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PREFACE
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On the way back we spent some time in the old No Man’s Land of four years duration, round about Fauquissart and Aubers. It was a morbid but intensely interesting occupation tracing the various battles amongst the hundreds of skulls, bones and remains scattered thickly about. The progress of our successive attacks could be clearly seen from the types of equipment on the skeletons; soft caps denoting 1914 and early 1915, then respirators, then steel helmets marking attacks in 1916. Also Australian slouch hats, used in the costly and abortive attack in 1916. There were many of these poor remains all along the German wire.


 


Major Phillip Harold Pilditch, Royal Field Artillery,
The War Diary of an Artillery Officer, 1914–1918


 


 


 


It was on Thursday 30 July 1914 that warning telegrams from London arrived in Melbourne and Wellington: a European war against Germany and Austria–Hungary appeared unavoidable; Britain was mobilising. Three days later Australia followed suit, placing her forces on a war footing and activating coastal defences. By the evening of 6 August Australia and New Zealand had both offered an Expeditionary Force. Having converged upon King George Sound at Albany, Western Australia, on 1 November 1914 the initial convoy of twenty-eight troop ships set sail, striking out towards the first military action of the recently federated Commonwealths. The ripples from their bow waves still lap upon the shores of Australasia. Their final destination was not to be, as all on board expected and probably desired—France—but the Gallipoli Peninsula, a Turkish battleground on the very seam of Europe and Asia. There they would for eight months struggle alongside French, British and Indian allies in a calamitous campaign that achieved no strategic benefit for either the Empire or the Entente.


Meanwhile, on the Western Front, Britain, India, Canada and France were suffering a chain of revelatory malfunctions. After Gallipoli, the men of the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) reorganised, reinforced and reconditioned in Egypt, and prepared themselves for their opening engagement in France, an assault that began at 6.00 p.m. on 19 July 1916 near the small village of Fromelles. Although the Somme, Arras, Passchendaele and the great and crucial clashes of 1918 were still part of an unimaginable future, the subsequent fourteen hours of vicious combat were to prove the most catastrophic of the one thousand days of Anzac presence on the Western Front.


And so from the vast and distant universe that was Australia, with all its air, light and prosperity, the Diggers were flung into the foul gutter of Flanders, again to struggle alongside the British Tommies. Life in the trenches was a strange blend of boredom, dread, uncertainty, discomfort, hard labour, violence and sudden death that demanded a peculiar fortitude to endure with sanity intact. Hope seldom entered the equation. Men were by necessity fatalistic, and yet supported by a tide of intimate and deeply cherished comradeship that the presence of mutual mortal danger engendered and cultivated—‘mateship’, in the Australian vernacular. It was the first time that most of the middle- and upper-class soldiers had been pressed into close living proximity with workers and labourers. The enforced intimacy generated degrees of understanding that had never before existed, or indeed been able to exist; it was an understanding that frequently led to profound respect. Partly in this manner, the Great War began to change the social structures of a score of nations.


In 1919, for both Australian and Briton, there was a harsh homecoming. The war had almost bankrupted that seemingly invulnerable edifice, the British Empire. Civilian life was altered, and work hard to find. The personal legacy of the war was profound. For legions of men the mental and physical consequences of the conflict would remain all their lives. In the Britain of the 1960s there were still hospital wards filled with uncured and incurable victims. The last of them, Private David Ireland of the Black Watch, died in Scotland in 2001; he had been in psychiatric care since 1924—seventy-seven years.


As ever, for such is human nature, in all the belligerent nations buoyancy and optimism returned. The cadence of ‘normal’ life resumed, and with it came the sense of a more certain future. For many families, however, a particular form of nightmare persisted. Every theatre of conflict concealed a multi-national ‘lost’ army. Along the thin ribbon of Europe that had so recently been the Western Front, in 1919 there still lay unfound the remains of half a million soldiers. No family ever surrendered the hope that one day the body of their man, their boy, their child, would be recovered and given a grave, a grave that might be visited. And yet after the Armistice of November 1918 the search for the missing was officially drawn to a close within thirty-six months, far sooner than most had anticipated. It was a decision that brought anguish, anger and misery, leaving a void in the lives and hearts of millions. The Fromelles Project, which began in 2006 with the scrutiny of a piece of French pastureland and ended in 2010 with the exhumation and reburial in a new cemetery of the 250 soldiers found there, has shown that that void endures until through knowledge generations long dislocated are reconnected with the true legacy of war: irreplaceable human loss. That recognition frequently seeds the demand to know and understand, but like the poppy, conditions must be perfect before germination can occur. Above all, the ground in which that seed lies must be regularly disturbed.


In the case of Fromelles and Pheasant Wood, the disturbance was created by a Melbourne teacher by the name of Lambis Englezos. Since he began his extraordinary campaign at the end of the 20th century, many people, even those unrelated by blood ties, have formed a close personal and emotional relationship with Fromelles, and especially the men who for over ninety years lay in the oak-shaded graves bordering what the Bavarians once called Fasanen-Wäldchen (Pheasant Wood).


I have been associated with the project since 2003, being part of the team that carried out the non-invasive geophysical study in 2006, and present at the haunting discovery of the remains themselves in 2007. At the same time I was exploring a mountain of Australian, British, but primarily Bavarian, records that described in extraordinary detail the events that had led to the deaths of the very men whose remains I was to gaze upon. The combination had a profound effect, upon myself, upon the team, and upon everyone who came into contact with the site and the story.


It is not unusual for First World War historians who spend as much time working on the battlefields as in their office, to uncover human remains—such adventitious finds are almost unavoidable: it had happened to me on several occasions. Fromelles, however, was atypical: here, long before the archaeological trowels appeared, we were actively seeking not just evidence of burial, but the names of the dead. There was thus a unique practical and emotional dynamic in play, and as a result the challenge for all who became involved in the project was simple: the work must be worthy of the sacrifice.


In forensic archaeology and anthropology one sees, feels and smells things that cannot be expressed by the written word. When the Pheasant Wood graves were finally opened in the spring of 2007, the events of 19/20 July 1916 lay before our eyes and beneath our fingers. Each night during the dig images loitered in the mind, and a distinctive scent lingered in the nostrils. They still do. Archival research thus assumed an importance far greater than the customary sifting, selection and translation of dusty papers to produce a report, colourise the pages of a book or enhance the frames of a film. These documents told us why those men came to be there, who killed whom, where and how they met their end, who they were and where they came from.


Even to the untrained eye, it was plain to see that many of those young men had experienced the very essence of warfare. They had not died ‘impersonally’ by shell, mortar or gas, but in close face-to-face, hand-to-hand combat. There was nothing glorious about the prospect. The graves were shabby and undignified, the sights cruel, and the scene as a whole profoundly unheroic. Indeed, few Diggers or Tommies who attacked at Fromelles in July 1916 were granted the opportunity to be heroic. Many had never before been in action, and some would never actually see a German, let alone have the opportunity of killing one.


At the end of the proving process, when all the graves had been scrutinised, conditions assessed and numbers calculated, came the most difficult task of all: the protection and re-interment of the remains before full recovery the following year. To an archaeologist, exposing one’s ‘treasure’ and then covering it up again is deeply counter-intuitive; in this case it was surprisingly disturbing. The men were ultimately to be buried three times: by the Bavarians in 1916, by the Glasgow team in 2007, and by the Commonwealth War Graves Commission in 2010.


But the story is actually greater than this, for the men who lay for ninety-five years in the pits before Pheasant Wood had legions of antecedents. For almost two years before July 1916 others occupied the same trenches, carried out the same tasks, felt the same emotions, and lived and died in similar fashion. A thousand or more who had earlier shared the same fate still lie nearby—somewhere as yet unfound. The circumstances of their deaths in 1914 and 1915 are integral to the disaster of 1916. This volume must therefore begin at the beginning, at the moment war first arrived in Fromelles.


In historical research there are three classes of source material: primary, secondary and finding aids. A primary source is evidence that offers an intimate view of an event, often from an eyewitness. It can take the form of a diary, an interview, letters, minutes, official records gathered at the time, photographs and film. Secondary sources are one step removed: interpretations by a third party, i.e. material produced after an event, usually (but not always) by someone who was not a witness. Examples include books, magazine and newspaper articles, unit histories and biographies. The third category is the ‘finding aid’: documents compiled by librarians, curators or archivists containing information about the nature and scale of an individual record or a collection. Often appended with notes, they are used by researchers to determine whether data may be relevant to their work.


