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				For Merryn and Brooke,

				And

				For the men of the First AIF
‘Pray God Australians in days to come 
will be worthy of them.’

				—CEW Bean
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				Preface

				It’s summer at Mallee Plains in the wheat belt of New South Wales. The soil is parched and a lone fox, scrawny and patchy in his warm-weather coat, half-heartedly scratches in the dust, searching for grubs or crickets he knows he won’t find. There’s an old bush hall, a shed really, that stands forlornly beside the only road. It is weathered and canted and seems to groan under its own weight. It’s stood here for decades, far longer than its builders would have expected, but it has begun to look as if its days are numbered. There’s not much inside—a battered piano that has never been within earshot of a tuning fork, a dusty wooden roll of honour bearing names familiar to people in the district but belonging to another time, and, on the wall, a gun. This isn’t a modern gun, all blued metal and polished wood, like the rifles used by farmers to keep the foxes down during lambing. This gun is old and obviously military. It’s black and clunky, rusty and dusty, menacing and impotent at the same time. A brass plaque welded to the barrel casing chronicles its history in halting capital letters, diligently tapped out by hand in a French field almost a century ago:

				GERMAN LIGHT MACHINE GUN. CAPTURED AND CLAIMED BY THE 20TH BATTALION AIF AT MONT ST QUENTIN ON THE SOMME. AUGUST 31ST 1918.

				Mont St Quentin. A foreign name, mysterious. It doesn’t roll easily off Australian tongues. It too is a farming community, but not one the old graziers of Mallee Plains would recognise. At Mont St Quentin they grow sugar beets and cabbages, on acreages Australians would call hobby farms. The land is as green as Mallee Plains is brown, and hilly—not in the way a New Zealander or Swiss would use the term, but hilly enough that a cross-country walk gets the heart rate up and a short stroll up a slope guarantees a good view from the top.

				At the top of one of these hills is a memorial. In a land bursting with monuments to foreign armies, this one stands out. An Australian soldier, cast in bronze, with chiselled jaw and bulging biceps, stands squarely on a stone plinth. His pose is relaxed but his rifle is slung over his shoulder, within easy reach, and his stance is defiant, seeming to dare any foe to try and get past.

				A van pulls up in front of the monument and a gaggle of French schoolchildren emerge. It’s a grey day and most of them don’t want to be here. They take a few snapshots, scribble some notes. One of the boys throws a stone at his mates. The more inquisitive peer up at the statue. ‘Who is he?’ they ask their teacher. ‘Who is this tall man with the funny hat curled up on one side? Why is he here?’

				It’s a fair question. Now that the bronze Digger’s comrades have all gone, the men who actually trod these fields and faced the guns, who does he represent? Is he still relevant to Australians almost a century after the last shots were fired?

				He’s a caricature of course, the embodiment of an ideal rather than flesh and blood, but it’s an ideal worth holding on to. What went on here, the glory and tragedy, the courage and cowardice, the compassion and cruelty, should be remembered. And this is why Australians still stand in front of the Digger, staring into his stoic face and wondering why, when they open their mouths, no words come out. The Digger speaks of concepts close to our hearts: courage in adversity, sticking by your mates, being Australian. The bronze Digger stands at his post long after his last comrade has gone and reminds us of an Australia that belongs in the past, but is part of all of us.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				How to Use This Book

				The Australian battlefields of the Western Front cover a large area, from the Belgian coast, through the Somme, to the département of the Aisne. As an extra complication, the Diggers didn’t fight in these areas in any neat chronological order. They started in French Flanders in 1916 then moved to the Somme. In 1917 they fought in both France and Belgium. In 1918 they repulsed a strong German offensive at several places along the line, and then spearheaded the Allied advance eastwards from the Somme. In order to simplify things, I’ve divided the Australian battlefields into five main areas of operation: Belgium, French Flanders, the Somme, the Hindenburg Line and the Aisne. This is the simplest route to follow through the battlefields and only departs slightly from the correct chronological order.

				Each of the main areas is broken up into chapters that detail each battle and discuss its objectives and outcomes, as well as its effects on the direction of the war and the men who fought in it. This is followed by a walking tour that takes the modern visitor to key sites on the battlefield and tries to give an impression of what it must have been like to walk these fields carrying a rifle and pack, with bullets whizzing overhead.

				Each walking tour is followed by a list of other sites of interest in the area, plus local cemeteries of interest to Australians. I don’t expect every visitor to walk every tour in the book; this would take weeks and is really only for those with a strong interest in the war, plenty of time on their hands and a love of strenuous exercise. For everyone else, I’d recommend you walk the three or four tours that interest you most and either drive the rest, or simply visit the remaining battlefields and spend an hour or so getting a feel for the place. Having said that, to do the memory of the Diggers justice there are a number of sites on the Western Front that should not be missed by Australian visitors. Allow three days to visit them all:

				Essential Sites

				Belgium

				• Ypres, including the Menin Gate and the In Flanders Fields Museum

				• Polygon Wood and the 5th Division Memorial

				• Messines and the nearby Toronto Avenue Cemetery (the only all-Australian cemetery in Belgium)

				• Tyne Cot Cemetery near Passchendaele

				• Lijssenthoek Military Cemetery near Poperinghe

				French Flanders

				• Fromelles, including the Australian Memorial Park and VC Corner Cemetery (the only all-Australian cemetery in France)

				The Somme

				• Pozières, including the 1st Division Memorial, Windmill Memorial and Pozières British Cemetery

				• Near Pozières: Mouquet Farm, Thiepval Memorial to the Missing, Newfoundland Memorial Park (Beaumont-Hamel) and Lochnagar Crater (La Boisselle)

				• 3rd Division Memorial, Sailly-le-Sec

				• Villers-Bretonneux, including the Australian National Memorial and Victoria School

				• Australian Memorial Park, Hamel

				• 2nd Division Memorial, Mont St Quentin

				Hindenburg Line

				• Bullecourt, including the Australian Memorial Park, the Cross Memorial and the Slouch Hat Memorial

				• Noreuil Australian Cemetery.

				The Aisne

				• Montbrehain, including Calvaire Cemetery.

				• 4th Division Memorial, Bellenglise

				By concentrating solely on Australian actions during the war, this book runs the risk of understating the contribution of other nations. That is not my intention. This was a big war and the Australians didn’t fight in isolation; at almost every step they were accompanied by brave and skilled fighters from Britain, Canada, France, New Zealand or the United States. But this book was written to record the achievements of the Australian forces. I will leave it to writers from the other countries to tell their nations’ stories. Additionally, I have tried to avoid the stereotype of the incompetent British general sending the brave Aussie Digger to his death. Where British leadership was questionable, however, I haven’t shied away from the fact. It’s a fine line to tread, but hopefully I have succeeded.

