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Synopsis 

 

It is impossible to imagine what it must feel like as you wait to go into battle for the 

first time. For the thousands of Australians about to climb down the rope ladders on 

the sides of their transport ships into small boats that would take them ashore at 

Gallipoli in the early morning of April 25
th

 1915, the final minutes prior to departure 

must have seemed almost surreal. They were not to know that they were about to be 

hurled into the pages of history and that their deeds in the next few hours would be 

eulogised and taught to future generations as the moment that a young federated 

Australia somehow came of age. How precious those final moments would have been 

if they were equipped with the historian’s benefit of hindsight. But if they knew the 

name at all, Gallipoli was only a strange foreign place on a map that hardly registered 

in their consciousness. For them this was merely the culmination of a journey that had 

begun almost a year before in some remote country town, or bustling youthful city, 

and had carried them halfway across the world to be here at this spot right now. They 

were greengrocers, postmen, coalminers, lawyers, and clerks and they were eager to 

prove themselves worthy of the loved ones that they said goodbye to back in the land 

that they loved. In these final few minutes they could still retreat comfortably into the 

memories of those they left behind, maybe thinking of a sweetheart and hoping that 

they would be lucky enough to again feel that warm embrace once the job here was 

done. But many were not so lucky; all too soon they would have been just another 

rotting corpse on a foreign shore and a name on a file that was proof that they were 

here. They were also the sons of mothers who would always remember their joy and 

their laughter despite their own tears of eternal sorrow. They were the original 

Anzacs; this was the moment they were destined for and from this point on nothing 

could ever be the same again.  
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      The landing of Australian troops on the shores of Gallipoli on the 25
th

 of April 

1915, marking Australia’s entry into World War One, has often been characterised as 

a defining moment in the development of a cohesive sense of Australian nationhood. 

As Bill Gammage asserts, “The Australians answered a vitally important question at 

the landing. They fulfilled their expectations about their fighting prowess, and they 

proved their country to the world: they passed the test of battle.”
1
 Indeed there is no 

doubt that for a lot of these ‘originals’, many having joined up only two weeks after 

Britain declared war on Germany in 1914, the thrill of impending action must have 

been an intoxicant, the natural culmination of this great journey that they were 

undertaking. But war is the ultimate human atrocity, where man’s inhumanity to man 

knows no bounds and this was the unforgettable reality of their experience. That they 

were carrying the Australian flag onto the international stage would have had little 

relevance to these men as they stepped off their landing craft into a hail of bullets, 

blood and shells on that early April morning. Their concerns were defined by the 

immediacy of their situation, looking after themselves and if possible their mates. An 

examination of the Red Cross Wounded and Missing Files highlights not only the 

extremities of the carnage that ensued in those first days at Anzac Cove but provides 

an insight into the pain and suffering that was often felt for lifetimes both by the 

surviving soldiers and also the loved ones of deceased sons, brothers and friends who 

were left behind, often without any trace, in a strange land that those at home in 

Australia only ever knew as Gallipoli. 

      It is hard to imagine what it must have been like for the troops as they huddled in 

the transport ships on a calm sea just after twelve o’clock on the morning of the 25
th

 

of April. Some were perhaps talking in hushed tones or joking nonchalantly with their 
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mates, while others may have been trying to manage a last few winks of sleep, using 

their heavy packs as pillows.  Hundreds of faces, mostly young but with some older 

heads amongst them, would have been silhouetted against the perfect moonlight 

mirroring the air of nervous anticipation that would have prevailed on the cramped 

decks as the ships moved slowly towards their destination on the Gallipoli Peninsular. 

Morale was high amongst the men as this diary note of Australia’s official war 

correspondent Charles Bean, implies, “ The Turk does not realise what is in store for 

him in the next few hours.”
2
 Signaller E. Silas echoes what most of the troops of this 

first contingent must have been feeling, “ We have been told of the impossible task 

before us, of probable annihilation; yet we are eager to get into it…deep down in our 

hearts we know when we get into it we will not be found wanting.”
3
 Indeed after 

spending almost five months training in the merciless heat of Cairo to be finally 

getting a chance to prove themselves in battle was seen as a welcome respite from the 

drudgery and insidious drilling exercises that had been the soldiers lot up until now; 

they were ready.  

