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    It does not matter where one goes or what paper one reads, there seems to be hardly anything but Anzac and the Anzacs. Anzacs this and Anzacs that until we have become sick of the word. We cannot do anything especially raid the Hun trenches without a great column in the papers concerning the wonderful facts of the famous ‘Anzacs’. I don’t reckon we are any better than the English Tommy for we are all British.




    Pte F. J. Gales




    1st MG Battalion


  




  

    INTRODUCTION





    Though time renders the First World War an increasingly distant historical drama, events such as the celebration of the major anniversaries of Australian participation ensure its currency in our popular memory. Eighty-five years have elapsed since Australian soldiers rushed ashore at Anzac Cove and lay the foundations for what was to become the centrepiece of the nation’s remembrance of war. The Australian soldiers who waded ashore at Gallipoli on 25 April 1915 represented the apotheosis of Australia’s national identity.




    The events of that historic morning proved the catalyst for the establishment of the Anzac legend. The legend that emerged from the bedlam and mayhem of battle unleashed across the scrubby knolls and ravines at Anzac that day was one of national affirmation. It asserts that Australia came of age when the blood of its sons was spilled and stained upon the altar of sacrifice.1 With that consecration the nation declared itself a worthy defender of the ideals that sustained the British Empire. Entwined in this remembrance is the assertion of a distinct national character and code of behaviour. Although writings about a distinct Australian character can be traced as far back as the early decades in colonial New South Wales, it was the Australian soldier of the First World War who was to provide the most emphatic model for Australian manliness. It was in the furnace of the front line that the national character would be forged into its most enduring form.




    The ‘digger’ stereotype that emerged during the war and cemented itself in the nation’s post-war iconography remains with us today. The image, of course, is singularly masculine. According to the nation’s myth-makers the ‘digger’ was an uncomplicated common man whose behaviour was regulated by a simple set of values. Paramount among these was his desire for a ‘fair go’ and his willingness to stick by his mates. This notion of mateship was to become a powerful ideal for those propagating a distinct Australian character. So much so that Prime Minister John Howard could seriously consider the term ‘mateship’ as reasonable and worthy for inclusion in a proposed preamble to an Australian Constitution. The public outcry that followed suggests that the concept had become so tainted by the excesses of cronyism among politicians and businessman as to be somewhat invidious as well as irrelevant to a large portion of the population.




    The post-war period saw a concerted effort by conservative forces to enshrine, mythologise and sanitise Australia’s sacrifice. The Australian Labor Party, at least in Victoria, suggested that all articles extolling the battles and heroes of past wars be banned from school texts.2 The sanctioning of a public holiday on Anzac Day, however, ensured that the events commemorated by that day, whatever they stood for, remained a part of the national calendar. It also provided another forum for the staging of the values of the victorious Right. The pomp and ceremony that fronted proceedings at the various shrines of remembrance on Anzac Day were as much a celebration of the established order of authority as they were of the nation’s manhood. Importantly, as Lloyd Robson observed, ceremonies such as ‘the annual school Day services . . . steadily inculcated the digger stereotype in the minds of the impressionable young’ so that by the eve of the Second World War, ‘the stereotype of the Australian soldier was confirmed and embedded in the Australian consciousness’.3




    Of equal importance to the formation of this stereotype, and those with which this book is most concerned, were the qualities that the ‘digger’ allegedly displayed on the battlefield. Descriptions of the ‘digger’—as a good-natured larrikin out of the line but both highly skilled and uncompromising in battle—proliferate in the celebratory writings about the Australian soldier. Furthermore, attributes of resourcefulness and initiative are universally applied to the Australian soldiers’ exploits both on the battlefield and behind the lines. These qualities of independent action, coupled with the soldiers’ humour and anti-authoritarian outlook, have combined to produce an indefatigable defender of democracy and worthy representation of Australian manhood. The merging of the individual qualities of the Australian soldier with the national ideal is where the legend gains most potency. The words used by Australia’s official historian of the First World War, C. E. W. Bean to describe the evacuation from the Anzac position at Gallipoli exemplify this: ‘But Anzac stood, and still stands, for reckless valour in a good cause, for enterprise, resourcefulness, fidelity, comradeship, and endurance that will never own defeat’.4 Indomitable individual characteristics of the Australian soldier sustain the ‘good cause’.




    Prime Minister Paul Keating’s eulogy delivered at the entombment of the Unknown Soldier revealed that the essence of the Anzac legend in 1993 had changed little since its inception:




    

      It is legend not of sweeping military victories so much as triumphs against the odds, of courage and ingenuity in adversity. It is legend of free and independent spirits whose discipline derived less from military formalities and customs than from the bonds of mateship and the demands of necessity. It is a democratic tradition, in which Australians have gone to war ever since.5


    




    This stereotyping of the ‘digger’ has served to obscure much of the reality of the experience of Australian soldiers in the First World War. Its perpetuation deflects attention from the sometimes horrific realities of individuals’ variegated experiences, and thereby limits our understanding of Australian experience in the First World War. It implies a uniformity of experiences and responses by Australian soldiers. All assume the same identity in the khaki of the Australian Imperial Force (AIF). We need only reflect on our own experiences to doubt the veracity of this assumption. As individuals we are all innately different and our perceptions are shaped by biases and prejudices that dictate our responses at any given time or place. Do we really expect that Australian soldiers drawn from different age-groups, from different workplaces and social environments, religious denominations and national backgrounds would respond to their collective experience in exactly the same manner? Yet this is exactly what the Anzac legend asks of us. The legend purports to transcend class, and so descriptions of the AIF as ‘egalitarian’ and ‘democratic’ have become axiomatic. In reality, class was a factor in the shaping of the AIF and democracy was not a concept that particularly underpinned or informed martial control in either the British or Australian armies.




    That the stereotypical image of the Australian soldier has persisted for so long is a testament to the power of the legend. The ‘digger’ has evolved through a series of historical and fictional works, ceremonial eulogies and portrayals on television and film, to the point that he is now fixed in the popular imagination.6 Given the prominence of the Anzac legend (and the ‘digger’) in Australian society, it is appropriate that it be placed under historical scrutiny. It is necessary to test the validity of the myths that surround the Australian soldier of the First World War, to examine and understand the soldiers’ experience as it occurred in the front line and how that experience was transmitted into the corpus of history and public memory.