				Placenames

				The names and spellings of many towns and villages in the battlefield area have changed since the war years. This is particularly the case in Belgium but can also be an issue in northern France. For the sake of consistency, I have used wartime names and spellings throughout this book, except where precise travel directions are required. The most common changes in placenames are:

				Wartime name Modern name

				Becelaere Beselare

				Dixmude Diksmuide

				Hamel Le Hamel

				Langemarck Langemark

				Lijssenthoek Lijsenthoek

				Lille Rijsel (in Belgium only)

				Messines Mesen

				Neuve-Eglise Nieuwkerke

				Nieuport Nieuwpoort

				Passchendaele Passendale

				Poperinghe Poperinge

				Ypres Ieper

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Planning Your Trip

				Unlike other Australian battlefields, such as Gallipoli in Turkey or the Kokoda Track in Papua New Guinea, the battlefields of the Western Front are located very close to destinations likely to be visited by Australians on any Western Europe holiday, such as Paris and Brussels. By hiring a car and adding a few days to your itinerary, a comprehensive tour of the Australian battlefields will slot easily into your trip.

				Three days is really the bare minimum of time required to do the area justice. The Australian sites are spread out. Any trip shorter than this will be conducted at breakneck speed and probably won’t give you time to fully appreciate what you are seeing. For a three-day trip, spend one night in Ypres and one in the Somme (probably Albert). Only a couple of the shortest walking tours in this book can be completed on a three-day trip.

				The more dedicated battlefield enthusiast should allocate about a week to the Australian battlefields. Five to seven days will give you time to complete more of the walks in this book, explore the battlefields in more depth and visit some of the smaller cemeteries. For a trip of this length, add a night in Ypres and the Somme, plus stay one or two nights in Péronne to explore the battlefields to the east.

				If you are a hardcore historian, a trip of approximately two weeks will enable you to see every major Australian battlefield, complete as many walks as your fitness allows and spend time exploring off the beaten path. This is really only an option for the most dedicated student of the war, as a battlefield visit of this length can be emotionally and physically draining.

				When to Go

				The best time to visit northern France and Belgium is during the European summer, from June to August. The weather is pleasant, battlefield sites are accessible, days are long and the gardens in cemeteries and at memorials are in full bloom. Spring and autumn can also be good times to visit, with the added bonus that fields will be clear of crops, providing a better view of the lie of the land and unimpeded access to farm fields. Winter in this part of the world is not a pleasant time to be outdoors. If you visit the battlefields between November and February, prepare for wind, mud, rain and even snow. Still, seeing the battlefields during winter is better than never seeing them at all. The essential sites on pages xii–xiii are accessible throughout the year.

				Getting There

				The Western Front battlefields are easily accessible from Paris, Brussels and London. In Paris or Brussels, the best option is to hire a car. It is less than a two-hour drive on excellent roads to the battlefields. If coming from London, a good option is to catch the Eurostar fast train to Lille and hire a car there. Ypres (now known as Ieper, its Flemish name) is only a 30-minute drive away. You can also fly into Lille from a number of European centres. If you are crossing the Channel by ship, cars can also be hired in Calais.

				There are some rail services to the battlefields, particularly to the big centres at Amiens and Lille, with less frequent services also calling at Ypres (Ieper) and Albert. Car hire is limited once you are in the battlefield areas, so if you are coming by train it is better to travel to Amiens or Lille and then hire a car for the short drive to the battlefields.

				Getting Around

				The only practical way to tour the battlefields is by car. Public transport in the area is virtually non-existent and taxis will prove expensive for anything more than a short trip.

				Driving on the right-hand side of the road takes some getting used to, but is not difficult after an hour or so behind the wheel. Roads in the battlefield areas receive little traffic and are easy to drive on, but a good roadmap is essential.

				Bikes can be hired in Ypres and in the tabletop flatness of Flanders are a lovely way of visiting the battlefield sites close to town. This is not an option for touring in France, where distances are greater, or for visitors short on time.

				A number of companies offer day tours of key battlefield sites. This is a good option if you are short on time or don’t want to drive your own car, but bear in mind these tours will only give a basic overview of the battles and will not visit many sites of specific interest to Australians. Check with the tourist office in Ieper or Albert for departure dates and costs.

				Extended tours of the Australian battlefields are becoming increasingly popular. These tours are often fully escorted from Australia, are hosted by experienced historians and specifically visit the Australian battlefields. The Australian War Memorial annual tour is the best known, but many private tour companies also run tours, particularly around Anzac Day. Check with your travel agent for full details. (My own tour company, Mat McLachlan Battlefield Tours, offers tours to the Western Front each Anzac Day.)

				Where to Stay

				The battlefield areas are predominantly rural and provide a range of accommodation options. The towns that make good bases for visiting different sectors of the Western Front are: Ypres (Ieper) for the Ypres Salient, Albert or Corbie for the Somme, and Péronne for the Aisne. Larger centres such as Lille and Amiens offer more accommodation but are far less convenient than the smaller towns in the heart of the battlefields.

				Accommodation options range from large international hotels to tiny farmstays and B&Bs. The following are a few of my favourites:

				Ypres

				Albion Hotel

				This bright and clean hotel in converted law offices fills an accommodation gap that Ypres has had for years. It offers better rooms, facilities and services than the budget hotels in town, but is still reasonably priced. It is in a great location less than two minutes walk from the Menin Gate and the Cloth Hall, and has an excellent bar and lounge area. Highly recommended.

				Albion Hotel

				St. Jacobsstraat 28

				8900 Ieper

				Belgium

				Phone: +32 (0)57 20 02 20

				Fax: +32 (0)57 20 02 15

				email: info@albionhotel.be

				web: www.albionhotel.be

				Ariane Hotel

				A good choice if you are looking for a little more luxury. Nice facilities and rooms. Central location.

				Ariane Hotel

				Slachthuisstraat 58

				8900 Ieper

				Belgium

				Phone: +32 (0)57 21 82 18

				Fax: +32 (0)57 21 87 99

				email: info@ariane.be

				web: www.ariane.be

				Shell Hole

				A good option for the battlefield enthusiast. The Shell Hole has nine cosy rooms and is located above a Great War bookshop. Basic but clean and friendly accommodation.

				Shell Hole

				D. Hondtstraat 54

				8900 Ieper

				Belgium

				Phone/Fax: +32 (0)57 20 87 58

				email: enquiries@shellhole.com

				web: www.shellhole.com

				Old Tom

				An Ypres institution that is beginning to show its age. Great location and restaurant, but definitely for budget travellers only.

				Old Tom

				Grote Markt 8

				8900 Ieper

				Belgium

				Phone: +32 (0)57 20 15 41

				Fax: +32 (0)57 21 91 20

				email: info@oldtom.be

				web: www.oldtom.be

				Varlet Farm

				For something a bit different, this family-owned working farm is a great option. Located in the heart of the Passchendaele battlefield, Varlet Farm offers cosy accommodation in an atmosphere very closely linked with the 1917 battles. Ask to see the collection of war relics found on the farm.

