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Abstract 

This thesis follows the First World War generation from the Wagga Wagga district in 

southern New South Wales through the late nineteenth century to the mid-1930s.  The 

environment in which Wagga’s soldiers grew up, their months or years in the army and 

their lives as returned men touch on the war’s most enduring themes.   

 

Wagga’s volunteers were the country men of AIF lore.  Yet many earned their living in 

the same professions and occupations as city dwellers.  While those who laboured on 

farms or worked as tradesmen might have been the bush men described by 

contemporaries like Charles Bean, a significant proportion of Wagga’s soldiers were not.  

Many of the local men who survived the war were profoundly affected.  Some never 

recovered.  But the evidence also indicates the breadth of returned soldiers’ involvement 

in the community.  As well as the unemployed, the destitute, those who needed constant 

care and those who turned to crime, there were veterans who had jobs and families and 

managed to live what could be considered normal lives.   

 

Local war veterans who succeeded in business or politics, or who were active in 

community organisations, feature heavily in Wagga’s civic record, but most of the 

district’s returned men appear only fleetingly.  While little of their personal and family 

lives can be gleaned from these sources, this absence is balanced by the often detailed 

and sometimes first-hand accounts of individuals’ circumstances in Repatriation 

Department files.  Although these voluminous records are becoming better known they 

have not previously been used to inform an in-depth study of a single locale’s returned 

soldiers.   

 

The Government and civic records on Wagga combine to reveal the nuances that 

underlie the broader national story of the war and the AIF.  On many important themes 

the district’s example suggests both the truth behind commonly accepted views and the 

extent to which they obscure a more complex reality.   
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Note on Sources 

This thesis draws on diverse range of local, state and national records, many from 

collections that to date have been little used by students of rural Australia and the First 

World War.  

 

Wagga’s newspapers, particularly the Advertiser which was syndicated with Reuters, 

are a vital source for understanding both life in a rural community and what people 

knew about the district and the world.  They provide context and remind readers that 

however significant the war’s impact, it was never the only subject of news.  The 

Wagga press also provides an invaluable record of the meetings and activities of local 

entities – patriotic funds, the comforts fund, the War Service Committee and its many 

sub-committees – established during the war, disbanded once it was over and for which 

records no longer exist.  

 

In Wagga, the Charles Sturt Regional University Archive holds a significant collection 

of state and regional records on the Riverina from the earliest period of European 

settlement to the present day.  CSURA’s collection offers deep insight into Wagga’s 

social, political and economic life, and demonstrates the important role regional sources 

can play in furthering our understanding of the Great War’s impact on Australia.  I left 

none of the collections covering the decades described in this thesis unexamined.   Most 

proved a rich source of material on the war years and post-war years.  Some were 

disappointing.  The local Red Cross records for example appear promising but are far 

more concerned with the Second World War than the First.  While the war and returned 

soldiers feature heavily in some personal papers and in the records of other important 

local institutions, with the exception of the Legacy Club papers, none of the regional 

collections specifically concerns these subjects.  Returned soldiers appear in CSURA’s 

files mostly outside the context of their war service, making the extent of their 

participation in the community’s day-to-day life clear.  

 

Government records are generally the most reliable source of biographical information.  

For veterans of the First World War, the Repatriation Department files are the most 

comprehensive.  Comprising pension, medical and hospital records, they bare on two of 

peoples’ most pressing concerns, health and income.  They have been used, often in 

small numbers, in several important studies of war damaged veterans, in at least one 

history of a battle and its aftermath and in studies of soldier settlers.  To date, they have 
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never been used in telling the story of the war’s impact on a single locale over decades.  

Their value to any study of returned soldiers is obvious, particularly where medical 

issues are the focus, but also for works of social or labour history.   

 

As they concern only those who entered the repatriation system, the Repatriation 

Department files do not represent the entirety of the returned soldiers’ experience.  The 

veterans most in need of help, who had the most frequent contact with the department, 

generated both the thickest files and often those most revealing of people’s personal 

lives.  Many offer a rare insight into the domestic sphere.  In other repatriation files 

lengthy gaps indicate periods when their subjects sought no assistance, usually because 

they recovered their health in the years after the war or because wounds or other 

conditions that had been bearable became painful or troublesome in middle or old age.  

