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World War 1: Battle of the Somme 
 
What were the causes and consequences of Australia’s involvement in the Battle of the 
Somme? 
 
50 Word Descriptor 
 
Instrumental in the shaping of the outcome of WWI, Australia’s involvement in the Battle of 
the Somme led to significant consequences. The unprecedented slaughter of thousands of 
young men during this bloody battle resulted in the initiation of repatriation, women in the 
paid workforce and the ‘ANZAC’ legend. 
═════════════════════════════════════════════════════ 
 

The Battle of the Somme (1 July – 18 November 1916), also known as the Somme Offensive, 
was a joint operation involving British, Australian, and French forces. Due to the smaller size 
of the British and Australian armies in 1914, their main role was to support the French1. Hence 
when the Germans attacked the French fortress of Verdun in February 1916, the allies decided 
that an attack on the Somme would divert attention from French troops at Verdun2, weaken 
the German armies, and achieve a resounding victory on the Western Front3. The Battle of 
Fromelles, Pozieres, Flers-Gueudecourt and others are collectively known as the First Battle 
of the Somme. The Somme Offensive is considered one of the largest and bloodiest battles of 
the First World War on the Western Front; resulting in 650,000 German, 420,000 British and 
195,000 French casualties4. In addition to this, the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) saw 
countless casualties during the Somme Offensive5. Due to the unprecedented slaughter of 
thousands of young men during this bloody battle, repatriation was introduced, more soldiers 
were persuaded to enlist, women joined the paid workforce and Australia’s spirit of 
determination was created. This ultimately marked the Battle of Somme as a turning point in 
World War I (WWI). 
 
As war ravaged on between the French and Germans in a battle of attrition in Verdun, Britain 
and Australia planned to attack the Germans northwest of Verdun (see Figure 1) to aid their 
ally. This would relieve the French by moving some of Germany's forces away from the Verdun 
battleground. As a result, the River Somme was chosen since it was where French and British 
forces on the Western Front met. Sir William Robertson, Chief of the Imperial General Staff, 
explained his strategy for the Battle of Somme: “…The necessity of relieving pressure on the 
French Army at Verdun remains, and is more urgent than ever. This is, therefore, the first 
objective to be obtained by the combined British and French offensive. The second objective is 

 
1 National Archives UK. n.d. The Great War. [online] Available at: 
<https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/greatwar/g4/cs3/background.htm> [Accessed 12 June 2022]. 
2 Johnson, B., n.d. The Battle of the Somme 1916. [online] Historic UK. Available at: <https://www.historic-
uk.com/HistoryUK/HistoryofBritain/Battle-of-the-Somme/> [Accessed 29 May 2022]. 
3 Imperial War Museums. 2022. What Was the Battle of the Somme?. [online] Available at: 
<https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/what-was-the-battle-of-the-somme> [Accessed 29 May 2022]. 
4 Encyclopedia Britannica. 2022. Battle of the Somme casualties. [online] Available at: 
<https://www.britannica.com/summary/First-Battle-of-the-Somme> [Accessed 29 May 2022]. 
5 DVA (Department of Veterans' Affairs). 2022. Somme Winter 1916-17 and the Hindenburg Line. DVA Anzac Portal. 
[online] Available at: <https://anzacportal.dva.gov.au/wars-and-missions/ww1/where-australians-served/western-
front/somme-winter> [Accessed 4 June 2022]. 
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to inflict as heavy losses as possible upon the German armies.6” Although many senior 
commanders felt that the Somme offensive would be unsuccessful, orders from the Imperial 
army’s political masters as well as diplomatic alliances ensured that the battle would occur. 
Thus, the Somme Offensive was underway, but it was discovered that the Allied intelligence 
had misjudged the strength of the Germans, who were stationed behind a series of defences7. 
 
On the 1st July 1916, whistles were blown at 7.30 a.m. to signify the commencement of the 
Somme Offensive. In preparation, the area of the Somme battlefield became home to massive 
build-up of troops, artillery, and equipment for the onslaught against the Germans8. The 
soldiers, who had all volunteered, were trained in fundamental military procedures such as 
drills, military commands, and the use of machine guns in makeshift camps set up around 
Australia9. Supplies, soldiers, horses, and aerial reconnaissance all arrived in the area, ready 
for deployment8. Over 1.7 million shells were fired during the week-long artillery 
bombardment of the German trenches. It was expected that this would destroy the Germans, 
but the Allied plan failed; with the Germans seeking shelter in underground, bomb-proof 
bunkers that protected them from the attack2. As the firing stopped, the Germans clambered 
out of their bunkers into no man’s land and began their lethal sweep. Troops suffered 
catastrophic losses, with entire divisions being annihilated; local newspapers would be filled 
with lists of the dead and injured for weeks thereafter. Reports from the 2nd of July 1916 
stated that “…the [Somme] attack had been brutally repulsed,” and “…hundreds of dead were 
strung out like wreckage washed up to a high water-mark.2” Although the Battle of the 
Somme lasted for more than four months, the first day of the battle is the most remembered; 
symbolising the horrors of warfare during WWI for many. 

