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This story is dedicated to my Great Uncle, Corporal George Arthur Mills (Archie) 

(25 February 1877-4 October 1917), to my much loved Auntie Gladys Dawn 

Mills (Glad) (2 May 1929-23 October 2017) and to all the men and women who 

served during World War 1 for my freedom. 

 

This story has been inspired by my research into my Great Uncle’s service and 

sacrifice during World War 1 as part of my Frank MacDonald Memorial Prize 

study tour of Belgium and France in April 2018. The story is based on facts 

uncovered, but also on my informed interpretation of letters, documents, 

articles and events. Parts of this story have been inspired by “Up At Quinn’s” by 

Jane Greenwood.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Six Degrees of Separation 

By Melanie Murphy 



He could hear the thunder rumbling in the distance just beyond the thirsty landscape. Brief 

flashes of light penetrated his closed eyelids. He knew it would be here soon as, where he 

came from – wheat country1 - the cicadas always fell silent before the rain. “About time,” he 

mumbled to himself as he stumbled out of his warm bed and into the thick pre-dawn air. He 

stood under the generous veranda of his homestead. Waiting. Listening. Soon, it came. Slow 

and steady at first and then in rapid thuds as the raindrops penetrated the parched earth 

and drummed on his iron roof. Relief washed over him. It’s over, he thought. The drought is 

finally over. 

**** 

Fragments of memories fluttered through his mind as he stood shoulder to shoulder with 

others of the 8th battalion (F company)2, waiting in sombre silence for the order to advance. 

The calm before the storm, he thought, much like the cicadas. 

Just three years earlier he’d crowded aboard the early morning train3 (from St Arnaud to 

Broadmeadows) with his mates and brother Syd (Sydney Gordon)4 amid a sea of well-

wishers. A band had led the procession from the St Arnaud Town Hall5 to the station playing 

Australia Will be There, though he scarcely heard it for the beating of his own heart. At one 

stage he was hoisted on someone’s strong shoulders and carried along by the crowd. He 

remembers his mother waving a handkerchief and his six siblings6 blowing kisses as the train 

pulled away from the platform. Goodbye Arch! Good luck! God be with you, son! He pushed 

the memory back and locked it up again. It was too hard to bear. Perhaps later there would 

be time. 

Here it was still dark. The outline of the ridge at the top of a gradual rise in the ground – his 

objective7 – was only faintly visible against the deeper blackness of the sky. The men shifted 

uncomfortably. The waiting was the worst. When the nerves got to you it made standing 

still almost impossible. Although, he thought, he was the calmest of all the lads – on the 

surface at least. Even when he came close at Gallipoli during the second wave when it 

seemed to rain bullets (and one pierced his neck)8, he still managed to joke and flirt with the 

nurses in Egypt9. He was single after all. In between fighting back on the beachhead and the 

evacuation (in December) he had a few other close shaves, such as when a bullet scalped 

                                                           
1 Lowe's Loose Bag, St Arnaud. He was a farmer (as per Appendix: Figure 1), and research shows St Arnaud had 
many wheat farmers during this era. http://www.victorianplaces.com.au/st-arnaud 
2 https://www.aif.adfa.edu.au/showPerson?pid=209409 
3 See “extract from St Arnuad Mercury” 28-9-1914 (Appendix: Figure 2) 
4 Appendix: Figure 3a and Figure 3b 
5 See Appendix: Figure 4 
6 See Appendix: Figure 5 
7 https://www.smh.com.au/national/heroes-at-the-gate-of-no-return-20100423-tj4c.html 
 
8 Appendix: Figure 6 
9 Appendix: Figure 7 

https://www.smh.com.au/national/heroes-at-the-gate-of-no-return-20100423-tj4c.html


him and the time he was buried by an eight-inch shell10. He had even boasted to his mother 

that “shells can burst all around me and still I go on without ducking my head.”11 Even after 

experiencing the horrors of the Western Front (France 4 January 1917) he still wrote home 

that: 

“You can get used to anything in wartime. I can sleep through the heaviest 

bombardment and wake up to find the hut next door blown out of existence”.12 

Of course these near misses had affected him. How could they not? But after being 

promoted to Corporal (August 1915)13 he knew he had to step up for the boys which, at 

times, verged on cockiness. Morale and mateship were his way of coping and, as such, he 

enjoyed creating light-hearted moments amid the gruelling monotony of war, especially as 

many of them were his mates. He was known for making jokes about the bloody flies: 