The biggest Repatriation Department files include the most compelling material, those 

made up of fewer papers tell a different but equally important story. 

 

It is difficult to think of any First World War history that has not drawn on the AIF 

service dossiers.  Mostly concerning only the years that their subjects were in the AIF, 

some include correspondence written after, sometimes long after the war.  They are a 

record of a man’s enlistment and provide the details of his movements and postings, 

citations for decorations, the dates and places where he was wounded, the hospitals he 

stayed in, and the date of his discharge from the service or the details of his death if they 

were available.  For more specific details on battles a soldier might have been in, when 

and where his unit was resting, training, in support or in the line, the AIF unit diaries 

and post-war unit histories are a valuable resource.  If he was not wounded, killed or 

decorated neither service records nor unit diaries can be relied upon to confirm an 

individual’s participation in a particular battle.  

 

The other significant government records on returned soldiers are the state Lands 

Department soldier settlement files.  For the settlements in the Wagga district, these 

files are held in CSURA’s collection.  They are a valuable record of individual soldier 

settlers’ circumstances and, like the Repatriation Department files can include material 

on a settler’s domestic life and financial circumstances, but they also refer to settler’s 

stock, the work done on their holding, the weather and climate, natural disasters and 

how they were regarded by government inspectors.  Used in conjunction with the 

Wagga Experiment Farm records and the Repatriation Department files they tell us 
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much about the services that were provided to soldier settlers and about how these men 

fared on the estates outside Wagga.  
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Prologue 

On an early December morning in 1829 Captain Charles Sturt and his party of explorers 

became the first Europeans to see the riverine country where the town of Wagga Wagga 

later grew.
1
  Sturt was an officer in the 39

th
 Regiment, and a war veteran.  Long before 

anyone imagined that a settlement of some significance would take root on the ground 

over which he travelled, the site knew the tread of a soldier’s foot.    

 

Over the next seven decades the area’s indigenous people were dispossessed of their 

ancestral lands and Wagga grew from sheep run, to settlement, to village, to town.  As 

Europeans settled in ever increasing numbers, other war veterans walked this ground.  

John Crummy, a warder at Wagga Gaol, who lived in Wagga between the late 1860s 

and the end of the nineteenth century, had fought in the Crimea, as had another man 

whom Crummy must have known, police sergeant Joseph Vizzard.  Vizzard lived in 

Wagga from 1887 until 1890 and was known in town as ‘an old military man’.
2
  John 

McGrath, an Irishman and a tailor in Wagga for more than three decades, served with 

the British Army during the Maori Wars in New Zealand, and Edwin Boswell had 

served in India.
3
  John Mansfield enlisted in the AIF in November 1915, 33 years after 

having served with the British at Tel el Kebir in Egypt in 1882, and more than a decade 

after fighting in South Africa.
4
  

 

Before the mid-1880s war veterans in the Australian colonies had mostly served in the 

British Army or Navy, but in March 1885 eight men of Wagga’s recently formed local 

volunteer force, G Company of the 1
st
 Infantry Regiment, joined the New South Wales 

contingent to the Sudan.  They arrived as the campaign was nearing its end and after 

just a few weeks the New South Welshmen embarked for home, reaching Sydney in 

June and becoming the first soldiers to have served Britain in the uniform of an 

Australian colony.  

 

While the contingent was still on its homeward voyage, The Wagga Wagga Advertiser 

ran an article arguing that returning Sudan volunteers must not find themselves without 

                                                        
1 The correct name for the town is Wagga Wagga, but it is generally known as Wagga.  This thesis uses both 
terms but for the most part refers to it as ‘Wagga’. 
2 S. Morris, Biographical Index of Wagga, 2002, Charles Sturt University Regional Archive (CSURA) RW2495, p. 