Although several published works on the 1916 battle existed prior to the commencement of the Fromelles Project, each employing a wide-ranging selection of Anglo–Australian primary sources, no author had elected to investigate the corresponding German accounts. Given that the battle was a fourteen-hour encounter with such catastrophic and far-reaching results, this is a peculiar exclusion, because so much uniquely valuable information was to be gained by gathering comprehensive comparative versions of events from both sides of No Man’s Land; indeed, it is essential, for the most intriguing and indeed mysterious part of the battle was fought within Bavarian territory. In many Great War titles the German narrative is sometimes so superficial as to make the enemy practically invisible. Probably the best-known Fromelles publication, Robin Corfield’s extraordinary but disorderly and frequently confusing 500-page Don’t Forget Me, Cobber, relied for its ‘enemy view’ upon Bavarian regimental histories and propagandised newspaper reports—secondary sources. As we shall see, the latter—a fascinating animal—may be analysed. It is an enthralling exercise. As for the former, they should certainly not be regarded as inaccurate; indeed, in my opinion some of the most important books to appear in recent years are by Jack Sheldon and Ralph J. Whitehead. They concern themselves solely with the German narrative, but base their work primarily on published accounts: regimental histories. By reason of their necessarily abbreviated nature, however, such histories are treacherously incomplete, and in a detailed scrutiny cannot sufficiently nourish the historian’s needs. They also require corroboration. For example, Dr Fridolin Solleder’s Vier Jahre Westfront: Geschichte des Regiments List R.I.R. 16 (Adolf Hitler’s unit) appears an impressive tome, yet its several hundred pages represent only a fraction of the primary sources upon which the book was based. In Through German Eyes: The British on the Somme 1916, Christopher Duffy examines Bavarian primary source intelligence documents, touching briefly upon Fromelles; he reveals the wider potential. So too does Dr Robert Foley’s work on the evolution of tactics. As far as I know, however, this is the first time a ‘complete’ action has been comparatively evaluated through the primary sources of both belligerents.


The work from which most publications take their initial lead is Volume III of Charles Bean’s Official History of Australia in the War of 1914–1918 (OHA), and Bean’s extensive collection of wartime diaries, folders and notebooks in the Australian War Memorial (AWM), Canberra (all available online). As a result of Bean’s familiarity with the ‘nursery’ sectors of French Flanders and the men who commanded the neophyte Anzac units, there were few who knew better than he how calamitous an opening for the Australian forces Fromelles—and indeed certain other preceding but ostensibly lesser events—had been. Yet in their official works, both Bean and his British counterpart, Wilfrid Miles—author of the corresponding volume of the ‘British Official History’ (entitled History of the Great War Based on Official Documents) covering the era during which Fromelles was fought—must have continually posed questions that only primary German sources could answer. Many of them were never answered, which leaves a truncated narrative lacking certain essential contexts, especially in relation to ‘failed’ enterprises.


When it comes to writing of such things, the bitter pill of defeat requires a variety of sweetening agents, which often take the form of drawn-out descriptions, justifications and rationalisations: the printed politics of disappointment. It is a fact that the reporting of failure (when it is reported as such) always commands many more column inches than success; it is also a fact that although they are by no means alone, many narrators and writers of popular First World War Australian military histories possess a certain reputation for embellishment, a propensity that Charles Bean called ‘romancing’. Research has revealed that Bean himself was not averse to bending or even ignoring unpalatable facts; indeed, it was part of the war reporter’s work, and of course his copy was subject to the censor’s hovering red pencil. But there is rather more to the story than this. During the war Bean was a co-creator of an Australian national narrative and new individualism: the Anzac legend. With it came a heavy responsibility.


For its era, however, and indeed in comparison with British accounts, it must be said that the OHA is remarkably comprehensive, sensitive and splendidly personal: there is little talk of ‘other ranks’ in Bean. But it is nevertheless not as three-dimensional and candid as many might believe. The author was hamstrung by a shortage of time (the OHA appeared in 1929 whereas Wilfrid Miles’ volume was published in 1938), but most importantly by his inability to personally scrutinise the full range of German primary source documents relating to the early period of Australian presence on the Western Front. Despite a 119-page chapter containing detail to the level of individuals, and many a reference to German records, we now know there are gaps in Bean’s narrative, which he had neither the material, the time, nor in several cases the inclination, to fill. There is evidence of intentional omission of key facts.


The OHA was of course produced primarily for Australians, and therefore had to relate the Australian tale. On the surface it is a splendid strategic, tactical and personal appreciation of events, all expertly condensed and combined. Within, one finds accounts of inferior leadership, shabby planning and misguided tactics; of appalling communication and questionable decisions and actions at all levels; of unnecessary loss and wanton cruelty. But there is much more to this story than the faults that derived solely from the Allied camp. What is missing from Bean’s work is an adequate comparative version of events as experienced by the enemy. It has become clear that without the Bavarian accounts it is impossible to generate an accurate narrative of the catastrophe of 19 July 1916, or indeed valid perceptions of the period of Digger occupation of French Flanders.
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The German Army of the First World War was not a single entity. On the unification of the country in January 1871, the formation of the Army of the Realm (Deutsches Reichsheer) brought a diverse collection of smaller States under the command of four kingdoms: Bavaria, Prussia, Saxony and Württemberg. Each kingdom subsequently formed a dedicated army commanded by its respective king. Prussia became the national nucleus, with Kaiser Wilhelm II as commander-in-chief, and the nation’s capital, Berlin, forming the seat of the ‘Great Headquarters’, the Oberste Heeresleitung (OHL). In 1914, although unified under the Kaiser, each kingdom still had its own war ministry to which all military records found their way. Rather than being assembled primarily in one location therefore, as is the case, for example, with the AWM in Canberra or National Archives in London, German documents were stored in several separate and distinct regional repositories.


It is a popular misconception that Second World War bombing destroyed the majority of German First World War records. This is true (and only in part) of Prussian and Saxon archives, whose collections were seriously damaged as a result of Allied air raids on Potsdam and Dresden in 1945. In the Fromelles and Aubers sectors, from March 1915 until September 1916 the adversary was Bavarian, and its army, war ministry and military archive—the Kriegsarchiv—were based in Bavaria’s State capital, Munich. Although the buildings carry the scars of Second World War bombing, they and their contents survived. The collection is believed to be the most complete of any of its kind in Germany. For day-to-day detail on actions, prisoners, wounded and dead—and of course burials—in relation to the Bavarian military of the First World War, it is therefore the principal font of information.
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The records of the Cabinet Office (CAB 45) in the National Archives at Kew in London show that Charles Bean received German material for his OHA via the offices of Captain J.J.W. Herbertson, an English officer who for some years after the war served as political officer for the Inter-Allied Rhineland High Commission based in Koblenz. It was one of Herbertson’s duties to take Bean’s questionnaires and pass them to a German colleague by the name of Stenger. The records suggest that Archivrat Stenger was a well-educated man and an accomplished speaker, translator and writer of English. The Federal Archive at Potsdam in which he worked had been set up in 1919 as a result of a suite of stipulations within the Versailles Treaty that required the dissolution of certain martial institutions. The storage of military records was the subject of one such clause, and as a result during Bean’s period of writing in the 1920s all war-associated documents were gathered from the archives of the various German kingdoms and concentrated in Potsdam.


For more than a decade after 1918 the archive was a hive of activity, for official, regimental and divisional historians from every German kingdom were obliged to utilise the facility when compiling their own post-war histories—over a thousand of them. Stenger may have assisted his own countrymen in their tasks, but he clearly also carried out research for foreign historians, scrutinising original war diaries and supplying typed copies for Herbertson and others to translate, or indeed doing the work himself. Although we do not learn why, Bean’s papers reveal that he preferred Stenger’s translations to Herbertson’s. Probably because of the sheer scale of the wider commission and the associated time constraints, Bean’s questions relating to the Fromelles action were simple, defined and—given the outcome and symbolism of the action—surprisingly few. Stenger appeared to be under no obligation to deliver a specific quantity of detail in his answers.


The most important aspect of this research period from the point of view of our present appreciation of the final published OHA narrative, is that at no time does Stenger appear to stray beyond boundaries: he provides circumscribed answers to circumscribed questions. Nevertheless, it is enough to distinguish where Bean came upon instances when he had to make a delicate choice: what to include and exclude. In having no direct access to many interrelated enemy documents, and such meagre opportunities for wider selection of material or lateral research, he may have been unaware of the monumental scope of German wartime record-keeping. For example, there is no indication that he ever saw more than a small percentage of the extraordinary and revelatory array of maps, plans, drawings and photographs that so extensively illuminate not only the unfolding of the fourteen hours of the Fromelles battle but also the events before and especially after the battle, including the order for the digging of graves at Pheasant Wood.


At the time of writing, the relevant German unit histories were largely extant and available. German material quoted in both the OHA and its British counterpart derives, primarily, although certainly (and importantly) not entirely, from post-war accounts as opposed to those produced at the time of the action. This is a most significant aspect because the two sources, even if written by one and the same person (which was sometimes the case), are found to differ greatly in scale and thus content, tone and style. German primary source operational documents are matter-of-fact, extraordinarily comprehensive and often brutal in their candour, sometimes to the point of self-incrimination. They are also self-deprecating, self-critical and profoundly incisive in analysis, which is exactly what is required if one wishes to properly scrutinise an incident and improve the performance of a unit that is standing stolidly and deliberately on the defence, which at the time of Fromelles is exactly what the Germans were doing in French Flanders. They show not just a willingness to learn from mistakes, but almost a paranoid preoccupation in doing so. Where credit is seen to be due, German chroniclers seldom fail to praise their enemy, for they too were a key source of inspiration and education. Bean took careful note of this aspect.


There therefore exists between primary and secondary sources a fundamental distinction in approach, ambience and content. By their very nature, unit histories are able to utilise only a fraction of the mountain range of data upon which they are based. Most importantly, they lack the enlightening minute day-to-day details, the authors being constrained by the requirement to produce a readable narrative. Primary source war diaries and reports were subject to no such limitations.


But there is more. Being the ‘victors’, British, Australian and other Entente chroniclers were free to be as pompous and smug as they wished, and to resume the long-established tone of superiority employed by the administrators of a vast and powerful empire. Some British and Australian unit histories may indeed be sober and serious, but others to their detriment take advantage of the climate of victory to produce a narrative that is almost painfully jingoistic. One finds scorn and derision born from triumphal hindsight; indeed, certain volumes could readily be employed to produce dictionaries of heroic adjectives.


