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TASK_____________________________________ 

“What do the Red Cross Wounded and Missing Files tell us about the life and death of 

Australian soldiers in the field?” 

 

Consider the following themes: 

� The nature of battle 

� The impact the death of a loved one had on family & friends 

� Surviving soldiers’ responses to the death of their comrades 

 

SY�OPSIS_________________________________ 

 
 

“To Australians war and sport are serious and when they intersect, passions run high, but add to this the 

complexities of sectarianism and loyalty, we have the stuff of explosive history.”
1
 

- Peter A. Horton - 

 

Having exposed me to the intriguing Red Cross Wounded and Missing files, affording me 

the opportunity to explore the rich archives of the Australian War Memorial, this 

assignment in primary research has been an extremely rewarding experience. Seven years 

ago now, I was fortunate enough to attend the Anzac Day Dawn Service at Gallipoli, an 

almost indescribable experience which I’ll never forget. As the swollen crowd of patriotic 

backpackers awaited dawn that morning, the atmosphere was like that of a football match 

back home - songs were sung, beer was drunk and even a footy was kicked about!  

                                                 
1
  Horton, P.A. ‘A Nation Divided: Sport and War’ in Nauright, John. & Mangan, J.A. (eds) Sport in 

Australasian Society: Past and Present, Frank Cass Publishers, Great Britain, 2000.  
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From a family of staunch Rugby League supporters, following one of the oldest clubs in 

the game - South Sydney Rabbitohs, est. 1908 - I later wondered what sort of impact the 

Great War would have had on the newly established competition and just how many 

professional footballers had perished in foreign fields. This assignment provided me an 

opportunity to find out. 

 

Uncovering the rivalry between Rugby League and Rugby Union in the early 1900’s, I 

traced the war experience of four football players in detail, two from each code, and was 

able to better interpret their service dossiers in light of this pre-war sporting context. 

Ultimately though, while their athleticism afforded them popularity amidst their 

comrades, it did not serve to protect them from the callous nature of modern warfare, and 

perhaps provided their loved ones with a false sense of security, ill preparing them for the 

worst news of all - no news. A brief look at two Australian Rules players from Victoria 

along with the testimonies of numerous other servicemen regarding these six footballers, 

conclude that the life and death of Australian soldiers in the field was sheer ‘hell on 

earth.’ 
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ESSAY____________________________________ 

“The ground was situated amidst the heavy system of entrenchments that had constituted the German front 

line… Practically surrounded by trenches, the ground frozen and strewn with pieces of barbed wire and 

fragments of shells. Sheltering from the cold wind, the spectators viewed the game from the trenches, their 

heads just visible above the ground. A few plucky volunteers held the goal posts in position during the 

game.”
2
 

___________________________________________ 

 

�Captain Clarence Wallach - A.I.F - 19
th 
Battalion - Died of wounds 22.4.18 - “he came from South 

Sydney, played football with South Sydney, and was about 30 years old.”
3
 

�Gunner William George Tasker 29167- A.I.F - 13
th
 Field Artillery Brigade - Died of Wounds 9.8.18 - 

“about 5 feet 6 or 8 inches high, rather stout build, fair complexion, aged about 25. Was a prominent 

footballer.”
4
 

�Private Robert Richardson Tidyman 4541- A.I.F - 19
th 
Battalion - Killed in action 13.11.16 - “he was 

a very popular chap and a champion Foot Ball player in Sydney New South Wales.”
5
 

�Private John Stuntz 5407- A.I.F - 17
th 
Battalion - Killed in action 3.5.17 - “a well-known man in 

Battalion having been a prominent footballer.”
6
 

�Captain Hugh McDonald Plowman - A.I.F - 60
th 
Battalion - Killed in action 19.7.16 - “Description - 

5f ft. 10 ins. dark, red face, about 25 or 40, An Australian foot-baller, nicknamed D’Aroy.”
7
 

�Private Leslie Edward Lee 224 - A.I.F - 10
th
 Machine Gun Company - Wounded and Missing 8.6.17 - 