1495.  See also Crummy’s obituary in Daily Advertiser, 21 October 1919. 
3 S. Morris, 2002, CSURA RW2495, np.  The chapter of the Biographical Index covering surnames beginning with 

Mc and variations thereof does not include page numbers but is organised alphabetically.  Edwin Boswell appears on 

p. 134. 
4 Sydney Morning Herald, 20 September 1917. 
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work, having given up their jobs to fight for the British Empire.  Urging large 

employers to take on a couple of extra men, the paper suggested they consider the 

additional salary cost akin to a ‘patriotic fund’ subscription.  For the first time Wagga’s 

residents were asked to weigh up the promises made to wartime volunteers against the 

practical and longer-term issues associated with honouring those undertakings.
5
 

 

Too few local men were involved in the Sudan for the issue to linger.  The soldiers’ 

service, rather than their ability to take up the jobs they left behind, lived longer in 

Wagga’s memory, and on the evening of 8 July 1885 they were given a rousing public 

welcome.  Somewhere around 200 people filled the Freemason’s Hall to greet the 

Sudan volunteers.  G Company formed a guard of honour, the mayor offered a toast and 

20 year old Corporal Alfred Bennett, who had just taken an important early step in what 

became an illustrious military career, spoke on behalf of the veterans.  Dancing 

continued until five o’clock the next morning.
6
  

 

Wagga was proud of the men who had volunteered to fight Britain’s enemies in the 

Sudan, prouder still fourteen years later when six members of G Company departed for 

service in the Transvaal.
7
  Eclipsed long ago by the world wars, the Boer War was the 

largest conflict in which the Australian colonies were involved.  It was also, in its final 

months, the first to involve soldiers from the newly federated Commonwealth of 

Australia.  G Company provided Wagga’s first recruits for South Africa, but volunteers 

from the town continued to come forward until the Boers surrendered on 31 May 1902.
8
  

 

Almost 100 Wagga men served in South Africa, some twice.  Four died and at least 

twelve were invalided home because of wounds or illness.
9
  The majority of Wagga’s 

Boer War men returned home in late 1900 having completed their twelve months’ 

service.  As the day of their arrival drew nearer, the Advertiser ran a series of articles 

about the approaching welcome home festivities, inviting returned men from nearby 

towns to participate and asking men who had already come back from the war to contact 

the welcome home committee so that they might be included in the celebrations.
10

   

                                                        
5 Wagga Advertiser, 2 June 1885.  The Australian War Memorial’s Sudan nominal roll lists 809 men as having served 

with the contingent.  Only two, Henry Baylis and Alfred Bennett, are listed as having been born in Wagga, while 

newspaper reports indicate that eight men from the town’s G Company went to the Sudan. 
6 Australian Town and Country Journal, Saturday 18 July 1885. 
7 Wagga Advertiser, 24 October 1899. 
8 C. Wilcox, 2002, p. 341. 
9 L. Hetherington, ‘Wagga’s Boer War Volunteers’, Murrumbidgee Ancestor, no. 32, January 1992, pp. 15-17.   
10 Wagga Advertiser, 12 January 1901. 
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On the morning of 15 January 1901 when the Sydney mail pulled in to Wagga’s station, 

the town’s first South Africa veterans alighted to the deafening cheers of hundreds of 

well wishers.  The reception inside the station was supposed to be limited to local 

dignitaries, families and close friends but more than 200 people bought platform tickets 

to be among the first to glimpse the returning warriors.
11

  

 

The eager throng drowned out the mayor’s attempts to speak and the soldiers, with 

some difficulty, were ushered outside to waiting horses.  Then more cheers as the 

people of Wagga were treated to the sight of ‘a band of bronzed, hardy, and fearless 

veterans’ sitting astride their mounts ‘with the careless ease of thoroughly trained 

troopers.’
12

  With the returned soldiers and the town band at its head, the parade, which 

included representatives of local clubs, societies, cyclists and the police, began its slow 

march through streets crowded with people from all over the Wagga district.   

 

The march ended with a large reception in the Town Hall gardens.  On a platform under 

welcoming shade the soldiers and the crowd who had come to see them heard speeches 

from local dignitaries, each ringing with pride in Britain, her empire and the local men 

who had fought in her cause.  Then the returned soldiers, those who had arrived that 

morning and others who had come back earlier but had yet to receive such a welcome, 

were introduced individually before a boy’s choir sang God Save the Queen.   