    This study, then, arises from a desire to broaden the context in which we have traditionally viewed the Australian soldier. More importantly, though, the misrepresentation of the soldiers’ experience through false eulogy is bad history. Joan Beaumont has suggested that ‘What matters is not so much whether the legend was true as why it was believed by Australians to be so’.7 While accepting the importance of inquiring into the nation’s belief system, to neglect the veracity or otherwise of something so central to that belief system would be to ignore an equally important role of the historian, namely, to confront myths. History that perpetuates myths and falsehoods (as truth) particularly when of national significance, borders on propaganda. Arthur Marwick considered that ‘one of the purposes of serious historical study is, in advancing understanding of the past, to challenge and deflate myths, while at the same time, perhaps, explaining their origins and significance’.8 If we make false claims in advancing the memory of Australian soldiers then, ultimately, we are committing a disservice to the integrity of the men who fought and died. In addition, we run the risk of causing their real achievements to be doubted.9




    The Anzac legend has tended to be exceedingly chauvinistic in its portrayal of the Australian soldier. The ‘digger’ has been depicted as a superior soldier when matched against the men of other nations, enemy and allies alike. Two types that have been particularly vilified in this respect are the British officer and the English soldier or ‘Tommy’. If our degree of self-worth is still predicated, in part, by the denigration of others then it is surely desirable to jettison such mean-spirited vanity in favour of a more equitable and honourable appreciation of the Australian experience. Inherent to the chauvinism of the legend is its fundamental dependence on the values and code of behaviour of the fighting man. Its approval of things of worth often revolves around acts of physical endeavour, violence, and comradeship peculiar to an extraordinary male world. This is hardly surprising, given that the nature of war in the front line was an overwhelmingly male experience. This experience does not, however, need to be evaluated exclusively in a masculine manner. Although the legend is intrinsically masculine, a more modest approach—as opposed to the use of overblown rhetoric—and a concentration on aspects of the soldiers’ experience other than the ‘heroic’ ought to be encouraged. Attention to the civilian links of family and class, coupled with an examination of the emotional dilemmas presented by homesickness, fatigue (physical and mental) and fear, can dilute the masculine emphasis to some degree. If the Anzac legend is to maintain its prominence in a society that is presumably developing a more inclusive and increasingly globalised outlook, then it, too, must broaden its scope. Myopic and xenophobic nationalism ought not sustain it.




    The quality and character of the Australian soldier has been the subject of uneven treatment over the years, with a general tendency toward a celebratory outlook. Press journalism has consistently eulogised the Australian soldier as a means of portraying desirable national characteristics. Historians, too, have at times embraced the celebratory generalisations of Australian soldiers. Revisionist historians have emerged over the past three decades to challenge and scrutinise some of the revered characteristics of the nation’s First World War soldiers. Their findings, however, continue to struggle against the popular manifestation of the Anzac legend.




    This book adds to the body of revisionist works about Australia and the First World War. Revision is a natural and necessary process of history. Most historians engage in it, if only for the plain fact that as new documents and other source materials are uncovered, our assumptions of the past can be influenced by fresh evidence. Revisionism is not an inherently destructive process, and historians reassessing the Anzac legend and its myths ought not be seen as possessing some gratuitous urge to destroy it.




    It is appropriate to acknowledge some of the important revisionist works that have broadened understanding of the period. Robin Gerster’s book Big-noting revealed the alarming trend of self-aggrandisement that had run rampant through both fictional and non-fictional Australian war writings and invited new questions as to the real experience of Australian soldiers. Alistair Thomson also disputed the veracity of some written accounts, in particular C. E. W. Bean’s use of language to dilute negative views of the Australian experience.10 Furthermore, in his book Anzac Memories, he explored the changes and evolution in the recording of soldiers’ experiences through oral testimony. Clearly both written and oral testimony contain pitfalls which make for a cautious pursuit of an elusive truth.




    Peter Cochrane’s Simpson and the Donkey is another insightful work that showed how a life and symbol could be appropriated by a society and sustained in the public consciousness. Simpson’s real story was quickly lost to a simplified and preferred public version and was symptomatic of the treatment of the ‘digger’ for many decades.




    In regard to specific military campaigns, Robin Prior and Trevor Wilson have also broadened the context in which we view Australian endeavour.11 Campaigns encompassed a far greater breadth of planning and logistics beyond the immediate sphere of Australian operations than has generally been acknowledged by many Australians. These writers and others, referenced throughout the text, have extended the perimeters of research in the field of Australian First World War studies. In doing so, they have illuminated the way and made easier the writing of this book.




    The vehicle for this study is the 1st Australian Infantry Battalion, a unit raised in Sydney which saw service at Gallipoli and later in France and Belgium. The 1st Battalion has been selected for a number of reasons. It is one of the best-represented units in the Australian War Memorial’s collection of diaries and letters of the First World War and provides a solid body of empirical data for study of a single battalion. Bean accompanied the Battalion, along with the Divisional Headquarters, on the journey from Egypt to Lemnos and again during the voyage to Anzac. Through this association, Bean may have fostered a closer relationship with the officers of the 1st Battalion that was tapped into during the collection of papers for the War Memorial. As one of the AIF’s original units the 1st Battalion participated in the key battles that are central to any discussion about the development of the Anzac legend. Also, the Battalion’s primacy in the AIF’s order of battle supposedly carried some prestige that set it apart from other units. Depiction of the ‘digger’ stereotype is manifest in works that present an overview of the AIF or paint the battles, campaigns and the national response with a broad brush. By narrowing the focus of Australian war experience to a single battalion, nuances in behaviour that have been previously undiscovered will be revealed, particularly in relation to how the men viewed and reacted to their own officers and how both men and officers behaved in combat.




    The battalion provides fertile ground for investigation into the behaviour and character of Australian soldiers. After all, the infantry battalion is arguably the most distinct unit pertinent to the majority of Australian soldiers’ war service. The paucity of academic battalion studies suggests that battalion histories are regarded as a specific genre within military history. However, with the deepening of academic interest in the nation’s military involvement, it is appropriate that we look afresh at the study of a battalion as a means of broadening our understanding of Australians in war.




    Analysis of a single battalion offers the prospect, denied to wider-ranging general studies, of examining the minutiae of a soldier’s experiences, some of which might offer contrary images to those celebrated within the legend. As the stock unit of the AIF, the battalion provides a compact formation upon which to focus. As Richard White noted of John McQuilton’s study of enlistment in the shire of Yackandandah: ‘The microcosm might well prove to be far more revealing than the macrocosm’.