				Varlet Farm

				Wallemolenstraat 43

				8920 Poelkapelle

				Belgium

				Phone: +32 (0)51 77 78 59

				email: info@varletfarm.com

				web: www.varletfarm.com

				The Somme

				Le Macassar (Corbie)

				This art deco B&B is a gem. Finding accommodation of this standard in the heart of the battlefields comes as a real (and welcome) surprise. Individually styled rooms, period furnishings and warm service from hosts Ian and Miguel make a stay here a real pleasure.

				Corbie is one of the most beautiful towns in the Somme and has a strong connection with Australians. Many Diggers remembered it as their favourite French town. It’s about a 10-minute drive from the Australian National Memorial at Villers-Bretonneux and is close to Albert and the 1916 battlefields, making it one of the most convenient bases for Australian visitors in the area.

				Le Macassar

				8 Place de la Republique

				80800 Corbie

				France

				Phone: +33 (0)3 22 48 40 04

				email: info@lemacassar.com 

				web: www.lemacassar.com

				Château de Remaisnil (Remaisnil)

				To add an extra dimension to your battlefield visit, spend at least one night in this magnificent 18th-century chateau, located near Doullens in the west of the Somme. The chateau was occupied in both world wars—by the British in the first and the Germans in the second—and was bought and renovated by Laura Ashley in the 1960s. Rooms are deliciously indulgent, and food and wine is superb. Best of all, a stay here is great value; the room rates are surprisingly reasonable. 

				Remaisnil is a hamlet near the town of Doullens, remembered in Great War history as the site of the important conference in 1918 that determined Allied strategy for the remainder of the war. The room in the town hall at Doullens where the conference was held has been preserved in its wartime state and is open for visitors. Doullens is about 45 minutes drive west of the Somme battlefields.

				Château de Remaisnil

				80600 Remaisnil

				France

				Phone: +33 (0)3 22 77 07 47

				Fax: +33 (0)3 22 77 41 23

				email: charles.carroll@wanadoo.fr

				web: www.remaisnil.com

				Les Bieffes (Mailly-Maillet)

				During the war this beautiful house was used as a hospital by British troops. Today it is operated as a B&B by its owner, Madame Pecourt. This is a real French homestay experience, with guests enjoying excellent French cooking in Madame Pecourt’s dining room and aperitifs in her salon. Madame Pecourt speaks only a little English, but this adds to the charm of the experience.

				Mailly-Maillet is a small town that was in the British rear area for most of the war. Thousands of soldiers were billeted in the town in the war years, and today it is close to the Somme battlefield sites, particularly in the British sector.

				Les Bieffes

				Mme Pecourt

				27 rue Pierre Lefevre

				80560 Mailly-Maillet

				Somme

				France

				Phone/Fax: +33 (0)3 22 76 21 44

				Hôtel de la Basilique (Albert)

				A basic but comfortable hotel located in the heart of Albert, the central town for touring the Somme. It has a good restaurant and is conveniently located. Albert is a fairly charmless town, but is close to Pozières and the 1916 battlefields.

				Hotel de la Basilique

				3 et 5 rue Gambetta

				80300 Albert

				France

				Phone: +33 (0)3 22 75 04 71

				Fax: +33 (0)3 22 75 10 47

				email: contact@hoteldelabasilique.fr

				web: www.hoteldelabasilique.fr

				The Aisne

				Hostellerie des Remparts (Péronne)

				Centrally located in Péronne, a town that makes a good base for touring the eastern Somme and the Aisne, Hostellerie des Remparts is friendly and reasonably priced, with a good restaurant.

				Hostellerie des Remparts

				21 rue Beaubois

				80200 Péronne

				France

				Phone: +33 (0)3 22 84 38 21

				Fax: +33 (0)3 22 84 31 96

				Château de Monchy (Monchy-Lagache)

				A charming B&B in a magnificent house opposite a 12th-century church. Five comfortable rooms and good on-site facilities. Monchy-Lagache is a village south of Péronne, making it a good base for touring the eastern battlefields in the Aisne.

				Château de Monchy

				2 rue du 8 Mai 1945

				80200 Monchy-Lagache

				Phone: +33 (0)3 22 85 08 49

				Fax : +33 (0)3 22 85 28 23

				email: info@chateau-monchy.com

				web: www.chateau-monchy.com

				Maps and Research

				The Western Front battlefields are rural and most battlefield sites are unmarked, so a good map is an essential accessory for every battlefield tour. Without one the maze of French and Belgian villages will flummox even the most intrepid traveller, and it will be hard to get the most out of this book. The best map for navigating the entire Western Front region is Michelin Regional Map number 511 (Nord-Pas-de-Calais, Picardie). At a scale of 1:275 000 it is ideal for planning the best route between towns. The Regional series of maps replaced the venerable ‘yellow cover’ 1:200 000 series of maps in 2004.

				The Michelin map is all you need for a battlefield visit but if you want a more detailed planning tool the IGN (National Geographic Institute) blue series of maps from Paris is a good choice. At a scale of 1:25 000 these maps provide excellent detail of specific battlefields but you will need to buy several to cover all the areas you wish to visit.

				Michelin and IGN maps can be bought at bookshops in France, Belgium and England or online from international sites including www.stanfords.co.uk and www.amazon.com. A compass is also a handy tool for navigating the battlefields. A modern GPS navigation system (updated with maps of the battlefield areas) can be of great assistance in finding your way around.

				For a complete historic record of Australia’s involvement in the First World War, see the Official History of Australia in the War of 1914–1918, written and edited by Charles Bean, founder of the Australian War Memorial. As the name suggests, this isn’t a light read, but it is certainly the most comprehensive record of Australia’s involvement in the war. Copies of the different volumes can be hard to find in bookstores but are usually in the reference sections of larger libraries. In 2003 the Australian War Memorial published the entire 12 volumes on its website, www.awm.gov.au. The Official History is too cumbersome to carry on a battlefield tour, but short sections of interest can be photocopied or downloaded and printed from the AWM website. The Official History was an invaluable source of information when compiling this book. Further useful reading can be found in the Select Bibliography, page 328–329.

				What to Wear

				The weather in Northern France and Belgium can be variable. Always prepare for cool weather, even in summer. A warm jumper or coat can be your best friend during a chilly evening trek back to your car. Rain can also appear out of nowhere, so carry an umbrella or waterproof jacket.

				Wear sturdy boots or hiking shoes and take gumboots if the ground is muddy. A plastic garbage bag can be useful for transporting muddy shoes and helping to keep your car’s interior clean.

				If you intend to do some exploring off established paths, wear long trousers to protect your legs from cuts and scratches. Even after 90 years, barbed wire can still cause some nasty injuries.

				Souvenirs

				The former battlefields are littered with relics from the war. Although it can be tempting to bring back souvenirs, this should only be done with caution and the right attitude. Locating the site of a famous action and then taking away a cartridge case or a few shrapnel balls as a memento is a rewarding experience; walking across farm fields with your head down, picking up anything that catches your eye, is just souvenir hunting.

				The types of souvenirs to be found (and that are safe to handle) include shell fragments, shrapnel balls, cartridge cases, pieces of barbed wire and assorted unidentifiable pieces of equipment.