“Don’t worry too much, son. You can’t stop ‘em. You’ll even find they give the bully a bit of 

flavour.” This strong and confident character shone through in his letters home: 

“Well I, for one, am more determined than ever to win...The boys are alright, singing 

like sky larks and are quite cheerful in the trenches. ... and when I have time I work on 

a tunnel I am making for winter quarters for myself, Bob Dickie, Ted Shunkie, Ern 

Knowledge and two others you do not know.....” (30 Nov 1915).14 

Those men, those friends, kept him alive. Gosh they had had some fun. A smile forms on his 

lips as he remembers the time in Gallipoli when his lads had thrown tins of bully beef into 

the Turks’ trenches instead of grenades - and the Turks had thrown cigarettes back. With 

the aid of an interpreter he had cheekily asked the Turks to surrender15, but half an hour 

later they were exchanging bullets again. It was good to have a worthy enemy, Arch 

thought, but it made it hard knowing they were really just like you. 

Sometimes he did take the humour a touch too far. Like the time his joke backfired and he 

was hospitalised in France at the start of the battle at Pozieres with an accidental bayonet 

wound to the stomach16. That wasn’t the only time he had been admitted to hospital as the 

result of a questionable decision. Far from it. Like all the Anzacs, he was fascinated by the 

strange and exotic sights of Egypt. His curiosity and boredom got the better of him, even 

after warnings about the fact that “soldiers always face danger on active service: Clap from 

the harlots and bullets from the enemy.” They weren’t far wrong17.  

                                                           
10 Appendix: Figure 8  
11 Appendix: Figure 9 
12 Appendix: Figure 10 
13 Appendix: Figure 11 
14 Appendix: Figure 9 
15 Appendix: Figure 8 
16 Appendix: Figure 12a and 12b 
17 Appendix: Figure 13 



In between the light-hearted moments (and hospital visits), he had put his head down and 

led the boys with confidence, even being mentioned in despatches for a very successful raid 

on enemy trenches (30 September 1916)18. But it did take a toll. While in front of the boys 

he put on an act of bravado and humour, in the stillness of the night, when the guns fell 

silent, he would often wonder how much more he could take. How many more friends could 

he watch suffer and die? How many more times would he have to wonder if this would be 

the day his number would be up? It was pure torment. For Arch the war was as much a 

physical fight as a mental one. And he was growing weary.  

**** 

The front was strangely quiet on the night of 3 October 191719. The full moon shone brightly 

until a change in the wind brought low clouds with it. Soon after midnight it began to rain. 

Although relatively little rain had fallen prior, the battleground of Broodseinde was awash. 

Continuous shelling had pulverised the earth, causing the many small streams which flowed 

there to break from their usual paths and flood the ground. Arch and his mates had worked 

their way over the shell-blighted and swampy bed of the Zonnebeke Valley using the 

duckboards as a guide throughout the night. Now, standing together, a grey dawn slowly 

crept over the ridge.   

He finally brought out of its hiding place his memory of the last time he saw his family; their 

faces tear-stained and proud. Miss you Floss, Nell, Ernie, Eddie, Addy and Maud. Miss you 

Mum. He hadn’t let them come to wave them off at the ship, Benalla, as he knew it would 

make it too hard for him and Syd to leave. No one wanted them to go, but no one stopped 

them. They all knew the seriousness of what he was fighting for. 

**** 

Zero hour was set for 6am. Any minute now, Arch thought. I’m tired of waiting. 

From his left he heard the shouts as the first wave leapt from their trenches. “Hoo roo 

boys,” Arch encouraged, attempting to disguise the quiver in his voice. Now, as he waited 

for his turn, the air was suddenly still, like the moment when the cicadas were silent before 

rain. 

**** 

He could hear the thunder-like rumbling of the heavy guns in the distance. Brief flashes of 

light penetrated his closed eyelids as he clasped his gun. He knew it would be here soon. 

Finally the whistle blew. “About time,” he mumbled to himself as he stumbled up and over 

                                                           
18 Appendix: Figure 14 
19 http://www.historyofwar.org/articles/battles_broodseinde.html 
https://natlib.govt.nz/blog/posts/now-so-long-sister-mine-my-family-s-passchendaele-story 
 
 

http://www.historyofwar.org/articles/battles_broodseinde.html
https://natlib.govt.nz/blog/posts/now-so-long-sister-mine-my-family-s-passchendaele-story


the parapet and into the thick mud and damp dawn air. For a brief moment it almost felt as 

though time stood still under the generous expanse of the wakening sky. Soon, it came. 