During the Battle of the Somme, Australia provided the greatest military contribution of all 
the British dominions; notably in the Battle of Fromelles and Pozières. Out of 4,875,000 
recruits, more than 331,000 volunteers were Australian. However, a devastating 64.8 per cent 
(58,500 men) fatality rate was recorded10. These soldiers arrived in France in March 1916 
where a member of the 24th Battalion, Sid Burvett wrote: “Things could be a lot worse and 
comparing this place with ANZAC it is a heaven and the boys know it too,11” (see Figure 2). 
Australian troops made a debut in the Battle of the Somme on 19 July during the Battle of 
Fromelles. This battle was meant to serve as a ploy to prevent the German reserves from 

 
6 Historylearningsite.co.uk. 2022. The Battle of the Somme [online] Available at: 
<https://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/world-war-one/battles-of-world-war-one/the-battle-of-the-somme/> 
[Accessed 31 May 2022]. 
7 Nam.ac.uk. 2022. Battle of the Somme | National Army Museum. [online] Available at: 
<https://www.nam.ac.uk/explore/battle-somme> [Accessed 31 May 2022]. 
8 The Great War 1914-1918. n.d. Preparations for the Battle of the Somme 1916. [online] Available at: 
<http://www.greatwar.co.uk/battles/somme-1916/prelude/somme-prelude.htm> [Accessed 13 June 2022]. 
9 DVA (Department of Veterans' Affairs). 2021. Training Australian army recruits during World War I, DVA Anzac 
Portal. [online] Available at: <https://anzacportal.dva.gov.au/wars-and-missions/ww1/military-
organisation/training> [Accessed 13 June 2022]. 
10 Centenaryofanzac.tas.gov.au. n.d. Centenary of ANZAC - Battle of the Somme. [online] Available at: 
<https://www.centenaryofanzac.tas.gov.au/history/battle_of_the_somme#:~:text=The%20Battle%20of%20the%20S
omme%20is%20the%20term%20given%20to,battle%20of%20World%20War%20One.> [Accessed 4 June 2022]. 
11 DVA (Department of Veterans' Affairs). 2022. Australians on the Somme 1916 to 1917. DVA Anzac Portal. [online] 
Available at: <https://anzacportal.dva.gov.au/wars-and-missions/ww1/where-australians-served/western-
front/somme-offensive> [Accessed 4 June 2022]. 

https://www.historic-uk.com/HistoryUK/HistoryofBritain/World-War-1-Timeline-1916/
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reinforcing the Somme, where the Allies had launched a major attack12. Soldiers of the 5th 
Australian Division and the British 61st Division launched the attack at 6.00 p.m.; providing 
clear visibility for the entrenched German soldiers. After a successful attack on the German 
front line, seizing the third German line became the final objective. However, the soldiers 
were confronted with desolate ditches in place of the third line. In an undefendable position, 
the Australians made their assault on the ‘Sugar Loaf’, a defensive fortification described as, 
‘an elevated concrete bastion bristling with machine guns13.’ Within 15 minutes, they were 
almost decimated as the Germans shelled the Allied positions14. There were over 5,500 
Australian casualties, of which 2,000 were killed and 400 captured14. The Battle of Fromelles 
was an unmitigated disaster, causing catastrophic causalities. It is believed to be the bloodiest 
battle in WWI by a single division in 24 hours15. However, Australian soldiers were not free 
from bloodshed as just a few days later, they would participate in the Battle of Pozières. 

On 23 July, the 1st Australia Division fought the Germans out of Pozières (a small village in the 
Somme valley in France), to divert the German army’s attention from Verdun. The Germans 
retaliated by directing their artillery fire on the Australians and relentless bombardment of 
the village16. This response saw the AIF subjected to destructive counterattacks, reducing the 
village to ruins, and inflicting a heavy toll on the allied troops. Over the weeks that followed, 
the 1st, 2nd, and 4th Australian Divisions alternated through the battle at Pozières, launching 
nine separate attacks over the course of a month15. All units took substantial damage and 
23,000 troops had perished when the AIF withdrew from the line at Pozières after 6 weeks of 
fighting15. Official war correspondent C.E.W. Bean described the small village as “more 
densely sown with Australian sacrifice than any other place on earth17.” Despite the 
numerous failed attacks and causalities, Australian forces provided significant contributions 
to the Somme Offensive by fighting in the Battle of Fromelles, Pozières and others. 