Although none are as uncluttered by class-consciousness as Bean’s socially balanced history, nevertheless his work too remains chauvinistic. The Anzac legend—or myth as it is today often termed—gets in the way. As a Briton, I have no right to comment on what the term means to Australians, the reasons for its seeding, and why it has been so carefully nurtured ever since; in the context of this study, it is not its existence that matters, but the events that contributed to its creation and obligatory subsequent nurture.
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Having made the transition from journalist to historian, in the preface to Volume I of the OHA Charles Bean opened a window upon his perspectives:


 


In his search for rigid accuracy the writer was guided by one deliberate and settled principle. The more he saw and knew of the men and officers of the Australian Imperial Force the more fully did the writer become convinced that the only memorial which could be worthy of them was the bare and uncoloured story of their part in the war. From the moment when, early in the war, he realised this, his duty became strangely simple—to record the plain and absolute truth so far as it was within his limited power to compass it. To the men and officers of the Australian Forces, both those who live and those who fell, whose comradeship is his proudest and dearest memory, he dedicates this effort to produce a history in which he has striven to attain a truthfulness worthy of them and their nation.


 


These words confirm that the OHA was more than simply a history, it was a textual shrine. The work thus demanded great care in its construction—what should or could be included or excluded? Without an accurate and balanced reporting of events, readers’ perceptions are automatically defective. Official and unit histories—including the OHA—do not offer this balance. They were not designed to do so, for at times fidelity and duty to one’s countrymen and their sacrifice outweighed absolute truthfulness. The result is history written from the inside looking in.


The works of Bean’s German counterparts suffer from a similar disease, but one contracted from a different host: the sense of betrayal and bitterness that characterised the close of hostilities, combined with a national humiliation carefully engineered by the Allies to compound the sensation of dishonour to its limit. This potent blend sometimes led to the use of language so belligerent that it degrades the value of the account as an historical document.


Continuing this theme, in recent years there has been debate as to which official history, Australian or British, is ‘more truthful’. This is both an academic and an unanswerable question. In 2003, Donald Rumsfeld, then United States Secretary of Defense, probably encapsulated the problem in his celebrated and indeed remarkable statement: ‘there are known knowns; there are things we know we know. We also know that there are known unknowns; that is to say, we know there are some things that we do not know. But there are also unknown unknowns—the ones we don’t know we don’t know.’


The passage makes complete sense, and its message may be applied to any action anywhere in the world during any period in military history, including the 1916, 1915 and 1914 actions at Fromelles and the way they have since been recounted.


One wonders how Bean’s account of Fromelles might have looked had the full Bavarian resource been available to him. We shall never know, but it may well have remained exactly as it is. The existence of anomalies, especially inconvenient ones, does not guarantee that they will be laid out before the reader; certainly, if one finds a collection of inconsistencies relating to an action of only fourteen hours, one may assume there will be many more in a war lasting four years. During the ten years of research for the Fromelles Project and this book, I was reminded time and again of the critical necessity to preserve a vigorous scepticism, for many long-established perceptions were assaulted by alternative—and of course equally valid—German appreciations.
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I have not offered orders of battle, artillery arrangements, detail of lines of communication, etc., simply because there is too great a wider story to tell. They can be found online, in Bean’s OHA, and in other titles such as Don’t Forget Me, Cobber, Paul Cobb’s Fromelles 1916, Roger Lee’s The Battle of Fromelles: 1916, Patrick Lindsay’s Fromelles, and Captain A.D. Ellis’ The Story of the Fifth Australian Division, all of which I recommend be consulted in conjunction with this volume, for each adds valuable material for combination and contrast. Likewise, because it would occupy so much space, a full set of footnotes and references have been omitted from this volume; they will follow in another format elsewhere. A basic source list and bibliography has been included.


It has been my primary intention to recount the story—the surprising story—of the spring and summer of 1916 as painstakingly recorded by the troops occupying the eastern side of No Man’s Land: the 6th Bavarian Reserve Infantry Division and their parent unit Armee-Oberkommando 6—the true perpetrators of the catastrophe that was Fromelles, and to amalgamate it with key aspects of the Anglo–Australian narrative. To do this, except on a few comparative occasions, I have eschewed flawed post-war narratives in favour of the much more edifying and extensive primary contemporary Bavarian documents upon which they were based.


Integral to the Fromelles story, within this narrative there also lies an account of the work of the Red Cross, the remarkable band of ferociously neutral humanitarians with apparently infinite patience and sensitivity who carried news both good and ill from the trenches and shell-holes of France and Flanders to doorsteps across the globe. There is a section on the interrogations of Anglo–Australian prisoners of war immediately after the battle, and their transformation into propaganda. To complete the circle there is an account of my own involvement with the admirable group whose resolve eventually obliged the authorities to investigate the Pheasant Wood graves, followed by an analysis of how those graves may have been overlooked in the post-war years.


My last word at this early stage is cautionary. Even when the contents of this volume are amalgamated with all other writings on Fromelles, the product will still remain merely a partial narrative. Curiosity and the desire for knowledge is an eternal process. In military history one discovery regularly propagates another, which means there will always be fresh accounts—and therefore fresh perspectives.


 


Peter Barton
August, 2013





INTRODUCTION
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By about 8.30 p.m. the whole trench was back in our hands with the exception of a 50-metre stretch astride the Rouges Bancs–Tommybrücke road, where the enemy held out doggedly until 3.00 a.m. when 4/RIR16 (Divisional Reserve, Oberleutnant Gebhard) stormed their position and forced them into submission. On the left flank of the area under attack, where the British had broken in to Sector f in the morning, the trench was recaptured by 6 p.m. Here, without external support, the trench garrison drove in from left and right and trapped the British in a pincer movement; no prisoners were taken.


 


Report dated 29 May 1915 on an action at Fromelles by the
6th Bavarian Reserve Infantry Division


 


 


 


The area referred to here as being ‘astride the Rouges Bancs–Tommybrücke road’ was the scene of a slaughter of British soldiers during the action known as the Battle of Aubers Ridge, 9 May 1915. That ground is today partly occupied by a memorial park within which lie the tumbled concrete remnants of the old German front-line defences and a larger-than-life bronze representation of an Australian soldier carrying a wounded comrade from the field of battle.


Neither the park nor the sculpture, however, were designed to commemorate the 1915 action, but one that was fought at the same location more than a year later: the encounter of 19/20 July 1916 known to the Australian nation as the Battle of Fromelles. The neatly kept patch of lawns and paths is the Australian Memorial Park, and the statue is the celebrated ‘Cobbers Memorial’.


Some 300 metres away, to the north-west and located in the old No Man’s Land, lies the VC Corner Cemetery and Memorial. Within its walls lie the remains of 410 unidentifiable soldiers. The cemetery’s name has its origin in a yet earlier British enterprise: what one might call the ‘first’ battle of Fromelles, which took place at the birth of trench warfare, in December 1914. After the war, during the period of official recovery between 1918 and 1921, the bodies of soldiers who died in all three actions were gathered from the fields and reburied. In preparation for the VC Corner Cemetery, however, each body was carefully identified by nationality and equally carefully separated to make certain that only Australians were interred there. Engraved upon a screen at the cemetery’s rear are the names of 1300 missing Diggers—men with no known grave. The battlefield upon which the cemetery and screen were established has since become their battlefield—an Australian battlefield. To learn the names of missing British soldiers who died there between August 1914 and November 1918 one must visit the Loos or Ploegsteert Memorials, each more than 20 kilometres from the site.


At neither the memorial park nor the cemetery is there reference to any pre- or post-July 1916 actions, nor indeed mention of the endeavours of any nation but Australia. These omissions mean that few Australian visitors are aware of the many other events that took place precisely where they stand—and the numerous chilling similarities between each one. If they were, their appreciation and understanding of what happened to their forefathers in July 1916, and indeed why it happened, would be greatly enhanced.


The three major encounters at Fromelles—those of December 1914, May 1915 and July 1916—were fought in exactly the same sector and upon exactly the same ground. The latter two actions unfolded in almost the same way, and on each occasion the final German coup de grâce took place at precisely the same location, astride the Rouges Bancs road and within the boundaries of today’s Australian Memorial Park. Even more uncannily, the number of missing as a result of the British attack in 1915 is almost identical to the Australian figure for July 1916: approximately 1300 men. The most important factor of all, however, is how the lessons learned in 1915 influenced the catastrophe of the following summer.
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At present the history of the Fromelles sector is at best truncated, at worst hidden completely. The danger of obscuring the wider context of conflict in favour of a single fourteen-hour event is a real one. No battlefield that witnessed four years of positional warfare should be seen as frozen in time.


In 1914 French, Indian and British troops fought side by side here, stemming the German advance during the Battle of Armentières, and thus playing their part in the creation of the impasse that was fully established during that December. There then followed the earliest set-piece encounters of the period, plus an extraordinary and well-documented Christmas Truce. The 9 May 1915 battle provided a bloody and bizarre rehearsal for 19 July 1916. In late September 1915, a string of diversionary assaults were launched at nearby Bois-Grenier, Neuve Chapelle and Givenchy to assist the grand but disastrous British push at Loos, itself designed to support an even grander but equally ill-fated French offensive in Champagne. These assaults offered more valuable learning opportunities for the Germans.


