious mixture of contradiction emerges: humour, bravery, ruthlessness, stupidity and vanity, as opposed to tragedy, timidity, humanity, brilliance and humility. These elements are inevitably revealed by the study of how one man prepared himself successfully to overcome the various challenges war set for him. They are also inevitable in war itself.










Chapter 1


A Wide Civilian Training




John Monash was born to Jewish parents in West Melbourne on 27 June 1865. His father, Louis Monash, was the fourth of ten children and emigrated from his birthplace in Krotoschin, Prussian Poland, to Australia in 1853, intending to seek his fortune on the Victorian goldfields. Once in Melbourne, however, he soon appreciated the tremendous commercial opportunities generated by the heady expansion of the colony and joined a firm of soft goods importers as its junior partner. It was a secure occupation, though less glamorous than the brawling, romantic transience of the gold rushes. Towards the end of 1862, Louis Monash returned to Poland to buy stock for the company and visit his relations in Prussia. The journey was significant in a personal sense, too, for in Stettin he met and married Bertha Manasse, ten years younger than himself and the sister of his brother’s wife. The couple arrived in Melbourne on 5 June 1864. John was their first child and only son.


John Monash’s education began at St Stephen’s Church of England School in Richmond, where he was described by his headmaster as a ‘boy of much present intelligence’. In 1874 the family moved to the remote New South Wales (NSW) town of Jerilderie, where Louis Monash opened a general store. John was exposed to the ways of the bush and the character of its earthy inhabitants as he joined their children in the classroom of William Elliott, Jerilderie’s only schoolteacher. Elliott tried to cater for the sharpness of his new pupil’s intellect by teaching him much that was outside the school curriculum, including higher mathematics. He also employed the ten-year-old Monash as a pupil-teacher to instruct the more backward children. Within three years, however, it was obvious that Monash’s developing mind was being stifled by the isolation and absence of challenge in Jerilderie. Elliott strongly urged his parents to send him back to the city. At the end of 1877 Bertha Monash returned to Melbourne with her three children, leaving her husband in Jerilderie, and later in Narrandera, to provide for the family. Louis did not rejoin them until 1883. Jerilderie had been a source of fascination for Monash. He spent much of his time among the Aborigines or just rambling through the bush, chasing kangaroos and watching the bullock teams that brought provisions to the town. He also saw the tragedy of country life as drought gripped the land. His love of bushwalking probably had its origins there.1


In October 1877 Monash entered Scotch College, and Elliott’s expectations were more than fulfilled. He left in December 1881 as equal dux of the school, dux in mathematics and modern languages, and winner of the Matriculation Exhibition in mathematics.2 In addition, he had won the English prize almost every year. One of his contemporaries at Scotch described Monash as a quiet, studious boy who took no part in games. If drawn into a quarrel, he totally disarmed his opponent with obloquy and argument; his command of English was not confined to the written word alone. Although the college’s emphasis on academic excellence rather than sporting prowess contributed to his development, the greatest single influence on Monash in these early years was his mother. A matriarchal figure, she was convinced of her son’s destiny as a great man. Under her guidance he became an accomplished classical pianist and acquired a love of literature that included Dickens, Scott, Lytton, Eliot and many of the finest French and German works in their original languages.


Monash’s own literary aspirations began when he was thirteen with a report on a concert, and later included occasional pieces for country newspapers and university journals. In 1878 he saw Struck Oil, and so captivated was he by the play that for a long time afterwards he acted scenes from it with his sister Mathilde (Mat), coaching her in her lines. As he grew older, she noticed his organising ability in the direction of games at his sisters’ parties and the staging of memorable fireworks displays in the backyard of their home. At Christmas 1882 Monash went on a walking holiday with his friend George Farlow, who was impressed by his careful calculation of the number of miles to be walked each day in order to make certain towns by nightfall. Monash planned to carry no food and very little clothing. The adventure unfolded exactly as he intended. His charm and manners always obtained food and drink and, on one occasion, his ability at the piano secured them accommodation.


In March 1882 Monash enrolled in the Faculty of Arts at the University of Melbourne, hoping ultimately to become a civil engineer. He was soon disenchanted by the soporific and repetitious lectures of professors whom he censured frequently in later years for their inability to keep abreast of modern thought and research. Abandoning formal instruction, he spent hours at the university and Melbourne public libraries, reading literature and history. He did not absorb knowledge uncritically: a lecture by a Mr Beavis on 14 July 1882 was straight plagiarism, while the reading of Macaulay’s Life, Letters and Diary ‘will probably have the effect of altering the style of my diary’. Monash became a strong debater, took painting lessons, occasionally attended Parliament or the Law Courts and, as a sign of things to come, travelled all over Melbourne to watch the operation of dredges and any form of engineering construction. These activities left him little time for lectures. Not surprisingly, Monash failed his first year and had to sit supplementary examinations. A more deliberate approach to study produced nothing better than third class honours for 1883. Deliverance from despair came through his deep involvement in student politics. He was instrumental in the foundation of the students’ union and championed student grievances in the university paper with his fluent pen. But his academic results for 1884 were again mediocre. Troubled by the fatal illness of his mother, he ignored study altogether in 1885 and, short of money, sought full-time employment in engineering.


Joining the firm responsible for the Princes Bridge over the Yarra, Monash displayed almost a natural aptitude for field engineering work. His approach was one of constant enquiry: ‘He was most enthusiastic and embarrassingly curious. He always wanted to know the reason for things.’ Over the next two years Monash was engaged in design and construction planning, opened a quarry ten miles away from the bridge site and ran a supply yard. In 1888 he switched to the company constructing the Melbourne Outer Circle suburban railway and was soon in charge of the entire works.


Monash’s situation resembled that of the platoon commander. Supervising a group of men working on difficult tasks in arduous conditions, he was responsible for their welfare, and to his employer for the completion of the project as efficiently as possible consistent with the standards required. If the comparison is taken further, the disadvantages under which Monash laboured become apparent. Unlike the platoon commander, he could not fall back on a hierarchical system of discipline to manage the labourers under him, who ‘were not, as a rule, persons of refinement’. At an early age then, Monash began to develop the art of managing men, relying on his powers of leadership and expression alone to persuade them to work for him.


Monash’s reasonable hopes that the work on the railway might lead to more profitable employment were dashed by the onset of an economic recession before the project was completed. His marriage to Hannah Victoria Moss (known as Vic) in April 1891 and the birth of their only child, Bertha, two years later, made this financial hardship even more difficult to bear. Emotionally, the relationship was a disastrous one, marked by unending quarrels that flowed from the couple’s basic incompatibility. They separated in September 1894 and, although the marriage slowly improved after Vic’s sudden return the following July, Monash recalled that his daughter ‘had a most unhappy time until she was eighteen or so.’ She was his deepest pride: ‘there has never been a cloud between us and never anything but perfect confidence and trust.’ Ironically, Monash now scored the academic success that had eluded him during several years of comparative serenity. Just before his wedding, he had finished his engineering degree, winning the Argus scholarship as top student. By the end of 1893 he had gained his master’s degree in engineering, finally completed his Bachelor of Arts and equipped himself with a Bachelor of Laws.