“humorous and witty he earned for himself many nicknames, the most popular of which was “Leggo” well 

known in Melbourne football circles.”
8
 

- Lest We Forget -      

                                                 
2
 Dollman, Lt. Col. W. & Skinner, Sgt. H.M. The Blue and Brown Diamond, Lonnen and Cape, Adelaide, 

1921, p. 81.  
3
 Bennett, Pte. B.T.M. 5537, Captain Clarence Wallach: 19

th
 Battalion, Australian Red Cross Society 

Wounded and Missing Enquiry Bureau files, 1914-18 War, viewed 15.8.07, 

http://www.awm.gov.au/database/1drl428.asp. 
4
 Gilbert, Driver A. 2601, 29167 Gunner William George Tasker: 13

th
 Field Artillery Brigade, 

A.R.C.S.W&M.E.B.F’s, 1914-18 War, viewed 15.8.07, ibid. 
5
 Kirk, Pte. W. 4463, 4541 Private Robert Richardson Tidyman: 19

th
 Battalion, A.R.C.S.W&M.E.B.F’s, 

1914-18 War, viewed 8.9.07, ibid. 
6
 Cobley, A.E. 5318, 5407 Private John Stuntz: 17

th
 Battalion, A.R.C.S.W&M.E.B.F’s, 1914-18 War, 

viewed 8.9.07, ibid. 
7
 McCaskill, Donald. 3854, Captain Hugh McDonald Plowman: 60

th
 Battalion, A.R.C.S.W&M.E.B.F’s, 

1914-18 War, viewed 11.10.07, ibid. 
8
 Coffey, F.I.J. Private Leslie Edward Lee: 10

th
 Machine Gun Company, Australian Red Cross Society 

Wounded and Missing Enquiry Bureau files, 1914-18 War, viewed 11.10.07, ibid. 
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When World War One ended in 1918, some 60 000 Australians would never return home. 

The perilous and pitiless nature of battle saw modern warfare render foreign fields into 

burial grounds. For the far-flung families and friends laden with the loss of loved ones, 

this alien terrain existed only in their imaginations, aided by inked words of scant 

correspondence. For surviving soldiers, trenches dug from this strange soil provided 

temporary quarters as they awaited fates decision to either deliver them home or unite 

them with their fallen comrades. Among those Australians who would never return, 

remaining buried for eternity in the earth of distant lands, were the six men previously 

listed. With the help of the Red Cross Wounded and Missing Files however, their names 

liveth forevermore.  

 

Six sportsmen - they shared in common a pre-war participation in first grade football; 

Captain Clarence Wallach and Gunner William George Tasker played Rugby Union, 

Private Robert Richardson Tidyman and Private John Stuntz played Rugby League, and 

Captain Hugh McDonald Plowman and Private Leslie Edward Lee played Australian 

Rules. Embodying the nation’s penchant for sport, these footballers, regardless of their 

chosen code, were received by their comrades as prominent figures, well-liked and 

admired within their battalions, brigades and companies, earning for themselves a 

reputation as resilient warriors, whose stamina on the football field would surely be 

echoed in times of war. Various documents filed by the Red Cross Enquiry Bureau, 

confirm this football fuelled eminence via the words of surviving soldiers, who having 

acted as informants regarding the sportsmen’s demise, felt it important and necessary to 

note, amidst comments of their fallen comrades popularity, that the deceased had once 

been footballers.                                                                                                                                

 

Ultimately though, for Wallach, Tasker, Tidyman, Stuntz, Plowman and Lee, their 

professional footballing backgrounds, and the fame it afforded them, granted these men 

no greater protection from the mechanised and ruthless reality of modern warfare, than 

that which the average soldier standing by their side received. As they perished on far-

away battlegrounds, their loved ones wept tears no different to those of the families and 

friends of boys and men less talented with a laced up leather ball.    
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On the morning of the first Sunday in April, 1918, Captain Clarence ‘Dos’ Wallach, “an 

exceedingly well liked Officer”9 of the Australian Imperial Force’s 19th Battalion, was 

reportedly gunned down by enemy fire in Hangard Wood near Villers Bretonneux, 

France. An unmarried clerk and Wallabies second rower, he enlisted in May, 1915 at the 

age of twenty-five, abstaining from representative football which had seen him play five 

tests against the New Zealand All Blacks prior to the outbreak of World War One. 

Perhaps when Wallach signed an oath to “truly serve our Sovereign Lord the King… 

resist His Majesty’s enemies and cause His Majesty’s peace to be kept and maintained”10 

(Fig. 1), he had in mind the quixotic middle-class notion - fostered in the complex and 

commanding ideology of ‘muscular Christianity’ - that would deem his pre-war 

involvement in the proletarian code of Rugby Union as the ideal preparation for battle.         