 

During an interval the soldiers were taken into the Council Chambers for a more formal 

welcome and a toast to ‘Our returned Soldiers of the Queen’ that prompted the 

assembled veterans into song.
13

  Called upon to speak, Sergeant-Major Edney confessed 

his exhaustion after a long train trip that permitted little sleep followed by the 

unexpectedly large and enthusiastic reception.  What they wanted, said Edney, was a 

‘rest, and … as soon as they could, to see their people.’
14

  Corporal Cameron pleaded a 

severe cold but others spoke of their appreciation for the welcome they had received.  

One man, not from the district, explained how he had promised his Wagga comrades 

that he would be with them when they returned from the front while another, from 

nearby Lake Albert, said he had been known to his mates in South Africa as ‘Wagga’.  

                                                        
11 Wagga Advertiser, 17 January 1901. 
12 Wagga Advertiser, 17 January 1901. 
13 Wagga Advertiser, 15 January 1901. 
14 Wagga Advertiser, 15 January 1901. 
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That night the weary Edney needed to draw further upon his reserves of stamina when 

the returned soldiers were entertained at a ‘smoke concert’ in the flag and banner 

festooned Oddfellows Hall.  Never before had the hall been so densely packed.  More 

than 900 people crowded inside.  The guests of honour made their entrance to another 

round of cheers.  Toasts were made, songs were sung and the people of Wagga, swept 

along on a wave of pride and patriotism, celebrated until exhaustion eventually brought 

an end to proceedings.   

 

Alfred Bennett was still in South Africa and missed the reception.  He was a lieutenant 

when he sailed and a major when he returned in December 1902.  His voyage home 

took him via Britain where he was one of two Australian field grade officers invited to 

attend the coronation of King Edward VII.  When he reached Wagga Bennett was 

greeted with a public welcome in the Town Hall.  More than a hundred people, 

including other returned soldiers, turned out in his honour.    

 

Answering the toasts, Bennett thanked Wagga for the welcome and modestly gave all 

credit for his success in South Africa to the men under his command.  Then he went on 

to give the most candid speech yet heard by Wagga’s well wishers.  Bennett spoke 

plainly about what the war had taught him, declaring himself wary of assumptions that 

Australians were born soldiers.  Any troops experiencing their introduction to war, he 

said, would be ‘found to be new chums, until they got the hang of the thing’ and 

Australians must not allow themselves to get ‘swelled head(s)’ about their growing 

reputation for military prowess.  Bennett described fighting for Britain as a ‘privilege’ 

and also a ‘duty’, an insurance policy whose premium was well worth paying.  More 

perceptive guests may have recognised the essential honesty in Bennett’s remarks and 

wondered whether he was right when he suggested that the next war might not be 

fought under ‘colonial conditions’.
15

   

 

If, as boys, any of Wagga’s next group of returning soldiers had seen the welcome 

extended to Boer War men, their own public welcomes might have stirred distant 

memories.  The bunting and flags, patriotic speeches and toasts were little changed.  But 

their war had been of an entirely different magnitude.  They came home to a country 

changed by the conflict and they came home changed within themselves.  They had 

                                                        
15 All of the above material on Bennett is from, Daily Advertiser, 9 December 1902. 
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seen parts of the world few could otherwise have hoped to visit, they had fought in 

some of history’s biggest battles, suffered grievous losses and been part of a military 

force now deeply ingrained in their collective identity.  They came home to heartfelt 

and enthusiastic welcomes and then each had to make his own way.  The days of small 

groups of men returning from colonial adventures, steeped in glory and greeted by 

crowds whose own lives had been little affected by the war, were, as Bennett had 

foreseen, gone.
16

 

 

                                                        
16 Bennett served overseas for more than two years, commanded the 3rd New South Wales Mounted Rifles, was twice 

mentioned in despatches and, in addition to the Distinguished Service Order received the Queen’s Medal with three 

clasps and the King’s Medal with two clasps.  See, S. Morris, ‘Colonel A. J. Bennett’, Wagga Wagga and District 