Monash was next employed by the Melbourne Harbour Trust as Assistant Engineer and Chief Draftsman, designing the swing bridge over the Maribyrnong River, the first in Victoria, transit sheds for the Yarra wharves, and roads and drainage schemes. He detested the monotony, inertia and absence of challenge typical of government service, while the security it offered was temporary, for the depression forced his retrenchment in April 1894. Almost immediately he joined an old friend, J.T. Noble Anderson, in partnership as a patent agent and a civil, mining and mechanical engineer. Desperate measures were often taken as the pair sought to establish their company, Monash & Anderson. Their fees were the lowest permitted by the London Institute of Civil Engineers, they approached shires to engage them as consultants rather than employing a shire engineer and, hoping to win future lucrative contracts, accepted many jobs for expenses only. In January 1896 Monash camped in a bark hut for three weeks while engaged on the design of an aerial railway carrying quartz from a mine in Gippsland. The complexity of the work, delays in the arrival of materials and mounting debts prevented completion by the agreed date. Although Monash and Anderson won the court case when the mining company cancelled the contract, they earned nothing from the project but experience.


While the company struggled, Monash’s work in legal engineering as an advocate and expert witness increased, justifying his earlier foresight in studying law. The work took him to other colonies for long periods. His penetrating lucidity was always apparent, future prime minister R.G. Menzies regarding him as the greatest advocate he had heard. Meanwhile Anderson had secured an agreement making Monash & Anderson Victorian agents for Carter & Gummow, a firm holding the Australian patent rights for Monier reinforced concrete construction. The Anderson Street bridge across the Yarra was the largest work yet attempted in Australia with the new technique and demonstrated its efficiency. Monash had little to do with the project, although rarely refuting claims attributing it to him. He soon mastered the process, which used iron rods or grids to bear tensile strains while the concrete moulded around them took the compressive strains.
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Construction of the Anderson Street bridge over the Yarra River, Melbourne, 1899 (Monash University Archives).


Monier work seemed a profitable alternative when a slump overtook conventional engineering activity. But the company was so straitened financially that work on several bridges in Bendigo and a gold mine in Maryborough could begin only after the institution of further severe economies and the forbearance of creditors. Impecunious shires defaulted on payments, necessitating legal proceedings that were often costly and protracted. Monash’s health suffered and he occasionally surrendered to fits of depression:


For years he was to be humiliated by his indebtedness, suffering scores of demands for payment and solicitors’ letters. He was often months behind with his rent and life assurance payments ... he did not send a cable to his sister Lou on her wedding day ... he had to let his associateship of the Institution of Civil Engineers lapse …


 Salvation came from the Monier Pipe Company, formed in 1901 to capitalise on the suitability of reinforced concrete for pipe manufacture. Dame Nellie Melba’s father, David Mitchell, provided the working capital and held a 40 per cent share, the same as Monash & Anderson. Monash divided his time between the two concerns and threw himself into studies of the wider uses of reinforced concrete. His fluency in German gave him a distinct edge because most of the relevant journals were written in the language. By 1905 the partnership with Anderson had been dissolved, and a new company – The Reinforced Concrete and Monier Pipe Construction Company – was established with Monash as superintending engineer, Mitchell as its chairman of directors and John Gibson its managing director. As many as a dozen different jobs proceeded concurrently. Erected in 1911, the Janvale bridge boasted the largest spans in Australia for a structure of its class. Extensions were added to the Melbourne Town Hall and hospital. A South Australian branch, founded by Monash in June 1906, was equally successful. At the end of 1913 he estimated his worth at over £30 000, the present-day equivalent of almost $3.5 million.
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Monash and his wife (left) with workmen on site at the Fyansford bridge, which spanned the Moorabool River near Geelong, 1899 (Norman Photo IN202, Monash University Archives).


Monash was at the zenith of his pre-war fortunes. He purchased Iona, a house in the prestigious Melbourne suburb of Toorak, and the beautification of its gardens became a pleasure to be recalled wistfully during the war years. In 1909 he assumed the presidency of the University Club and subsequently was elected to the University Council, ‘a body of twenty who have the entire government of the University.’ Another triumph was his unopposed election as President of the Victorian Institute of Engineers in 1912. Two years earlier, Monash had taken his family on a world tour. He was struck by the  ‘extraordinary development of means of transit, chiefly underground, in the great European cities’ and by the application of engineering to the ‘daily conveniences of life’, such as ‘mechanical ventilation’ and ‘cooking by electricity at the breakfast table’. By comparison, Australia seemed ‘a little provincial place’, while its engineers, Monash told the Victorian Institute, could not ‘think big’ and saw no reason to remedy their ignorance of advances elsewhere. He urged communication between engineers in order to create a community of knowledge and experience.


Monash’s expression of his strong beliefs in such forthright terms took considerable moral courage, an indispensable asset for command at a high level, where political as well as military pressure sometimes result in suppression of contrary or ‘uncomfortable’ views. He was also showing other qualities essential in a military commander. Monash insisted on punctuality and tidiness. He planned each day methodically, crossing off agenda items with horizontal and vertical lines. Gaps in the latter signified uncompleted tasks, and these would head the agenda for the following day. This simple method ensured that nothing was overlooked and illustrated the extreme thoroughness that characterised his every action. In later life he was reputed to sleep with a dictaphone by his bed in case he was struck by a good idea during the night. Monash was also a man of patience. As chairman of the Inventions Board in 1909–10 he encouraged inventors, even if their ideas seemed chimerical. Though expressing little interest in sport, he exercised by taking long walks with the Wallaby Club in Melbourne.


Considerable weight attaches to Monash’s engineering and business background when explaining his wartime performance. Bean maintained that Monash prepared operations with the same infinite care and using largely the same administrative methods that he employed in the construction of a bridge. Later generations of military historians have agreed with the analogy. Major General Hubert Essame, a British military historian who fought in both world wars, claimed that Monash’s experience in the planning and execution of large-scale engineering projects was based on qualities equally applicable to the command of a corps: foresight, flexibility, cooperation, economy, delegation of authority and awareness of time. Nor was Monash reticent on the subject, writing on the day after the Armistice in 1918:


... engineering work has played an important role in this war. Not only are the whole of our battle operations based upon scientific technique of a high order, but every commander of a Corps is constantly confronted with vast problems of engineering and construction, in the form of roads, railways, bridges, water supply and sanitation, and all these on a scale of magnitude larger than is easy to convey.


However, the qualities enunciated by Essame are fundamental characteristics of any competent commander or business leader. They are certainly not the exclusive province of the engineer. The important distinction lies in the definition of engineering as ‘literally a mode of looking at things’, its practitioner ‘the man with the genius first to recognise the real conditions of the technical problems before him and then by skilful effort to discover an adequate solution.’ As his pioneering of reinforced concrete shows, Monash possessed these attributes in high degree. In addition, his powerful mind, itself an important factor contributing to the development of a commander, greatly exceeded those of his contemporaries. Finally, his vast knowledge endowed Monash with tremendous versatility, allowing him to grapple with the essentials of most matters. When these qualities of intellect were ordered by the rigours of the engineering mode of thought, the result was formidable, as his wartime chief of staff, the future Field Marshal Sir Thomas Blamey, recalled:


… the most highly trained mind that I had to deal with in the war. He brought to bear on any problem a most intense concentration of thought which produced a clarity in details of plan not often met with.