    A battalion’s function, in the context of the front line, was to provide for the army a manageable formation in which men could be brought to the point of action in a cohesive and effective manner. The battalion was, in effect, a self-contained community. It was responsible for providing for the basic needs of its men. Food, clothing, recreation and religious instruction were all largely catered for at battalion level. As well, the unit had to provide weapons and support specialists that, through their variety, enhanced the sense of community generally attached to a battalion. Bombers, machine-gunners, signallers, snipers, stretcher-bearers, bandsmen, cooks and transport drivers all contributed to a rich tapestry of professions. Across this was overlaid the divisions in rank inherent to military systems that imposed a hierarchical order, as existed in most communities, upon the lives of the men. A battalion normally comprised four companies, which in turn were divided into four platoons, divided, again, into four sections. A company comprised about 240 men, a platoon sixty and a section fifteen. Commissioned officers commanded the platoons and companies while non-commissioned officers (NCOs) commanded the sections. Within these sub-units strong friendships and cliques were often formed as the men became dependent upon one another for support, moral and physical, both in and out of battle. This community sentiment and camaraderie contributed to the battalion’s esprit de corps.




    Australian battalions of the First World War are generally accepted as possessing a dedication to the unit that bordered on fanaticism. The standard proof offered for the existence of this bond in Australian soldiers is the disbandment mutinies involving eight Australian battalions in 1918.12 The refusal on the part of the officers and men of those battalions to disband, a measure introduced because of the attrition rate and lack of reinforcements, is widely accepted as representing the intensity of a soldier’s affiliation to his unit throughout the AIF. The actions of the soldiers within these units appear to provide compelling support for Bill Gammage’s assertion that this attachment was strengthened through ‘years of battle . . . until a man’s battalion was the centre of his existence’.13 Similarly, John Laffin stated: ‘The disbandment crisis proved, if nothing else, that battalion esprit de corps was the greatest binding force in the AIF’.14




    Australian soldiers’ attachments to battalions spring, most likely, from two sources. First, the powerful tradition of the British regiment, which was such a potent symbol in the maintenance and defence of the British Empire, was ever present in the society to which Australian volunteers for the First World War belonged. A sense of mimicry suggests itself. Second, loyalty to the battalion provided an emphatic formality to the strong bonds of friendship that were sometimes formed within the smaller unit formations. This special esprit de corps is of particular interest given the occurrence of a serious mutiny in the 1st Battalion in 1918. That mutiny suggests that not all Australian soldiers were willing to submit themselves slavishly to the ideal of the regiment. The 1st Battalion was unique in another critical way: it (or rather a large portion of it) was the only Australian unit to have walked out of the front line and that fact alone marks it as being a unit of particular interest. That act, too, contradicts one of the most fundamental (if not the central) elements of the Anzac legend, the Australian creed of mateship. The nation’s mythical ‘digger’ would never have turned his back on his mates.




    Because of the tendency to examine Australian soldiers mainly in the general context of the achievements of the AIF, there has been little examination of the attitudes and behaviour within the smaller unit formations. Such analysis is, for example, virtually non-existent in Bean’s writings in the official histories. From a small unit viewpoint, the official histories give only a disconnected history of the actions of Australian battalions. Issues such as the officer-man relationship are not adequately examined.




    The life of the front-line infantryman was lived in an extremely volatile environment, and his immediate opinions and perceptions often reflected his anger and suspicion. Lieutenant A. W. Edwards made the important observation, and one pertinent throughout the war in all theatres of operation, that: ‘we often went into and came out of the front line with our horizon and objective obscure. We were too close to events to see them in perspective’.15 Front-line soldiers lived a confused and fragmented existence. In such an environment rumours gained easy acceptance. It was through this myopic and distorted prism that soldiers experienced the war.




    The treatment of the diaries and letters of two 1st Battalion men, Reg Donkin and John Gammage, for example, provides some proof as to how important war experiences can be ignored in general studies.16 The writings of both of these soldiers were referenced by Bill Gammage, The Broken Years, and John Robertson, Anzac and Empire, yet neither made mention of the ongoing and strident criticisms that those soldiers made about their officers.17 Although overlooked, the attitudes of the two soldiers have significant implications for the relations between officers and men within the 1st Battalion particularly and, more generally, to the notion of egalitarianism that underpins the majority of writings about the AIF.




    This book seeks to identify some of the junctures at which reality and myth diverged. Particular emphasis will be given to the myths of egalitarianism and individualism that are synonymous with the stereotypical ‘digger’. It is important that we address these themes since egalitarianism and individualism are two attributes central to the indices upon which our national character continues to be measured. It will be argued that the actual experience of the 1st Battalion provided significant contradictions to the ‘digger’ image that has been contemporarily and historically constructed.




    Within those general experiences there also existed a degree of anti-British sentiment that contributed to the establishment of the ‘digger’ image. Criticism of British generals and English soldiers was evident during the Gallipoli campaign and continued to feature in written descriptions by Australian soldiers about the fighting in France. By the end of the war the notion that the English were particularly poor soldiers had become widely accepted within the AIF. That such a view prevailed and was general throughout the AIF appears incontrovertible. A post-war American report observed that a ‘lack of respect on the part of the Australian enlisted man for the English soldier of whatever rank . . . was the subject of general comment’.18 It was a view founded principally on the belief that the English, when compared against the Australians, lacked—in particular—the same qualities for resourcefulness and initiative. The legitimacy of this view will be explored since the negative perception of English soldiers, in all likelihood, fortified the positive view that Australian soldiers held of themselves.




    Before entering a full discussion of the 1st Battalion’s war experience it is necessary to acknowledge some of the bias in the evidence and problems encountered in researching this book. It was Bean’s judgement that the diaries and letters of soldiers needed to be treated with circumspection. He did not consider them as reliable sources for the reconstruction of the operations that he wished to describe. However, while soldiers’ diaries and letters may not be the most reliable source for operational studies, they do provide a revealing insight into the hearts and minds of soldiers and of the environment within which they lived. Diaries and letters provide some of the most compelling and poignant avenues we have for exploring and understanding the world of Australian soldiers. In addition to the archival material held in the War Memorial’s collection, this study also uses letters published in newspapers. It was the view of some soldiers that these letters were largely humbug. It was certainly true that the headlines that introduced such letters spouted standard patriotic jargon of the time, but careful scrutiny suggests that the majority of these letters were honest accounts (when compared with what we already know of some of the events they described) and, except where editors provided selected extracts only, provide many illuminating insights into attitudes held by the soldiers. These personal archives are a crucial contribution to gaining ‘intimate knowledge’ of tactical appreciations and social interactions of units in battle.19 The honesty of these accounts, their descriptions of what the soldiers actually experienced in the front line, is central to the reconstruction and assessment of Australian performance contained in this book.