				A good source of information about collecting relics from the battlefields is Digging Up the Diggers’ War by the late John Laffin. Laffin spent more than 60 years exploring the Western Front battlefields and amassed an impressive collection of relics. It should be said, though, that times have changed somewhat since Laffin wrote his book. The increase in visitors to the battlefields and profiteering from the sale of battlefield relics means that collecting is now often frowned upon. 

				A warning: In addition to myriad harmless relics, the battlefields of the Western Front contain a large amount of material that has the potential to injure and kill. Unexploded shells in particular are numerous and dangerous and should be left alone. All visitors to the battlefields will come across piles of unexploded shells, usually stacked at the corner of a military cemetery, waiting to be collected by bomb disposal units and destroyed. In no circumstances should these be touched. Hundreds of French and Belgian farmers have been killed handling shells since the end of the war. This, however, does not stop the insane practice by local farmers of removing the valuable copper driving band from an unexploded shell with a hammer and chisel.

				Other dangerous items battlefield visitors are likely to encounter include unexploded grenades, unfired bullets and shell fuses. First World War grenades are inherently unstable. Even during the war they would often explode prematurely or malfunction in other equally undesirable ways. Today they should be viewed as highly dangerous, and should not be touched. 

				Unfired bullets are generally not as unstable as shells or grenades but they still should not be handled. Shell fuses (also known as ‘nose cones’ or ‘nose caps’) are safe to handle if from a detonated shell, but unsafe if from a dud. As it is difficult to tell which of these categories a fuse fits into, they are best left alone. It seems ludicrous to have to point it out, but it is also illegal to remove unexploded ordnance from the battlefield. The black market trade in these items is a growing problem and French authorities will deal harshly with anyone in possession of an undetonated bullet, grenade or shell.

				There are many safe souvenirs that can be taken from the battlefield, such as shell shards, shrapnel balls and the like, without risking life and limb on unexploded ordnance. Remember: if you don’t know what an object is, don’t touch it.

				Unless you are keen to experience small arms fire first-hand, think twice about entering woods in France and Belgium during the hunting season (November to February).

				Cemeteries

				More than 330 000 Australians served in the First World War; 61 000 of them were killed, 48 000 on the Western Front. Today these men lie in 523 cemeteries across France and Belgium. Military cemeteries are the most tangible connection with the slaughter of the Western Front and seeing them should be a priority for every battlefield visitor.

				The most striking aspect of the history of the Western Front cemeteries is how much they have changed. After the war, cemeteries were moved, enlarged, closed and merged. Individual graves were ‘concentrated’ into larger cemeteries, and small, isolated cemeteries were either closed completely and their graves moved to more accessible places or enlarged by the addition of graves from the surrounding area, sometimes ballooning from just a handful of graves to several thousand. Other cemeteries were started from scratch and grew as bodies were brought in from the battlefields. Some of these ‘concentration’ cemeteries are now among the largest on the Western Front.

				British cemeteries are administered by the Commonwealth War Graves Commission (CWGC) and contain some common elements. With few exceptions, all headstones are identical in size and design. This reflects the ideal that all men killed in the war made an equal sacrifice, regardless of rank or social position. Each cemetery, regardless of size, features a Cross of Sacrifice made from stone and bearing a bronze sword. The size of the cross is proportional to the size of the cemetery. Many cemeteries, particularly the large ones, also have a large Stone of Remembrance, inscribed with the phrase ‘Their Name Liveth for Evermore’. 

				All but the smallest cemeteries contain a register with a map of the cemetery and details of the burials. This should be your first port of call when seeking a particular grave. Visitors are also invited to add their names and thoughts to a visitor’s book, housed with the register.

				When permanent headstones replaced temporary wooden grave markers in the 1920s, the CWGC decided on a standard design. Each gravestone displays the soldier’s unit badge (or country badge in the case of dominion graves, Australian included), regimental number (except for officers), rank, name, unit, date of death and age (unless withheld by the family). A standard Christian cross was included with the permission of the family. The only other religious symbol allowed was the Star of David for Jewish burials. Beneath the cross, the family was invited to add a personal inscription. These inscriptions make poignant reading and are a personal link with each buried soldier. Some families chose not to include an inscription (or could not afford it—the CWGC charged three-and-a-half pence per letter) and New Zealand did not allow personal inscriptions at all.

				The CWGC also decreed that every British and Dominion man killed in the war should be commemorated by name, either on a grave or on a memorial. All unidentified bodies would be buried in graves with the inscription ‘A Soldier of the Great War’. These unknown graves also carry a Christian cross and the stirring phrase suggested by Rudyard Kipling, himself a grieving parent: ‘Known Unto God’. Some unknown graves carry a small amount of information that could be determined from the body, such as ‘An Australian Soldier of the Great War’ or ‘A Corporal of the Great War’.

				Occasionally graves carry more than one name, or two co-joined unit badges. This usually indicates that the soldiers’ remains were so badly mangled that they could not be separated.

				Often during the war a soldier would be buried in a known grave which was later lost due to shelling or further battles. Many cemeteries therefore carry special memorial headstones to soldiers ‘Known to be Buried’ or ‘Believed to be Buried’ in that cemetery. These are usually located along the cemetery wall with a nearby monument explaining the reason for the missing graves. There are no bodies buried beneath these headstones; they are memorials only. These headstones carry another poignant Kipling line: ‘Their Glory Shall Not Be Blotted Out’.

				Military cemeteries are organised into plots (indicated by a Roman numeral) and rows (indicated by a letter). To find a particular grave, first find the plot, then the row, then count along the graves. For example, a grave located at VI.B.24 is the 24th grave in Row B of Plot VI. The first headstone in each row will usually display the row and grave number carved into its side. Smaller cemeteries may not be separated into plots. In these, graves will simply be indicated by row and number (e.g. A.7). In cemeteries that were started during the war but then enlarged after the Armistice, the original wartime burials are traditionally designated as Plot I.

				Take time when visiting a military cemetery. Wander the rows and scan the headstones for interesting unit badges or inscriptions. Each cemetery has its own character. All are sacred places.

				General Advice

				Visit the battlefields with an open mind. Try to see past the picturesque rural scenery that exists today to the carnage and destruction endured by the fighting men. The best way to do this is to get out into the field. Battles were not fought along well-trodden paths, but across the farm fields that surround the area. Farmers are remarkably tolerant of battlefield visitors. Most appreciate the significance of the area and are friendly and helpful. If you see a farmer, give him a warm greeting and ask for permission to enter his land. A few words of French or Flemish can be invaluable here, but hand gestures often suffice. Many farmers share your interest in the war and will often show you interesting relics they have found on their land. Most farmers have a large heap of scrap metal on which they dump war relics, and these can be of great interest to war visitors. You will often see old helmets, rifle parts, empty shell cases and barbed wire pickets discarded in these piles.

				Always respect the rights of the landowner by not trampling crops or frightening livestock and by leaving gates as you found them—either open or closed.