Of the five divisional commanders who served under Monash in the Australian Corps, only one, Major General Ewen Sinclair-MacLagan, was a regular officer in 1914. Like Monash, the remainder were citizen soldiers, whose livelihood remained their civil profession. Thomas Glasgow was a grazier, Charles Rosenthal and Talbot Hobbs were architects, while John Gellibrand was an orchardist, although he had served in the British Army and graduated from its staff college at Camberley. Monash felt that such civil experience conferred positive advantages on the ‘amateur’ generals of Australia and Canada who rose to high rank during the war:


This advantage rested upon a wide civilian training as engineers or architects or as captains of industry – a training far more useful for general applications to new problems than the comparatively narrower training of the professional soldier.


 There is a less abstruse reason for stressing the importance of Monash’s pre-war civil career. From the outset he was confronted with adversity: his parents’ penury, completion of his education by part-time study, the fragility of his marriage, the struggle to support a young family with limited means, and the demands made on his time by military and university activities. In the immediate pre-war years his life was a constant struggle in the business world, where profit was the sole criterion of success. Monash’s output of work was staggering. Though 1910 and 1911 were relatively easy years, he resumed the principal burden in 1913 when his partner, Gibson, went overseas. Spanning thirty years, such an environment could not be conquered by intellect alone. Equally important were the capacity to translate thought into action and the ability to persist with great driving power in the face of difficulties.3 By requiring the quality that Wavell called ‘robustness’, Monash’s circumstances provided admirable training for the ‘frictions’ experienced at every level of command in war. As his prosperity increased, so too did Monash’s confidence in his own judgement, another essential ingredient of successful command.


The vicissitudes of civil life did not distinguish between those with technical backgrounds and those without. Monash’s great contemporary, Lieutenant General Sir Arthur Currie, the commander of the Canadian Corps, experienced troubles that matched his own. After some years as a schoolteacher and insurance salesman, Currie turned to real estate, capitalising on the boom conditions then prevailing in British Columbia. But, unlike Monash, he failed to preserve a proper balance between his business and outside interests. His attention to the former became ‘more perfunctory’ as he concentrated on service in the militia. When the crash came in 1913–14, Currie was almost ruined, and his debts remained a millstone around his neck throughout the war. Nonetheless, he commanded his corps with conspicuous success, demonstrating abilities that rivalled Monash’s. The example of Currie shows that the value of civil experience does not derive only from the technical professions.
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Lieutenant General Sir Arthur Currie. Like Monash, Currie was a pre-war militiaman who stood for sound planning, technical expertise and innovative tactics. He ranks with Monash as one of the most able commanders in the BEF (AWM H06979).


Monash’s powerful mind, his comprehensive education, his professional experience and the challenges he faced were the outstanding themes of his pre-war civil career. Others possessed some of these attributes or surmounted similar obstacles, but none combined them to the degree that Monash did. His pre-war army career was also important for the training in military organisation, tactics and administration it offered. Together with Monash’s personal qualities, the union of soldier and civilian was a preparation for high command at least equal to that of Haig and army commanders such as Henry Rawlinson, Hubert Gough or Edmund Allenby, and, in terms of potential results in a war such as that which began in August 1914, far greater.




Chapter 2


My Long Cherished Hope for Military Advancement






With the departure of British garrison troops in 1870, the Victorian government assumed responsibility for the defence of that colony. A small permanent force was augmented by about 4000 volunteers, organised into cavalry, infantry, artillery, engineers, torpedo (sea mine) and signal units. Each volunteer corps was largely self-contained and heavily dependent for its effectiveness on the personality and drive of the commanding officer, usually the man who raised it. This excessive concentration of authority was only one of the several serious faults of the volunteer system. Its very nature precluded a high standard of uniform training and officer education at a time when ominous portents pointed to the need for capable defence forces. The growing armaments race in Europe, the Anglo-Russian crisis of 1878, the fear of Asian immigration, which accompanied the rise of Japan, and anxiety over French intentions in the New Hebrides combined to stimulate the colonies into action. Victoria established a Department of Defence, becoming the only Australian colony to maintain a state department, headed by a minister, concerned solely with defence matters. The Volunteer Force was progressively disbanded and, under the Discipline Act of 1883, replaced by a corps of paid militia. Serving officers of the British Army, who were engaged to fill the senior command positions in the Victorian Military Forces, supervised the reorganisation and, subsequently, the new training programs. Among the militia units formed were the four infantry battalions of the Victorian Rifles. ‘D’ Company of the 4th Battalion was furnished by Melbourne University, and one of its members was John Monash, who had enlisted as a private in July 1884.
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Colour Sergeant Monash (left) University (D) Company, Victorian Rifles, 1885 (Norman Photo IN1409, Monash University Archives).


Monash’s reasons for joining the University Company remain obscure. The increased defence consciousness may have stimulated his interest. Many of his friends – for example J.W. Parnell and George Farlow – had enlisted, possibly placing peer pressure on him to do the same. In October 1884 he was promoted and soon acquired the nickname ‘Corporal Potash’. He became sergeant in 1885 and was awarded a certificate of proficiency for flag signalling. In the following year he was promoted to colour sergeant, the senior sergeant in his company and responsible to his captain for its efficient administration and the preparation of ration returns and duty rosters. On parade he was to ‘call the roll, fix bayonets, open the ranks and then report to the officer commanding the company.’ Participation by the University Company in the annual contest for the Sir William Clarke prize afforded limited opportunities to develop minor tactical skills. As was to be expected in these early days, however, the standard attained by militia units was generally low. Constant training was the only remedy, but the University Company was hampered by its members’ inability to attend regular parades. For this reason it was disbanded on 23 July 1886. As Monash’s first military experience, it was too short and its activities too disjointed and rudimentary to be of any lasting and practical benefit. But it was an important awakening:


He had recognised his natural talent in this calling. Military theory had begun to excite him, he enjoyed the control of men in a hierarchical disciplined structure, and military precision appealed to a man who detested untidiness and disorder.


The University Company had also come to represent a means by which his burning ambition might be realised. Shortly after the unit was disbanded, he confided to his diary:


The matter which is now uppermost in my mind is the prospect of a near fulfilment of my long cherished hope for military advancement. I can scarcely understand why this wish is so intense within me, for I have been fully warned against expecting any ultimate advancement from the holding of a commission. Nevertheless the gorgeous uniform and all the pomp of officership bear for me sufficient attraction to make this attainment a matter of fierce desire.


His hunger for promotion, combined with childish delight in a dazzling uniform and the status inevitably bestowed on its wearer, suggest that Monash did not take too seriously those who told him there would be no long-term advantages. He had long forgotten this diary entry when he reflected on his life from the vantage point of a knighthood thirty-two years later. Handicapped by humble beginnings, Monash could only provide ‘the utmost that life can give’ for his family through ‘wealth and position’. They were equally important: ‘That is why, while working hard for so many years to get the most out of my profession in the way of monetary results, I devoted so much of my labours, also, to non-productive effort in both military and university spheres.’ He regarded politics as an avenue that was closed to him, probably because of his religion, and hence either the military or the university constituted ‘the only other road by which I could secure an unchallengeable position for ourselves.’