 

In 1788, when scores of European convicts disembarked on Australian sand and soil, they  

carried with them the cargo of sport and sporting culture. Accordingly, Australian 

sporting traditions have sprouted from British roots: 

 

  “institutionalised sport in Australia had it genesis with a tired and bored  

  British military garrison, who wishing to alleviate their monotonous  

  routine in the colony, instigated regular sporting contests, under the proviso  

  that such activity was essential for fitness, morale and as a healthy outlet for  

  physical needs.”
11
  

     

The rough and tough ‘manly’ qualities associated with all male sporting teams, 

particularly that of football, were sowed as seeds of masculinity, which nurtured the 

belief in the value and efficacy of sport for war to its thriving state by the outset of World 

War One. Cultivated by the English Public School system, these qualities of robustness 

                                                 
9
 Stanton, Pte. J. 6148, Captain Clarence Wallach: 19

th
 Battalion, Australian Red Cross Society Wounded 

and Missing Enquiry Bureau files, 1914-18 War, viewed 15.8.07, 

http://www.awm.gov.au/database/1drl428.asp,   
10
 (See Fig.1) WW1 Service dossier for Captain Clarence Wallach, copied from 3ational Archives of 

Australia collection, viewed 15.8.07. 

http://www.naa.gov.au/the_collection/defence/conflicts/ww1/ww1.html.  
11
 Cooper, Brad. ‘Negotiating the Boundary: The Challenge to Hegemonism in Australian Sport’, Academic 

Essays - Access: History, Vol. 1, No. 1, p. 57.  
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and physical force, athleticism and vigour, coercive tactics, discipline, loyalty, teamwork 

and mateship, were encouraged in playgrounds and on playing fields, providing “the 

masculine model on which a boy’s development should be based”12 - an ethos not lost on 

Australian Grammar Schools where the likes of Captain Wallach attended.  

 

  “Brave boys make brave men. Good soldiers, dauntless hunters,  

  adventurous explorers, and good volunteers, all owe a great deal to the  

  pastimes they enjoyed between school hours and in vacations. Indeed  

  much of the greatness of our nation is to be attributed to the training  

  which takes place in the playground. For summer we have a capital game  

  in cricket, for winter… we have football.”
13
 

 

Coined ‘muscular Christianity’, this philosophy was, in essence, the concept “that man 

could enhance his moral character through physical endeavour… a fusion of ideas with 

notions of imperial duty, national identity and military imperatives.”14 Fostered by Rugby 

Union, this ideology permeated the middle to upper class, whose amateur outlook viewed 

sport as a “preparation for something higher” and thus “expected that sportsmen would 

be among the first to enlist, presumably because of their youth and physical condition, 

but also because sport had prepared them so well for the task.”15  

 

On April 7, 1918, however, as machine guns maimed the legs of Clarence Wallach, no 

amount of sporting prowess could have primed the Captain for the harsh reality of 

modern warfare. Whether it be the agility of ball-skilled backs, or the brute force of 6' 

3/4", 197 lbs. forwards like ‘Dos’, the nature of highly mechanised frontline battle 

indubitably rendered any football field finesse impotent.  

 

  “On admission: very weak, left leg had been amputated above knee at  

  C.C.S. - compound fracture of thigh and gas gangrenous. Behind right  

                                                 
12
 Cooper, Brad. ‘Negotiating the Boundary: The Challenge to Hegemonism in Australian Sport’, Academic 

Essays - Access: History, Vol. 1, No. 1, p. 57. 
13
 Ibid. 

14
 Blair, Dale James. ‘Beyond the Metaphor: football and war, 1914-1918’, Journal of the Australian War 

Memorial, issue 28, April, 1996, p. 2. 
15
 McKernan, Michael. ‘Sport, War and Society: Australia 1914-18’, Cashman, Richard. & McKernan, 

Michael. Sport in History: The Making of Modern Sporting History, University of Queensland Press, 

Australia, 1979, p. 3.  
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  knee was a wound of the soft parts with considerable loss of substance  

  and extension from calf flap to superficial muscles and there was loss  

  of sensation in foot. Operation on right leg to afford drainage…  

  Anaesthesia of foot spread up leg, and areas of gangrene appeared on toes  

  and heel, so leg was amputated in hope of saving life, but in spite of  

  transfusion and other measures of stimulation, he gradually weakened and  

  died, fortunately without much suffering and always exhibiting the greatest  

  courage and cheerfulness.”
16
 

 

That Captain Wallach, in charge of the attacking party in the French woods, fell on the 

morning of April 7, got carried by stretcher-bearing German prisoners to the Casualty 

Clearing Station, and reportedly died of wounds in the 1
st
 General Hospital (B.E.F. 