				Researching an Australian Soldier

				One of the most rewarding aspects of a trip to the battlefields is tracing the footsteps of a relative who fought there. Wartime placenames take on special significance if you know that a family member or friend trod the ground before you.

				It used to be a challenge to research the military career of an Australian soldier, but, thanks to the internet, times have changed. In a few mouse-clicks you can get a fairly detailed picture of the military service of an individual soldier and plan which areas of the battlefield are most significant for your visit.

				The first stop for any First World War researcher should be the Australian War Memorial. The memorial’s website, www.awm.gov.au probably has more information available online than any other museum of its type in the world. This includes:

				Roll of Honour: Details of the final resting place of all Australians killed in war.

				Nominal Roll: Basic information about the military service of every First World War soldier, including date of enlistment, fate, service number and more.

				Honours and Awards: Details of tens of thousands of Australians who received medals or awards in the First World War (excluding campaign and service medals).

				Red Cross Wounded and Missing Enquiry Bureau files: Details the circumstances of death of more than 30 000 Australian servicemen.

				Commemorative Roll: Details of Australians who died on active service with other Allied countries.

				The AWM has a comprehensive Research Centre which is open to the public. They can also answer basic research questions over the phone.

				For the most detailed record of an Australian soldier’s war service, contact the National Archives of Australia. The National Archives holds the service records of all Australian First and Second World War soldiers. This is a personal record of a soldier’s entire military career and sometimes stretches to hundreds of pages. The NAA’s website, www.naa.gov.au, has an online search facility for service records (as well as other historic documents). Service records of all Australians who served in the First World War can be downloaded free of charge.

				Useful Websites

				Australian War Memorial (www.awm.gov.au): The essential site for researching Australia’s involvement in war.

				National Archives of Australia (www.naa.gov.au): Stores Australian historic documents and service records of Australian soldiers.

				ViaMichelin (www.viamichelin.com): Online maps of France and Belgium. Useful for planning driving routes in the battlefield areas.

				Commonwealth War Graves Commission (www.cwgc.org): Custodian of all Commonwealth war graves throughout the world. Online database of cemeteries and casualties.

				Mat McLachlan Battlefield Tours: (www.battlefields.com.au): Information about my tours and books.

				Somme Tourism (www.visit-somme.co.uk): Official tourism website of the Somme region. Use to plan your visit, accommodation, etc.

				Australians of the Western Front (www.ww1westernfront.gov.au): Australian government site with information about the fighting in France and Belgium.

				Department of Veterans Affairs (www.dva.gov.au): Administers Australian war graves and memorials overseas. Provides useful information about cemeteries and memorials.

				Ypres (Ieper) Tourism (www.ieper.be): Official tourism information for Ypres.

				Australian Bronze Commemorative Plaques (www.plaques.satlink.com.au): Since 1990 Melbourne sculptor Dr Ross Bastiaan has placed bronze plaques commemorating Australia’s wartime heritage at battlefields all over the world. His website gives details about the 16 plaques at key sites in France and Belgium.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Western Front Timeline

				The term Western Front was originally coined by the Germans, who were forced to fight on two fronts: the Eastern Front against Russia and the Western Front against France, Britain and (eventually) the United States.

				The Australian Imperial Force (AIF) first came to the Western Front in March 1916, following retraining and reinforcement in Egypt after the Gallipoli evacuation. By the time the AIF arrived in France, about half its members were Gallipoli veterans and half were new recruits.

				The following table outlines the major battles on the Western Front and Australia’s involvement in them.
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				1914

				4 August

				Germany invades neutral Belgium, prompting Britain to declare war on Germany. Her allies, France and Russia, had declared war a few days earlier. British dominions Australia, New Zealand, Canada, South Africa and India pledge their support within days and call for volunteers. Germany soon begins to advance into France.

				22 August

				Battle of Mons. British and German forces meet for the first time. British forces are outnumbered and begin a long retreat.

				5–10 September

				Battle of the Marne. British and French troops halt the German advance. The Germans give up on their plan to quickly capture France, and dig in. They must now fight the war on two fronts: the Eastern Front against Russia and the Western Front against France and Britain.

				19 October–22 November

				First Battle of Ypres. Germany fails in its efforts to reach the Belgian coast and digs in east of Ypres. The Ypres Salient is formed.

				5 November

				Turkey enters the war as a German ally.

				1915

				March–December

				Britain launches offensives against the Germans at Neuve-Chapelle, Aubers and Festubert with high casualties and limited results.

				22 April–25 May

				Second Battle of Ypres. Germany renews its efforts to capture Ypres and uses poison gas for the first time in the war. British and Canadian forces stop the advance.

				25 April

				Gallipoli Landing. Australian, New Zealand, British and French forces land on the Gallipoli Peninsula in Turkey.

				25–28 September

				Battle of Loos. Britain launches a disastrous attack against German positions and loses 50 000 men without taking the German trenches.

				December

				Gallipoli evacuation begins.

				1916

				21 February–19 December

				Battle of Verdun. Germany launches a massive attack against French forces in an effort to inflict high casualties and shatter French resolve. This was the longest sustained action of the war and cost the lives of more than a quarter of a million men on both sides.

				March

				Australian troops arrive on the Western Front and are sent to the ‘Nursery’ sector of French Flanders.

				1 July–18 November

				Battle of the Somme. British and French forces attack on a 40-kilometre front in an effort to break through the German lines. On the first day alone Britain loses almost 60 000 men. By the end of the fighting more than a million men on both sides are killed or wounded.

				19–20 July

				Battle of Fromelles. The Australian 5th Division attacks the German lines near the town of Fromelles in an effort to stop the Germans sending reinforcements south to the Somme. The battle is a disaster and 5533 Australians are killed or wounded in one night’s fighting.

				23 July–5 September

				Battle of Pozières. The Australian 1st, 2nd and 4th Divisions join the Battle of the Somme by attacking the crucial village of Pozières. More than 23 000 Australians will be killed or wounded in six weeks of fighting, the most costly battle of the war for Australia.

				November

				Battle of Flers. Australian troops attack German positions near Flers in atrocious weather on November 5th and 17th. Although they take some of their objectives, they are unable to hold them against German counter attacks and retire with heavy loss.

				1917

				March

				German withdrawal. In an effort to secure a better defensive line, German forces withdraw several kilometres to the pre-constructed Hindenburg Line, an immense defensive system of deep trenches, concrete bunkers and thousands of kilometres of barbed wire. As extra protection, the Germans fortify a series of outpost villages in front of the Hindenburg Line and defend them with crack troops.

				March–April

				Australian troops attack the outpost villages as they advance towards the Hindenburg Line.

				6 April

				The United States declares war on Germany, but its army will not be ready to fight for months.