Monash heard that several vacancies existed in the Garrison Artillery units, particularly the North Melbourne Battery, which several members of the defunct University Company, including Farlow, had joined or were about to join. In August 1886 he told his friend Joe Miller, senior subaltern of the battery, that he would be ‘only too glad’ to be one of them. He asked Miller to give the battery commander, Major Jacob Goldstein, a character reference before meeting him. Though ‘feverishly awaiting’ the outcome of Goldstein’s decision, Monash was not formally attached to the battery until 3 March 1887. He was commissioned on 5 April, which enabled him to attend the Easter camp of the Militia Garrison Artillery at Port Phillip Heads.
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Monash’s commission as a lieutenant in the Victorian Military Forces, 1889 (Monash University Archives).


The two brigades of the Victorian Garrison Artillery (VGA) defended Port Phillip Bay and several smaller harbours. Monash’s battery was one of the four that formed the 1st Brigade. At the six-day Easter camp, batteries manned the forts they would occupy at Port Phillip Heads in time of war – in the case of the North Melbourne Battery, the fort at Point Nepean. The tactical working of coastal artillery was based on the division of guns into groups of two to four, commanded by a group officer. Two or three groups were then placed under a sub-commander, usually a captain, who was accountable to the fort commander. As a group officer, Monash planned the fire of his guns and was responsible for their efficient operation, duties requiring a thorough knowledge of both the equipment and the men who manned it. He had obtained his commission after demonstrating a detailed grasp of all the subjects taught on the annual gunnery course, comprising gun drills, construction and maintenance of guns and the use of sighting scales. By September 1896 Monash had risen to command the North Melbourne Battery, promotion to major following six months later, after he passed exams that rigorously tested his knowledge of all three arms. He was exercised practically in the formation and movement of a battalion and a cavalry squadron and examined theoretically in this work at brigade level. The cooperation of infantry, cavalry and artillery was emphasised, Monash being assessed as commander of a combined force in the four phases of operations: attack, defence, advance and withdrawal. There is no doubt that Monash’s military horizons were broadened by the study necessary for promotion. He was introduced to arms other than his own, the tactical and administrative difficulties they faced and the concept of all-arms cooperation.
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Captain Monash (front row, fifth from left) with other officers of the Garrison Artillery, 1895 (Norman Photo IN1417, Monash University Archives).


Unlike the infantry or cavalry, where physical endurance and the ability to cope with the unexpected were at a premium, the Garrison Artillery was a precision arm, demanding exact calculation to score direct hits on moving targets. It was an environment to which Monash’s technical training was particularly suited and soon applied. In common with its sister units, the North Melbourne Battery enjoyed only limited opportunities to train on modern breechloading weapons. Having grappled with the problem for some time, Monash and Captain John Stanley planned to erect in each militia battery orderly room a full-scale working model of a 5-inch breechloading gun. The design was Monash’s. Every part of the mechanism and mounting was reproduced, affording ‘a means of preliminary instruction quite as valuable and much less cumbersome than would be obtained from the gun itself.’ Undeterred when the Defence Department refused the £100 needed to build it, Monash and Stanley produced the first model at their own expense in November 1889. It worked successfully and soon proved indispensable. Ministerial approval was finally given for the purchase of the Stanley-Monash gun for the Harbour Trust, Port Fairy, Portland and Warrnambool batteries.


Monash was fascinated by the intimate relationship between technology and the development of modern weapons. As he said in an address to the University Science Club in August 1892: ‘no better instance of the enormous expansion of the field of applied science can be quoted.’ Monash discussed his subject in great technical detail, explaining various explosions in chemical terms and the trajectory of projectiles according to physical formulae. Of special interest were the advantages of breech-loading weapons and advances in small arms. He simplified this address for presentation to the United Services Institution of Victoria on 4 October 1894. Still a lieutenant, Monash spoke to an audience that included the Victorian Commandant, Major General Sir Alexander Tulloch, and several colonels and majors. Monash gave many other lectures on the science of artillery. His study did not occur within a contextual vacuum, for he understood fully how technology had changed the nature of warfare. ‘Fighting Machinery’ had replaced physical force and brute courage, Monash maintained, while ‘success in a great war of modern days will only be achieved by the perfect unity and accord between the forces on land and those at sea, acting together as a machine.’


As with all junior officers, many of Monash’s responsibilities were routine: conducting courses and examinations at home training parades, drafting instructional schemes and investigating cases of loss and damage. But already there were the first glimpses of a style of command as distinctive as it was practical. Commanding the North Melbourne Battery as a lieutenant at the Easter camp at Queenscliff in 1893, he stressed the importance of projecting a good image to the public. Singing was forbidden on railway stations and on arrival in camp; there was to be no skylarking; men were to retire quickly and quietly. He instructed his officers: ‘Settle all trivial complaints without referring to me, yet I want to know all that goes on.’ Monash demanded adherence to the chain of command. Although not so aloof as to be ignorant of the state and feelings of his battery, he did not want to be bothered by problems subordinates were competent to solve.


Monash’s ideas on training were also starting to emerge. His insistence on the constant exercise of their responsibilities was a method of instructing young officers and non-commissioned officers (NCOs). Soldiers should not merely learn drill by rote; they should understand ‘the nature of all machinery appliances used and the reasons for every operation.’ Within two months of being appointed to command it in 1896, he had reorganised the North Melbourne Battery, dividing it into two half batteries, each under a subaltern, for instructional and disciplinary purposes. These were then split into three subdivisions, each commanded by a sergeant, to allow monitoring of training and ensuring a more equitable distribution of responsibility. It was ‘absolutely essential that all instruction should be thorough and effective’, an aim frequently achieved by posting the officers as instructors. They had to be fully conversant not only with their own duties, but with the personnel and training of their sub-units, so as to be able to cope with any unforeseen contingency. Backward soldiers received special attention, while the training of all ranks concentrated on familiarising them with those functions in which they were least proficient.
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Captain Monash excels in the examinations for promotion to major, 1896 (Monash University Archives).


A unique picture of Monash as commander and trainer of the North Melbourne Battery was left by Colonel George Farlow:


 His orders were models of conciseness and at the same time completeness. Nothing was overlooked and at our camps if the slightest inconvenience to the men seemed inevitable, Monash would certainly hear of it and send his orderly for Captain This or Lieutenant That and it would be found that such a possibility was foreseen and provided for in the orders. He never buzzed about the tents of his men to see if they were properly provided for but what he did do was to think out all things and detail officers to work out the details and report to him as to their satisfactory development.


He supported his officers by asking each one as if casually to let him know later on how that particular officer was arranging his part of the scheme. I have often heard such a conference in which Monash would quite approve the officer’s scheme and then make what appeared to be a casual suggestion. To one experienced this little suggestion would enable the officer to achieve his projec fully to the CO’s satisfaction and the officer was probably unaware that the smooth working came about 1/10 from him and 9/10 from the casual suggestion.
 