Etretat) on April 22, 1918 following the amputation of both his legs, is by no means 

indicative of a failed soldier. While reality certainly dispelled the myth that sport could 

breed better combatants, the high esteem within which the Captain was held by his men is 

testimony to his achievement in the field, evident in the responses of those surviving 

comrades acting as informants of his death: “Informant added that the Captain was a very 

popular officer.” - (Informant: Private W.J. Frudenstein, 2898. A. Company. 19
th
 

Battalion). “According to the Informant the Capt: was an exceedingly well liked officer.” 

- (Informant: Private. J. Stanton, 6148. B. Company. 19
th
 Battalion). “The Capt: was one 

of the best officers and Informant knew him well.” - (Informant: Private F.A. Morrison, 

5601. C. Company. 19
th
 Battalion).17  

 

Perhaps the Captain’s popularity was owed in part to the pedestal upon which Australians 

tend to elevate their sportsmen. If the men had not known of Wallach’s pre-war sporting 

achievements, his two weeks of leave (Fig. 2) in the December of 1917 to travel to 

England with the football team, would have revealed this rugby pastime. Undoubtedly 

though, valiant acts such as that which earned him the Military Cross in 1916 augmented 

                                                 
16
 Statement of Medical Officer in charge of Capt. C. Wallach, Captain Clarence Wallach: 19

th
 Battalion, 

Australian Red Cross Society Wounded and Missing Enquiry Bureau files, 1914-18 War, viewed 15.8.07, 

http://www.awm.gov.au/database/1drl428.asp.  
17
 Captain Clarence Wallach: 19

th
 Battalion, Australian Red Cross Society Wounded and Missing Enquiry 

Bureau files, 1914-18 War, viewed 15.8.07, http://www.awm.gov.au/database/1drl428.asp. 
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his eminence and made the impact of losing such a leading officer almost as difficult for 

his devoted 19
th
 Battalion, as it would have been for his loved ones back home. 

 

  “AWARDED THE MILITARY CROSS …For conspicuous gallantry  

  during operations. Under a very heavy bombardment, which lasted  

  forty-eight hours, after his company commander had been killed and the  

  company had suffered severely, he took command and steadied the men  

  by his fine example and cool courage.”
18
 (Fig. 3) 

 

Mrs. Mary Wallach’s pride in reading of her son’s attainment in the Commonwealth of 

Australia Gazette, No. 184. on December 14, 1916, would have been a stark contrast to 

those feelings of utter despair, innate in any mother, upon receiving the news that the life 

of one of their children had been cut short. That such an immense loss could be 

compounded by correspondence that carried with it the death notice of yet another child 

seems simply unfathomable, but like so many other broken-hearted mothers on the home 

front, Mrs. Wallach would grieve multiple sons. The shattering letdown of being 

informed that the personal effects of her late boys, previously promised in Inventory 

notices (Fig. 4) from the A.I.F., had been “lost at sea on H.M.T. “Barunga” which was 

torpedoed in the British Channel”19 (Fig. 5), would have added salt to already gaping 

wounds. Undoubtedly though, a letter received on March 1, 1924, (Fig. 6) verifying 

Clarence’s place of rest as “Plot 2. Row D. Grave 1.” in the Etretat Churchyard Extension 

Cemetery in France20, would have applied the soothing balm desired by so many who 

were left to wonder, plagued by the emptiness of the unknown.  

 

In Return to Gallipoli: Walking the Battlefields of the Great War, Bruce Scates explains 

how - 

  “it was the description of a man’s grave that could most console a  

  grieving family. More than anything else a grave signalled closure,  

                                                 
18
 (See Fig. 3) WW1 Service dossier for Captain Clarence Wallach, copied from 3ational Archives of 

Australia collection, viewed 15.8.07, 

http://www.naa.gov.au/the_collection/defence/conflicts/ww1/ww1.html.  
19
 (See Fig. 5) Ibid. 