The last Allied blood to be shed at Fromelles was that of the 47th (London) Division, when they finally liberated the village in October 1918. But before that the sector had been occupied by Portuguese troops and consumed by the colossal German spring offensive known as Georgette, a firestorm that came perilously close to concluding the war in favour of the Central Powers. In other words, from the first moment of fighting in September 1914 to the day when the guns at last fell silent, there was sniping, shelling, gassing, tunnelling, aerial combat, patrols, raids, a host of associated nearby actions, and of course the three key closely related encounters of 1914, 1915 and 1916. Amalgamation of casualties sustained in this sector throughout the war makes it one of the most bloody stretches of battlefield on the entire Western Front. There is therefore a wider and greater tale to be told, a tale that complements 19 July 1916 by adding not only colour but essential perspective to an action that—solely because of the Fromelles Project—has now become one of the highest-profile episodes of the Great War.





PART I


CAUSES AND EFFECTS
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Chapter 1


STRANGE MEETING
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It was on Wednesday 3 September 2003 that I first met Lambis Englezos. Having delivered a lecture on First World War tunnelling at the Australasian Institute of Mining and Metallurgy in Melbourne, I was drawn into an unexpected and somewhat one-sided conversation about Pheasant Wood and the missing Diggers of Fromelles. Englezos, a Melbourne teacher, had been invited to the event by his colleague Ward Selby, a member of the Institute and regular visitor to the battlefields. Englezos’ absolute conviction was that the bodies of many missing Australian soldiers still lay in a set of mass graves dug by the Germans after the battle. Ignoring the theme of the day, Englezos relentlessly outlined his theory to me. He had exchanged letters, emails and telephone calls with the Office of Australian War Graves (OAWG) and the Minister for Veterans’ Affairs, but every plea for an investigation had met with a bluntly negative response. He said that on 22 July the matter had been raised in the Australian parliament by a member of the opposition, and that the press were becoming more interested by the day. His frustration at the official stonewalling permeated every syllable of the diatribe. He wanted to prove the graves’ existence—what could I do to help?


That the Fromelles sector had seen its share of carnage was common historical knowledge; likewise that there remained throughout that region of French Flanders an incalculable number of unfound British, French, Indian, German, Portuguese, Canadian and Australian dead. During many years of research, archaeology and exploration on the Western Front, I had personally stumbled upon the remains of several soldiers, but these discoveries, like most others, were accidental: fragments of bone or uniform revealed by the plough or during ditching, which upon closer scrutiny turned out to be more than just fragments. Although there are numerous instances of nocturnal scavengers knowingly rifling bodies for buttons, badges and personal effects, illegally exposed by metal detection, human remains are typically found by chance, generally during agricultural or engineering works. In 2003 I was aware of no circumstance on any battlefield where a deliberate search had ever been officially sanctioned. It was an intriguing case, and Englezos’ passion and determination were clear; Selby added some compelling and carefully selected words to the argument. I was keen to know more.


It was not the first time I had been presented with such a case, although never one on such a potentially large scale. There exist protocols. For an historian, the correct approach is to adopt a resolutely sceptical stance until one is able after research to transform a theory from possibility to probability and final certainty. This is especially so where war dead are concerned. Because the action of 19 July 1916 had been an Anglo–Australian enterprise, incurring heavy casualties for both nations, I was there and then able to offer Englezos an avenue of potential assistance: to bring the matter to the attention of the British All-Party Parliamentary War Graves and Battlefield Heritage Group (now the All-Party Parliamentary War Heritage Group) in the House of Lords. However, first there was a need to review the historical data. I therefore offered my support, but with one important precondition: the production of credible documentary evidence to support the theory.


Information began to arrive. Selby identified the location where it was claimed the bodies had originally been buried, and found a German map that revealed the site to be adjacent to what the Germans called Fasanen-Wäldchen (Pheasant Wood) or sometimes simply Fasanenwald (the ‘chen’ suffix merely emphasises the fact that it was a small wood, or what Charles Bean later called a ‘copse’). I was quickly able to establish by means of Google Earth that this small stand of trees, now mature, still occupied a similar footprint to the wood of 1916. At the same time Englezos had been making enquiries with local enthusiasts in Fromelles, and with the village mayor. Did anyone know of graves being present? Who were the landowners? Were there any signs of pits in the landscape? How might one go about exploring such a site? The questions drew a uniformly negative response: there was nothing to see on the ground, nobody was aware of anything relating to graves, and permission for a speculative search would be more than difficult to obtain.


However, there was one exception. In an article entitled ‘Lest We Overlook 250 of our Fallen’, published in The Australian newspaper on 18 July 2003, Martial Delebarre, the president of the local historical group known at that time as the ASBF (Association pour le Souvenir de la Bataille de Fromelles en 1916), spoke about ‘lost graves’. Reporter Jonathan King wrote that Lambis Englezos had ‘teamed up with local historian Martial Delebarre, who grew up on a farm nearby’. The mass grave of Australians was ‘common knowledge’, M. Delebarre was quoted as saying. ‘We have always known Australians were lying in this farmer’s field but nobody has ever believed us, especially the Government of Australia who have been coming here since 1919.’


In historical research local information is often found to be very valuable; but not in this case, because no one appeared to support the statement and no documentary evidence was produced, not even by M. Delebarre. It appeared merely to be hearsay. To be even mildly persuasive against the resistance of officialdom, a good deal more confirming data, especially contemporary German reports and eyewitness accounts, would be required.


Having established that on 19 July 1916 the German unit facing Allied attacks was the 6th Bavarian Reserve Infantry Division, my specific and often-repeated recommendation was that Englezos, Selby and their colleagues find a way to scrutinise the war diaries of the division, its two brigades and four regiments and all the relevant associated units. There was little point in investing energy in dissecting British or Australian archives because the records of burial, if they existed, could only have been generated by those responsible: the Bavarians. Contemporary British and Australian accounts might contain data indicating that the military of the time were aware of features believed to be graves, such as maps carrying annotations or symbols, but that is as far as Allied intelligence sources were able to go, for the interpretation of landscape features within hostile territory was made primarily through the study of aerial photographs, and was therefore a question of educated guesswork. By mid-1916, on both sides of No Man’s Land a huge variety of fieldworks existed in the advanced ‘fighting zone’ at Fromelles, the quantity increasing enormously during the eighteen months following the battle. British trench maps of the era therefore contain hosts of identified, unidentified and indeed unidentifiable features—that was the nature of the war.


Apart from formally established cemeteries, gravesites containing the bodies of enemy troops were seldom marked as such, not least because the trade of war is in lives and one’s existence as a soldier consisted mainly in finding more effective ways of taking life. A cemetery was a cemetery, a grave was a grave, and on the Western Front both were ubiquitous. They held no tactical significance unless other military features were present, and in the case of war dead that was more than rare because no one wished to disturb a recently established burial ground (potentially containing one’s comrades) by associating it with a feature that would draw enemy fire. This does not, however, hold true in relation to civilian cemeteries. The critical information about the alleged burials at Pheasant Wood—if indeed it had ever been recorded and still existed—was therefore likely to reside in the place where the Bavarian military archives were held: the capital of the Bavarian State, Munich.


Given the paucity of documentary evidence at this time, it was unsurprising that Australian politicians, historians and officials poured cold water (and sometimes considerable buckets of invective) on the Englezos theory. It was not the previous existence of graves that they found troublesome—although for a long time a number of historians steadfastly refused to believe this too, even when presented with evidence—but the implausibility of graves containing large numbers of Allied soldiers still being occupied almost a century later. Given that dedicated specialist units had combed the Western Front battlegrounds for three years after the Armistice, it seemed most unlikely that documented mass graves—for it soon become apparent that the British and Australian military authorities had been made aware of the burials at the site soon after they had taken place (and on several later occasions)—could have been overlooked.


The natural starting point for this kind of research is the Commonwealth War Graves Commission (CWGC). The CWGC archive at Maidenhead, Berkshire, UK, had no record of post-war recoveries being made near Pheasant Wood; nor did the OAWG. However, the key documents—the huge database of ‘burial returns’, which is effectively a diary listing the location that individual bodies were recovered, when, by whom, whether they were identifiable, and where they were reburied—were for this sector known to be substantial but incomplete. It could therefore not be safely concluded through the study of these documents that the remains had not been found and dealt with. It was later to become apparent that—like the Bavarian and indeed many relevant Australian records—how, when and by whom the post-war examination and reclamation of the Fromelles battlefields had taken place was itself relatively unresearched.


Englezos’ team embarked upon the search for German evidence, at the same time using the mission’s emotive character to retain keen media attention, and all the while doggedly knocking on doors in every relevant corridor of power in Australia. The response remained negative, but the matter was never allowed to disappear over the official horizon. It remained eminently newsworthy.


With the help of Tasmanian politician Harry Quick, Englezos obtained a list of military archives from the German defence attaché in Canberra, while Selby asked his brother-in-law Mr Walter Dumps—a Bavarian himself—to undertake the written enquiries. Selby, whose grandfather had fought at Fromelles in July 1916 and survived, had visited the battlefield in April 2002. By chance, Englezos, an enthusiast since the late 1980s and founding member of the Friends of 15th Brigade, an association that celebrated the endeavours of the unit that suffered severe casualties at Fromelles, was present at the same time. Their meeting proved momentous, for it was then that a notable anomaly was discussed: the number of Australian dead accounted for after the battle did not equal the sum of those with identified graves, with names on Memorials to the Missing and beneath ‘Known unto God’ headstones.