 What Farlow did not make clear was the extent to which Monash, who was promoted to major in 1897, trespassed on the responsibilities of his subordinates when he ‘thought out all things’. Also missing is any mention of the critical relationship between commander and soldier. Monash’s service in the Garrison Artillery was his only experience of command at a level in which he was directly involved with the soldiers under him. When he felt they had been wronged, he defended them vigorously, as in July 1905, when seven men were recommended for dismissal for alleged fraudulent use of railway coupons. Protesting that there had been no formal trial and that his advice not been sought, Monash regretted that the action he consequently felt compelled to take might be construed as disloyalty to his commanding officer. He possessed the common touch, a quality all too often lacking in senior commanders of that period. No more eloquent testimony to Monash’s power of leadership exists than the touching words of one of his senior NCOs, Staff Sergeant A. Hollingsworth, a man who had joined the British Army twenty-five years before, in 1883: ‘... during the whole of that period, I have never had a better Officer and Gentleman to deal with. Nor have I had to deal with a better Artillery Officer, either Permanent or Militia.’


Monash’s success as commander of the North Melbourne Battery was achieved in a climate of great frustration, for the economic slump that had caused his retrenchment from the Harbour Trust also made deep inroads into the Victorian forces. As defence expenditure was slashed, units were disbanded, pay reduced and recruiting for the Permanent Forces stopped. The effects were especially severe in the Garrison Artillery. Many trained gunners resigned, leaving the corps with a large number of recruits. The Commandant commented soberly in his report of 1896 that ‘every effort is being made to drill and train these men – but it must be remembered that the artillery militiaman requires considerable training before being fit to take his place in the ranks.’ The problem was still evident in 1900, compounded by a lack of practice drill guns, which the government refused to provide.


The minor irritants were constant. Annual ammunition allotments were paltry. In 1892 a total of only 557 rounds was fired by the Garrison Artillery as a whole. Purchase of the latest weapons gradually resulted in a multiplicity of different types of guns, creating problems of training and supply. Monash criticised the deplorable condition of the minor equipment on which efficient functioning of the guns depended: no proper range-finders, primitive communications and the fighting positions in some forts badly chosen. Militia officers had frequently reported these matters, but nothing was done, a typical reaction of the permanent cadre, who studiously ignored their militia counterparts and allowed things ‘to go sailing on in a beautiful laissez-faire way’. Monash detested the permanent officers: he laughed at Tulloch’s installation of an obsolete gun at Point Nepean as a waste of money, and commented acidly on Colonel Dean-Pitt’s attempt in 1894 to fight all the forts as a single fortress system: ‘It was an egregious failure, clumsily planned, without previous instructions and the few hours which the work lasted were spent in abusive messages to the various [militia] Fort Commanders.’ Monash’s dislike of permanent officers was rooted in what he perceived as their inability to grasp the importance to their profession of military science:


None of the present VA [Victorian Artillery] officers have the necessary largeness of intelligence, skill of administration, or general scientific knowledge to grapple with the large and critical questions on which our success depends.


Their little minds are devoted to gun drill and petty routine, and such questions as the working out and teaching of a fighting scheme, the tactical study of the locality etc, etc, etc, never in the knowledge of militia officers seem to have been touched. 


 Monash served in the VGA for twenty-one years. It was the longest and most misunderstood period of his military career. Necessity dictated his choice of arm. He joined the VGA as the easiest avenue to commissioned rank, not because it epitomised the vital nexus between science and warfare. Monash’s awareness of that connection came gradually and probably accounted for the appeal of the corps – the number of training activities he attended at a time of personal and financial difficulty attested to his enthusiasm. The conviviality arising from membership of the United Services Institution of Victoria and the Naval and Military Club was an added source of pleasure. Despite the short-sighted cutbacks and the galling incompetence of its so-called ‘expert’ permanent officers, the Garrison Artillery was a useful training ground. It gave Monash lengthy experience of regimental command. The stereotype of the plodding ‘concrete gunner’ simply does not fit.


The distant rumbles of the Boer War were consigned to oblivion by Monash, who did not serve in South Africa for several cogent reasons. Personally and professionally, he could not afford a long absence from Victoria. Furthermore, the British War Office had requested infantry first and then cavalry. No artillery, least of all garrison artillery, was wanted. The second major event of the period was less remote. On 1 January 1901 the colonies federated into the Commonwealth of Australia and, exactly two months later, the Commonwealth Government assumed control of the various defence forces. The Defence Act, as formally proclaimed on 1 March 1904, provided for an army of Permanent and Citizen Forces, whose members could serve overseas only if they volunteered to do so. Viscount Esher’s recommendation for the British Army was also adopted through the replacement of the General Officer Commanding (GOC) appointment, then held in Australia by Major General Sir Edward Hutton, by a Military Board responsible for administration and an Inspectorate-General for discipline. After almost three years as GOC, Hutton departed on 15 November 1904. The effects of the Hutton era would not have escaped Monash, whose battery was now known as No. 3 Victorian Company, Australian Garrison Artillery. The GOC had been a tireless worker, travelling constantly to watch training, inspect troops and offer advice as part of his policy of tight central control over the state forces to assist their rapid integration into a national army. He had also inspired a group of younger officers that included Henry (‘Harry’) Chauvel, Cyril Brudenell White and, most important of all, Colonel William Bridges, the Chief of Intelligence and a member of the Military Board.
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Major General William Bridges. After joining the NSW permanent forces in 1885 as an artillery officer, he held mainly staff postings, through which he helped shape the pre-war Australian Army. The AIC, in which Monash served, was Bridges’ creation. But he had almost no command experience. As a field commander on Gallipoli, Bridges was a dud (AWM A02867).


Bridges was also concerned with training and general staff duties, creating a workload beyond the capacity of his understaffed department. In February 1907 he resurrected a suggestion that it should be split into two branches, training and intelligence, under directors answerable to a Chief of the General Staff (CGS). When the Defence Minister, Thomas Ewing, was unsympathetic, Bridges adopted a different approach, advocating the creation of an Intelligence Corps, which would ensure that the Army had men trained in intelligence duties and in the collection of information on Australia and her potential enemies. Embarrassed by press reports of the appalling state of intelligence, Ewing approved, and on 6 December 1907 the Australian Intelligence Corps (AIC) was formed. Initially, it consisted of about sixty militia officers organised into state sections, with Bridges directing the work through its commanding officer, Colonel James McCay. A former Defence Minister, then in command of the 8th Infantry Regiment, McCay’s intellectual power and political experience were overshadowed by his volatile temperament. But he wasted no time in asking his old friend Monash to command the Victorian section of the AIC. Monash accepted and was promoted to lieutenant colonel on 28 March 1908.
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Major General James McCay. A colleague of Monash from their school days together, McCay was highly intelligent and personally courageous, but his harsh leadership style and scathing tongue bred dislike and even loathing. The 5th Division was shattered under his command at Fromelles in July 1916 (Public Records Office Victoria VPRS 8933-P18).