Historical Society Newsletter, no. 281, April – May 1993, pp. 3-8, and Daily Advertiser, 9 December 1902. 
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Introduction 

Charles Hussey came home from Gallipoli in August 1915 to a hero’s welcome.  At The 

Rock where he had grown up people crowded the platform to see him step from the 

train.  Less than a year before Hussey had been a butcher.  Now he was a returned 

soldier missing part of his left arm, the first wounded man to arrive back in the Wagga 

district.  Hussey’s days as a slaughterman were over.  He had to find a new trade and a 

way back to civilian life in a community increasingly consumed by the war.
1
  Many 

others followed him over the next four years and by the end of 1919 returned soldiers 

were a significant presence in Wagga.  This thesis explores the lives of these men from 

their school days into the post-war decades, and through them Wagga’s experience of 

the war and its aftermath. 

 

With a population approaching 7000 in 1914, Wagga was southeast Australia’s pre-

eminent inland town.
2
  At the centre of a rich agricultural hinterland, it was home to 

rural industries and also to the kind of trades, businesses and bureaucracy found in the 

cities.  There were all manner of leisure activities, pubs on every street, and clubs and 

associations to cater for most interests, from the Freemasons and the Eight Hour 

Association to sporting bodies and the Wagga Wagga Literary Institute.   

 

Many of Wagga’s businesses and social organisations left detailed records of their 

membership and activities.  The council kept minutes of every meeting, the police 

documented every arrest and the courts every trial.  Both of the district’s newspapers, 

the Daily Advertiser and the Wagga Express, covered a wide range of local stories, and 

some families left personal papers.  Repatriation and Lands Department files 

complement these locally created records.  Together they tell us much about life in 

Wagga and the circumstances of its people during the decades spanning the turn of the 

century, the war and the Great Depression.  

 

Wagga’s history is also the subject of a substantial secondary literature.  Keith Swan’s, 

A History of Wagga Wagga, focusing mainly on the nineteenth century, remains the 

most comprehensive work on the district’s first seven decades of European settlement, 

while Sherry Morris’s, Wagga Wagga, A History is the standard text on the district’s 

                                                        
1 Hussey, Charles, Repatriation Department File, M9213. 
2 Wagga’s population at the 1911 census was 6419.  See John B. Trivett , The Official Yearbook of New South 
Wales, 1914, Government of New South Wales, Sydney, 1915, p. 95.  Trivett estimated that Wagga’s population 
would reach 6900 in 1913. 
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twentieth century history.
3
  Morris is Wagga’s most prolific historian.  She has written a 

series of full-length studies and shorter pieces, from her work with Harold Fife on the 

local sub branch of the Returned and Services League of Australia (RSL), the Wagga 

RSL Club and the Kangaroo recruitment march, to biographical sketches of Wagga’s 

European pioneers and articles in the Journal of the Wagga Wagga and District 

Historical Society.
4
  

 

Rural centres have long been the subject of local histories and the World Wars or 

Australia’s wartime past more generally are popular subjects.
5
  Some of these studies 

are essentially nominal rolls giving bare biographical details based mainly on service 

records and sometimes local newspapers.  They are an accounting of who went to war 

from a particular district and of their fate, published versions of the war memorials and 

honour rolls that are commonplace around the country.  Others have a more specific 

focus and offer more detailed biographies.  Glenda Ellis’s, Our Soldiers, Bungendore 

and the Great War, for example, is based mainly on the 29 local men who lost their 

lives in the war.
6
  Of the more expansive local histories, John McQuilton’s study of 

northeast Victoria, Rural Australia and the Great War is the best known.
7
  Richard Reid 

and Cheryl Mongan’s, We Have Not Forgotten, Yass and Districts War 1914-18 adopts 

a more thematic approach and describes the war mainly at the individual and family 

level, while Peter Donovan’s, Storm, about Kapunda near Adelaide, presents a detailed 

discussion of that district’s experience of the war years.
8
 

 

Rather than considering the war in isolation as each of these works does, in this thesis I 

view it as part of the continuum of the soldiers’ and the district’s late nineteenth and 

early twentieth century life.  The Great War has a start and end date, but in Wagga the 

process by which people became accustomed to being at war and then four years later, 