20
 (See Fig. 6) WW1 Service dossier for Captain Clarence Wallach, copied from 3ational Archives of 

Australia collection, viewed 15.8.07, 

http://www.naa.gov.au/the_collection/defence/conflicts/ww1/ww1.html. 
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  an end to the rumours, suppositions and false sightings, it was  

  physical incontrovertible evidence of a man’s death.”
21
  

 

Thanking “in anticipation” the secretary of the Red Cross Wounded and Missing Bureau, 

Sergeant Cyril D. Allman 29037, signed off on a letter requesting an enquiry be made 

into the burial of Gunner William George Tasker 29167 - “he was one of my best friends 

and if possible would like to visit his grave.”22 Revealing that not all soldiers “were 

hardened to the death of their comrades”23 this document uncovers the “deeply affected”24 

response of others like Allman, who found comfort in the Bureau’s responding dispatch 

on January 22, 1919, confirming Tasker’s burial place as “La Notte en Santerre on the 

Villers Bretonneux-Perone Road… Sheet 62 D. P.30.5.3.”25  

 

Like Wallach, William ‘Twit’ Tasker (as he was known among his mates), was an 

Australian Rugby Union player who prior to the war had represented for the Wallabies 

six times. A single bank clerk from Condobolin, N.S.W, Tasker first enlisted in January 

1915 at the age of twenty-three, boarding the H.M.A.T. A. “Seang Choon” at Sydney on 

February 11, embarking on what would be a personally tumultuous sequence of army 

appointments and dismissals.  

 

In short, Tasker was discharged from the A.I.F. in December of the same year he enlisted, 

after a series of injury and illness, most notably the GSW of his right leg, due to bullet 

wounds received at Gaba Tepe on the Dardanelles (29.5.15). Accordingly, on August 15, 

1915, he embarked at Suez, per “Themistocles”, arriving in Melbourne a month later 

(9.9.15). Despite the shocking conditions, endless carnage and cold, callous nature of war 

                                                 
21
 Scates, Bruce. Return to Gallipoli: Walking the Battlefields of the Great War, Cambridge University 

Press, U.S.A., 2006, pp. 10-11. 
22
 Allman, Sgt. Cyril D. 29037, 29167 Gunner William George Tasker: 13

th
 Field Artillery Brigade, 

Australian Red Cross Society Wounded and Missing Enquiry Bureau files, 1914-18 War, viewed 15.8.07, 

http://www.awm.gov.au/database/1drl428.asp. 
23
 Scates, Bruce. Return to Gallipoli: Walking the Battlefields of the Great War, Cambridge University 

Press, U.S.A., 2006, p. 9. 
24
 Ibid. 

25
 The Secretary, ARCS - 29167 Gunner William George Tasker: 13

th
 Field Artillery Brigade, Australian 

Red Cross Society Wounded and Missing Enquiry Bureau files, 1914-18 War, viewed 15.8.07, 

http://www.awm.gov.au/database/1drl428.asp. 
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experienced first hand by Tasker, he remarkably, courageously, and perhaps obediently, 

enlisted again at the Victoria Barracks on September 1 the following year. 

 

A simple case of unfinished business? Maybe. A bachelor’s natural desire to rejoin his 

mates? Possibly. A gallant response to the call of duty? Probably. It would certainly be 

daft to presume that Tasker’s motive to reenlist was built on a sense of adventure, given 

that the reality of war by that stage had well and truly prevailed over any glamorous and 

romantic view of combat - at least in the eyes of those who’d witnessed ‘hell on earth’. It 

would not be so obtuse however, to understand Tasker’s decision in light of the 

promulgating propaganda of the Sportsmen’s Battalions which were established by his 

preferred code of football and used to broadcast moral attitudes towards sport as a 

prelude to war. Encouraging all sportsmen to enlist in what they called The Greater 

Game, Rugby Union circles propagated posters with by-lines reading - “Play up, play up, 

and play the game”, “This is what you’ve been doing for the majority of life, you’ve been 

playing football, now go and play the greater game.”26    

 

As he lay gradually dying of shrapnel wounds in the 7
th
 Australian Field Ambulance near 

Harbonnieres, in the August of 1918, Tasker or the medical staff attending to him, would 

hardly have considered the shell fire which took him by surprise and sliced through his 

left groin, a ‘greater game’. Nevertheless, like so many men accepting of the hazards and 

hardship of life and death in the field, Tasker, “well thought of and one of the best liked 

men in the Battery”27, “a great footballer, who had visited America in a Rugby team from 

Australia”28, would not have ignored the sounding bugle.  