      Private Vivian French as a member of the 12
th

 Battalion was part of the 3
rd

 

Brigade that as the covering force were the first to land at Anzac Cove
4
 at around 4.30 

am, following behind the 9
th

 and 10
th

 Battalions who led the charge to the beach. He 

would have heard the sound of the first Turkish machine guns cracking into life from 

the Turkish trenches and the anguished cries of comrades as they succumbed to their 

hidden menace. For French and his mates the harsh reality of war was no longer an 

imagined future, their moment of truth had arrived. Amongst the confusion of the 

battle French would have fixed his bayonet and charged at the first line of Turkish 
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trenches, following the order, “not to fire … but to kill the Turks with cold steel.”
5
 

Perhaps French would have felt that his luck was in considering that he had made it to 

the beach alive when so many of his comrades were not so fortunate but he would 

have had little time to contemplate as the battle raged around him and he tried to form 

a firing line with other soldiers from his battalion. It was useless to try and find his 

company; men were running or crawling everywhere he looked, amidst a frenzy of 

shelling and machine gun fire; “just do your best cobber”. Soon his luck ran out; did 

he hear the crack of the rifle that shot him in that instant before the bullet tore through 

his neck? Probably not, it would have been just one in a thousand strong deadly 

chorus but Private A.H. O’Neil is certain that it was French who caught it, “I saw him 

fall after he was hit. It was about 3 o’clock just after the landing. A mate of French’s 

said he (French) was hit in the back of the neck and thought that he had died soon 

afterwards.”
6
 A later statement from Lance Corporal Packer dated July 8

th
 1916 

corroborates O’Neil’s evidence stating that; “…French was killed at Gallipoli on 

April 25
th

 1915. We were retiring when he was hit in the neck. He came on with the 

retirement but when we turned to attack I lost him in the rush.”
7
  

      Packer’s reference to his company retiring only to turn and mount another attack 

provides a useful insight into how chaotic and utterly exhausting the battle must have 

been on that first day. The implication that ground could be won and lost rapidly was 

to become a recurring theme throughout the course of the war and the Red Cross files 

contain many witness testimonies that refer to the storming of an enemy trench 

followed by a hasty retreat; conversely if a trench is ‘held’ it is often stated in the 

testimony. The confusion of battle is clearly enunciated time and again throughout the 
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files and accounts for the large numbers of conflicting reports in regard to the fate of 

victims. The inconsistency of witness statements highlights just how difficult the job 

must have been for the Red Cross investigators. Any two witness statements on the 

same casualty could vary widely in terms of the information they provided on the fate 

of the victim. Clearly Private O’Neil’s opinion of what had become of Private French 

was based on information he obtained from French’s mate who said, “he was hit in 

the back of the neck.” The use of hearsay evidence although influenced by the 

interpretation of the teller, was often the only avenue of enquiry available given the 

sheer scale of losses, which only escalated as the war progressed.  Clearly in this 

bloody whirlwind of advance and retreat it would be difficult for able-bodied soldiers 

to maintain vigilance in bringing back their wounded and dead mates, as this 

statement by Signaller Veness confirms, “…Watson was a signaller and was in the 

charge at Lone Pine on 6/8/15. He did not reach the enemy’s trenches and did not get 

back to our trenches. There were many casualties and we had to retire leaving many 

men on the ground.”
8
 Veness’s statement provides some insight into the scale of the 

slaughter, as wave after wave of soldiers were indiscriminately thrown into the fight 

often with no clear objective in mind and only the prospect of almost certain death 

awaiting them; under these circumstances keeping track of killed and wounded 

comrades, many having been obliterated by shellfire would have been virtually 

impossible. 

       In the wake of all this unremitting gore soldiers like French and Watson were 

considered ‘acceptable losses’, unfortunate casualties of war who like so many others 

bravely made the eternal sacrifice for some perceived greater good. But this would 

have been of little comfort to their grieving families who would know beyond the 
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rhetoric that a young man had had his innocence robbed from him while they had lost 

a cherished son or brother, with the added burden of him being forever marked on  

the Red Cross files as ‘Missing no Burial’.
9
 As Scates confirms, “The families of the 

missing were denied any kind of closure”
10

 and French and Watson’s families were 

just two of the many thousands who would have to live with that lack of closure for 

the rest of their lives. 

      In a letter to his fiancé Corporal Lawrence Riggs paints a harrowing picture of 

events of the first day, “ It was awful, men were dropping like flies, others were 

rushing back, some crawling, others dragging the poor devils who could not walk, and 

blood, I never thought there could be so much of it.”
11

 Thrust into this cacophony of 

noise, death and mayhem life became a cheap commodity on the beach at Anzac. 