    The major problem in using soldiers’ letters and diaries as a basis for research is that as a group the authors are not necessarily an accurate representation of the men who served in a battalion. Numerically, they are only a small fraction of the men who served. This study has examined the written records of approximately one hundred men who served in, or whose service pertained, to the 1st Battalion.20 This represents 1.66 per cent of the Battalion; it compares favourably with Bill Gammage’s The Broken Years, which relied on approximately one thousand diary and letter writers, or 0.303 per cent of Australian soldiers serving abroad with the AIF. Also, chroniclers were more likely to come from the more articulate within the ranks. Many of these men occupied the officer ranks. Officers provided 31.16 per cent of writers, NCOs 41.55 per cent (over half of whom were sergeants), and the other ranks 25.97 per cent. The rank of 1.29 per cent could not be positively identified. Desmond Morton, in his study of the Canadian forces, has warned of the dangers of relying on the descriptions of soldier writers:




    

      It is easy for historians to see all soldiers as replicas of the relative handful of articulate diarists, letter writers, and memoirists . . . Whatever common sense tells us, we trust our own tribe, particularly when they reinforce our own admirable ideas. However right writers might have been, they are untypical.21


    




    Diaries and letters for the Gallipoli campaign provide a disproportionate body of data when compared to those held for the French and Belgium campaigns. Descriptions of the later stages of the Battalion’s service (1917–18) suffer from a tailing off in the number of diarists and letter writers for the period. This reflects the growing rate of attrition and downturn in the reinforcement numbers. As a consequence, the book at times must rely on the voice of a select few. However, the voice of these men is genuine. For instance the reliability of the accounts by Reg Donkin, who was a prominent contributor during the Gallipoli phase and one critical of his superiors, withstands historical scrutiny. Donkin, a particularly emotive individual, provides many insightful comments. The Battalion’s offences book records him as being of ‘bad’ character and ‘insubordinate’ during the voyage to Egypt.22 Similarly, Archie Barwick’s diaries (also) reveal grievances and insights that are generally overlooked in more sanitised accounts of the 1st Battalion’s experiences. His views were sometimes volatile and inconsistent but there exist no reasonable grounds on which his accounts can be rejected as untruthful. Incidents he comments upon are, in fact, corroborated in other diaries and letters. He was also a competent soldier. By the war’s end he was a senior NCO, the award of a Belgian croix de guerre a reflection of his soldierly qualities. On that basis, his views on military matters are all the more pertinent. There is, too, variation in the quality and quantity of the soldiers’ writings. For example, Barwick provides sixteen diaries, while Private P. Q. J. Collins has left a single postcard.23




    Those who submitted diaries and letters to newspapers or various collections, whether the soldiers themselves or family and friends, did so because they derived some positive fulfilment and saw their war service as worthwhile. These possibilities need to be considered as, similarly, the content of their diaries and letters might be inspired by similar biases that were not necessarily shared by others. On this point, it is worth recollecting what Lloyd Robson wrote in his review of The Broken Years:




    

      Gammage cites some 400 letters and diaries; nearly half the number of their authors died on active service, whereas about one fifth of the AIF who embarked were killed. In more ways than one, then, his evidence comes from a select source. These letter-writers form a most atypical example of the Force. Is it further possible that their propensity to have been killed is related to their particular assumptions about the war? These letters and diaries, indeed, were officially appealed for in the 1920s and 1930s, and it seems unlikely that many parents or relatives or returned soldiers would have lodged with the Australian War Memorial any documents which were markedly discreditable. Too often one has the impression that these men are indulging in rhetoric and playing a role, explaining their motives and conduct in ideological terms because they feel that is required of them. What were the thoughts of that vast majority of soldiers who are not represented?24


    




    The bias evident in Gammage’s research also intrudes into this study. However, the bias is less dramatic. Of the ist Battalion diary and letter writers, a little more than one-third (36.84 per cent) died on active service, still more than the percentage for the AIF but considerably less than the chroniclers used by Gammage. Identifying the views of the silent majority, however, remains a largely insurmountable problem. Nevertheless, the letters and diaries bring an intimacy and authentic voice to the narrative.




    The letters and diaries of the soldiers form only part of the data of this book. Unit diaries—battalion, brigade and divisional—and relative operational records were also examined. Service and repatriation records of the men provide a further dimension and reveal some of the personal problems that arose from the on-going effects of the war. However, some difficulties were encountered in obtaining these records. In the case of the soldiers’ personnel dossiers, direct access was denied due to public health concerns over the existence of white powder (possibly asbestos) throughout many of the files. As a consequence, information was gathered by supplying lists of the records required, which were then identified and forwarded by Australian Archives. Because of this, it is possible that some useful information contained in the correspondence section of the file between a soldier’s next-of-kin and the military authorities has been ignored. For the most part, information extracted from a soldier’s personnel dossier has been drawn from two main sources: the attestation papers and casualty/record of service forms. Information gathered from the repatriation files was also hampered due to the method by which records of pensions granted by the Repatriation Department (later Veterans’ Affairs) were compiled. War pension recipients were not identified by unit, nor were they listed in alphabetical order in the Department’s registers. It was therefore decided to concentrate the search on a sub-group within the 1st Battalion—the original Ε Company. Despite these problems, the repatriation records have provided insights into the post-war realities of the Battalion’s members.




    This book does not claim to be the definitive history of the 1st Battalion or of Australian soldiers generally. The themes it addresses, however, have lain dormant in much of the earlier Australian First World War writings: the history of the 1st Battalion, published in 1931, is a good example.25 It was through this history that the 1st Battalion Association contributed to both the nation’s early Great War historiography and the purifying process applied to the deeds of its soldiers, in which the behaviour of Australian soldiers was interpreted in a suitable manner for an exemplar of the national character.




    The book was written principally by senior officers of the Battalion and was based on the war diaries of the unit supplemented by diaries and letters submitted by some of the officers and men who had served. Not surprisingly the history is top-heavy, in that it is officer-oriented, and echoes the pro-Empire rhetoric of the press, pulpit and parliaments of the day. The most salient criticism of this history is the near total absence of critical comment. Admittedly, officers whose reputations were tied closely to the performance of the unit were hardly likely to accentuate anything other than the positives or interpret events in a way that would bring discredit upon themselves or their men. As a consequence some important aspects of the unit’s war experience are neglected: officers are never criticised, and relationships between officers and men are invariably depicted as excellent. As a consequence the view of a happy and united family is projected. Never is the spectre of the dysfunctional family raised.