Mr Dumps received his first response in July 2004; it directed him to the Bavarian military archive in Munich. In August a letter was received from Dr A. Fuchs, the archive’s director, stating that the digging of mass graves at Fasanen-Wäldchen was indeed recorded in the 1923 regimental history of the 21st Bavarian Reserve Infantry Regiment (RIR 21), one of four regiments that constituted the 6th Bavarian Reserve Infantry Division (6 BRD) and the unit that faced the brunt of the Australian assault on 19 July 1916. Its author, Generalmajor Julius Ritter von Braun, commanded the regiment at the time of the action; as a participant, his narrative carried considerable persuasive weight. Dr Fuchs quoted the key passage:


 


Great care was taken over the recovery and formal identification of the fallen and the collection of their personal belongings by officers and the company sergeant majors. The big cemetery at Beaucamps had to be substantially extended once again. For the enemy dead, mass graves were dug behind the Fasanen-Wäldchen. Work also had to be begun on filling in two saps which had been dug by the enemy from his lines to ours during the night of 19/20.7 and were now full of enemy dead, which, as usual, the enemy had not bothered to recover.


 


The ‘enemy’ mentioned here were of course the very Australian dead that Englezos and Selby sought. In the same correspondence, however, Dr Fuchs cautioned that ‘only the history of RIR 21 mentions the burial of the Australian dead. A search of the archives of the Regiment and the Division found nothing’. In other words the graves were noted only in the post-war published unit history. The Kriegstagebuchen and Gefechtsberichte—war diaries and action reports—of RIR 21 had been scrutinised but nothing was found. The Official Bavarian History of the War revealed just five lines about the battle itself.


At first glance this was disappointing, for it appeared to dash all hope that the passage in the regimental history could be verified and expanded upon through records generated at the time of battle—the all-important primary sources. But Dr Fuchs did not say the war diaries and battle reports did not exist, simply that he could find nothing of relevance within them.


It should be understood, however, that the scale of Bavarian record-keeping was monumental, especially during the extended period on the Western Front when the German Army was standing largely on the defensive. A single divisional war diary and its appendices may contain many hundreds of thousands of pages of text, plus a myriad associated maps, plans, orders, letters, messages, drawings, photographs, panoramas, reports (typed, mimeographed and handwritten), receipts, captured documents, etc. In Munich these documents are kept in hundreds of Bund, heavy string-tied bundles, each of which comprise thousands—sometimes tens of thousands—of pages. Evidence relating to an uneventful day could run into hundreds of sheets. One may even follow the evolution of a document from the first handwritten draft through numerous rewrites, to the final typed version that was printed and circulated. Battles and raids—the very essence of the conflict—receive almost gratuitous attention to detail. Kriegstagebuchen chronicled daily occurrences down to the most mundane detail, while Gefechtsberichte described offensive and defensive incidents in the same surgically incisive and self-critical manner.


Alongside these abundant and varied records—which were of course compiled at the front itself by the soldiers concerned—sits the equally monumental resource of 6 BRD’s parent unit, Armee-Oberkommando 6 (AOK 6). AOK 6 observed the situation in both a tactical and strategic light, themselves reporting to their army Gruppe who in turn reported to OHL: German high command. A concerted exploration of a single action therefore requires much time and great patience on the part of the researcher. The astonishing Bavarian anthology of Fromelles-related documents would soon be found to number many hundreds of thousands of items. The two sheets of paper that would later help set in irreversible motion the wheels of the project that culminated in the location, recovery and reburial of 250 soldiers were indeed present in the vast military archive.


So why was the key information not found by Dr Fuchs at this time? There are several possible explanations. First and foremost is that the Munich military archive suffers from the same malady as many regional and regimental military archives: lack of funds, and thus lack of staff. The papers could have been filed in several distinct categories of Bund: battle reports, reports on the clearance of bodies from the field, intelligence files, orders for burials, reports on burials, orders for grave relocations, or padres’ and chaplains’ diaries, and the supply of names and other particulars to divisional HQ, including details of significant papers, maps, letters, etc., found on bodies. Or indeed such papers could have found their way into a range of AOK 6 files. (During conversations with the curators and by scrutiny of introductory notes, I later established that the Bavarian records had actually been ‘weeded’ during the 1970s. No precise details had been kept as to which or how many documents had been destroyed. Although it was impossible to ascertain whether Fromelles material was included in the process, it appeared unlikely.)


Second, the heavily overloaded schedule of Dr Fuchs meant he had meagre time to devote to this task, but did the best he could under the circumstances. The third and most likely cause of failure, however, lay in the explicit nature of Walter Dumps’ request: to find information on Australian dead. If Dr Fuchs applied himself to seeking only references to Australians, he would have found little among 6 BRD’s operational papers of the July 1916 era. The reason is mundane but surprising. During this period of the war, as long as the enemy were Weiss Engländer, the Bavarians habitually recorded all ‘Empire-related’ troops as English. Apart from rare exceptions, only in intelligence reports and prisoner interrogations were white enemy soldiers routinely assigned their correct ethnic group. Both classes of document were of course extraneous to Dr Fuchs’ search parameters, for he was seeking information on burials. On the Western Front in June and early July 1916, therefore, Australians were simply looked upon as an alternative breed of Englishman.


There is, however, one further and compelling cause for the lack of success: the chill mists generated by the events of the Second World War that still linger over Germany. Although evaporating beneath the sunlight of time, trade, knowledge and the great internet-driven surge in genealogy, in 2004 both academic and popular interest in early 20th century German military history was but a shadow even of what it is today. There were then in Munich no specialists in the subject. The military archive reading room might be full of researchers, but none would be studying the First World War. That conflict lay deep beneath the shadow of 1939–45. It still does, and for many years to come German academic and popular interest in 1914–18 is likely to remain but a fraction of that seen in the Commonwealth nations. One might say that historical research has been repressed by history itself.


Whereas in Britain or Australia one may readily find an enthusiast or expert whose knowledge of a particular unit or event is practically encyclopaedic, and who is also willing to freely advise, assist and share information, in Munich there were no such specialists to turn to. No one, not even the staff, was sufficiently familiar with the resource. Indeed, with their help, I had on one occasion to scour the city’s universities for anyone, student or teacher, who would lend a hand during a research visit. Only one historian, a professor of mediaeval history, was willing to immerse himself in what he called the Morast (morass) that formed the First World War papers of 6 BRD. He had never seen the like.


By comparison to other conflicts, the Great War is therefore practically unexplored. Being few, and fully occupied with readers researching other eras and topics (the Bavarian archives carry resources dating from the 16th century), the staff have little opportunity to become adequately acquainted with the vast scope of the collection.


At the end of the initial ‘Fuchs’ process, the Pheasant Wood theory had been enhanced, but Englezos and Selby still lacked sufficient evidence. I emphasised the necessity for further exploration in Munich: it was essential that the files were carefully and thoroughly sifted by someone familiar with the subject matter and with time enough to devote to the task. A visit was obligatory. Englezos asked if I myself could do the work; at that time it was not possible.
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For some time the outlook did not improve. The theory that undiscovered bodies still lay at Pheasant Wood had been rejected by the Australian Senate in July 2003. In February 2004 the Director of the OAWG, Air Vice-Marshal (retired) Gary Beck, stated categorically, ‘I stress finally that without concrete evidence of Australians’ remains at Fromelles, there is no prospect of a search being conducted’.


By the beginning of 2005, Englezos, Selby and their colleagues nevertheless remained undaunted. The story was still a recurring topic in the Australian press, not least as a result of advice offered by Jeroen Huygelier, a Belgian historian. Huygelier had drawn attention to the existence of a potentially valuable and easily accessible resource: the Red Cross Wounded and Missing Enquiry Bureau (RCWM) files. Apart from the short piece in Generalmajor von Braun’s regimental history, this ‘discovery’ was the most important development to date. Ironically, the files were held not in Germany nor in the UK but at the Australian War Memorial in Canberra, just a short flight across the Snowy Mountains from Englezos’ home town of Melbourne. More ironically yet, RIR 21’s regimental history had for decades been in the Memorial’s archive as part of a collection of German unit histories initiated by a Captain J.J.W. Herbertson. An English officer, Herbertson was a friend and colleague of Charles Bean, the celebrated war correspondent and author of the revered twelve-volume Official History of Australia in the War of 1914–1918. Both men have roles to play in the Fromelles story.


The nucleus of the RCWM collection comprises material accumulated during the war by the German Red Cross, converted into lists and passed to the Red Cross offices of the Entente nations via the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) from their headquarters in Geneva.


One of the key components in the AWM collection—and an element not supplied to Geneva or indeed to any agency outside Germany during the war—were many thousands of small index cards. Each card, written in German, related to the fate of an individual Australian soldier. They are today digitised and freely available via the Memorial’s website. How the records came to be there is also an integral part of the Fromelles story, because there is a direct link between a Digger officer who fell into Bavarian hands on 19 July 1916 and the existence of the cards in Canberra. The War Memorial’s complete RCWM collection comprises 305 boxes and occupies 55 metres of shelf space. It contains not only the cards but a mass of supplementary records relating to approximately 32 000 individuals.