Inspired by Monash, progress in Victoria outstripped that in other states, and by August the section was only two short of its establishment of fifteen.4 Except for staff clerks and draughtsmen, the AIC was composed exclusively of officers possessing ‘by virtue of their civil training or occupations, special qualifications for service in the Corps.’ Eleven in Monash’s section were professional men of some standing.5 Seven had previous military experience, ranging from four to twenty-six years, in which they had gained high qualifications in corps as varied as infantry, transport and engineers. Of the six civilians who applied for commissions, all but one had served in the militia or cadets. By Monash’s own admission, all were excellent officers, industrious, diligent and enthusiastic, and six months after their transfer to the AIC he was recommending the first promotions. Monash allocated to each of them responsibilities related to their civil occupations or military training. Lieutenant Reid, a stationmaster, was in charge of rail transport; Lieutenant Walters, a survey draughtsman, planned the preparation of maps, while Major James Semmens, his second-in-command and a secretary for the Ports and Harbours Department, handled contacts with the Navy among his many duties. Similar criteria governed Monash’s selection of officers throughout the tenure of his command. They were all generally qualified with civil skills of unique relevance to the corps. The final characteristic of the Victorian section was that its members were all almost as old as Monash, then forty-three. Clearly, it was no command in the conventional sense, as was the North Melbourne Battery. Monash was not leading young regimental officers and men whose military work bore little resemblance to their civil occupation. The reverse was true. These were older men of wide knowledge, skill and experience, both civilian and military. His role was more that of the business manager, directing diverse talents in the execution of a variety of tasks – in other words, the relationship between a commander and his staff.


The demands his new command made on Monash far exceeded those of the North Melbourne Battery. As many as six evenings per month were devoted to supervision of the four sections, which ‘were responsible, firstly, for the collection and collation of information on the transport, supply and manpower resources of the Commonwealth; secondly, for foreign information; thirdly for topography, including the preparation of maps; and finally, for a library, holding records, indexes and producing corps publications.’ Officers were allocated technical and service periodicals, from which articles of interest were noted, enabling them to keep abreast of developments in Europe and America more readily than their colleagues in the other combatant arms. As the only German speaker in the section, Monash examined the journals Kavalleristiche Monatschäfte, Militär Wochenblatt and Deutsche Kolonial Zeitung. He undertook to compile two chapters for the ‘Victorian Military Handbook’ and, when this project was cancelled, to prepare the chapter on harbours and landing places for the proposed Military Handbook of Australia.


Monash was also responsible for the training of his section, which involved lectures and attendance and instruction at various intelligence courses, the first of which he organised at the end of 1908. It was designed to prepare his officers for more advanced work at the AIC Instructional Course in Melbourne in January 1909. At this first meeting of the AIC as a corps, McCay spoke on mobilisation, logistics and the development and organisation of the Australian Army. It was appropriate that Bridges should deliver the keynote address, during which he made two points of critical importance. In his efforts to form the corps, he had battled to convince the authorities that more was required from it than the collection of intelligence in peace. He regarded its most vital function as the preparation of intelligence in war. Secondly, Bridges hoped that the AIC would provide staff officers for brigade and division headquarters should such formations ever be brought up to war establishment. These men would need knowledge beyond mere intelligence work, for they would be responsible for the full range of general staff duties.


The immediate tasks of the Victorian section, though, were very much those of a peacetime intelligence corps. In July 1908 it reported on the suitability of lighthouses as signal stations for an exercise designed to test Australia’s warning system. Information on numbers, types and the suitability of civilian vehicles for military use was hastily acquired for use in defence schemes. Compilation began of the ‘Intelligence Diary’, listing references to items of even the remotest military significance on Victoria, Australia and New Zealand, the Pacific and Indian oceans and general subjects. Information was also collected on consular representatives in Victoria and their staffs. Of all AIC functions, none was so important as map-making, which included reports on suitable defensive positions, communications and water supply. The urgent demands for maps were undiminished, probably spurred on by pressure from a government facing bitter criticism for the scarcity of topographical information on Australia. Monash’s experience of surveying and railway construction gave him unusual qualifications for this work, and he assumed control, specifying that the officer commanding the section normally responsible would remain ‘in subordinate charge’.


Monash’s understanding of the technical aspects of cartography was readily acknowledged by fellow officers skilled in the field. In March 1914 Lieutenant Walters protested to the CGS that the system of topographical survey about to be introduced in Australia was a retrograde step, suggesting instead a continuation of that ‘inaugurated by Colonel Monash, whose professional qualifications are beyond question’.6 By the end of 1912, maps had been completed for the Seymour-Avenel, Kilmore, Broadford, Glenaroua and Burrumbeet areas, and the map of the Melbourne region was well advanced. But overall progress was slow, as the information was usually gathered on weekends by teams of two men on bicycles, another example of the dedication of Monash’s officers. Despite his strenuous efforts to overcome the problem, which included a forthright letter to shire engineers appealing to their ‘patriotic spirit’ for assistance, it remained insoluble. At Monash’s suggestion, McCay approached Colonel C.F. Close, Chief of the Geographical Section of the Imperial General Staff, who recommended the transfer of mapping to the permanent staff. Monash’s practical knowledge of map-making was crucial to his style of command for it endowed him with the ability to visualise ground instantly by studying the map on which it was depicted. He was not concerned with maps as a means of accurate position finding; rather, map accuracy was only that which gave a true conception of the general form of ground and the general relation of levels.


The distinction between ‘pure’ intelligence functions and what would now be called operational staff duties was soon blurred, as at least some of Bridges’ hopes for the corps were realised. In October 1908 Monash’s section began preparing plans for the mobilisation of each unit in Victoria, and in the following year for the trans-shipment of troops at Albury-Wodonga, a result of the absurd difference in railway gauge from NSW. Monash’s scheme was an ideal staff solution, a masterly example of logical and precise thinking. Train destinations were immaterial. Each state was to inform the other of the easiest procedure for loading and despatching units, and then modifications would be made according to the railway means available, with a view to rationalising train loads. When compromise had been reached, officers met at Albury and Wodonga to inspect fully one another’s facilities and to decide exactly the location of each waiting body of troops and the stopping places for trains. Monash also sat on the Victorian Defence Committee and contributed to its defence scheme. At a much lower level, he set simple staff problems involving an infantry brigade; his officers had to calculate the road space occupied and the amount of supplies needed and prepare the march orders.


Monash’s writings and lectures reveal a profound appreciation of the importance of staff work in both its operational and administrative forms. Though nowadays administration is considered in the same breath as operations, it had little status in this period and was one of the least respected, as well as one of the least understood, functions of command. Monash was appalled. He embraced administration within his own broad definition of ‘operations’, which meant ‘a great deal more than actual fighting operations such as pitched battles or putting out outposts’; instead, ‘marches, movements by rail and water, laying down lines of communication or supply, selecting and  occupying a bivouac, billeting in a town – are all operations of war.’ It was useless to confine training only to fighting techniques, because ‘The best tactics, best rifle shooting or gunnery and best leadership cannot compensate for failure in organisation.’ The crack battalion could be crippled by a breakdown in ammunition supply, while a small error in calculating time and space could ruin an attempted concentration. Its ammunition, food, forage and water and its animals and vehicles – all were integral components of a force. His views were held with conviction and were identical to those of a commander of a later generation, Bernard Montgomery:


I believe that the task of bringing the force to the fighting point, properly equipped and well-formed in all that it needs is at least as important as the capable leading of the force in the fight itself. In fact it is indispensable and the combat between hostile forces is more in the preparation than the fight. 


 The parallels with a construction project were striking. Comparing a bridge or railway to a battle, the actual building was the final link and depended on the design, the acquisition of material, its transport to the site and the proper division of labour.