                                                        
3 K. Swan, 1970, and S. Morris, Wagga Wagga, a history, Wagga Council, Wagga, 1999. 
4 See for example, S. Morris, Rolling down the years with the Blaxlands and the Parramores, Sherry Morris, 
Wagga, 1993, S, Morris and H. Fife, A History of the Wagga Wagga RSL Club, Wagga RSL Club, Wagga, undated, S. 
Morris, Wagga Wagga Memories, Bobby Graham Publishers, Wagga, 1999, S. Morris and H. Fife, A History of the 
Wagga Wagga Sub Branch of the Returned & Services League of Australia, RSL Wagga Wagga Sub Branch, 1999, 
S. Morris and H. Fife, The Kangaroo March, Sherry Morris, Wagga, 2006.  S. Morris, ‘F. A. Tompson, the father of 
Wagga’, in Journal of the Wagga Wagga and District Historical Society, No. 8, 1991, pp. 1-28, S. Morris, ‘Wagga 
Wagga Industries, the first eighty years 1846-1926’, in Journal of the Wagga Wagga and District Historical 
Society, No. 9, 1996. 
5 See for instance, Richard Patterson, Beechworth at War, a country town through three conflicts, Richard 
Patterson, Beechworth, 2013. 
6 Glenda Ellis, Our Soldiers, Bungendore and the Great War, Ginninderra Press, Adelaide, 2007. 
7 John McQuilton, Rural Australia and the Great War, from Tarrawingee to Tangambalanga, Melbourne 
University Press, Melbourne, 2001. 
8 Cheryl Mongan & Richard Reid, We Have Not Forgotten, Yass & Districts War 1914-1918, Milltown Research 
and Publications, Yass, 1996; Peter Donovan, Storm, An Australian Country Town and World War 1, Donovan 
and Associates, Blackwood, 2011. 



 3 

returned to peace, was fluid.  Some people were drawn in more quickly than others and 

when it was over, many found the war very difficult to leave behind. 

 

Jay Winter recently lamented the absence of studies that separate the story of ‘a return 

to rural life from that of a return to the urban world.’
9
  This study seeks to make that 

separation, focusing on the rural but recognising also the interdependence between city 

and country, and the movement of individuals between them.  No previous study views 

the war’s impact on Australia through the lens of a single district over the span of 

decades covered in this thesis.  Throughout, Wagga’s example largely reflects the 

national experience.  The questions and issues with which the community grappled – 

recruitment, conscription, loss, grief, anxiety, how to return veterans to civilian life and 

how to commemorate the war – were also national preoccupations.  But the way in 

which the district responded to the war and returned soldiers reveals nuances and 

complexity often overlooked in studies of only to the war years or of damaged veterans.  

In Wagga’s people and institutions can be found many stories whose relevance extends 

far beyond the district’s borders. 

 

Returned soldiers have traditionally been peripheral to studies of Australia and the First 

World War.  Apart from works on the Repatriation Department or the scheme more 

generally, like those by L. J. Pryor in 1932, A. P. Skerman in 1961, Clem Lloyd and 

Jacqui Rees in 1994, and Stephen Garton in 1996, it is only in recent decades that 

returned men have become the focus of historical writing.
10

  Marilyn Lake’s, The Limits 

of Hope, published in 1987 is an early example, followed in 1994 by Alastair 

Thomson’s Anzac Memories and more than a decade later by Marina Larsson’s, 

Shattered Anzacs and Anzac Legacies co-edited with Martin Crotty, and Elizabeth 

Nelson’s, Homefront Hostilities.  While each casts veterans as either victims of an ill-

conceived soldier settlement scheme, physically or mentally damaged men, or criminals 

and alcoholics who inflicted suffering on their families and struggled to return to 

civilian life, Scates and Oppenheimer’s, The Last Battle, acknowledges that not all 