Selby and Englezos were now joined by colleague John Fielding, who had earlier visited the Pheasant Wood site and set pulses racing by erroneously reporting that the burial pits there were obvious for all to see on the ground. Another long-time affiliate was Robin Corfield, a close friend of Englezos who had first privately published his account of the battle, Don’t Forget Me, Cobber, in 2000. Together, they set about researching the records of every man listed as missing as a consequence of 19/20 July 1916, scrutinising rolls of honour, cemetery listings, the German cards and any associated documentation they could find. Within the wider AWM collection lay several additional levels of information, the most important being files generated as a result of requests to the Red Cross for information about missing relatives. Here were conserved the original letters of enquiry, replies from the Australian Red Cross and their colleagues in London and Geneva, plus correspondence from German personnel who had been requested by International Red Cross headquarters during the conflict to search for information on specific individuals. In addition, the files relating to missing Diggers contained immensely valuable (although sometimes perplexing) eyewitness accounts: the personal testimonies of soldiers at the front, on leave, in hospital and in German prisoner-of-war camps relating to the capture, wounding or death of missing comrades.


One file in this category, that of the late Second Lieutenant John C. Bowden (Jack to his family) of the 59th Battalion AIF, created a stir. Not long before the action of 19 July 1916, Private Bowden had become an officer. At the time of his death he was a second lieutenant, but certain papers found on his body by the enemy related to pre-commission service. The documents revealed confusion over whether the Bavarians might have noted him as an officer or a private soldier. Among the file was a letter from Herr Grusingen of the Central Committee of the German Red Cross Societies in Berlin. It was dated 21 January 1918—some ten months before the Armistice—and stated as follows:


 


It is no longer possible to establish with absolute certainty whether Lieutenant J.C. Bowden of the 59th Aust. Batt. and Private John Charles Bowden of the 59th Aust. Batt are identical. The possibility of it rests on the fact that the report of the death of the Lieutenant J.C. Bowden was only made on receipt of the paybook. His identity disc may well have read Private John Charles Bowden, as it is possible that, as an officer, he had not yet renewed his disc. After the battle on the 19.7.16 the identity discs were removed from all the fallen men and sent in. The name of Bowden is not reported in the lists of graves. It may be assumed that possibly Lieutenant Bowden was buried in one of the five large British collective graves before the Fasanen-Wäldchen (Pheasants Wood) near Fromelles, or in the collective grave . . . in the Military Cemetery at Fournes. There are no materials here for further investigations concerning those buried in the graves concerned.


 


Whether the body of the 36-year-old bank manager from South Yarra, Victoria, lay in the graves at Pheasant Wood would not be ascertained for nine decades, but in September 2004 his Red Cross file finally provided concrete evidence produced contemporaneously that none could dismiss or ignore: the site had been named by the Germans themselves as a place of mass burial of enemy troops. It also revealed the level of care employed in the recording and reporting of Allied casualties: in my opinion, it provided further encouragement to invest time and effort in searching for the primary source documents from which all Fromelles-related Red Cross files could only have been compiled: the records of 6 BRD in Munich.


By 1916 a German organisation called the Zentralnachweisebüro (Central Information Bureau) had long been established. No matter what an enemy soldier’s fate, information was communicated from the bureau’s Berlin headquarters to the International Red Cross in Geneva (and thence to waiting families across the world). During the Great War, data from Berlin arrived in Geneva in the form of five categories of lists, each consisting of names classified according to the circumstances of each individual.


Gefangenenlisten (Prisoner Lists) reported the capture of a soldier, his physical state, the nature of any wounds, the place where he was captured, his name, unit, number, rank, home address and next of kin, transfers between prisoner-of-war camps, illnesses while in captivity, etc. Through these lists it is possible to follow a soldier’s narrative of imprisonment.


Lazarettlisten (Hospital Lists) covered injury, sickness and hospitalisation at any stage of a man’s period of captivity, appearing in different formats according to where the records were compiled: a dressing station or field hospital, a military hospital, a camp infirmary, etc.


Nachlasslisten (Property Lists) itemised the effects of an individual. For a soldier to appear on such a list it was not necessary for him to be alive, dead or indeed in German custody, i.e. it listed items that may for tactical or intelligence reasons have been removed from a corpse in No Man’s Land, or perhaps simply found on the battlefield—a common practice. Such lists had disappeared by 1918, but were prevalent throughout 1915 and 1916 when the two key battles at Fromelles were fought.


Totenlisten (Death Lists) spanned the entire war and in late 1918 and 1919 occupy many entire volumes, a substantial proportion recording deaths from influenza. Given the several ways in which it was possible to die in war, these lists appeared in several forms, some of which also indicate burial site, and indeed much more.


Gräberlisten (Grave Lists) related to burial places and appeared more sporadically. Unlike other forms of listing, their arrival in Geneva did not follow the chronological order of the conflict: it is not unusual, for example, to find 1914 graves being notified in 1918.


All five of these lists were relevant to the narrative of Fromelles. Jack Bowden’s name never appeared on a Graves List, but the AWM files showed that information concerning his possible death had been sent from Berlin on a Nachlassliste dated 8 August 1916, just nineteen days after the battle. My research in Geneva revealed that on that date Bowden’s name appeared alone, with no other Fromelles-associated soldiers present. The lists containing the other British and Australian victims of the battle emerge later. This means that Jack Bowden was the first Australian soldier reported by the Germans to Geneva. ‘His’ list was received by the ICRC on 26 August, whereupon the details were copied and immediately sent to London. The document signified, however, that only his effects—personal items—were recovered; from other papers we know these comprised an elephant ornament, a wristwatch and a tin box. They were despatched from Berlin to Geneva on 1 January 1917 and forwarded via the Australian Red Cross in London to the family in the Sydney suburb of Wahroonga. It was also made clear to the Bowdens at this time that the presence of their son’s name on the list did not signify that he was in German hands, either dead or alive, but that the registration was part of an established procedure which required that everything recovered from the battlefield be sent to the AOK 6 intelligence officer, a Hauptmann (Captain) Fritz Lübcke, for scrutiny. There was, therefore, still a possibility that Jack Bowden had survived and was a prisoner, perhaps hospitalised.


It was probably because of the German confusion over his rank that for so long the family remained ignorant of the true circumstances of Jack’s fate. The Red Cross files reveal that on a number of occasions their personnel made enquiries of other members of his battalion who had taken part in the 19 July attack. A Lieutenant ‘Laidlaw’ (actually Liddelow) said John Bowden was most likely a prisoner; Lieutenant N.B. Lovett, who knew him well, believed him to be dead and was ‘quite sure Jack’s body was not recovered by the British, and that the Germans could have picked him up’; Private J. Church saw him in No Man’s Land with his ‘left leg covered in blood, and his left arm strapped to his side by some of his equipment. He looked awfully bad’; Private John Wood explained that he and Bowden left their trench together and that the lieutenant held up the barbed wire for him to get under; they went on and when the officer fell he thought he had been shot dead, but couldn’t stop to check; Private Ernest Blackmore stated that he saw Lieutenant Bowden hit and fall in No Man’s Land. The final eyewitness said he was just behind and to the left of him during the advance across No Man’s Land; he felt ‘pretty certain he died about 100 yards from German trenches on 19th July’. Despite the testimony of the informants, the aggregated data remained inconclusive: it was still possible that Jack Bowden may have survived and been taken prisoner. Not unnaturally this is what most families preferred to believe when their loved ones were unaccounted for.


This single instance reveals how the fog of war drifted from the battlefield of Fromelles to Berlin, to Geneva and London, and thence across the world to Sydney and Melbourne. For many a family, resolution was not always easy to achieve. Eventually, after considerably longer than the statutory six-month period without fresh news, Jack Bowden’s classification as ‘Missing’ was changed to ‘Killed in Action’. The sad conclusion, finally communicated to the family on 2 January 1918, was that their son had indeed died of wounds on 19 July 1916. A letter of 8 July 1918 from Mary Stocks (Jack Bowden’s sister) to the Australian Red Cross then revealed that although the family were unaware of the nature of the burials at Pheasant Wood, referring to them as ‘the five soldiers’ graves in the Cemetery at Fromelles’, they were of the belief that the likely location of his body was in the pits by the wood or in the cemetery at nearby Fournes, where it was known other Diggers had been interred. Throughout the last year of the war they continued to gently exhort the Red Cross to interview wounded men of the 59th Battalion who ‘may have seen Jack ’ere he passed away. I wish we could get some information from someone who had seen him after he was picked up by the Germans’. The family were far from alone in that yearning.


Through their evaluation and cross-referencing of the AWM Red Cross files with every name on the roll of honour in Don’t Forget Me, Cobber, Englezos and his colleagues managed to produce for the first time an estimate of the number of men they believed to have been buried at Pheasant Wood. That initial calculation was 169, and each was now associated with a name and an individual record. Although there were still no clues as to whether or not the graves had been cleared after the war, it was an important and potentially persuasive development. Media interest was strongly rekindled. The Families and Friends of the First AIF and other associations and individuals took up the gauntlet of research as the Englezos theory crept slowly towards reality.





Chapter 2


FIRST FROMELLES: THE FATEFUL DAYS


[image: image]


 


At first there will be increased slaughter—increased slaughter on such a scale as to make it impossible to get troops to push the battle to a decisive conclusion. They will try to, thinking that they are fighting under the old conditions. The war, instead of being a hand-to-hand contest in which the combatants measure their physical and moral dominance, will become a kind of stalemate, in which neither army being willing to get at the other, both will be maintained in opposition to each other, threatening the other, but never being able to deliver a final and decisive attack. Everybody will be entrenched in the next war. It will be a great war of entrenchments. The spade will be as indispensable to a soldier as his rifle . . . all wars will by necessity assume the character of siege operations . . . soldiers may fight as they please; the ultimate decision is in the hand of famine.