Slow and steady at first and then in rapid thuds as the shells penetrated the earth around 

him20 and gunfire drummed through the ragdoll bodies of his mates. Relief washed over 

him. It’s over, he thought. The fight is finally over21. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                           
20 Appendix: Figure 15a and Figure 15b 
21 Appendix: Figure 16a, Figure 16b and Figure 16c 
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Figure 1 



Figure 2

 



Figure 3a: https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Interface/ViewImage.aspx?B=7981270 

  

 

Figure 3b: Brother: 695 Pte Sydney Gordon MILLS, Australian Provost Corps, returned to Australia, 

16 December 1918. 



https://www.ancestry.com/mediaui-viewer/tree/83124035/person/40508673552/media/70a9441f-

2c0f-484c-a4a6-b2fddbc00728?_phsrc=nKX19&_phstart=successSource 

 

Figure 4 

 

https://www.ancestry.com/mediaui-viewer/tree/83124035/person/40508673552/media/70a9441f-2c0f-484c-a4a6-b2fddbc00728?_phsrc=nKX19&_phstart=successSource
https://www.ancestry.com/mediaui-viewer/tree/83124035/person/40508673552/media/70a9441f-2c0f-484c-a4a6-b2fddbc00728?_phsrc=nKX19&_phstart=successSource


Figure 5 

Information from Ian Bruce Hubble’s personal collection. 

 

 

 



Figure 6 

 



Figure 7 

 

 



Figure 8 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/92100862?searchTerm=Private%20G%20A%20Mills%20

%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20&searchLimits= 

St Arnaud Mercury (Vic. : 1914 - 1918), Saturday 5 February 1916, page 4 

 

A SOLDIER'S LETTER, PRIVATE G. A. MILLS. Writing from Lemnos Island, Private G. 

A. Mills in a letter to his sister states:--We have left the trenches, where for a while matters 

were exciting. I was blown over with bomb once; hit on the head with a bullet another time-

but it was only on top and just cut through my scalp; and I was buried by an 8 inch shell 

another time. This all happened within a week. A few days after-wards a piece of shell landed 

on my coat tail. I was lying on my back reading when a big jagged lump of shell dropped. On 

another occasion I had just taken my men off the post and was a few yards away when I 

heard an explosion, and on going to investigate I noticed that the post was blown down and 

ammunition and bombs scattered everywhere. It would have killed some of us for certain if 

had been posted. Water is very scarce. I slept in my clothes and equipment every night. Syd. 

and Tom came and had a dose of shell fire, They were then sent back to Egypt. Hard luck for 

them, wasn't it? I get the papers pretty regularly. Our lads and the Turks had a bit of fun. We 

threw tins of beef into their trenches, and they threw cigarettes at us. By the aid of an 

interpreter, we had a confab. We asked them to surrender, but they declined, 

 

St Arnaud Mercury (Vic. : 1914 - 1918), Wednesday 23 February 1916, page 4 

 

A SOLDIER'S LETTER, CORPORAL G. A. MILLS, Mrs, H. Mills, of Dooboobetic, is in 

receipt of a letter from her son, Corporal G. A. Mills, under date November 30th, 1915, 

Anzac, as follows:-I am still alive and kicking. The spell has done me a wonderful lot of 

good. I was feeling rather bad when we left for the Rest Camp, but now shells can burst all 

around me and still I go on without ducking my head. I used to duck at one time, but I think 

no sleep was the cause of it. Snow has been falling for two or three days, and the cold was 

very severe. Only a few days previously I had to go into the shade while having dinner. Since 

then there have been real hard frosts. I was sent out to bring an outpost in. The hills are very 

steep, and steps have to be cut into them. I fell half a dozen times, and sometimes rolled over 

and over. When I got to the bottom I had to turn sharp round and go up a gorge, where a 

regular torrent of water was rushing down, but I got back with the men all covered in mud 

from head to heel. You will think we have tackled a hard job. Well, I for one am more 

determined than ever to win. The boys are alright, singing like sky larks, and are quite 

cheerful in the trenches. I am guarding some ammunition at present, and when I have time I 

work on a tunnel I am making for winter quarters for myself, Bob Dickie, Ted Shunkie, Ern. 

