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McCANN, William Francis James  MC & Bar DSO OBE 
 
Born 19 April 1892 at Glanville, South Australia. 
 
The son of Jack Francis McCann, who for a number of years was employed as an engine-driver in the South 
Australian Railways. 
 
He was one of three brothers who served in the AIF:- 
Lance Corporal J S S McCann 
 43rd Battalion 
 4 July 1918 - Killed at Hamel 
 
Lieutenant C J J McCann MC 
 27th Battalion 
 Twice wounded 
 
He was educated at various public schools, the Adelaide High School and the University of Adelaide. 
 
In December 1913, he completed his training as a Teacher in the Education Department, and on 1 January 
1914, was appointed to the Ethelton Public School, and held this position at the outbreak of the Great War.   
 
Prior to joining the AIF he had not served with any Australian Military Force unit, except the old volunteer 
cadets. 
 
He was one of the first South Australians to offer his services for abroad, and reported for duty at the Parade 
Ground, Adelaide on 17 August 1914, but subsequently proceeded to Morphettville, where he enlisted as a 
Private I the 10th Battalion on 22 August 1914. 
 
His regimental number ‘405’, and he was allotted to original D Company. 
 
A few weeks later his name appeared in the first list of non-commissioned appointments, when he was 
promoted to the rank of Sergeant.   
 
He embarked with the original Battalion on HMAT A11 Ascanius on 20 October 1914 and proceeded to 
Egypt.  At Mena in January 1915, when his company merged with original G Company, he was appointed a 
Platoon Sergeant in the new D Company. 
 
He landed with his company from the destroyer Scourge at the historic landing on 25 April 1915, and four 
days later (29 April 1915) was promoted to the rank of Company Sergeant-Major, and although at the time he 
did not know, he was gazette in Australia as a Warrant Officer, 2nd Class. 
 
For his good work at the landing he was mentioned in Army Corps Routine Orders, and was further 
recommended on three other occasions. 
 
He received his first commission in the AIF on 4 August 1915, when he was promoted on the field at Anzac, 
to the rank of 2nd Lieutenant, at the time when the 10th Battalion was standing by ready to reinforce, if 
necessary, the 1st Brigade attack on Lone Pine. 
 
He served without a break through the Gallipoli campaign, and was promoted to the rank of Lieutenant on 14 
November 1915, one week before the Battalion was withdrawn from the Peninsula. 
 
Whilst at Anzac he was appointed Intelligence and Signalling Officer, and in this capacity from various 
sources compiled for Lieutenant-Colonel Beevor a contoured map of the Anzac area.  In references to this 
map Lieutenant-Colonel Beevor said: 
 
“A map I still have, and which is a monument of his capacity and thoroughness.” 
 
He accompanied the Battalion to Gebel Habieta, where he was given charge of patrols performed by the 
Bikanir Camel Corps, which performed various reconnaissance’s in the Sinai Desert.   
 



He was later posted to the 2nd in Command of D Company.  As Scouting, Intelligence, and Snipering Officer 
he accompanied the Battalion to France, and on arrival at Marseilles commanded a composite guard of 
honour drawn from the 9th and 10th Battalion. 
 
He was promoted to the rank of Captain on 16 April 1916 and appointed 2nd in Command of A Company. 
 
He distinguished himself in the attack on Pozieres on 23 July 1916 when his company was the first of the 
10th to enter the bomb fight in OG1, in support of the 9th Battalion. 
 
Dr C E W Bean describes this incident as follows: 
 
“McCann, recognizing that the enemy post must be seized, lined out in front of it in shell-holes, the ten or 
twelve men who were with him.  With bombs they thoroughly subdued the German bombers, and smashed 
one machine gun – McCann’s success in this bold movement being partly due to his having with him two old 
Gallipoli Sergeants (G D Beames and L C Wickham).   When bombs began to run out, McCann passed the 
word on to charge with the bayonet, and he was on the point of giving the word when he was hit in the head 
by a machine gun bullet.” 
 
For his good work in this engagement he was awarded the Military Cross (MC), being the first 10th 
Battalion recipient of same, as well as the first 10th Battalion Officer to win an award in the field in any 
specific action. 
 
At daybreak, following the attack on Pozieres, though his skull was severely fractured, he managed to report 
to Colonel Robertson, of the 9th Battalion, that the fighting of the last hour and a half had not altered the 
position. 
 
He then proceeded to England, and was admitted to the 2nd London General Hospital (St Mark’s).   
 
His Military Cross (MC) was promulgated in the London Gazette on 1 September 1916, and later, with 
Lieutenant A S Blackburn, who had also distinguished himself in the same action, he had the unique 
distinction of attending an investiture at Buckingham Palace, where His Majesty the King conferred on these 
two 10th Battalion Officers respectively, the first Victoria Cross and the first Military Cross awarded to the 
Battalion.  
 