 


Jan Gottlieb Bloch, The Future of War, 1898


 


 


 


And so it proved. Having advanced with their French allies to meet the German invader, the two Army Corps of the British Expeditionary Force almost immediately found themselves faced by forces superior in every department. They were driven into chaotic retreat, and after two weeks of heavy loss the commander-in-chief, Field Marshal Sir John French, was mired in confusion. France’s General Joseph Joffre’s colossal counter-offensives in Alsace-Lorraine produced little gain but ghastly casualty figures, largely as a result of abundant German medium-range artillery that routed his field batteries at arm’s length and broke up infantry assaults before they could properly form. On one day alone, 22 August, the French suffered 27 000 fatalities. Although Anglo–French resistance constrained their anticipated momentum, the Germans were nevertheless slowly but surely pushing forward in all sectors.


The crisis reached its peak when on 3 September 1914 the invader crossed the River Marne and began to bear down upon the capital; Parisians could clearly hear gunfire. Should their city fall, it would probably mean the end of the war for the French.


That the combined Entente forces might arrest the onslaught was looking ever more doubtful. So far the enemy had made few tactical errors. British military minds were torn between the hope that something advantageous might happen at the front, and a growing preoccupation with how to defend the poorly protected channel ports. The Empire itself was at risk, and the finest way to avoid invasion of British shores was to bind the enemy to a Continental battleground. In the absence of counter-attacking opportunities, French high command elected to try to dig in and buy time until drafts of fresh troops arrived.


Opportunity was finally presented through an uncharacteristic German strategic blunder. In early September two armies, General von Kluck’s First and von Bülow’s Second, were advancing towards Paris. As they approached to within 50 kilometres, both shifted south-eastwards to try to enclose the still-retreating French. In so doing a 48-kilometre gap appeared between the two. It was spotted and reported by Allied airmen, and a combined Anglo–French force (assisted by almost 6000 reinforcements who famously travelled to the front in a great fleet of Paris taxi-cabs) pushed as fast and as hard as they could into the breach—and beyond. The 9 September counter-offensive created a role reversal: the Germans, now split and soon themselves in retreat, were in danger of being enveloped and annihilated. The British and French then advanced almost 65 kilometres, pushing the Germans back across the River Aisne until on 13 September the fighting finally subsided on the high ground north of the river valley. Here both sides entrenched, and here the lines would remain for the next three years. Over two million troops had clashed in this, the First Battle of the Marne. Although the strategic laurels might have gone to the Entente, the invader was still within striking distance of France’s heart. He must be driven out at the earliest opportunity.


It was in October 1914 that the British found themselves in the Fromelles and Aubers region. Having departed the now-stabilising Aisne and Marne battlefields, marching by night and resting by day they had headed north to try to arrest further German advances, on the Somme, in Artois, and then in French and Belgian Flanders. It was the period known as the ‘Race to the Sea’ when the Germans, baulked in their hopes of excising Paris from the east, sought to outflank their enemy and swing down upon the capital from the north. The fighting was to surge further and further northwards until it reached the coast. When Belgian engineers opened sluices at Nieuport to flood great reaches of the polder plain with sea water, the Germans were forced back inland to the nearest higher and dryer ground—at Ypres. Clashes in the neighbouring Lille region formed a part of this unpredictable and shifting era.


The great cities, such as Antwerp and Liège, were ‘invested’ by the Germans, that is, besieged before they were stormed, but elsewhere there was comparatively little destruction. There were as yet no trench lines: the enemy had to be sought out and engaged in open warfare. It was a case of patrolling, identifying, reporting and then skirmishing through fields and villages. French civilians remained in nervous occupation of their precious homes, businesses and farms, waiting, as they had done so many times down the centuries, for the fighting to pass them by. But the tempo was soon to change dramatically. Lille, little more than a dozen kilometres north-east of Fromelles, fell on 17 October; over two thousand properties there were destroyed.


In Fromelles at this time, a civilian might on the very same day distinguish British, French and even Indian troops. The front was fluid, with patrols moving to and from all points of the compass. Many were mounted, bands of horsemen brandishing lances and sabres (the British infantry officer went to war with a sword). Save for the presence of rifles, carbines and revolvers, the scene was frequently reminiscent of mediaeval warfare, producing sudden galloping arrivals that often terrified more than a salvo of bursting shells. Rumours of murder, rape, theft and wanton destruction multiplied, and fear of the unknown seethed from community to community. In this frightful period of waiting, the sole comfort was that the grain crop had been safely gathered in and starvation avoided.


On 20 October elements of the British 19th Brigade, alongside troops from General Louis Conneau’s Mounted Division, some on bicycles, patrolled the ridge between the villages of Aubers and Radinghem, looking to push forward. One of the first to use a spade in anger at Fromelles was 2nd Royal Welch Fusilier Private Frank Richards (real name Francis Woodruff, 1883–1961), later the author of the popular memoir, Old Soldiers Never Die:


 


We moved off again at daybreak and relieved some French troops the further side of Fromelles: two days later we retired back through Fromelles and dug our trenches about four hundred yards this side of that village. Little did we think when we were digging those trenches that we were digging our future homes . . . each platoon dug in on its own, with gaps of about forty yards between each platoon . . . We dug those trenches simply for fighting; they were breast-high with the front parapet on ground level and in each bay we stood shoulder to shoulder . . . sandbags were unknown at this time. A part of our trench crossed a willow ditch and about forty yards in front of us we blocked this ditch with a little bank which was to be our listening post at night. The ditch was dry at present.


 


On 21 October German troops in field grey appeared en masse. Their approach was announced by gunfire, the heaviest that many had yet encountered. Both Briton and Frenchman were forced into withdrawal. On the morning of 23 October a defensive line was established between the settlement of La Boutillerie and a small area encompassing a tiny hamlet on the flat plain below Fromelles village known as Rouges Bancs (the derivation of this name has yet to be uncovered). Here, the troops dug primitive trenches and used roadside ditches for cover. To east and west, the Germans now owned all of the low, mean, but significant ridge in front of them as far as the eye could see.


For the next two weeks a sequence of hostile assaults was beaten off, enemy fortunes often being hampered by heavy mists typical of the area. One night towards the end of the month Frank Richards notes the British hearing mysterious noises: he and two others volunteered to crawl out and discover what the invisible but audible enemy was doing:


 


. . . when all of a sudden the mist blew away, and there, a little over a hundred yards in front of us, were new enemy trenches. The enemy were taking advantage of the mist and working on their parapet: some were a good thirty yards from their trench—they had been levelling some cornstacks so as to have a clear line of fire.


 


The enemy was digging in.


 


The 29 October, 1914, was a miserable rainy day . . . The night before a party of Engineers had come up to our trench and had driven some posts in the ground about fifteen yards in front with one strand of barbed wire stretching across them. It looked like a clothes line during the day . . . The Old Soldier of the platoon remarked that the British Government must be terribly hard up, what with the short rations, no rifle-oil [they were employing Vaseline], no shells, and now sending Engineers up to the front line to stretch one single bloody strand of barbed wire out, which he had no doubt was the only single bloody strand in the whole of France, and which a bloody giraffe could rise up and walk under. It was enough to make good soldiers weep tears of blood, he said, the way things were going on . . .


Well, it was still raining on the night of 29th when heavy rifle-fire broke out on the extreme right of our front [the trench sub-sector in front of La Cordonnerie Farm]. At the same time our listening posts sent back to say that the enemy were getting out of their trenches, so the post was called in at once, and presently we could see dim forms in front of us. Then our right platoon opened out with rapid fire. We opened out with rapid fire too. We were firing as fast as we could pull the trigger: no man can take a sight in the dark so we were firing direct in front of us . . .


We kept up a continuous fire on our front, but one by one our rifles began to jam . . . In a short time mine and Smith’s rifles were the only two that were firing in the whole of the platoon. Then ours were done up too: the fact was that the continual rain had made the parapet very muddy [no sandbags] and the mud had got into the rifle mechanism, which needed oiling in any case, and continual firing had heated the metal so that it was impossible to open and close the bolts. The same thing had happened all along the Battalion front. About a couple of hours before dawn, word was passed along the trench for every man to get out and lay down five paces in front of the parapet and be prepared to meet the enemy with the bayonet. When everyone was out Buffalo Bill walked up and down the platoon and told us all that we would have to fight to the last man.


 


Eventually the platoon returned to the trenches, which in the days to come they began improving and extending. During the next fortnight the Entente was to halt German advances at Messines and Armentières to the north, and Lens, Loos, Givenchy and Fauquissart to the south. Richards and his comrades of the 2nd Royal Welch Fusiliers were in fact witnessing the first embodiment of the fixed lines that would scar the landscape of French Flanders for years to come. Civilians were still living in Fromelles at this time.


[image: image]


There is nothing unusual about the Aubers–Fromelles battleground. French Flanders was part of a wider region that had been fought over so many times down the centuries it had long been known as ‘Europe’s cockpit’. The terrain may have lent itself to the mobile skirmishes and pitched battles of earlier times—generally brief encounters with a defined beginning and end—but it was peculiarly unsympathetic for the prosecution of long-term, trench-based siege warfare. The geology made a struggle not only of fighting but of everyday life.