Monash held strong views on what constituted the ideal staff officer: ‘unfailing patience under the most trying conditions, unquenchable zeal under rebuffs and tireless energy’. As well as familiarity with tactical principles in the use of all arms, the staff officer had to understand fully the situation and how his commander intended to react. It was essential that the staff officer gained and kept the commander’s confidence by tact and using suggestion devoid of forcefulness. He had to be able to speak and write fluently, telling the commander precisely what he needed to know and nothing else. Monash was especially critical of his own officers in this regard. When giving verbal reports, they stammered, hesitated and became confused, using incorrect names and words. He instructed them to anticipate what they were going to say, ‘then say it crisply, without hesitation, correctly and fluently’, while in written reports, the object was ‘to convey pithily only the essentials’. Here was an outstanding reflection of his practice in civil life.


  Ambiguity in any form was intolerable. Asked to comment on a draft exam paper for promotion to lieutenant colonel, Monash objected to the words ‘The heights East of Frimley’, because the map showed no definite heights there. Confusion would be avoided by saying ‘about half a mile East of Frimley or simply ‘at Frimley’. The thoroughness and attention to detail that struck Farlow at the North Melbourne Battery were even more noticeable in the AIC. When his officers were attached to brigades for the 1911 Easter camp, Monash directed them to learn ‘every minute detail of their brigade, personnel, horses, guns, waggons, etc, etc.’ Commanding officers had to be known by sight and principal officers by name, because ‘This knowledge will assist you in understanding the Brigade and Regimental Orders as on mention in orders of Colonel XYZ your mind instantly reminds you of the man’s appearance and of the Regiment or Brigade to which he belongs.’ Following the teaching of the General Staff Manual, Monash insisted on uniformity of thought, and dismissed the faddist, a principle that guided his command of the Victorian section: ‘It is essential that every tendency for the work to be carried on in “watertight compartments” shall be discouraged. On the contrary, the utmost co-operation between officers must be practised.’


The AIC exercised Monash’s knowledge of tactics up to infantry brigade level. He drafted schemes for the camp at Seymour in January 1910 and prepared the narrative for the manoeuvres at Kilmore at Easter 1911 of infantry and light horse, singly and combined, and a strategic reconnaissance exercise. After the annual training camps of 1909, 1910 and 1911, Monash compiled the tactical portion of the Annual Report of the Commandant, 3rd Military District (Victoria), which he described as involving ‘the observation, analysis and draft criticism of the tactical handling of four composite brigades.’ He was usually employed as a senior umpire, judging the performance of his fellow militia officers and seeing in practice those things of which he had only a theoretical knowledge. His comments were diverse, from criticism of the way a commander handled his brigade to matters of the smallest  administrative detail. He accompanied the Field Force on its manoeuvres at Langwarrin in 1908 and studied ‘the design and working of the transport, supply and signalling and medical arrangements and the dispositions for protection and security.’ During the advance phase of the exercise, he observed that flanks were completely unguarded while lamentable reconnaissance resulted in the force deploying in full view of the enemy position. Monash continued:


A point which impressed me seriously was that operation orders did not appear to have been promulgated at all effectively. I found even several senior officers who had neither maps, nor any notion of the scope, purpose and meaning of the strategical or tactical operations in which they were taking part. If only for instruction purposes, the effective promulgation and explanation of orders right down to subordinate commanders seems to me indispensable to proper training.


He was very critical of the junior leadership. Finding tents improperly pitched and poor cleanliness and sanitation, Monash did not blame the soldiers. It resulted from the chain of responsibility being ignored by regimental commanders at one extreme and NCOs at the other. Company commanders, in particular, seemed to ‘grope about rather aimlessly’ before determining their obligation in these matters. Subalterns had little knowledge of the organisation of their own units – strengths, establishments, equipment and supplies – information ‘which they ought to have at their fingertips.’


The most important camp attended by Monash was held at Seymour between 10 and 16 January 1910. It was one of several inspected by Lord Kitchener, C-in-C in India and the Empire’s most prestigious soldier, during his visit to Australia to report on the state and efficiency of the defences and advise on the soundness of the proposed Universal Training Scheme. Monash was attached to the staff of the District Commandant as, for the first time in Victoria, complete brigades with part of their transport attached were exercised in combined operations, confronting all ranks with problems and situations beyond their previous experience.


  The manoeuvres were progressive, beginning with simple march operations and culminating in a divisional attack. From the level of its headquarters, Monash actually saw a division in the field, the area it occupied and the immense logistic support it required. His report on the tactical aspects was replete with many of the recommendations he had made in the past. Promulgation of orders was again ‘not only slow but ineffective’. One of the greatest defects was the failure to instruct junior ranks in the object and nature of the exercises as well as the roles of the units participating. There was no excuse for such neglect, because commanders had many opportunities to explain the situation to their subordinates: ‘Such a procedure would raise the spirit and enterprise of the troops, and enhance that individual initiative which is the foundation of modern tactics.’ The divisional commander ignored his brigadiers and tried to control their brigades directly, while some officers were unaware of the direction of an attack they were supposed to lead. Only once did a brigade act on a prepared appreciation, which, incidentally, neither gave the reason for the course adopted, nor foreshadowed the situation that actually arose. Press coverage of the manoeuvres was universally unfavourable. Drawing attention to the incompetence of commanders, the Australasian stated that a staff must be trained and ‘Above all, the military necessity of the moment is to educate officers.’


Complementing what he learnt at these camps was the instruction Monash received as a student at two War Courses, each of a fortnight’s duration, conducted by Colonel Hubert Foster, the Director of the Department of Military Science at Sydney University, in October 1909 and 1911. Their object was to teach the duties of a commander and staff in various tactical and administrative situations. Both permanent and militia officers attended. Tactical schemes at brigade level were practised without troops, the students taking turns to fill the various positions on the brigade staff. There were exercises in repelling landings and the advance and withdrawal phases of war, staff problems in billeting and marching and lectures on the military use of railways, based on principles and techniques used by  the Germans in the Franco-Prussian War. Monash’s solutions were generally praised and showed his understanding of the essentials of any problem. His plan for a brigade attack on a position covering an enemy embarkation at La Perouse was based not on capturing the position at the outset, but on seizing ground from which his entire artillery could fire on the embarking troops. Only then would the enemy position be assaulted. He was keenly interested in the orders given to various arms: infantry, artillery, engineers, cavalry and the ambulances.
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Lieutenant Colonel Monash (seated second from left) and other AIC officers on Colonel Foster’s War Course, Sydney, 1909.


Monash recognised that: ‘Staff work in war is exactly on the same lines as here in this room. Troops are just as non-existent as they are at exercise.’ ln the same way as he could visualise ground by studying a map, Monash developed the art of imagining the position of his own troops, the location of the enemy, and how both were affected by orders he issued. Liddell Hart asserted that this ability to grasp immediately the picture of the ground and the situation and relate each to the other is ‘a vital faculty of generalship ... It is that flair which makes the great  executant.’ Monash was deeply impressed by Foster and entertained no doubts as to the lasting value of his courses. Just before leaving for the Western Front in command of the 3rd Australian Division, he wrote to his old mentor:


In common with many others who have in the past enjoyed the privilege of instruction under you, I recognise every day the great value to myself which has accrued from the various skeleton exercises and the systematic lectures which I was privileged to attend under your guidance. Although much of the technique of modern warfare, so far as concerns the individual soldier is new, it is wonderful how little the fundamental principles of strategy and tactics can be safely trespassed upon and how the principles of organisation and staff work which you inculcated, have stood the test of war.