 

                                                 
26
 Phillips, Murray. ‘The Sports Factor: Lest We Forget - Sport and War’ on ABC Radio 3ational, 

Transcript, ABC, 19 April, 2002, viewed 28.8.07, 

www.abc.net.au/rn/talks/8.30/sportsf/stories/s535558.htm 
27
 Gilbert, Driver A. 2601, 29167 Gunner William George Tasker: 13

th
 Field Artillery Brigade, Australian 

Red Cross Society Wounded and Missing Enquiry Bureau files, 1914-18 War, viewed 15.8.07, 

http://www.awm.gov.au/database/1drl428.asp. 
28
 Chillingsworth, Sgt. H. 275, 29167 Gunner William George Tasker: 13

th
 Field Artillery Brigade, 

A.R.C.S.W&M.E.B.F’s, 1914-18 War, viewed 15.8.07, ibid. 
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Accused of not leaping to the call of duty however, were Australia’s elite Rugby League 

players, few of whom volunteered for service in the Great War. From predominantly 

working class areas, these men and their supporters, many of whom had married young 

and had several children by the outbreak of World War One, held professional views of 

sport, far more pragmatic than the amateur attitudes of their Union counterparts - “sport 

meant entertainment and pleasure, an exciting break from the monotony of urban work; 

as such, sport needed no further or more serious justification.”29 

  

According to the Bulletin (January 27, 1916) however, “war and football are rivals, and 

there is no room for both of them… Every footballer is a possible soldier, so the winter 

game will have no excuse this year for showing itself in public.”30 In spite of such 

reprimand, the NSW Rugby League chose to play on, a decision which given Unions 

choice to curtail the football season and enlist en masse, showered League in controversy. 

In defence of their newly established code, League officials argued that “despite the 

distressing times, some degree of harmless and healthful recreation is both necessary and 

beneficial to everyone… games could provide pleasure and exercise for onlookers and 

would raise money for the patriotic funds.”31  

 

Arguably, the working class status of most league players made money and politics 

mitigating factors for not rushing to volunteer in a so-called adventure, which regarding 

the former financial excuse, would serve only to strip valued salary and skills from men’s 

needy families and industrial employers. Regarding the latter political justification, the 

obvious clash of working class, pro-Labour sentiment, versus the values of a Liberal 

government, was compounded by League’s large Irish-Catholic contingent, reluctant to 

serve England in any way, shape or form.32  

                                                 
29
 McKernan, Michael. ‘Sport, War and Society: Australia 1914-18’, Cashman, Richard. & McKernan, 

Michael. Sport in History: The Making of Modern Sporting History, University of Queensland Press, 

Australia, 1979, p. 1. 
30
 Bulletin, 27 January, 1916, quoted in Nauright, John. & Mangan, J.A. (eds) Sport in Australasian 

Society: Past and Present, Frank Cass Publishers, Great Britain, 2000, p. 83. 
31
 McKernan, Michael. ‘Sport, War and Society: Australia 1914-18’, Cashman, Richard. & McKernan, 

Michael. Sport in History: The Making of Modern Sporting History, University of Queensland Press, 

Australia, 1979, p. 11. 
32
 Fagan, Sean. ‘Rugby League & World War One’, RL1908 Rugby League A3ZACS of World War One, 

viewed 8.9.07, 
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Two men who could not be accused of becoming spectators on the sideline of ‘The 

Greater Game’, were Rugby League footballers, Robert ‘Bob’ Tidyman and John 

‘Johnno’ Stuntz, who enlisted in the 19
th
 and 17

th
 Battalions in December 1915 and 

March 1916, respectively. In the context of an understanding of the historical background 

of sport at the time, and when compared with those of Clarence Wallach and William 

Tasker; these enlistment dates documented in the Red Cross Wounded and Missing files, 

certainly hint at the controversy previously discussed, regarding the speed at which 

footballers of certain codes were answering to the call of duty. Nonetheless, the popular 

reputations of Privates Robert Richardson Tidyman and John Stuntz were not tainted by 

their League preference and somewhat delayed enlistments. 