    That such a veneer was applied to battalion histories is not surprising. One of the main reasons for the absence of critical discussion lies in the style or formula of that particular genre of military history. The content and intent of the 1st Battalion history was described by one of its authors, Lieutenant-Colonel Β. V. Stacy:




    

      The greater part of it deals with the military doings of the battalion; the various engagements are shortly described from the battalion point of view, and where possible, some mention is made of any outstanding personal deeds. There will be a short diary—of the dates—of the main movements and events in which the battalion was concerned. A roll of those who belonged to the battalion at any time will be included; this roll was made available by the military authorities and should prove interesting to those who will be able to recall from it many old friends. It was thought also that such a roll would interest those whose friends and relations were in the battalion, and enable them to follow to some extent their movements over the ‘other side’. An endeavour will be made to include a few simple maps . . . also . . . a few photographs. It is proposed to publish the book at as low a price as possible without sacrificing reading matter.26


    




    The book’s aims were essentially benign. It did not seek to advance the Battalion’s reputation over other units with which it served and so its language is generally passive, though peppered with the odd humorous anecdote and recollection. Its purpose was essentially to commemorate those who served in the unit. It also contained the underlying message of triumph in adversity. Here it is pertinent to note Barbara Tuchman’s comment about the British ability to extract positives from military reverses:




    

      No nation has ever produced a military history of such verbal nobility as the British. Retreat or advance, win or lose, blunder or bravery, murderous folly or unyielding resolution, all emerge alike clothed in dignity and touched with glory . . . Everyone is splendid: soldiers are staunch, commanders cool, the fighting magnificent. Whatever the fiasco, aplomb is unbroken. Mistakes, failures, stupidities, or other causes of disaster mysteriously vanish. Disasters are recorded with care and pride and become transmuted into things of beauty . . . Other nations attempt but never quite achieve the same self-esteem.27


    




    Australia was not one of those nations. It had inherited the literary skills of its parent and created its own object of veneration—the Australian soldier. An incident during the Battle of Lone Pine recounted in the foreword to the First Battalion provided by Major-General Sir Nevill M. Smyth28 is indicative of the manner in which the war experiences of Australian battalions have generally been depicted and a good example of the Verbal nobility’ to which Tuchman refers. More importantly, when compared with some accounts of 1st Battalion soldiers, it demonstrates how ennobling rhetoric can obscure the realities of combat experience:




    

      I well remember . . . a reinforcement of a hundred men of the 1st Battalion, conspicuous for their stature and physique, had just been landed and was sent straight into the hand-to-hand fight which was raging in the maze of trenches and tunnels. A corporal with a fair beard, stripped to the waist and covered with wounds, staggered out into the open and said to them, The boys are keeping up the name grandly in there’. The new-comers heard his words. They, too, would ‘keep up the name’; I could see that. They marched calmly on, entered the fray and took a terrible toll on the enemy; but in a short time many of them were carried out with severe wounds which actually seemed to them a subject for joking and hilarity, so persistent was their courage.29


    




    That this event occurred is not in dispute. What is questioned is the interpretation placed upon it. Accounts by some members of these reinforcements (cited in Chapter 3) depict an experience not entertained by the Brigadier: one of dread, terror, and costly inexperience. Smyth’s description depicts the warrior of the Anzac tradition. The ist Battalion, he concluded, were enamoured by the discipline of ‘regular veterans whose whole being was concentrated on the all-absorbing object of fighting for the right, and in the hour of victory they were, as always, cheerful, honourable, chivalrous and merciful’.30




    The 1st Battalion history, in fairness to its authors, did not raise itself completely to Smyth’s lofty rhetoric. They were, in fact, quite conscious of achieving balance in their descriptions of the Battalion’s actions, particularly in the final year in France (a mark of the contribution of the Battalion commander, Lieutenant-Colonel Stacy). Nevertheless they did give way to euphemisms that clouded judgements about the unit’s war experience that have contributed to the uncritical perpetuation of the stereotypical Australian soldier.




    Accounts of the Battalion’s war experience also found expression in the New South Wales RSL journal Reveille. This journal, apart from the articles submitted, also acted as a bulletin board for the Battalion Association. The articles published in Reveille, even more than the Battalion history, promoted the stereotypical Australian soldier through their focus on the character traits and moral fortitude of the men. The articles were also inspired by a desire to ensure the 1st Battalion’s war service was not overshadowed by that of other units, as indicated by Sergeant Norman Langford in a preface to an article on his reminiscences:




    

      My reason for venturing these reminiscences is to spur on other former members to do likewise, for the 1st Battalion did very good work and possessed many fine officers and men who deserve a niche of the glory of the AIF. I appeal to all 1st Battalion Diggers to join their association and maintain the spirit and traditions of the old Battalion. The fame of other units and of their personnel have been chronicled in “Reveille” by various writers. Let it not be said that the 1st Battalion lags behind.31


    




    Langford’s reminiscences followed the pattern of many other returned soldier contributors: an uncritical chronological narrative of war service, with a smattering of humour based on near-misses experienced. Other articles did little to enlighten readers about the experience of the Battalion and frequently resorted to platitudes and cliches. Brigadier-General J. Heane, the Battalion’s CO in 1916 and the Battalion Association’s patron, wrote of the sacrifice of the unit’s dead ‘whose deeds had built up the traditions that the Battalion had won—traditions that had given Australia a place as a nation among the nations of the world’.32 Fred Davison contributed an article about the death of Private C. B. Storm, titled Storm of the 1st Bn, which tells of an incident late in the war that saw the unlucky private wounded along with two others in front of the Battalion’s line. Suffering a severe wound, he insisted that the stretcher-bearers take his mates first. When Storm was finally brought in, a doctor pronounced his case hopeless with the lament: ‘If we’d got him ten minutes ago we might have saved him’. Storm braced himself for death and died an hour later. Davison concluded reverently: ‘Storm was a Jew. So was that other Christ.’33 Another less holy snippet was provided about the rat cunning or ‘nishitive’ of Australians in procuring extra coal over the measly rations allotted in a training camp.34 In keeping with that light-hearted vein, an anecdote appeared of two 1st Battalion diggers dressed in evening attire, frock coat and dress, during a hop-over in 1918.35 More serious was a reflection on some of the Battalion’s officers by Lieutenant-Colonel F. J. Kindon. The title of the article, Swannell and Others: 1st Bn Braves, was in keeping with the advancement of the warrior tradition.36 Other articles pertaining to the 1st Battalion followed in similar style. Their overriding tone was laudatory and humorous with an emphasis on the comradeship and sacrifice involved with the men’s war experience. In providing such superficial accounts of their war experience the writers were employing, perhaps unconsciously, a tactic common among ex-servicemen: one that obscured and protected their real experience from public scrutiny.




    As the alleged qualities of the Australian soldier were woven into the commemorative services on Anzac Day and national literature, it became less likely that alternative experiences would be aired, much less considered. Returned soldiers who held contrary views were placed in an invidious position. Criticism would be construed as unpatriotic and disrespectful to the sacrifice of their fallen comrades. Overall, these works have advanced an uncontroversial and conservative interpretation of Australian soldiers that deliberately support and perpetuate the key characteristics of the Anzac legend’s ‘digger’ stereotype.