He expressed similar views as commander of the Australian Corps.


The problems set by Foster were, nonetheless, abstract exercises in which mythical forces were brought together in imaginary circumstances. An essential supplement – and then, as now, the only means of learning about command under the strain of real battle – was the study of military history, which Monash undertook at three levels. Firstly, there was a growing recognition of the importance of the subject throughout the Army. Orders and instructions issued by commanders on actual operations and observers’ reports on recent battles were distributed and lessons drawn from them. Secondly, McCay set exercises on reading prescribed for AIC officers. In 1911 the course of the Russo-Japanese War, from the battles of the Yalu to Liaoyang, was studied. It had been preceded in 1909 by questions based on Lieutenant Colonel George Henderson’s Life of Stonewall Jackson. The third and most important level was Monash’s personal study of military history. He was no armchair strategist. Just as he examined critically his university lectures, Monash visualised the situation and ground described in, for example, Henderson, and then applied to them the principles of command, staff work and logistics. Then he would read the account in full, noting where these principles were violated. It was also necessary to go out into the  bush to cultivate an eye for country, a sense of direction and what he called ‘mental photographs’ of terrain. For Monash, a campaign was a living thing, its manoeuvres not sterile, but the expressions of fallible commanders acting under intense strain amid the fog of war. In this context, his comment on the problem of deducing an enemy’s strength and intentions was noteworthy:


... it should be remembered that on service it is never possible to collect sufficient information to reach definite unimpeachable conclusions; that the conclusions arrived at can seldom be more than shrewd guesses at the truth.7


In 1912 Monash won the inaugural Gold Medal Essay Competition on the subject ‘The Lessons of the Wilderness Campaign –1864’, from which tactical, administrative and organisational principles applicable to the defence of Australia were to be drawn. Although open to all officers in the Commonwealth, only seven entries were received, Monash submitting his under the pseudonym ‘Patriotism’. His mastery of language was readily apparent, prompting one of the judges, Colonel James Legge, to remark that it was ‘by far the best in style’.8 Another judge, Chauvel, felt that Monash had exposed many salient points: the similarity between the Australian and the American soldier, both men without previous military training or tradition; that tactical victories, while dependent on accurate appreciations, rapid decision, energetic execution and choice of ground, were influenced above all by the personal qualities of the commander and the morale of his army, ‘by far the most pregnant lesson of the campaign’. Monash argued forcefully that commanders must be free from political interference imposed by ill-informed public opinion, a basic weakness of democracies and a temptation to which Australian governments might yield. At a lower level, subordinate commanders required initiative and should not be hampered by masses of orders. Finally, he remarked yet again that the fundamental principles of tactics were as valid in 1912 as they were in 1864.


For its period, Monash’s ‘Wilderness Essay’ was a good piece of work. Some new sources had been consulted, particularly The Photographic History of the War, which he had read as soon as it  appeared, something that few people had done. But there were several weaknesses as well. Monash ascribed the power of a defending force solely to the strength of well-constructed field fortifications, omitting the vital fact that the rifle had also made this possible. Infantry formations were inadequately discussed. Insufficient importance was attached to the wooded terrain of the Wilderness battles, which limited the effectiveness of artillery with no method of indirect fire. Perhaps his familiarity with recent advances in artillery and ammunition made him overlook the limitations of this arm in 1864, although he did insist that it should remain under the direct control of the divisional commander if prompt and effective support was to be provided for the infantry. Conceding the merit of Monash’s essay, Roger C. Thompson comments:


... it lacks a thorough historical sense in a total view of the Civil War and appreciation of the difficulties confronting the armies. The strategic appreciation of the role of cavalry, the importance of railways and economic destruction is weak. 


 Monash’s training and leadership of the Victorian section were based on the techniques and principles evolved at the North Melbourne Battery, although the contrasting nature of the commands necessitated their practice in a different form. He wanted even theoretical training to be as realistic as possible, remarking that a force mentioned in an exam question should be allotted a supply column because ‘This will impress upon candidates the definite obligation of considering the trains in their dispositions.’ He was director or assistant director of intelligence staff tours in Melbourne in 1908 and Sydney and Kilmore in 1912. In each of them, logistics as well as tactical problems were prominent: railway movements, transport required to move a force, and its food, forage and ammunition needs. If subordinates failed him, it was a slur on the corps rather than a personal blow. He won the respect and loyalty of all his officers and enjoyed good relations with his superior, McCay. At the same time, his treatment of soldiers had not changed. He refused to be distracted by the comment of Lieutenant Colonel Victor Sellheim, the Assistant Adjutant-General (AAG), in  July 1909, that his new clerk, Military Staff Clerk Newlands, was ‘slippery as an eel’. Monash gave Newlands a fair chance to prove himself and found him extremely industrious and enthusiastic. He wrote to Sellheim subsequently that Newlands was performing in ‘a highly satisfactory manner’ and made several representations on his behalf as to pay and conditions.


The Victorian section was probably the most efficient in the AIC. At the end of 1909 McCay expressed formally his appreciation of ‘the great amount of work being done’, and in 1911 the Victorian Commandant remarked on its keen spirit, which he felt was largely attributable to the energy and drive of Monash. It was a fair judgement. Monash was dedicated to furthering the prestige and capacity of the corps. He espoused the use of photo-topographic methods; urged the completion on time of manoeuvre maps, which would ‘go a long way towards establishing our position permanently as an integral portion of the military machine’, and suggested the creation of volunteer AIC detachments to assist with map-making in remote areas. But the AIC never realised its initial promise. Monash’s command was wracked by a series of demoralising blows, for which he was neither responsible nor able to take remedial action. He was disgusted by lack of progress towards the adoption of distinctive mess dress for the AIC more than one year after his officers had expressed their desire for it. Consequently, some officers had to attend the Lord Mayor’s Dinner in civilian clothes, and to remain seated when their uniformed counterparts in other arms responded to the Army toast. Inability to appear socially on an even footing with them ‘encroaches upon the amour propre of the man himself, and impairs the influence of the Corps upon other branches of the service.’ There was the animosity towards it, engendered by McCay. Early in 1909 McCay decreed that the AIC Section Commander in each district had the right of direct access to the District Commandant, bypassing the latter’s staff. The furore was settled only by a Military Board decision that some matters might be referred to the Commandant direct, but others to the appropriate senior staff officer.


  Bridges’ early hope that the corps would provide staff officers for formation headquarters was never properly fulfilled. Appearances invariably belied reality. Before the Kitchener camp, Monash hoped that though his officers were under the orders of their respective brigadiers: ‘During the actual manoeuvres, Brigadiers will doubtless permit the General Staff Officer to employ the junior Intelligence Officer also on General Staff Duties.’ He was to be disappointed, for only one of his officers worked continuously at such duties. Most performed no useful task at all, ‘or were merely tolerated as assistants to officers who apparently knew little about staff duties ... the Brigadier or the officer acting for him had no understanding of the organisation of a Brigade staff, or the scope of staff work for which Intelligence Officers are being trained.’ The Kilmore camp of the following year was a pathetic waste of time for the same reason. His bitter comments to McCay revealed the depth of Monash’s despondency:
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