Knowles, and two others you do not know. I am in charge of the men, and no one comes near 

us much, I heard our Xmas mail was sunk. Well it was a pity, for I sent several letters by that 

mail, I have not heard from Syd, for a fortnight, but as he is not here he will be alright, not 

that I am in much danger, I wish you all a Merry Xmas and a Happy New Year. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/92100862?searchTerm=Private%20G%20A%20Mills%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20&searchLimits
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/92100862?searchTerm=Private%20G%20A%20Mills%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20&searchLimits


 

 

 

 



Figure 9 

 

 

 



Figure 10 

 



Figure 11 

 

 



Figure 12a 

https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Interface/ViewImage.aspx?B=7981257&S=7&R=0 

 

https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Interface/ViewImage.aspx?B=7981257&S=7&R=0


Figure 12b 

 



Figure 13 

 

 



Figure 14 

 

 



Figure 15a file:///D:/Documents/Downloads/5641133.PDF 

 

  



Figure 15b: George sank forever into the mud and desperation of the Western Front, his remains 

sucked into history, unmarked and unknown. 

 

 



Figure 16a 

 

Figure 16b 



 

 

 



Figure 16c 

Figure 16c: The death has to be recorded of one of the original Anzacs in Corporal G.A.,Mills, son of 

Mrs. H Mills, of Dooboobetic, who has been reported as killed in action on October 4th. 'The 

message was received by the Rev. F. Boyling, who broke the sad news to the bereaved mother 

yesterday, being kindly motored out by Mr. C. Gard-ner. Deceased, who was 40 years of age, was 

unmarried. He enlisted on the outbreak of the war and thus rendered his King and Country over 

three years gallant servico. The flag was hoisted half-mast at the local Town Hall yesterday. 

Reference: https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/88056657 
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Above: 8th Australian Infantry Battalion 

Reference: https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/U51448/ 

 

World War 1 Service 
26 Aug 1914: Enlisted AIF WW1, Private, SN 416, 

Broadmeadows, Victoria 
Report 

19 Oct 1914: Embarked AIF WW1, Private, SN 416, 8th Infantry 

Battalion, HMAT Benalla, Melbourne 
Report 

19 Oct 1914: Involvement AIF WW1, Private, SN 416, 8th Infantry 

Battalion, Enlistment/Embarkation WW1 
Report 

25 Apr 1915: Wounded AIF WW1, Private, SN 416, 8th Infantry 

Battalion, ANZAC Gallipoli, GSW (neck/back - 

second wave landing) 

Report 

25 Apr 1915: Involvement AIF WW1, Private, SN 416, 8th Infantry 

Battalion, ANZAC Gallipoli 
Report 

13 Aug 1915: Promoted AIF WW1, Lance Corporal, 8th Infantry 

Battalion 
Report 

23 Aug 1915: Promoted AIF WW1, Corporal, 8th Infantry Battalion Report 

23 Jul 1916: Involvement AIF WW1, Corporal, SN 416, 8th 

Infantry Battalion, Pozières 
Report 

24 Jul 1916: Wounded AIF WW1, Corporal, SN 416, 8th Infantry 

Battalion, Pozières, 2nd occasion - Bayonet wound 

(abdomen - accidental) 

Report 

4 Oct 1917: Involvement AIF WW1, Corporal, SN 416, 8th 

Infantry Battalion, Broodseinde Ridge  
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Auntie G gave me this.  It is a page that includes part of a letter from G A MILLS included in a page 
“St Arnaud during WW1 17th-31 December 1915”, to mark the WW1 centenary in the North Central 
News, Weds Dec 23, 2015, page 2. 
Love 
Dad 

 



 

 

Mrs Harriet Mills, Died Saturday 16 June 1918 aged 66 years, ill for 11 weeks. 

When George Arthur Mills was born on February 25, 1877, in St Arnaud, Victoria, Australia, his 

father, George, was 32 and his mother, Harriet, was 23. He had three brothers and four sisters. He 

died on October 4, 1917, in Belgium at the age of 40, and was buried in Ieper, West-Vlaanderen, 

Belgium. 



 

 

 

Above: Group portrait of members of F Company, 8th Battalion. 

Reference: https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/DAX2563/?image=1 

https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/DAX2563/?image=1


 
PORTRAIT OF 678 LANCE CORPORAL THOMAS M.D. HARLEY, 8TH BATTALION, KILLED IN ACTION, 

1917-09-20. 

Tom is mentioned in some of George’s (Arch) letters. 

Photo: https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/C73258 

Red Cross Wounded and Missing file: file:///D:/Documents/Downloads/5627066.PDF 
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