				11 April

				First Battle of Bullecourt. The Australian 4th Division and British 62nd Division attack the Hindenburg Line near the town of Bullecourt. Tanks, which are supposed to support the infantry, prove ineffective, breaking down before reaching the German lines or being knocked out by artillery. In spite of this the Australians succeed in breaking into the Hindenburg Line and spend a day and night of close fighting with Germans on all sides. Cut off and without support, the Australians eventually withdraw with heavy loss, including 1170 men taken prisoner, the largest number captured in a single engagement during the war.

				3–17 May

				Second Battle of Bullecourt. The Australian 2nd Division, supported by the 1st and 5th, renews the attack on Bullecourt and again penetrates the Hindenburg Line. Over the next two weeks the Australians resist fierce German counterattacks and eventually secure the ground. Even though the town is of little strategic value, the cost to capture it is immense. Australian casualties total more than 7400.

				7–10 June

				Battle of Messines. Australian, New Zealand and British troops attack Messines Ridge in Belgium. The battle is heralded by the explosion of 19 great mines and the Allied troops drive the Germans from the ridge. The attack is considered the finest of the war to date.

				31 July–6 November

				Third Battle of Ypres. British forces launch a massive assault on German positions in the Ypres Salient. Even though the attack begins smoothly, by October the autumn rains have turned the battlefield into a quagmire. By the time the village of Passchendaele is captured in November, more than 300 000 British troops have been killed or wounded. The effort leaves the British forces exhausted and vulnerable to a German counterattack.

				20 September

				Battle of Menin Road. Australian troops join the Third Battle of Ypres when the 1st and 2nd divisions attack alongside the British near Menin Road. The attack is a success and the Australians take their objectives, but at a cost of more than 5000 casualties.

				26 September

				Battle of Polygon Wood. The Australian 4th and 5th divisions continue the advance and capture the heavily defended Polygon Wood at a cost of 5400 men.

				4 October

				Battle of Broodseinde Ridge. Australian troops play their next role in the Third Battle of Ypres when the 1st, 2nd and 3rd divisions attack German positions on Broodseinde Ridge. During the advance German pillboxes prove difficult to subdue, but the Australians take all their objectives. The attack costs them more than 6500 men but is considered one of their finest victories of the war.

				9–12 October

				Battle of Passchendaele. With the weather having broken, the Australians join in two violent attacks on the village of Passchendaele in atrocious conditions. Inadequate artillery support, poor communication and a sea of mud contribute to a massacre. The 2nd, 3rd and 4th divisions lose more than 5000 men without capturing the town. The Canadian Corps takes over and eventually secures Passchendaele after two weeks of bitter fighting and 15 000 casualties.

				1 November 

				After two years of lobbying, the five Australian divisions are brought together as the Australian Corps. Up to this point, each division has fought as an independent unit of the British Army.

				7 November 

				Lenin’s Bolsheviks seize control of Russia in the October Revolution. By December Russia has made peace with Germany and withdrawn from the war. With the end of fighting on the Eastern Front, Germany is free to concentrate her troops in France and transfers more than 500 000 men to the Western Front.

				1918

				March–April

				German Spring Offensive. Bolstered by an influx of troops from the Eastern Front and keen to act decisively before US troops are ready to fight, Germany launches a massive offensive in France and Belgium. Crack assault troops attack the British line and break through at several points. The British fall back and the Germans begin a fierce drive for the Channel ports. Australian troops play a leading role in stopping the Germans well short of their objectives. Even though the Allies have suffered a major reverse, the effort has exhausted the German Army.

				4–27 April

				Battle of Villers-Bretonneux. In an effort to reach the crucial railhead of Amiens, German troops launch two attacks on the village of Villers-Bretonneux, 16 kilometres to the east. They capture the village but the Australian 5th Division launches a decisive counterattack on Anzac Day and regains the ground. This action halts the German Spring Offensive on this part of the front.

				31 May

				Lieutenant General John Monash takes command of the Australian Corps. For the first time in the war the five Australian divisions are united under an Australian commander.

				4 July

				Battle of Hamel. In a meticulous action devised by Monash, the Australian 4th and 11th Brigades, accompanied by 1000 American troops, capture the village of Hamel. The attack is hailed as a masterstroke and the close cooperation between infantry, tanks, artillery and aircraft is used as a template for British attacks for the rest of the war.

				August–November

				Advance to Victory The Allies steadily push the German line back until the reverse turns into a rout. In less than 100 days the Allies advance to the German border and the Germans sue for peace. Australian troops play a vital role, advancing against the Germans almost every day for two months.

				8 August 

				Der Schwarze Tag On the first day of the Advance to Victory, Australian and Canadian troops spearhead an attack that pushes the Germans back more than eight kilometres in a day. The German commander later dubs this der Schwarze Tag, the ‘Black Day’ of the German Army.

				31 August–2 September

				Battle of Mont St Quentin. The 2nd Division attacks Mont St Quentin, a key position that has been turned into a German fortress. In three days of fighting the desperately under-strength division captures the mount, along with 2600 prisoners. The 5th Division also captures the important town of Péronne. Many consider this attack the AIF’s most outstanding achievement of the war.

				5 October

				Battle of Montbrehain. In the last Australian action of the war, the 21st, 24th and 2nd Pioneer Battalions capture the village of Montbrehain in the département of the Aisne. The attack is not strategically important and costs the Australians more than 400 men, some of them Gallipoli veterans. On 6 October the AIF is sent to the rest area in the rear of the line. They are still there when the Armistice is signed five weeks later.

				British Military Organisation

				Unit Size (full strength) Commanded by

				Army 150 000+ men General

				Corps 75 000+ men Lieutenant General

				Division 18 000 men Major General

				Brigade 4000 men Brigadier General

				Battalion 1000 men Lieutenant Colonel

				Company 250 men Major or Captain

				Platoon 60 men Lieutenant

				Section 15 men Sergeant

				Unit sizes are approximate and are for the period 1916–1918. By 1918 Australian forces were depleted to the point that most battalions were down to half- or quarter-strength.

				Military Abbreviations

				ADS Advanced Dressing Station

				AFA Australian Field Artillery

				AFC Australian Flying Corps

				AIF Australian Imperial Force

				ANZAC Australian and New Zealand Army Corps

				BEF British Expeditionary Force

				CCS Casualty Clearing Station

				CO Commanding Officer

				CSM Company Sergeant Major

				CWGC Commonwealth War Graves Commission

				GSW Gun Shot Wound

				HE High Explosive

				HQ Headquarters

				KIA Killed in Action

				MO Medical Officer

				NCO Non-Commissioned Officer

				OC Officer Commanding

				RAP Regimental Aid Post

				RFA Royal Field Artillery

				RFC Royal Flying Corps

				RSM Regimental Sergeant Major

				Common Decorations (in order of precedence)

				VC Victoria Cross

				DSO Distinguished Service Order (officers only)

				DCM Distinguished Conduct Medal (other ranks only)

				MC Military Cross (officers only)

				MM Military Medal (other ranks only)

				MID Mention in Despatches

				Notes: ‘Bar’ indicates a decoration was awarded twice (eg: MM & Bar). During the First World War the only posthumous decorations that could be awarded were the Victoria Cross or Mention in Despatches. This explains why many men who were killed during a gallant act were seemingly overlooked for a bravery award (only receiving an MID) and why some men arguably received a posthumous VC for actions that would have warranted a lesser award had they survived.