                                                        
9 B. Scates and M. Oppenheimer, The Last Battle, soldier settlement in Australia 1916-1939, Cambridge 
University Press, Melbourne, 2016, foreword. 
10 L. J. Pryor, The Origins of Australia’s Repatriation Policy (1914-1920), University of Melbourne, Melbourne, 
1932, A. P. Skerman, Repatriation in Australia, A history of development to 1958, Repatriation Department, 
Melbourne, 1961, Clem Lloyd and Jacqui Rees, The Last Shilling, A History of Repatriation in Australia, 
Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 1994, and Stephen Garton, The Cost of War, Australian’s Return, 
Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1996. 
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returned men were afflicted by wounds, criminality or ill-fortune.
11 

 Bleakest of all 

perhaps is Bruce Scates, Rebecca Wheatley and Laura James’ 2015 work, World War 

One, a history in 100 stories, an unrelentingly grim series of biographical portraits.
12

  

Never professing to be representative, but claiming to reveal a hidden side to the war, 

the authors are nevertheless part of a tradition that focuses on the most terrible stories 

and which characterises returned soldiers as men doomed to live in the war’s shadow.   

 

Wagga was home to many such men during and after the war, but the story of the 

district’s war veterans was not always such an unhappy one.  Harder to find in the 

record and often overlooked are the returned soldiers whose lives were not blighted by 

hardship and suffering.  In this study I consider those who fit within the prevailing 

narrative, but I look also at veterans who returned to apparently comfortable, even 

successful lives, providing a perspective on returned men that is often lacking. 

 

Where I refer to Wagga the context indicates the town or the district, a term that itself 

requires explanation.  The limits of the locale that I describe variously as Wagga, the 

Wagga district and the district, reflect the area from which people came to the town for 

business, for socialising, for medical appointments, even to attend court.  Its boundaries 

are imprecise but run broadly from Ganmain in the northwest to The Gap, Uranquinty 

and The Rock southwest, then eastwards to Ladysmith, Tarcutta and Humula, north to 

Borambola and Wantabadgery, and west again to Brucedale and Marrar.  Wagga’s 

hinterland was a function of the economic and the social rather than the political, and 

the area described here bears no relation to shire boundaries in this part of New South 

Wales.  Men from the farms, stations and centres within this locale are described as 

locals, Wagga men, or the district’s soldiers.  

 

The terms ‘man’ and ‘men’, used throughout this thesis reflect the AIF’s 

overwhelmingly male makeup.  Only a few women enlisted from Wagga, Morris names 

six, one of whom served in the New Zealand Expeditionary Force.  They do not often 

                                                        
11 M. Lake, The Limits of Hope, soldier settlement in Victoria 1915-38, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1987, 
A. Thomson, Anzac Memories, Living with the Legend, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1994, M. Larsson, 
Shattered Anzacs, living with the scars of war, University of New South Wales Press, Sydney, 2009, M. Larsson 
and M. Crotty, Anzac Legacies, Australians and the aftermath of war, Australian Scholarly Publishing, 
Melbourne, 2010, E. Nelson, Homefront Hostilities, the First World War and domestic violence, Australian 
Scholarly Publishing, Melbourne, 2014, and B. Scates and M. Oppenheimer, 2016, ch. 9.  
12 Bruce Scates, Laura Wheatley and Laura James, World War One, a history in 100 stories, Viking, Australia, 
2015. 
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appear in Wagga’s records.
13

  When I discuss the local women who volunteered their 

gender is clear from their name or the context.   

 

The great majority of soldiers who appear in these pages spent significant amounts of 

time in Wagga or in the district, some living most of their lives there, or had sufficiently 

close ties that their fate affected local residents, mostly relatives but also friends.  Local 

newspapers and cards and letters in the Charles Sturt Regional Archives’ collection 

illustrate the extent of these ties.
14

    

 

It is impossible to arrive at a definitive figure for the number of AIF men who were 

associated with Wagga.  The district’s own record is problematic.  What might seem the 

most readily accessible source, the Memorial Arch’s nominal roll, is too opaque to be 

reliable.  There is no record of how the roll was compiled and while some of those 

included on it appear in this thesis, the relationship of many others to the district is no 

longer easy to determine.  The uncertainty and lack of evidence required the 

compilation of a fresh and verifiable roll based on Morris’s 2002 biographical database 

of Wagga, the National Archives’ Mapping our Anzacs site, the University of New 

South Wales’ AIF database and the local press.
15

   

 

From an original list of 2600 men who appear to have had some connection with Wagga, 

I draw mainly on the records of 309.  These men were born, went to school or lived in 

the district for at least several months, visited regularly or had close relatives in Wagga.  