He was subsequently boarded for Australia and marked ‘Hospital Ship’, but determined to rejoin his unit he 
manage to evade the hospital ship.  Recovering from his head injuries, he returned to France, and rejoined 
the 10th Battalion at Dernancourt o 13 November 1916, when he was posted to the command of B 
Company.   
 
He remained with the Battalion until shortly before the Le Barque attack in February 1917, when he 
evacuated ill, and afterwards entered the 4th Army School at Flixecourt, where he remained for one month. 
 
He rejoined the Battalion in March 1917, and in a night attack on Louverval on Easter Sunday, 8 April 1917, 
although wounded in the neck, refused for several hours to leave the line.   With a bandage around his neck, 
and scarcely able to speak, he was a great inspiration to his men. 
 
After the situation had clarified he reported to medical attention, and proceeded to England, where he was 
admitted to the 3rd London General Hospital at Wandsworth. 
 
After an absence of about six weeks he returned to France, and rejoined the 10th Battalion at Ribemont 
about the end of May 1917.  He then assumed Command of A Company, and remained with the Battalion 
through all the Flanders fighting of 1917. 
 
At Polygon Wood, in September 1917, he was appointed Liaison Officer to the 7th Brigade Headquarters. 
 
On the 30 December 1917 he was seconded for duty with the 2nd Training Battalion, and next day, after the 
Battalion moved out of the line in the Messines Sector, proceeded to Warminster, England, where he was 
posted to Command of C Company, and later officiated as Assistant Adjutant. 
 
Whilst in England he was ordered to return to France in order to inspect the working of the various army 
schools.  This inspection in France lasted about a week, ad he arrived back in England on 31 March 1918.  
He subsequently returned to France and rejoined the 10th Battalion at Sercus on 7 June 1918. 
 
The first event of importance after his return was the silent raid by the Germans at Merris on the night of 28-
29 June 1918, when seventeen of the enemy were killed. 



 
On 4 July 1918 two American officers and five other ranks were temporarily attached to the Battalion, when 
the Germans made two determined raids within a week, sustaining heavy casualties, about eighty killed and 
several machine guns captured. 
 
On the night of 29-30 July 1918, with Captain R K Hurcombe, he led his company in the envelopment of 
Merris, when that village and its entire garrison were captured.  He succeeded in severing the enemy lines of 
communication, and for this achievement was awarded a Bar to his MC, which was promulgated in the 
London Gazette on 7 November 1918. 
 
The Germans twice raided Mont de Merris, held by his company once silently, and the second occasion, 
supported by artillery fire; but each time were driven back with loss of prisoners. 
 
He then proceeded south with the Battalion, and on 10 August 1918, two days after the great offensive 
opened, the Battalion started for the line again, but encountered trouble at Crepey Wood. 
 
With one officer and seven other ranks he held back a heavy counter-attack and prevented the recapture of 
Crepey Wood by the Germans.  At all costs he was determined to hold Crepey, which was literally ‘boiling’ 
under an inferno of enemy fire, shells, machine guns, bullets, and bombs, in the midst of which he directed 
his men with the greatest coolness and resource, eventually driving back the attacking forces, who left ninety 
of their dead behind.   
 
The next day Lihons was taken, and dumps containing thousands of bottles of wine were discovered, but 
unfortunately for the men of the 10th the same was not palatable. 
 
For his gallant and conspicuous defence of Crepey Wood he was recommended by Lieutenant-Colonel M 
Wilder-Neligan, DSO DCM, for the highest decoration, and was subsequently awarded the DSO, which was 
promulgated in the London Gazette of 1 February 1919. 
 
On 13 September 1918 he was promoted to the rank of temporary Major, and from 28 August to 6 
September 1918, whilst at Cerisy, temporarily Commanded the Battalion, during the absence of Lieutenant-
Colonel M Wilder-Neligan DSO DCM, and on 21 October 1918, he received his majority.   He also 
Commanded the Battalion from 30 September to 3 October 1918, whilst Lieutenant-Colonel Neligan 
proceeded on a lecture tour of the recent battle-fields.    
 
About this time daylight raids were carried out by the Battalion, this being the commencement of what may 
be termed semi-open warfare, or the beginning of the last phase of operations on the Western Front.  During 
these operations several important posts of the enemy were captured without any opposition after they had 
been evacuated by the enemy. 
 
About the end of October 1918, he proceeded to England, and commenced a course in tactics and strategy 
at the Staff College, Camberly.  
 
He returned to France in November 1918 and was appointed 2nd in Command of the Battalion, and early in 
January 1919, was appointed Commanding Officer (C.O.) of the 10th Battalion. 
 
Having been raised from the rank of Private to Commanding Officer of the unit in which he enlisted, he 
Commanded same until it was finally disbanded at Chatelet, Belgium on 17 March 1919, after it had existed 
as a fighting unit of the AIF for four years and seven months. 
 