    This book does not cast itself as a military history. It recognises that military history is a genre governed by its own conventions and, understandably, its focus is more often on uncovering the reasons for victory or defeat. In such studies battalions are examined for their functional process, what they contributed to an outcome. They are a tool of war, and casualties sustained are an inevitable outcome of the military process. Histories that are concerned with establishing a unit’s place in the annals of war are almost universally celebratory in nature. This commemorative tradition of battalion histories is evident in number of recently published works on Australian First World War battalions, all written with an intention to ‘perpetuate the spirit of the men . . . which inspired them to serve faithfully and cheerfully, to strive to endure, and to sacrifice even life itself for a cause’.37 They continue to describe the horror and heroism of the battalions in the context of the legendary qualities of the stereotype. The introduction to Ron Austin’s history of the 8th Battalion (dedicated to the memory of his father who served in the unit) asserts that his book features ‘true heroes’, unlike the modern heroes of Australian society (tv/pop stars and sportsmen).38 The foreword of Austin’s book, written by Major Peter Ainslie, OAM, compliments perfectly the author’s underlying assumption: ‘Cobbers in Khaki should be read by all Australians, the fundamental keys to the formation of our national character are here’.39




    The fact that at the close of the twentieth century, preposterous descriptions can still find expression in major daily newspapers of Australian soldiers being ‘mostly country-bred . . . grown up on sunshine and steaks’, running fast, bounding over barbed wire and capable of shooting jam tins off fence posts at one hundred yards, suggests that the beginning of a new century is both an appropriate and necessary time to review our understanding of the character of Australian soldiers of the First World War.40




    The sycophantic back-slapping triumphalism that politicians and media displayed in relation to the Australian military intervention in East Timor is a timely reminder that, as a nation, we have still not outgrown our penchant to uncritically equate nationalism with military endeavour. It was with similar public exaltation that the Australian experience in the First World War was appropriated and shaped. The reality of the experience from which the legend was hewn, in many of its aspects, is something quite different. It is hoped that this book will show that greater awareness needs to be applied if the truth of military experience is to be preserved from the indulgences of vainglorious nationalism.


  




  

    
1 FORMATION OF THE 1ST BATTALION





    In the euphoria of Great Britain’s declaration of war on Germany, many of the men who rushed the recruitment offices and filled the early battalions were responding to personal rather than national stimuli. C. E. W. Bean was certainly under no illusion about the type of volunteer that besieged the recruitment stations in the first weeks following the declaration of war, describing them, in part, as comprising some of the ‘romantic, quixotic, adventurous flotsam that eddied on the surface of the Australian people’.1 In this respect the formation and composition of the 1st Battalion was unremarkable when compared to other Australian units.




    Notwithstanding the difficulties of attributing responses to any one group, there did exist a variety of reasons that dispel idealistic sentiments of the original Anzacs going ‘off to war with the purest of hearts’2 Unemployment was one factor that influenced the decision of some within the 1st Battalion to enlist, and coalminers out of work since the outbreak of the war were reported among those presenting themselves for service in the first contingent.3 For some British-born, such as Henry Angel (and the ‘man with the donkey’, John Simpson Kirkpatrick), the war presented a roundabout opportunity to return home. Angel, who had been working as a bushman, had hoped to return to England to see his family after the fighting but had his hopes dashed when he contracted pneumonia before the Gallipoli landing and was repatriated to Australia.4 Members of New South Wales’ Syrian community, whose ill-feeling for the Turks was little concealed, also offered their personal and communal support for the war.5 Others, like Henry Lanser, were inspired by intensely personal reasons. By participating in the war, Lanser intended to dispel any doubts that people held over his family’s nationality and loyalty due to its Germanic name.6 John Reid, a school-teacher from Dubbo, wrote to his parents a few days prior to the landing at Gallipoli and recalled the dramatic shift in his motive for enlistment:




    

      My first idea of enlistment was born of a spirit of adventure; but on hearing Dr. Long, the Bishop of Bathurst, deliver an appealing address on the war and its causes, of the tragic fate of gallant Belgium crushed beneath the heel of Prussian militarism, of the grasp for world dominion by a power that respects not the right of small nations nor its own plighted word—then, unconvincing adventure gave way to an irresistible appeal of Duty.7


    




    Providing a meaningful account of the men’s enlistment motives is difficult because of their intangible and often emotive nature. It is an aspect little mentioned in the men’s diaries.




    One of the qualities of the AIF that is said to have sustained it and marked it as distinct from the British, European and American armies was its unique composition. The boast that it was the only volunteer army is often advanced as a reason for its high morale and performance. A point often overlooked by such statements is the fact that the Irish divisions of the British army were also complete volunteer organisations. The British government had considered the political climate in Ireland too volatile to attempt to introduce conscription. In Australia, this voluntaryism was underpinned by a sense of egalitarianism and strong democratic ideal that characterised the radical Australian nationalist traditions prior to the war. The view that Australia was an especially egalitarian society and, as such, distinct from other nations had been espoused by many in pre-war Australia. It had been particularly promulgated in the 1880s and 1890s through the press, especially in jingoistic publications such as the Bulletin and Boomerang.8 It was not surprising that commentators sought to interpret the formation of the AIF in familiar terms. However, such an unbridled expectation of civilian life did not readily transfer to military life, nor could it be (realistically) expected to flourish in the regimented environment of an army. If the AIF were truly egalitarian, it could be expected that a strong sense of equality would be reflected in the composition of the force.




    Topsyturvydom: the great leveller?




    After the war many returned Australian soldiers believed that egalitarianism had been a reality of the AIF’s war experience, despite entries in diaries and letters that depict a somewhat different view of military life. Reality was no match for the power of myth surrounding the Anzac legend. Australian volunteers did, however, carry to war a specific idea of what egalitarianism entailed. It represented an equality they expected to see displayed in their relationships in the army, particularly with their officers. Officers, NCOs and other soldiers who were seen as speaking plainly, squarely or man to man were regarded approvingly. This aspect of ‘digger’ egalitarianism carried the potential of being a formidable bonding force within the AIF; indeed, Australia’s military myth-makers have said it was. Observers were keen to find examples of the existence of Australia’s imagined egalitarianism. War was a great leveller, according to one account in the Sydney Morning Herald. It claimed that just as one could not distinguish between the beggar and millionaire in the Coogee surf nor could one discern any difference in the military camps: ‘The uniform has made them all equal. There are no social distinctions.’ The case of Sergeant Larkin of the 1st Battalion was offered as an example. Larkin was a NSW state parliamentarian and Labor politician representing the seat of Willoughby, and of him it was noted:




    

      Sergeant Larkin, according to what one hears in talking to the men, is proving that members of the Parliament can sometimes do more than talk. Over him is an officer who comes from one of the Government departments. The member of Parliament is now taking his orders from a Civil Servant. It is one more example of topsyturvydom.9


    




    An example of topsyturvydom Larkin may have been, but he certainly did not subscribe to the notion of class within the army being as indistinguishable as in the Coogee surf. In practice it was not such a compelling force, certainly not within the early experience of the AIF. Its absence was suggested by Larkin himself in a letter written while training in Egypt: ‘Suffice it to say that there would be very few here if the men were free to leave or had anticipated how they would be treated’.10




    ‘Digger’ prototypes




    Two other aspects seized upon by the press as being important to the development and essence of a national army were, first, the presence of Boer War veterans whose experience and fighting ability were deemed to be valuable assets and, second, the quality of recruits drawn from the compulsory military training scheme that had been introduced in 1911. It was within descriptions of these two recruitment pools that the existence of natural-born martial qualities of Australia’s youth and past-soldiery was advanced.




    The desire to extol the virtues of Australia’s volunteers was born, in part, from a need to compensate for the shallowness of the nation’s military tradition. Prior to the war volunteer militia regiments had been the mainstay of the nation’s military endeavours. Although they had been able to excite the population with colourful marches on occasions, the militia’s public standing had been subject to fluctuations in interest over the years. Residents of Australian towns and cities could not cite long and rich histories of the deeds of their local regiments. Australian military history contained no charge of the Scots Greys, no ‘Charge of the Light Brigade’ or bloody defence of Hougoumont, although those events figured in the public mind by the very nature of Australia’s British heritage. No Australian actions stood among the deeds that won the Empire. Indeed, New South Wales’ contribution to the nation’s military tradition had almost a comical edge. The overthrow of the notorious Governor Bligh was reportedly achieved only after he was dragged from beneath a bed by arresting soldiers. Although the story is probably apocryphal, it gained popular currency. Nevertheless, his arresters—the equally notorious New South Wales Corps—were later disbanded and the officers returned to England in disgrace. During the Sudan conflict the colony had been quick to respond and raise a volunteer force. The Sudan contingent was despatched overseas, arrived too late to see any substantial action and had three men wounded by sniper fire near Tamai. One man was shot in the foot and hopped some distance before he realised what had occurred. Another, shot in the shoulder, took issue with the soldier next to him who he thought had struck him. Three men also died from typhoid and dysentery.11




    It was the Boer War rather than the Sudan expedition that was to provide the nation’s most concrete and substantial military foray prior to the Great War. The small size of the colonial and Commonwealth contingents and the manner in which those units were used did not allow for any outpourings of public emotion to match that which followed the Gallipoli landing. In fact, the conduct of the war carried with it accusations of inhumane treatment of Boer women and children confined in British concentration camps, which, added to reports of misbehaviour by Australian troops and the execution of two Australian soldiers, Morant and Handcock, left a distaste in the public’s memory of the war. One important impression did emanate from the Boer War and it was crucial to the shaping of perceptions about Australian soldiers in the conflict to follow. Australian soldiers had impressed with their horsemanship and enthusiasm for the fight, but not with their discipline.12 This supported the dichotomy that existed in one perception of the Australian soldier, that he was a good fighter but a poor soldier. Supplementing this perception was an urge toward self-fulfilment of a national type. A definite self-image already existed before the war of an idealised Australian man. He was a robust, resourceful individual engaged with the land, combating the perils of the bush as he carved out a living. The outline was there, it remained only to be ‘sketched in’.13 As Russel Ward has suggested, such self-image had the potential to modify men’s behaviour of ‘how they ought “typically” behave’.14




    Other than the Boer War, the most significant military event in pre-war Australia was the introduction of a system of compulsory training for the nation’s youth in 1911. The scheme was territorial and divided Australia into 219 training areas. Ideally it would furnish 92 infantry battalions, 56 field artillery batteries and 28 light horse regiments.15 The purpose of the scheme was to provide the nation with a pool of trained men to be called to its defence if necessary. On the eve of the war an army of some 50,000 trainees was available for service.16 The large number of trainees and the veterans of Australia’s previous military sortie were of obvious interest to those who keenly monitored the composition of the expeditionary force. Visitors to the military camps inevitably were moved to comment on the fine physique of the men and their soldierly bearing, while the Sydney Morning Herald, one of the keenest observers, promulgated an image of the men being ‘young, active, born soldiers’.17 Early portrayals of the typical recruit were dotingly positive. What the public were told often bore little resemblance to the calibre of recruit whom military authorities had to shape into a soldier. The Boer War was seen as a focal point for creating a military prototype to underpin the fledgling force and to boost its standing. Many Boer War veterans were reported to be among the ranks of the recruits, and the majority of volunteers were said to have undergone some form of previous military service and to be in need of little training’.18 The creation of a soldier type worthy of the nation’s admiration and of upholding Australia’s name in the international arena was important to the fuelling of support for the war and for the esteem of the nation.




    As much as reporters imagined that Boer War veterans would provide the linchpin of the nation’s new force, they were mistaken. It is difficult to assess accurately the number of Boer War veterans within the ranks of the 1st Battalion as not all necessarily advised of their South African experience when signing their attestation papers. Figures for the 1st Division reveal that of the original embarkations 42.7 per cent were either currently serving in the Australian Military Force (AMF) or had previous experience in the militia, while 41.5 per cent had never before served in any military capacity. The remainder were men who had experience with the British regular and territorial forces.19 Certainly some of the expeditionary force’s senior commanders had seen service in South Africa. Of the 1st Division’s 631 officers, 104 (16.48 per cent) had served in the ‘South African or other wars’.20




    Fourteen years had elapsed since the Boer War and the initial age restriction on recruits, 18 to 39 years, excluded most veterans though some no doubt lowered their age. A further hurdle, though only a temporary one, was a decision to debar married men from enlisting. That decision proved unpopular and was revoked soon after being implemented. On 3 September it was reported that the upper age limit for volunteers was to be extended to 40 years.21 This hardly addressed the problem, and the Sydney Mail rightly dismissed it as a measure that merely played with the question, pointing to the fact that a one-year extension still excluded many of the South African veterans as well as many fine militia officers and NCOs.22 The following day age restrictions of a proposed second contingent were announced and set at 18 to 45 years.23 It was a clear concession to Boer War veterans as well as an indication that military minds had begun their grisly equations. Despite these acknowledgments, the Newcastle Morning Herald was able to report: The large element of old campaigners in the ranks has tended to bring the forces up to a great degree of efficiency, and the division while on the march, looked very workmanlike’.24