 

A winger for the Eastern Suburbs, ‘Bob’ Tidyman, who competed in the last two 

representative tests against Britain in 1914, was the only man from his team to enlist, 

sailing first to England for training and then on to France for the ‘The Greater Game’.33 

Having previously partaken in the horrifying combats at Pozieres, the 19
th
 Battalion in 

which he served, began attacking at Fleurs in the final action of the Somme offensive in 

1916. That November, according to his comrades, Tidyman was gunned down while 

escorting some fifty prisoners away from captured enemy lines: 

   

  “We gained our objective and took two lines of trenches. We made  

  50 prisoners. Tidyman was told off to look after these prisoners but  

  I think he was sniped taking them down.”
34
 

 

It would be ten long months of searching, wondering, questioning and assuming, until 

Tidyman, previously reported as “Missing”, would be officially recorded as “Killed in 

Action” (Fig. 7). In Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning: The Great War in European 

cultural history, Jay Winter explores how “for families with someone in the army, 

waiting was an onerous and unavoidable reality… When their wait was over, and the bad 

                                                                                                                                                 
http://www.RL1908.com/articles/war.htm  
33
 Ibid. 

34
 Alcock, H.R. 4562, Private Robert Richardson Tidyman: 19

th
 Battalion, Australian Red Cross Society 

Wounded and Missing Enquiry Bureau files, 1914-18 War, viewed 8.9.07, 

http://www.awm.gov.au/database/1drl428.asp. 
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news came”, she goes on to explain, “it took many forms… up to half of the men killed 

had no known grave; many people could go on doubting that their loved ones were 

indeed dead.”35 Along with 11 000 other “Missing” Australians who fell in France during 

the Great War Tidyman’s body was never recovered for burial. 

 

To almost every one of his fellow men acting as informants during the hunt for his 

whereabouts, ‘Bob’ Tidyman was remembered, among other similar descriptions, as “a 

very popular chap and champion Foot Ball player”36, “a great footballer and a favourite 

with all.”37 That such praise made mention in statements only three and four, or at the 

very most, five lines long, are indicative of Australia’s high regard for sporting heroes 

and the impact which the loss of such champions had on their admiring mates. Despite 

being unable to witness his athleticism on the battleground, Robert Tidyman’s grief-

stricken mother, equally elevated her son into warrior elitism, with the aid of Sydney 

newspapers reporting on his welfare.  Perhaps in a quest to alleviate the monotony of 

“Missing” moments, Mrs. L. Tidyman wrote to Base Records on August 22, 1917, (Fig. 8) 

requesting that her son be entitled to some distinction, as per his achievements outlined in 

an enclosed Sydney Mail clipping. Sadly though, like his absent grave, no such decoration 

would transpire. 

 

Closure for Celia Stuntz, would be equally as scarce. The story of her husband, the late 

Private John Stuntz, known to his comrades as ‘Johnno’, differs little from that of Robert 

Tidyman’s. The files contained by the Red Cross Wounded and Missing Bureau reveal 

that the merciless nature of machine gun battle, this time at Bullecourt, had sniped 

countless other beings into oblivion: 

 

  “I saw Stuntz running about from shell hole to shell hole with only his  

  pants and shirt on. I think he was off his head. The shelling was very  

                                                 
35
 Winter, Jay. Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning: The Great War in European cultural history, 

Cambridge University Press, United Kingdom, 1995, p. 31. 
36
 Kirk, Pte. W. 4463, 4541 Private Robert Richardson Tidyman: 19

th
 Battalion, A.R.C.S.W&M.E.B.F’s, 

1914-18 War, viewed 8.9.07,  

http://www.awm.gov.au/database/1drl428.asp. 
37
 McLean, F. 604, 4541 Private Robert Richardson Tidyman: 19

th
 Battalion, A.R.C.S.W&M.E.B.F’s, 

1914-18 War, viewed 8.9.07, ibid. 
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  heavy at the time. We did not hold the ground.”
38
 

 

  “There were hundreds of bodies in the stunt at Bullecourt that are never  

  likely to have been recovered as the shelling was the worst I ever saw,  

  and I feel sure he was never buried.”
39
    

 

In statements echoing the respects paid to Tidyman, Stuntz too is described by Privates 

T.W. Brown, E.W. Hubbard and A.E. Cobley respectively, as “a great footballer”, “a big 

footballer… and very popular”, “a well-known man in Battalion having been a prominent 

footballer.”40 His sporting fame however, did not make the task of locating his body any 

easier for those dedicated officials who received vague uncertainties (Fig. 10) - “I am 

sure… I do not know… I can’t remember… they thought…”
41
 - from surviving 

informants, who understandably could not, or perhaps, would not recall specifics in the 

face of battle or its chaotic aftermath. 