The Battle of Somme had significant effects on Australia. At the commencement of WWI, over 
50,000 Australians had voluntarily enlisted for reasons including: imperial loyalty, duty, peer 
pressure, a sense of adventure and the prospect of well-paid employment18. However, the 
number of enlistments dramatically decreased after the Somme Offensive due to the 

 
12 Australian War Memorial, London. 2022. Fromelles: Disaster at Fromelles. [online] Available at: 
<https://www.awmlondon.gov.au/battles/fromelles> [Accessed 12 June 2022]. 
13 Sir John Monash Centre. n.d. Fromelles - ‘Australia’s worst 24 hours’ - Sir John Monash Centre. [online] Available 
at: <https://sjmc.gov.au/fromelles-australias-worst-24-hours/> [Accessed 12 June 2022]. 
14 DVA (Department of Veterans' Affairs). 2019. Battle of Fromelles 19 to 20 July 1916, DVA Anzac Portal. [online] 
Available at: < https://anzacportal.dva.gov.au/wars-and-missions/ww1/where-australians-served/western-
front/battle-of-fromelles> [Accessed 12 June 2022] 
15 Australian War Memorial. 2022. Battle of Fromelles | Australian War Memorial. [online] Available at: 
<https://www.awm.gov.au/articles/encyclopedia/fromelles> [Accessed 12 June 2022]. 
16 DVA (Department of Veterans' Affairs). 2022 Battle of Pozières 23 July to 3 September 1916, DVA Anzac Portal. 
[online] Available at: <https://anzacportal.dva.gov.au/wars-and-missions/ww1/where-australians-served/western-
front/battle-of-pozieres> [Accessed 12 June 2022] 
17 Campbell, E., 2011. The Battle of the Somme – 95 Years on | Australian War Memorial. [online] Australian War 
Memorial. Available at: <https://www.awm.gov.au/articles/blog/the-battle-of-the-somme-95-years-
on#:~:text=The%20major%20contribution%20of%20Australian,at%20Pozières%2C%20including%206%2C741%20de
ad.> [Accessed 12 June 2022]. 
18 Beaumont, J., 2018. The damage inflicted on the Australian home front by the Great War | The Strategist. [online] 
The Strategist. Available at: <https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/the-damage-inflicted-on-the-australian-home-front-
by-the-great-war/> [Accessed 6 June 2022]. 

https://anzacportal.dva.gov.au/wars-and-missions/ww1/where-australians-served/western-front/battle-of-fromelles
https://anzacportal.dva.gov.au/wars-and-missions/ww1/where-australians-served/western-front/battle-of-fromelles
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extensive list of deaths publicised in newspapers19. With a shortage of recruits, the subject of 
conscription polarised Australians, dividing the country into two. Moreover, patriotic posters, 
such as Lord Kitchener calling the men to action in Figure 3, were used for various government 
propaganda campaigns. These were primarily intended to encourage enlistment, but they 
also served to raise funds for war relief organisations and rally the home front20. In 1918, the 
federal government introduced incentives for returned veterans known as ‘repatriation,’ 
which was designed to encourage men to enlist after the outcomes of the Battle of the 
Somme. These included pensions, medical care, settlement schemes and preferential 
employment21. As the Australian government continued funding the war, government 
support was supplemented by private sectors, as a plethora of patriotic funds and medical 
facilities sprang up across Australia18. These were typically run by women who contributed to 
the war effort by serving in the Australian Army as nurses (see Figure 4), volunteering with 
the Red Cross, and raising funds for overseas wartime charities22. In addition to benefits for 
returning soldiers and a rise of women in paid employment, several memorials are held for 
those who sacrificed their lives in the Somme Offensive.  

After WWI, Australia’s spirit of determination or the ‘ANZAC’ spirit was created, and 
numerous commemorations to honour the soldiers were held. The Australian National 
Memorial (ANM) honours the Australian soldiers who perished in battle in France and 
Belgium23. The 1st of July marks the beginning of the Battle of the Somme and is now a 
poignant date for commemoration. Thousands of visitors gather at the ANM each year to 
remember the men who fought in the Somme Offensive. In 2008, a mass burial of Australians 
killed during the Battle of Fromelles that were buried by the German forces was discovered14. 
The troops were reburied near Fromelles in Commonwealth War Graves. In addition, the 
Australian soldiers who fought in the Battle of the Somme helped create the ‘ANZAC’ legend. 
The term refers to all men and women who serve Australia and expresses the characteristics 
seen in Australians such as: courage, egalitarianism, endurance, and mateship24. Although the 
soldiers fighting in the Somme Offensive felt fear and terror as they realised they were easy 
targets for the Germans, the men demonstrated traits of the ‘ANZAC’ legend. This helped 
further Australia’s spirit of determination that is seen in many Australians today.  