				In August 1916 it was decided that VCs would no longer be awarded for rescuing wounded.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Part I

				Belgium

				The fighting in Belgium during the First World War centred mostly on the strategically important town of Ypres (today known as Ieper). Only 12 kilometres north of the French border and 50 kilometres from the Belgian coast, Ypres was the gateway to the English Channel for the German Army. Access to the Channel ports would have given the Germans supply lines across sea and land, as well as bases for their powerful navy and submarine fleet. But dogged resistance by Allied forces, particularly the under-strength British Expeditionary Force, halted the German advance and forced them to dig in east of Ypres. The British defensive line, shaped like a crescent around the town, formed a ‘salient’, a bulge in the line that thrust out into German territory. Salients are difficult to defend. Their bulbous shape leaves the defender surrounded on three sides, and the enemy can pour fire into the confined space. With both sides desperate to dominate the ground, the Ypres Salient became a bloodbath. In an area of less than 100 square kilometres, more than a million men on both sides were killed or wounded.

				Ypres was the scene of two ferocious battles in 1914 and 1915 but it is best known for the epic Third Battle, launched by the British in July 1917 in an effort to break out of the Salient. If the first two battles were hellish, the third was Armageddon: more than 400 000 British troops and 200 000 Germans were killed or wounded in four months of carnage. The British initially made good progress and the opening attacks went well, but then the weather broke. The battlefield turned to a sea of glutinous mud that clogged machinery and swallowed men. Troops were ordered to advance against machine-guns through thigh-deep mud and were cut down in waves. Wounded men who toppled off tracks sank into the mud and drowned before their mates could save them. By the time the attack was called off in November 1917, the British Army had been devastated.

				Australian troops were prominent in the Ypres Salient battles throughout 1917. In June they attacked with New Zealand and British troops at Messines Ridge and pulled off a remarkable victory, at the time considered the greatest of the war. In September Australian troops played their first part in the Third Battle of Ypres, attacking along the Menin Road and then capturing the heavily defended Polygon Wood. In October they performed magnificently at Broodseinde Ridge, developing techniques that would later make them some of the toughest fighters on either side of the line. Later that month they played a central role during the carnage near the town of Passchendaele, attacking the village in atrocious weather conditions and dying in their thousands.

				The Ypres Salient is one of the most important areas on the Western Front for Australian visitors. It is easy to visit, with the welcoming town of Ypres at its heart and tabletop flat countryside to explore. It is possible to see the most important sites, including Ypres, Passchendaele, Polygon Wood, Messines and Broodseinde Ridge, in one very busy day, but allow two days to do the area justice.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				1

				Ypres, 1917

				Ypres was a First World War icon. As one of the few major Belgian towns not captured by the Germans during the war, it came to signify the defiance of the Allied forces—their unbreakable determination to withstand anything the Germans could throw at them.

				Australian troops first saw Ypres in late 1916. By this time the town had been pummelled by two great battles and reduced to rubble. In spite of the storm of shells that rained down on the town it remained a major support base. Troops were billeted in the buildings still standing, and hospitals and supply bases were set up in protected corners. The town’s massive ramparts proved impervious to shellfire and were home to headquarters, hospitals and supply dumps. During the horrific Third Battle of Ypres in 1917, tens of thousands of Australian troops marched through the shattered remnants of the town, past the looming shell of the Cloth Hall and into the killing fields beyond.

				For regular battlefield visitors, modern Ypres is a bit like an old friend. The town that was so thoroughly pulverised has been reborn and, except for a few charmless areas on the outskirts, is an attractive and friendly town. Unlike some centres in France, Ypres embraces its wartime heritage. Today the town stands as a tribute to sacrifice and to the memory of an entire generation who were lost in its fields.
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				Ypres Tour

				Ypres is a friendly, compact town and serves as a great introduction to the Western Front. This tour visits the key wartime sites and is a fairly easy walk, with the occasional flight of steps the only real obstacle. In the warmer months it makes for a lovely evening stroll, with the Last Post ceremony at Menin Gate a fitting conclusion. The walk takes about three hours, but could occupy half a day if you linger at the cemeteries, Menin Gate, churches and In Flanders Fields Museum.

				Begin your tour in the Grote Markt (Great Market), the centre of Ypres life and commerce for more than a thousand years. The buildings that surround the square are fairly faithful reproductions of the gabled structures that, until the war, had stood here for centuries. Dominating the square is the Cloth Hall [1], originally built during the 13th century and the heart of the medieval town’s prosperous cloth industry. The first shells struck the Cloth Hall in 1914 and over the next four years the building was skeletonised by artillery fire. Its battered facade formed the backdrop for countless war photos. Reconstruction of the Cloth Hall began in the 1920s but was not completed until 1962. Pillars of the original building that were structurally sound were incorporated into the reconstruction. They still bear the scars from thousands of shell blasts.

				On the ground floor is the Tourist Information Centre, a good starting point for planning your tour of the Salient. Next door is the outstanding In Flanders Fields Museum, named in honour of the famous John McCrae poem. As well as displaying arms and equipment, the museum cleverly uses technology to explore the human elements of war. On arrival, visitors are given an electronic card encoded with the life story of a participant in the war. The cards can be scanned at terminals throughout the exhibition to reveal a sequential summary of the person’s war experience, including sound and pictures. It’s an innovation that adds a strong personal element to your visit. A reconstructed trench forms the stage for a sound and light show, and a collection of fiendish gas masks, mounted on pedestals in a dark chamber, stare eerily as Wilfred Owen’s moving ‘Dulce Et Decorum Est’ is recited. Allow at least two hours to do the museum justice.

				After leaving the museum, walk diagonally across the square and follow Meensestraat until you reach Menin Gate [2]. As the town’s easterly exit, this was the main route used by troops during the war to reach the front line. Hundreds of thousands of soldiers trudged along this road and out into the battlefields to the east; thousands fewer returned. In the war years there was no ‘gate’ here, simply a gap in the ramparts that was symbolically guarded by a pair of stone lions. These lions, battered and bruised, today guard the entrance to the Australian War Memorial in Canberra.

				After the war Menin Gate was selected as the site to honour the thousands of missing British soldiers from the bitter fighting in the Ypres Salient. Sir Reginald Blomfield, a noted architect and designer of many cemeteries on the Western Front, suggested a design that incorporated elements of both a victory arch and mausoleum. The memorial was unveiled in 1927. Stone tablets on the interior walls record the names of 54 338 Commonwealth servicemen who have no known grave. Australian missing total 6176. Despite its imposing size, Menin Gate was not large enough to accommodate the names of all the British missing from the Salient. The monument therefore records the names of men killed up to 15 August 1917, with the remaining 34 872 names recorded on memorial panels at Tyne Cot Cemetery (see Broodseinde Ridge, page 76). Anzac troops are the exception to this rule. All Australian missing in Belgium, regardless of the date they died, are recorded on Menin Gate. New Zealand missing are recorded at Tyne Cot, Polygon Wood and Messines Ridge.

