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The Battle History of the RoyalNew South Wales Regiment,
Volume I: 1885�1918 and Volume II: 1939�45

Major General Gordon L. Maitland
Reviewed by Phil Carey

More than a third of the troops Australia deployed in twoWorld Wars were citizens of New South Wales. Theirdeeds went a long way towards making the Legendof Anzac from 1915 to 1918 and continued thetradition of courage, sacrifice and determinationinto the second of those wars from 1939 to 1945.The  Roya l  New Sou th  Wales  Reg iment  i s  acomparatively recent creation, formed as part of amajor restructuring of the army in 1960, when theCMF infantry battalions in each Australian Statewere brought together to form State regiments. Thearmy has experienced many re-organisations in itsh is tory  and in  a l l  probabi l i ty  none was  moretraumatic than in 1960. However,  a redeemingfeature was the decision to carry on the honours andtraditions of the old battalions of the AIF and theMilitia in the �new� state regiments.These are Major General Gordon Maitland�s thirdand fourth books and the two volumes chronicle thebattles fought by all the infantry units from NewSouth Wales. Some actions of Light Horse regimentsare also included since these too are relevant to the�new� RNSWR. Volume I covers the period from1885 to 1918, including the State�s commitmentsto the war in the Sudan, South Africa and WorldWar I. Volume II covers the inter-war period andWorld War II.All the battle, theatre and campaign honoursawarded to the battalions raised in New South Walesa re  inc luded  as  d i s t inc t  chap te rs and,  whereappropriate, are prefaced by an introductory narrativefixing the events in their overall politico-strategicsetting. Some readers may only be interested in thebatt les.  They are well  served. The real  key tounderstanding is found in concise �bridging� narratives,which tie chapters together. Especially in Volume II,these provide the political and strategic glue, whichplace the campaigns and battles in context andsequence.  Volume II  also includes sections on�Between the Wars�, �The Second World War�, �TheJapanese Thrust� and �The Unnecessary Campaigns?�.For students in particular these bridging narratives areessential reading.Both volumes have been written with the general

reader in mind rather than the regimental history buffand are worthy books for all generations. They willhave a special value for senior secondary schoolstudents and are essential additions to school libraries.From the start the layouts are helpful to the youngerreader. In Volume I there are short chapters, placedearly in the book, explaining terminology,nomenclature, battle honours and army organisation,which can sometimes be confusing even to someonewith military experience. Both volumes have usefulglossaries, informative endnotes and comprehensivebibliographies. Unfortunately the indexes in bothvolumes are not as extensive as desirable but thisis no reflection on the author. Places, personalitiesand some events are adequately listed, but studentswishing to delve deeper could be disappointed. Inany event the arrangement of chapters in bothvolumes is probably sufficient to offset the difficultyof finding the reason for some obscure decision orpolicy.General Maitland�s intention over both volumesis to present a narrative of events, not an analysis.But they are not passionless accounts of distantevents. Neither are they trite regimental historiesor collections of anecdotes. The two volumes are avery human story of Australians with all the pathos,exhilaration and sorrow that goes with war. Thes tyle  i s  easy  to  read,  thoroughly  compel l ing ,constant and evocative throughout, punctuated attimes with necessary and apposite criticism andliberally sensitised with quotations from the soldiersthemselves. Other authors, prominent historians intheir  own right,  are tastefully quoted to bringstrength and clarity: Bean of course, and few are ascompassionate as Bill Gamage or as competent asMichael McKernan and John Terraine.When it came to illustrations the author excelledhimself. First-class maps, diagrams, cartoons andveritable battalions of new and old photographsfrom both Australian War Memorial and privateco l l ec t ions  b r ing  the  t ex t  to  l i f e ,  add  tounderstanding and present an aura of outstandingquality. If this were not enough, the addition ofpoetry to bring out the enormity of the experiencerevie
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and the emotional significance of its impact on themen and the society from which they came, cementsthe work in a lasting reality.Some readers might think it a little churlish tocompare or contrast the two volumes but, after readingboth General Maitland�s signal histories of his belovedregiment, one is struck by certain similarities as wellas significant differences.Volume I is notable for its meticulous research,clarity and an easily read style. Although it  isintended to be a narrative rather than an analysis ofevents ,  i t  is  much more than this ;  a  careful lyconstructed saga. Volume II excels in the same waybut there are subtle differences. The sheer scope ofAustralia�s contribution to that war gives the secondvolume a larger dimension; the more immediate anddangerous threat to Australia�s existence in 1942gives it a greater urgency. The fact the author livedthrough the events that led up to war in 1939, washimself in the army of the time and knew many ofthe people who made the history of that war, givesit a much more personal touch.Chapters in Volume I include names that becamehousehold words that stirred both the imaginationand reverence of generations of Australians in theaftermath of 1918: Sari Bair-Lone Pine, Pozieres,The  Somme,  Bul lecour t ,  Ypres ,  Menin  Road,Polygon Wood,  Beersheba and of  course,  TheLanding at Anzac and Gallipoli amongst many more.A specific aim of Volume I in particular is to addressthe growing interest of young people in their Anzacheri tage.  Accordingly i t  wil l  assis t  the youngsoldiers of today to understand the roles they haveassumed and enable  a l l  young Aust ra l ians  toapprecia te  the  sacr i f ices  the i r  c i t izen  sold ierforebearers made in the interests of freedom andsecurity.NSW Premier Bob Carr says in his excellentforeword to Volume I, �The story of the Royal NewSouth Wales Regiment is essentially one of what canbe achieved by soldiers of all ranks who never forgotthat they were, first and last, Australian citizens�.Former Governor of New South Wales, the Hon.Gordon Samuels in his own insightful foreword toVolume I notes that the author is �...an historian ofgreat capacity who has recounted the battle historyof  the  reg iment  wi th  sens i t ive  and  accura tescholarship, taste and skill�. Both of these commentssum up the excellence of both volumes very nicely.Volume II is the story of a second generation ofcitizen soldiers; those young men who enlisted inthe Second AIF and their younger cousins of theMi l i t i a  who ,  no  l e s s ,  rose  to  the  same  t ask .Following the example of their fathers and unclesof 1914�18, and often led by veterans of the old AIF,they embraced and enhanced the t radi t ions ofAnzac. This volume is a story of what Premier Carrhas called �The Greatest Generation�.