The Battle of the Somme, one of the most infamous and horrific incidents of the First World 
War, led to significant consequences for Australia. Initially intended to relieve strain on French 
forces fighting a German onslaught in Verdun, the battle’s impact on the overall casualty 

 
19 DVA (Department of Veterans' Affairs). 2022. Enlisting in the Australian forces during World War I. [online] DVA 
Anzac Portal. Available at <https://anzacportal.dva.gov.au/wars-and-missions/ww1/military-
organisation/enlistment.> [Accessed 6 June 2022]. 
20 Tsara, O., 2018. WWI posters from the Library’s collection. [online] State Library Victoria. Available at: 
<https://blogs.slv.vic.gov.au/such-was-life/wwi-posters-from-the-librarys-collection/> [Accessed 12 June 2022]. 
21 DVA (Department of Veterans' Affairs). 2021 Repatriation of Australians in World War I, DVA Anzac Portal. [online] 
Available at: <https://anzacportal.dva.gov.au/wars-and-missions/ww1/politics/repatriation> [Accessed 12 June 
2022] 
22 DVA (Department of Veterans' Affairs). 2022. Roles of Australian women in World War I, DVA Anzac Portal. 
[online] Available at <https://anzacportal.dva.gov.au/wars-and-missions/ww1/personnel/australian-women.> 
[Accessed 6 June 2022] 
23 Sir John Monash Centre. n.d. The Site I SJMC I Located near Villers-Bretonneux in Northern France. [online] 
Available at: <https://sjmc.gov.au/australian-national-memorial/> [Accessed 7 June 2022]. 
24 DVA (Department of Veterans' Affairs). 2022. The Anzac legend, DVA Anzac Portal. [online] Available at: 
<https://anzacportal.dva.gov.au/wars-and-missions/ww1/personnel/anzac-legend> [Accessed 12 June 2022]. 
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figure was unforeseen, and the engagement epitomised trench warfare's futility for the rest 
of the war6. Three Australian divisions (1st, 2nd, and 4th) took turns aiding in the Battle of the 
Pozières and the 5th Australian Division fought in the Battle of Fromelles. The casualties 
totalled a staggering 30,00025. As a result, there was an increase of women in paid 
employment and repatriation was introduced to persuade men to enlist. For many people, 
the Battle of the Somme symbolised the horrors of warfare and was synonymous with 
slaughter7. However, Australia's participation in the battle and the devastating casualties 
became a contributing factor to the emergence of a new nation and Australia’s spirit of 
determination10. 

Word count: 1991 (including description below each picture) 
 

 
Figure 1: Map depicting battles at Somme River and Verdun. It can be seen that these two 
cities are relatively close together. Since French troops were being attacked by Germans at 
Verdun, Somme was chosen to divert German soldiers’ attention from Verdun. Therefore, the 
Battle of Somme was fought by the British, Australians and French against Germany. 
(Pinterest, n.d.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
25 Australian High Commission: United Kingdom. 2022. The Battle of the Somme - Centenary. [online] Available at: 
<https://uk.embassy.gov.au/lhlh/battle-of-the 
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Figure 2: The AIF took advantage of every opportunity to rest and heal behind the front lines, 
including these three troops from the 1st Division. France appeared to be paradise to many 
in the AIF after the desolate Gallipoli peninsula and the desert sand of the Egyptian camps. 
Soldiers were able to visit villages and buy food and drinks before the battle began. (DVA 
Department of Veterans’ Affairs: Australians on the Somme 1916 to 1917, 2022) 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Lord Kitchener, famous for colonial victories in Sudan and South Africa, calling men 
to enlist. He became the ‘face’ of the First World War when he appeared on the ‘Your 
Country Needs You’ poster. These patriotic posters encouraged men to enlist in the army. 
(Johnson, n.d.) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4: Around 1916, Australian Red Cross volunteers in Sydney preparing crates and bags 
to be sent overseas as comfort gifts to Australian military soldiers; possibly soldiers fighting in 
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the Somme Offensive. The main role of the Red Cross was to support armies’ medical services, 
assist the wounded and provide aid to the families of service personnel. (DVA Department of 
Veterans’ Affairs: Roles of Women in World War I, 2022) 
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