By necessity soldiers quickly grew accustomed to the scenes of death and agony that 

surrounded them, after all they still had to ‘get on with the job’. That many of the 

troops came from the poorer working class sections of society and were used to 

dealing with hardship and suffering probably helped them to find ways to deal with 

the depravity of their circumstances. Certainly their witness statements often reflected 

a simple and direct approach to life and death, “ Tolley was killed near the beach after 

the landing had been effected. (Sic) Bullets were flying everywhere. Tolley dropped 

suddenly, evidently dead. Witness saw and heard nothing further about him.”
12

This is 

not to say that a soldier did not have compassion for his fallen mates, after all 

mateship was a cornerstone to their very survival, but the time for grieving would 

come much later if they were lucky enough to survive. Then the images of fallen 
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comrades and the horrors seen would be regular visitors never straying too far from 

their thoughts, eerie comforters against family and friends who never really 

understood the reason for their moods. It would take another fifty years for any 

acknowledgement that what they were suffering from was related to the depravity of 

their experiences when they were back in the trenches with their mates.
13

   

      The bloody reality of the war conveyed so candidly by Corporal Riggs in his letter 

to his fiancé was rarely the subject, at least explicitly, of most soldiers letters to their 

worried loved ones back at home in Australia. In this sense Australians on the home 

front remained desensitised to the war particularly in the early days before casualty 

lists began their ever-increasing spiral and the maimed and the crippled started 

arriving home in large numbers. Most of the soldiers would have seen no point in 

worrying fretting mothers and pining sweethearts when no good could come of it. 

This was certainly the case for Private Edward Junier who as an only son would have 

been particularly careful to protect his widowed mother from any unnecessary worry. 

       Junier must have been raring to go as he stepped down from the transport ship 

‘Galeka’ onto the landing craft that would take him to shore to join the 3
rd

 Brigade. 

By the time that he and the rest of the second wave had received their orders to 

disembark the battle was certainly hotting up with the big Turkish guns on the hills 

above the peninsular finding their range and peppering the Transports as Junier and 

his mates made their way to the shore. Extremely heavy fire was then directed at the 

landing craft, as Corporal J. Carlile attests, “…B Coy. of the 7
th

 Battalion had six 

boats set out from the ‘Galeka’ …only three and half of these landed. One boat was 

actually sunk with all on board killed or wounded.”
14

 Some men, Dunston and 

Alexander were two; forced to jump from their craft into deep water were dragged 

                                                 
13

 Mac Pherson. Myra, Longtime Passing: Vietnam and the Haunted Generation, ( United States: 

Doubleday and Company, Inc,Specture edition, 1988). p.p. 233-34. 
14

 Junier. Edward, Wilfred., 463, Private, 7
th

 Battalion, ARCSWMEB Files. 



 8 

under by the weight of their packs and drowned.
15

 Junier was luckier and made it to 

shore under a withering barrage of shell and rifle fire but in war a minutes luck is a 

small lifetime and it was not very long after reaching the beach that Junier was 

seriously injured. Sergeant Major Baker reported seeing him, “…at 8.30 p.m. on April 

the 25
th

, and the next morning on a stretcher in the dressing station with five others. 

Junier had to be left in the station all night on account of the serious nature of his 

wounds.”
16

  

      This is the last reliable sighting of Junier who is variously reported as having been 

killed and buried at Anzac or placed on board the minesweeper Reindeer and 

evacuated. Whatever the truth, there is no official record that conclusively confirms 

his fate. The inability of the authorities to either confirm or deny Junier’s death, 

although unofficially there is reason to believe that he has died, places his mother in 

that unenviable position of so many Australian mothers during W.W.I.; does she 

accept that he has passed on or does she keep hope that he is still alive? Of course the 

answer is simple, while a shred of hope exists she will keep hope alive. In May of 

1916, over a year since his disappearance, she writes a letter to the governor of Malta 

obviously hoping that he can use his influence to get some action on her son’s case, 

“…Any information of him will be most thankfully received by his broken hearted 

mother. Trusting I will get a reply to this appeal.”
17

 By July it appears that she has 

accepted that her son is lost but is now trapped in that desire to find some closure as 

this letter to A.I.F. Headquarters in July 1917 confirms, “…he had his coat off…It 

looks to me that his clothes were removed to attend to his wounds…I thought the disc 

was the last thing taken from a soldiers body. This is my great grief, not knowing 
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where his body lies.”
18