    While the plight and helpful contributions of Boer War veterans were being reported, it was noted with concern that few of the militia were among the early volunteers. This absence was believed to be the result of a misapprehension on their part as to their eligibility. As militia they could not be despatched from Australia, but that did not preclude them from volunteering for service abroad. Official notification to this effect was made public, and trainees over the age of twenty who wished to enlist were asked to present themselves at the barracks.25 The number of current serving AMF men who enrolled in the 1st Battalion was not high: it amounted to only 177 or 17 per cent of the originals who embarked, although the numbers of those who had undergone previous military service was considerably higher, figuring at about 50 per cent.26 More obvious reasons existed than misapprehension for the low number of volunteers from the militia. First was that throughout the initial period of recruitment for the expeditionary force the militia regiments were involved in serious military duties, in theory, to defend Australia against invasion from an eastern power—a thinly veiled reference to Japan. That threat, real or imagined, evaporated with Japan’s entry into the war on the Allied side on 23 August 1914, and thereafter only a small militia force was required. Of the Battalion’s 177 AMF men, 45 per cent (79 men) enlisted after Japan’s position became known. It is impossible to know whether these men held off enlisting because of a commitment to their militia duties or otherwise. Certainly those duties were not an impediment to those who enlisted before Japan’s position became known.27 In fact the service of the AMF men was actively sought by the 1st Battalion commander, Lieutent-Colonel Dobbin. A serving soldier of the militia recorded in his diary on 15 August 1914: ‘Lieut.Alexander receives word from Colonel Dobbin to enrol volunteers for active service abroad’.28 Another factor that must certainly have affected the enlistment of some militiamen was their age. Many of the trainees were under the age of twenty-one and required parental permission to enlist. That age group would come to represent nearly 20 per cent of the Battalion by the embarkation date. While many parents acceded to the demands of their eager sons, others were more resolute and refused permission. Ben Champion’s father had refused his son’s request to enlist in the Rabaul force and relented only when news of the losses at Gallipoli swept the nation.29




    An Australian ‘officer-type’




    As much as commentators advanced the notion of egalitarianism and celebrated the martial qualities of the nation’s Boer War veterans and militiatrained youth, the reality was somewhat different. The men’s demographic background is measurable and reveals a number of biases that cast considerable doubt on the supposed egalitarianism of the AIF, biases that have been ignored through a general reliance on broad figures to define the character of the AIF. Bean asserted that the selection of Australian officers stood in marked contrast to the British preferment to social position and education and wrote: ‘Anyone watching an Australian battalion on parade felt that in this year’s corporals he saw the next year’s sergeants and the following year’s subalterns’.30 Such a smooth and natural progression through the ranks was not always the case in the 1st Battalion. Closer to the truth was General John Monash’s declaration in relation to the officers of his Third Division: ‘The officers (the great majority of whom I have promoted from the ranks) represent the cream of our professional and educated classes, young engineers, architects, medicals, accountants, pastoralists, public-school boys, and so on.’31 Some salient differences are indeed evident within the 1st Battalion between the occupations of the Battalion’s commissioned officers and other ranks.




    Table 1 clearly demonstrates a bias in selection according to occupational background of the Battalion’s officers. Figures for the original battalion are based on examination of 982 of the 1030 men listed on the 1st Battalion embarkation roll. Records for thirty-two of the Battalion’s original officers and fifty-eight reinforcement officers were identified from the embarkation rolls. However, as the reinforcement embarkation rolls are incomplete that figure represents the majority, not all, of the commissioned officers attached to the reinforcement groups. The majority of unstated cases were students. Where the type of ‘student’ was stated an appropriate category was chosen. For example a ‘law student’ would be categorised as a ‘professional’ and a ‘farm student’ as rural. Seventeen (53.12 per cent) of the officers were drawn from professional or clerical occupations, a figure completely out of proportion to the overall representation of the Battalion, in which those two categories combined accounted for only 16.27 per cent of all occupations. The three most labour-intensive categories of ‘tradesmen’, ‘labourers’ and ‘industrial/manufacturing’ accounted for over half (52.23 per cent) of occupations in the Battalion. These figures are reinforced by a comparison of the Battalion’s sergeants and, at the next level of command, lieutenants (Table 2). More than half (57.14 per cent) of the lieutenants came from professional and clerical occupations while 48.32 per cent of sergeants came from labour-intensive occupations.




    

    Table 1: Comparison of the occupations of 1st Battalion officers against occupations of the original 1st Battalion
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    Table 2: Comparison of the occupations of 1st Battalion lieutenants and sergeants32
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    Of further interest to the background of both sergeants and lieutenants is the fact that nearly double the Battalion percentage, 11.66 per cent and 12.69 Percent respectively, came from rural occupations. This may indicate that a bush ethos (in this instance that the bush cultivated better soldiers) was believed and applied in the selection of junior officers and NCOs. Men of rural or bush backgrounds may have been regarded as ideal types to lead small groups in combat. These figures suggest that the independence of thought associated with rural occupations was viewed as a valuable attribute for the selection of section leaders. Overall, however, the occupational background of the 1st Battalion’s sergeants was overwhelmingly blue-collar. Although the occupational background of sergeants did not debar them from promotion, it does seem to have inhibited the likelihood of further advancement. Despite this bias there existed some sound reasons for selecting officers from professional and clerical backgrounds. Literacy and clerical skills were essential to the conduct of an officer’s duties, with the ability to understand manuals, write orders and compose reports being important requirements.




    

    Table 3: Religion as a percentage of various sub-groups of the original 1st Battalion, as represented on 1st Battalion embarkation roll
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    While previous military experience and occupation contributed to the selection of officers within the 1st Battalion, Table 3 shows a further bias in the religious background of officers, most notably in the lack of Catholic officers. A compelling fact that gives some poignancy to the speculation of bias is that of the Battalion’s original thirty-two officers only one was Catholic. That figure is a disproportionate one when one considers that 17.86 per cent of the Battalion was Catholic and of those men 20.10 per cent, a figure higher than the Battalion average, had been serving in the AMF. One would have expected a higher ratio of Catholics within the commissioned ranks, especially given that previous military service was a preferred prerequisite for officers of the expeditionary force; twenty-seven of the thirty-two officers who embarked in 1914 had served in the militia. One would expect, in an egalitarian force, that the distribution of commissions would be proportionate to the main religious denominations, particularly given that figures for the occupations held by the Battalion’s Catholics are comparable with those of the Battalion overall: 11.95 per cent held professional and clerical positions while 48.91 per cent came from labour-intensive categories. Yet Catholic professional and clerical workers were not reflected proportionately in the composition of the Battalion’s officers.
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