The central units and personalities of Volume IIare, of course, the units and personnel of the NewSouth Wales battalions of the Second AIF and theMilitia, who fought the battles listed as its chapters.Significant mention is made of units from otherStates that fought beside or in concert with them,and i t  should  be  remembered tha t  as  the  warproceeded needs  of  re inforcement  meant  tha tpersonne l  f rom o ther  S ta tes  jo ined  the  NSWbattalions. Theirs is essentially a human story andthe author readily brings out the human factor withall its vigour, courage, compassion and tragedy, andjust as importantly, its humour.World War II operations are described with greatsens i t iv i ty  and  the  desc r ip t ive  na r ra t ive  i sappropriately illuminated by extracts from soldiers�diaries and their first-hand accounts given to theauthor or recorded in their unit�s publications.Honoured names like Bardia, Alamein and Tobruk,Tempe Gorge, Merjayun, Muar and Gemas, Kokodaand Wewak, Bougainville and Balikpapan, roll offthe pages; and the deeds that were done there rolledinto the history of the Australian people.Commenting on the peace treaties at the end ofthe World War I, Marshal Foch ruefully proclaimedthat it was not a peace at all, but merely a cease-fire for twenty years. How right he was! GordonMaitland traces the period between the wars withexcellent clarity and goes on to point out thatAustralia�s generals were particularly prescient intheir analyses of the strategic situation facing ournation. Whereas their political masters constantlyavoided the difficult decisions inherent in devisinga suitable defence policy; parsimoniously cutting theArmy�s funding, neglecting its equipment needs,t r a in ing  and  admin i s t ra t ion ,  and  e ffec t ive lyrendering it ill-prepared for war in 1939.Just as prophetic was the repeated advice ofAustralia�s senior soldiers in respect of Japaneseambitions in the Pacific. Generals Chauvel andLavarack were prominent in warning of Japan�sl ike l ihood  o f  a t t ack ing  whi le  Br i t a in  waspreoccupied with a war in Europe. Their misgivingsabout the infamous Singapore strategy, thoughrealistic, were also overridden. General Maitlandassesses  the  impac t  o f  th i s  fo l ly  and  theconsequences that our soldiers had to bear. Thereare clear principles and lessons here for how weshould  s t ructure  the  s t ra tegic  management  ofAustralia�s defence in the 21st century.
Major General Gordon L. Maitland, �The Battle History ofthe Royal New South Wales Regiment�, Volume I: 1885-1918and Volume II: 1939-45, Kangaroo Press (Simon andSchuster), Sydney, 2001 and 2002 respectively, 333pp and454pp respectively, both volumes casebound and jacketed,$75.00 eachrevie
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