 Of course it is impossible for her to fathom the ‘hell on earth’ 

that greeted her son on that first morning of the Anzac landings, or that his body could 

have been blown to pieces and his identity disc is all that is left of him. For her the 

utter cruelty and devastation of war will remain forever in the memory of her only 

son. Her letters continue through to 1922 and always her concern centres on where 

her son’s body might be. Her final letter ends with a shaky signature at the bottom of 

the page quite unlike the neat copperplate hand of previous enquiries suggesting that 

she has finally given up hope of finding any trace of her beloved son.
19

    

      Although the Red Cross Files could not provide all the information necessary to 

‘finalise’ the grieving process for family members there is no doubt that they played 

an important role in at least finding some answers for those directly affected by the 

loss of a loved one. Corporal John Thompson who as a member of the 7
th

 Battalion 

was part of the second wave of the Anzac landing on the 25
th

 of April was listed as 

“wounded not reported seriously” in a letter to his father dated the 9
th

 of June.
20

While 

obviously concerned about his son’s injury Thompson’s father would have taken 

some comfort that the wound was not considered serious and would have assumed 

that his son was obviously in good hands. One could imagine his concern therefore 

when all future efforts to locate his son proved futile; it appeared that John Thompson 

like Private Junier and so many others had simply vanished, a fact seemingly 

supported by the witness statement of Private C.V. O’Heare, “ Informant states that 

casualty was sent back to the beach on the morning of 25
th

 April with a party of four 

on fatigue duty, that is the last the informant heard of him.”
21

 It is here that the 

painstaking research of the Red Cross is irrefutably confirmed as their enquiries 
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reveal that Thompson was in fact listed as missing in April,
22

 six weeks before his 

father received the letter stating that he had been wounded.  

     After reading the case files of Corporal Thompson a clearer picture emerges about 

what happened to him on the first morning of the landing. Thompson along with four 

other members of the 7
th

 Battalion, Watson, Boucher, Charlton and Dunston got away 

from the main body at the landing as his mate Private Walker explains, “…we got 

separated in the advance up the hill. He was seen out in front and appeared to have 

advanced beyond the position we were making for, when he was killed by a bullet, 

but his body could not be recovered.”
23

 Walker doesn’t mention the fate of the other 

four men who were with Thompson but the Red Cross Files suggest that all five were 

cut down by the Turkish guns.
24

 The actions of these men typified the actions of so 

many men from both sides during the course of the campaign, as this recollection 

from an one of the original Anzacs suggests, “ When I got there it was not long, 

but…I tell you…all we thought about was to get at them. One would hear someone 

say ‘They’ve got me’ and you register another notch when you get to them.”
25

 Let it 

never be said that bravery and self-sacrifice were in short supply at Anzac Cove.  

      What seemed to be in short supply however was a cohesive tactical approach to 

the situation. Thompson’s case supports the assertion that the basic organisational 

framework that is so fundamental to developing an effective chain of command had 

completely broken down by the end of first day of the Anzac landings. The disarray 

was only amplified by the size of the force that had disembarked from the transport 

ships with some twelve thousand troops landing on the beach at Anzac Cove by the 
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end of the first day.
26

 There were many examples of men like Thompson and his 

mates driven on by their enthusiasm to ‘get at’ the enemy, overrunning an objective 

and being cut off from the main body and then having to retreat through a hail of both 

Turkish and Australian bullets. Given that the Anzac landing was a kilometre and a 

half from where the landing was meant to take place at Gaba Tepe
27

 it is a testament 

to the resilience of the men that they not only managed to gain a foothold on this 

totally inhospitable landscape but were able to advance on well fortified Turkish 

positions and achieve any success at all. 

      The Red Cross Wounded and Missing Files bear silent testament to the massive 

waste of Australian lives that began on the beaches of Gallipoli and continued through 

all the theatres of Australian involvement during World War 1. Sadly the events at 

Gallipoli provided no lessons to the commanders of later campaigns and the wave of 

human wreckage continued unabated right up until the armistice in 1918. For the men 

who stare out from the thousands of files compiled by the Red Cross there is not only 

a story of courage and sacrifice but a cry from comrades and loved ones who were 

never given the chance to say a proper goodbye. This paper is dedicated to the 

memory of all the victims of the war, the men and women who fought and died and 

the families that carried on through tears of pain and loss that were forever felt and 

never healed. 
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