The higher ground was almost universally German-held, and it was their forces that dictated the position and ‘shape’ of the line when positional warfare was being established. One factor in these decisions was climate. They realised in the late autumn of 1914 that the approaching winter required reflection: if and when fighting was interrupted, the troops required positions that were as safe, dry and commanding as possible. German divisions were content for regimental commanders to think tactically in association with neighbours on either flank. Whether that entailed a forward push or a retirement (in which they saw no loss of face), they were encouraged to take advantage of every contour and landscape feature.


The British approach to the onset of trench warfare almost beggars belief. The general staff were imbued with the doctrine that the offensive was the soul of the defence; even when immobile, the British Army must still act and be seen to act with belligerence. Regardless of tactical, topographical or sanitary suitability, the order went out: the troops were to hold the positions from which the last German attack had been repulsed. Facing a winter in primitive trenches and hastily prepared and primitive field fortifications, the troops occupying the Flanders plain were all too often denied permission to withdraw even a few metres to drier ground and finer cover. Pleadings by company commanders and engineers fell upon deaf ears: General Headquarters (GHQ) looked upon the trenches as merely temporary, and a spring advance merely a formality—it was only a matter of months away. Until this time the commander-in-chief required ‘as much pressure as possible’ to be brought upon the enemy, which included the symbolic pressure of not giving away an inch of territory. Those who believed that a withdrawal to healthier and more practical positions—an entirely different manoeuvre to a ‘retreat’—was judicious were seldom courageous enough to express their concerns and brave the wrath of the ‘old and the bold’. The posturing led to a dislocation between staff officer and field commander that created not only an underlying bitterness throughout the war, but widespread and prolonged discomfort, injury . . . and death.


On 15 November 1914 the 2nd Scots Guards took over the Cordonnerie Farm sub-sector and on the 27th a small party led by Lieutenant Sir Edward Hulse crept through unharvested turnips to make the first British raid in the neighbourhood. The enterprise reflects the primitive nature of early trench warfare, and stands in stark contrast to the forays of 1916, which by comparison look extraordinarily meticulous. In a letter to his mother Hulse described the venture:


 


29 November 1914


 


My Dearest Mother,


The enemies’ trenches in front of us had been extraordinarily quiet for several days, especially at night, and we had ascertained that they were only occupied by snipers and digging parties by day, and they retired at night into their second line of trenches (main position), leaving just a few sentries and snipers. It was thought desirable that something should be done to find out, and they detailed a raiding party of one officer, one N.C.O. and eight men to carry this out. I got an N.C.O. and eight men to volunteer with great ease; we were to have started at 11 p.m., but there was a bright moon, and we stood over till 1.30 a.m., when it was pitch dark and raining. The CO. and Adjutant came down to see us off and give us instructions, namely, to get right up to the trenches, peep over if not spotted, select our marks, fire two rounds rapid, and kill all we could, and then each man for himself. On an ordinary night we could probably have done this, as their trenches were lightly held and sentries apt to be sleepy; but when we had got half way some firing opened away on the right, I think by the Border Regiment. This put the enemy on the alert, and by then I had satisfied myself that there were just as many of the enemy in their trenches as of us in our trenches, an unpleasant conclusion to arrive at when we were supposed to be raiding a lightly held trench! A little further on I made certain of this as I saw five fires, or rather the reflections of them (as they were in dug-outs and bomb-proofs and one could just see the reflection on bits of smoke which penetrated through) within a space of 50 or 60 yards! These were charcoal fires with a bit of wood burning probably. The fire I was making for was a proper wood fire shewing a lot of smoke, and it was there that I hoped to be able to peep over and find a little group of men to polish off. Progress was very slow indeed, as it was all crawling on hands and knees over turnips, and only four or five yards at a time, and then ‘lie doggo’ and listen. Their sentries to our front were firing every now and then at our trenches, but all bullets passed over us, and we could locate them by the flash of the rifle. All went well up to about 15 yards, when I extended from single file to the right, towards this fire. We did another 5 yards and I had given instructions that directly I loosed off my rifle we should double forward, select marks, do all damage possible, and make off. I had seen where the sentry in front of me was, and told the scout to fire at the top of the parapet, in case he had his head over, and that I would fire at the place where the flash of the rifle appeared. We could only just make out the line of the top of the parapet at ten yards’ distance. We were just advancing again when the swine called out in King’s English, quite well pronounced, ‘Halt, who goes there,’ and fired straight between the scout and myself; he immediately fired where I had told him, and I fired at the point of the flash of the rifle, and there was a high-pitched groan; at the same time we all doubled up to the foot of the parapet, saw dim figures down in the trenches, bustling about, standing to arms, and my N.C.O. fired the trench bomb right into the little party by the fire. The other fellows all loosed off their two rounds rapid; there were various groans audible in the general hubbub, and we then ran like hares. The minute the alarm was given they threw something on the fire which made it flare up, and the machine gun, which we knew nothing about, opened just to my left . . . They had already stood-to-arms by the time we had turned tail, and they and the machine gun opened a very hot fire on us. I ran about 30 yards, and then took a ‘heavy’ into the mud and slush of the ploughed field and lay still for a minute to find out where the machinegun bullets were going. They were just over me and to the right, so when I got up again and turned half left instead of half right, as I had been going originally, and did another 30 yards or so I found that the bullets were all round me, so fell flat and waited another half minute or so, until they seemed to alter the direction of their fire a bit. Then another run, and a heavy fall bang into our barbed wire, which was quite invisible, and which I thought was further off. These short sprints were no easy matter, as one carried about an acre of wet clay and mud on each foot. I had to lie flat and disentangle myself, and at that moment their machine gun swerved round and plastered away directly over my head not more than 2 or 3 feet. I waited again till it changed, and then ran like the devil for our trenches. I had lost direction a bit, and came on them sooner than I expected, and took a flying leap right over the parapet down about 9 or 10 feet into the trench. We had gone out on our extreme right, up the above-mentioned ditch, and I found that I came in about 50 yards to the right into the Borderers’ trenches . . . Barring my rifle hitting me a good thump on the head as I fell into our trenches, and a bullet hole through the skirt of my coat, I was sound and whole, although extremely out of breath, and with a completely dry and salt taste in my mouth (the latter chiefly attributable to the intense anxiety to avoid the machine-gun fire) . . .


The great thing was that we found that the enemy had brought up machine guns, tripled their numbers in the trenches, and were very much awake and could stand to arms at a moment’s notice; all of which was very different from reports about them from our scouts on previous nights. The CO. and Adjutant frankly told me that they did not expect many to get back, and it was by lying flat that we avoided more casualties.


. . . I went out quietly alone to within 25 yards of the trenches at a different point last night, and heard talking, saw fires, and established that the other part of the line is more strongly held also than hitherto. They have an absolute network of trenches and communication—ditto to the rear.


Best love to all—send me all news possible.


Ever your loving


Ted


 


This escapade may smack of boy scouts and catapults, but it serves to illustrate one of the greatest difficulties in positional warfare: knowing what was happening within and behind the opposing trenches. As we shall later see, the description also contains many an unchanging feature. Hulse’s letter confirms that the lines were now firmly fixed and the Germans already installing a designed defensive infrastructure. During the coming four years, every unit that occupied this and every other sector on every front in every theatre would face the same problem: how to force a permanent breach in the opposing bulwark. The great siege had begun. Although the enemy was ‘camped’ just a few hundred metres away (and in many places, much closer), it became no less difficult to know what he was doing, and how his defences were arranged. Thus it was that raids gradually became ever more regular, complex and carefully planned, to the point where by mid-1916 they resembled grand offensives in miniature.


Some 40 kilometres to the north in Belgian Flanders, on 22 November the First Battle of Ypres had also shuddered to a bloody halt, leaving both sides on their knees. The old British Expeditionary Force (BEF) was but a shadow of its polished pre-war self, and a confident young German Army lay torn and traumatised. General Sir Douglas Haig, then commanding I Corps and ‘hero’ of the battle, informed his colleagues at the War Office that in this hour of profound peril Britain was in need of ‘patriots who knew the importance of the cause for which we are fighting’. The enemy was unlike any the British Army had had to face in a hundred years, the German people, noted Haig, having been ‘impregnated from youth with an intense patriotic feeling, so that they die willingly for their country’. He was of the opinion that few Britons felt such a powerful allegiance to their nation, and advised sending out ‘young Oxford and Cambridge men as officers: they understand the crisis in which the British Empire is involved’.


As the European winter took bitter hold, it might have been thought that both sides would take stock and lick their wounds. In places this was true. But the French generals, Ferdinand Foch and Joseph Joffre, were unwilling to allow the invader a chance to catch his breath; this was their land, and the jackboot must not be allowed to tread the precious earth of the Republic for a moment longer than necessary. Despite the conditions, aggression would be sustained. Unsurprisingly, the French requested British supporting action; Sir John French was in no position to refuse. In the lead-up to Christmas, therefore, a sequence of limited attacks was launched in Belgian and French Flanders.


[image: image]


The December 1914 action at Fromelles was the very first set-piece attack in the sector. The battleground selected lay between the Sailly-surla-Lys–Fromelles road (the Rue Delvas, later christened the Tommy-Strasse by the Germans) and a track south-east of La Cordonnerie Farm. It was exactly the area that would be assaulted by the British 8th Division on 9 May the following year, and again by the 5th Australian Division in July 1916, over a year and a half hence.
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