 

Mirroring the clash between Rugby Union and Rugby League in New South Wales and 

Queensland was the turmoil between the Victorian Football League (VFL) and the 

Victorian Football Association (VFA), with both administrative bodies embroiled in the 

question of whether or not to continue play during the Great War. This code made 

famous by a scene in Peter Weir’s 1981 film Gallipoli, in which a game of Aussie Rules 

is played out between the Western Australians and “the bloody Vics” in the shadows of 

Egypt’s colossal pyramids, was the preferred football of two Victorians, Captain Hugh 

McDonald Plowman and Private Leslie Edward Lee. In brief, the fate of these two men 

serves to reiterate the themes already explored in detail with regards to the demise of the 

previous four.  

                                                 
38
 Hubbard, Pte. E.W. 5836, Private John Stuntz: 17

th
 Battalion, Australian Red Cross Society Wounded 

and Missing Enquiry Bureau files, 1914-18 War, viewed 8.9.07, 

http://www.awm.gov.au/database/1drl428.asp. 
39
 Cobley, A.E. 5318, Private John Stuntz: 17

th
 Battalion, A.R.C.S.W&M.E.B.F’s, 1914-18 War, viewed 

8.9.07, ibid. 
40
 Private John Stuntz: 17

th
 Battalion, Australian Red Cross Society Wounded and Missing Enquiry Bureau 

files, 1914-18 War, viewed 8.9.07,  

http://www.awm.gov.au/database/1drl428.asp. 
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 Cobley, A.E. 5318, Private John Stuntz: 17

th
 Battalion, A.R.C.S.W&M.E.B.F’s, 1914-18 War, viewed 

8.9.07, ibid. 
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The perilous and pitiless nature of battle and the mechanised and ruthless reality of 

modern warfare is embodied in the succinct, yet extremely potent statement from 

informant Pte. A.J. Bannister, regarding Captain Plowman - “he was blown to pieces.”42 

The impact that the death of a loved one had on family and friends, particularly in the 

copious cases where bodies were never recovered for burial is exemplified by a document 

regarding Private Lee, in which his comrade writes - “He was an intimate friend of mine 

and his disappearance for a long time mystified me.”43 Like Wallach, Tasker, Tidyman 

and Stuntz, the service dossiers of these two men reveal that life and death in the field, 

regardless of the popularity which their footballing abilities afforded them, was sheer 

‘hell on earth.’  

 

I began by quoting the account of a football match played in the midst of war. Given the 

horrendous conditions of life behind the trenches, sport was seized upon by officers as a 

means of preserving spirits by reminding men of home. In the quote on which I will end, 

Lieutenant G.H. Goddard expresses this sporting culture, which even in the days of our 

nations struggle with its identity, was uniquely Australian: 

 

  “It was possible to make a good guess at the State from which a certain man 

   hailed by the vehemence with which he supported a certain brand of football 

  …The patronising manner in which a supporter of one particular game would  

  ask another to ‘come and see a real football match’ was quite amusing.”
44
 

                                                 
42
 Captain Hugh McDonald Plowman: 60

th
 Battalion, Australian Red Cross Society Wounded and Missing 

Enquiry Bureau files, 1914-18 War, viewed 15.10.07,  

http://www.awm.gov.au/database/1drl428.asp.  
43
 Private Leslie Edward Lee: 10

th
 Machine Gun Company, Australian Red Cross Society Wounded and 

Missing Enquiry Bureau files, 1914-18 War, viewed 15.10.07, ibid. 
44
 Goddard, Lt. G.H. Soldiers and Sportsmen, AIF Sports Control Board, London, p. 17, quoted in Blair, 

Dale James. ‘Beyond the Metaphor: football and war, 1914-1918’, Journal of the Australian War 

Memorial, issue 28, April, 1996. 
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Figure 3 

 

Figure 4 

 



HIST 2078 - S2 2007                                                                                  Research Essay - Option #2 

Nathan Wise                                                                                                 Laura Grumley  

 

18 

Figure 5 
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Figure 7 
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Figure 8 
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Figure 9 
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Figure 10 
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