At this date the details of the 9th and 10th Battalions merged into Brigade Details whilst awaiting transfer to 
England. 
 
On 10 March 1919 he was selected to conduct a party of American delegates around the war zone, and in 
this capacity travelled over 2,000 miles through the war-devastated areas of France and Belgium. 
 
He was mentioned in Sir Douglas Haig’s final dispatch of 16 March 1919, vide London Gazette of 11 July 
1919. 
 
Early in April 1919 he left the Brigade Details, and on Anzac Day 1919, led the 3rd Brigade group in the 
march of Australian troops through the city of London. 
 
On 3 May 1919 he made his second appearance at Buckingham Palace, where he was decorated with his 
DSO and Mar to MC. 
 



He embarked on the Nestor in May 1919, and arriving back in Adelaide in June 1919, was admitted to the 
Keswick Hospital for three months. 
 
His service with the AIF terminating on 8 September 1919. 
 
In November 1919, he resigned as a Teacher in the Education Department, and in October of that year 
entered on rural pursuits at Truro and Manoora, with a view to obtaining a qualification certificate from the 
State Repatriation Department. 
 
In August 1920, he was forced to abandon this idea, owing to the great handicap imposed upon him by his 
war injuries. 
 
He then commenced studies as an articled Law Clerk in December 1920, and in March 1922, took up a 
course at the University of Adelaide, and subsequently obtained his final certificate in law, being called to the 
Bar on 25 July 1925. 
 
He then entered into partnership with Captain A S Blackburn, and they practiced as a firm of Blackburn and 
McCann, barristers and solicitors of 22 Grenfell Street, Adelaide – a peacetime partnership perpetuating their 
first associateship in the O.G. trenches at Pozieres in July 1916. 
 
On 22 August 1921 he married Mildred, daughter of the late J H Southcott, there being three children of the 
union, two sons and one daughter. 
 
On 17 January 1935 he was appointed as Justice of the Peace. 
 
During his absence from Australia he was appointed an Honorary Major in the Australian Military Forces on 
21 October 1918, this being his first commission in the Australian Military Forces.   
 
After his return he was promoted to rank of Major on 1 October 1920 and transferred from Reserve of 
Officers to the 10th Battalion on 19 May 1927. 
 
He was transferred to the 43rd Battalion with the same rank on 1 July 1927 and made a Lieutenant-Colonel 
in that unit on 1 December 1927, and transferred to the Unattached List on 1 July 1930. 
 
He actually Commanded the 43rd Battalion from 1 July 1937 to 30 June 1930. 
 
He had been actively associated with the South Australian Branch of the R.S.S.I.L. of Australia from 1921 to 
1931, excepting 1930.  He was Vice-President from 1921 to 1924, Acting President in 1925, and President 
continuously from 1926 to 1931, with the exception of a break in 1930, when he resigned to contest a 
Commonwealth election as a Liberal candidate for the Boothby seat in the House of Representatives. 
 
He represented the South Australian branch at federal congress on four occasions – 1925 to 1928, both 
inclusive. 
 
On 18 September 1935, His Excellency the Governor of South Australia (Major-General Sir Winston Dugan), 
in opening the R.S.S.I.L Annual Conference, presented him, on behalf of the R.S.A. with an illuminated 
address in recognition of his ten years’ service to the League.  
 
In June 1929 , he proceeded to London as the senior Australian delegate at the biennial conference of the 
British Empire Service League. 
 
He had filled many important positions in connection with returned soldiers’ associations, being Chairman of 
trustees of the S.A. Returned Soldiers’ Association Building Trust; Chairman of the Poppy Fund;  Trustee of 
the AIF Cemetery Trust;  Trustee of the Partially Blinded Soldiers’ Provident Fund;  Committee man of the 
Soldiers’ Children Education Board and the Red Cross Society; a foundation member of the Legacy Club, 
State War Council, and South Australian Soldiers’ Fund. 
 
He was also an Administrator and a member of the executive and finance committee of the Soldiers’ Fund, 
and a member of the committee and executive of the Soldiers’ Home League (Myrtle Bank Home for 
Soldiers). 
 
He was Chairman of the War Gratuity Board from 1921 – 22, and had been prominently connected with the 
10th Battalion AIF Club, having served as committee man and President. 
 



He had officiated as Honorary Solicitor to various bodies connected with the welfare of returned soldiers, and 
had been especially popular amongst 10th Battalion men. 
 
He frequently filled the position of Acting City Coroner. 
 
On 6 May 1935 he became a recipient of the late King’s Silver Jubilee Medal, and on the recommendation of 
the Commonwealth Government, was awarded the O.B.E., Civil Division, which was announced in the late 
King’s Silver Jubilee and Birthday Honours on 3 June 1935. 
 
In December 1935, he unsuccessfully contested the Presidency of the R.S.S.I.L. of South Australia. 
 
He resided at No.52 Tusmore Avenue, Tusmore. 
 
	  