Occasionally a man not from Wagga but accepted by the community as a local, is also 

included.  Readers will notice that some individuals appear far more frequently than 

others.  In part this is a function of the evidence, but my approach also acknowledges 

the difficulty of remembering large numbers of names and people throughout a lengthy 

narrative.  Those who feature most heavily in the following chapters speak to many 

different aspects of the Wagga soldiers’ wartime and post-war experience.  Their 

circumstances and experiences might resemble the circumstances and experiences of 

                                                        
13 Sherry Morris, ‘Action in the Hospital Wards, Wagga Wagga doctors and nurses in World War 1’, Wagga 
Wagga and District Historical Society Newsletter, No. 269, April-May 1991.pp. 1-6. 
14 See for example, Condon family papers, CSURA RW5/11, Cox family papers, CSURA RW2208, Dunn family 
papers, CSURA RW256, Edney family papers, CSURA RW5/76-93, Florance family papers, CSURA RW253/6, 
Fred Booty photographs and postcards from the private papers of Peter Gissing.   
15 S. Morris, Biographical Index of Wagga, 2002, CSURA RW2495.  The Mapping our Anzacs site has since been 
replaced by Discovering Anzacs, http://discoveringanzacs.naa.gov.au/.  The AIF database is now The AIF 
Project, https://aif.adfa.edu.au/aif/. 

http://discoveringanzacs.naa.gov.au/
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many others, or they might have been in some way unusual.  Rarely though are they 

unique.  Together they tell of the Great War’s impact on an important rural community.   

 

While the war touched every aspect of life in Wagga, local sources are largely silent on 

some important issues.  Sectarianism and its role in the conscription debates is an 

important question for historians of Australia during the First World War, but it scarcely 

features in Wagga’s record.  At least one local clergyman was prominent in the ‘yes’ 

campaign, and in recruiting more generally, but of serious division between the 

denominations in Wagga there is little evidence.  Similarly the great strikes that caused 

so much unrest in New South Wales 1917 were never a major story in Wagga’s press 

though some local men went to Sydney as strike breakers.
16

  A mouse plague that year 

appears to have been of more immediate local concern.  Although German families 

began arriving in the district, many from Albury, in the late nineteenth century, the local 

press said surprisingly little about their presence in the community during the war.  

Several Wagga soldiers were of German background, but there is no record of how 

many local residents were.  I do not suggest that Wagga avoided division around these 

significant issues, but limited or non-existent evidence prohibits detailed discussion. 

 

This thesis is divided into three parts.  A brief first chapter presents an outline of 

Wagga’s history in the decades before the war.  The second chapter describes the early 

lives of the men who grew up to enlist, their circumstances, schooling and work, how 

they understood war and how they prepared for it.  In the following six chapters I 

explore Wagga’s experience of the war, looking at life in the district, the local men on 

active service and those who returned home before the Armistice.  The final four 

chapters concern the post-war years, remembrance and commemoration, returned 

soldiers’ lives in town and on the land, and the part they played in the community 

through the 1920s and the Great Depression.   

 

From the influence of country men on the AIF, to the war damaged soldier and the 

despairing veteran and his family battling impossible odds on soldier settlement blocks, 

Wagga’s experience both intersects with, and challenges common understandings of the 

war’s most important and enduring themes.  How Wagga went through the war and how 

the district and its returned soldiers negotiated the peace tells us much about the broader 

national experience, but the district’s example also cautions against accepting prevailing 

                                                        
16 S. Morris, 1999, pp. 130-131. 



 7 

or one dimensional views as the sum of that experience.   In focusing on a single district 

over an extended period, I have sought to avoid the limitations of studies that treat the 

war as a discrete episode and returned men only as human wreckage.  The following 

chapters reveal a more complex and more interesting reality. 
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