				Every night at 8 pm the streets around Menin Gate are closed to traffic and crowds gather to hear volunteers from the Ypres fire brigade play the Last Post in bugle chorus. It’s a ritual that has gone on here every night and in all weather since 1928. The only pause was during the four-year German occupation in the Second World War. The fire brigade recommenced the service on 6 September 1944, the day the town was liberated.

				With more than 6000 Australians commemorated on Menin Gate, there are literally hundreds whose service in the war could be considered noteworthy. There are no Australian Victoria Cross winners recorded here, but the number of other bravery award recipients is astounding. Three Australian soldiers honoured here won the Distinguished Service Order (the second highest award), 22 received the Distinguished Conduct Medal (the second highest award for non-officers), one soldier earned the Military Cross twice (MC & Bar), two others earned both the Military Cross and the Military Medal, 21 earned the Military Cross, four earned the Military Medal twice (MM & Bar) and an astonishing 93 won the Military Medal.

				One of the most notable Australians commemorated on Menin Gate is Major Alexander Steele DSO, DCM (11th Battalion, died 07/10/1917). As a staff sergeant major in the 9th Battalion, Steele landed at Gallipoli on 25 April 1915 and manned a machine-gun in a dangerous position for four days. He was the only member of his section not killed or wounded and was awarded the Distinguished Conduct Medal. He was killed during preparations for the attack on Passchendaele.

				Also remembered here is Major Philip Howell-Price DSO, MC (1st Battalion, died 04/10/1917), one of three officer brothers to die on the Western Front. Lieutenant Colonel Owen Howell-Price DSO, MC, commander of the 3rd Battalion, was killed at Flers on 4 November 1916 and 2nd Lieutenant Richmond Howell-Price MC was killed at Bullecourt on 4 May 1917. Philip Howell-Price was Mentioned in Despatches three times at Gallipoli and received the Distinguished Service Order for gallantry during a trench raid in June 1916. In July 1916 he won the Military Cross at Pozières. He was killed during the attack on Broodseinde Ridge in October 1917.

				Captain Harold Wanliss DSO (14th Battalion, died 26/09/1917) was a beloved officer who was dux of Ballarat College and an agricultural pioneer. Many who knew him (including General Monash, commander of the Australian forces) considered that, had he survived, he would have been a future candidate for prime minister. He was killed during the attack on Polygon Wood, after which his battalion commander ‘cursed the day’ he was not able to save Wanliss’ life.

				Major Gladstone Hunt MC (1st Field Ambulance, died 04/10/1917) was a doctor by profession and served in Gallipoli, France and Belgium. During the Australian advance at Thilloy in February–March 1917 he commanded an advanced dressing station for six weeks straight, organising stretcher bearers and treating wounded men under fire. For this bravery and devotion he was awarded the Military Cross. He was killed later that same year during the Battle of Broodseinde Ridge.

				Lieutenant Clarence Mummery MC & Bar (8th Battalion, died 20/10/1917) was awarded the Military Cross twice in 18 months, and was unlucky not to receive a third. During the fighting at Pozières in 1916 he was the battalion’s intelligence officer and was nominated for the award twice, in July and August. His commanding officers deemed that the two actions were close enough together to be considered a single event, for which he received the MC. At Polygon Wood a year later he led the battalion to the jumping off point and went forward with the attack. He was soon badly wounded in the side by a machine-gun bullet but refused to be carried to the rear. Incredibly, he led an assault on a machine-gun position and helped capture the garrison, an action that earned him a second MC. He was killed three weeks later.

				One of the AIF’s great young leaders is remembered on Menin Gate. Lieutenant John Lyons MC, MM, MSM (17th Battalion, died 09/10/1917) was a born leader who won the Military Medal as a sergeant at Gallipoli. He was badly wounded at Pozières in 1916 and was awarded the Meritorious Service Medal for his leadership there and at Bois-Grenier earlier in the year. During the first attack on Passchendaele in October 1917 he led a charge against Assyria House, a strongly defended pillbox. Fourteen Germans and three machine-guns were captured but Lyons was badly wounded by a shellburst. In the face of heavy German counterattacks his men were forced to leave him in the pillbox. He was never seen again. For several months after the attack his fate was unknown and, during this time, he was awarded the Military Cross.

				Privates George and Theo Seabrook, aged 25 and 24, and 2nd Lieutenant William Seabrook, aged 21, were brothers who served in the 17th Battalion. All three sailed from Sydney on 25 October 1916 and fought together in France and Belgium. On 20 September, during the Battle of Menin Road, George and Theo were both killed by a single shell. William had not heard about the deaths of his brothers when he was wounded later the same night. He died the next day and is buried in Lijssenthoek Cemetery near Poperinghe. George’s and Theo’s names are recorded together on Menin Gate.

				Climb the stairs on the left side of the memorial. Most of the panels in this area record the names of Australian missing. On the ramparts above is a bronze plaque by Melbourne sculptor Ross Bastiaan which details Australian involvement in the Third Battle of Ypres.

				Walk back down the stairs, cross the road under the memorial and climb the stairs on the opposite side. These lead again to the ramparts [3], where a path meanders for about two kilometres along the eastern and southern edges of the town. The star-shaped ramparts that protect Ypres were built in the 17th century by the French architect Vauban, minister for fortifications in the court of Louis XIV. At this time Ypres was a northern outpost of the French empire and Vauban devised an intricate system of ramparts, a moat, gun platforms and artificial islands to protect it. During the First World War the sturdy ramparts proved impervious to German artillery fire, and headquarters and dressing stations were established in its casements.

				Follow the path for about a kilometre until it crosses a stone bridge above a road. This is Lille Gate [4], the southern entrance to the town. Troops heading to and from the front line most often passed through Menin Gate, but it was constantly exposed to enemy shellfire, making Lille Gate a good alternative. No part of the Ypres Salient was safe, however. The roundabout that faces Lille Gate marks the site of Shrapnel Corner, an intersection often targeted by German guns and the scene of many casualties. Beside the road beneath Lille Gate is a group of original cemetery signs from the Imperial War Graves Commission, the predecessor of the Commonwealth War Graves Commission. Battlefield pilgrims in the 1920s followed these signs to find the graves of lost sons. This is one of the few places where original signs remain.

				Continue past Lille Gate to Ramparts Cemetery [5]. The cemetery was started by French troops who occupied the area in November 1914, and was used by Commonwealth troops from 1915 to 1918. The French graves were removed after the Armistice, leaving 198 Commonwealth burials. Ramparts Cemetery overlooks the moat and is shrouded by willows, making it one of the most beautiful cemeteries on the Western Front, particularly on a warm summer’s evening. Eleven Australians are buried here, all of whom are identified. Among them are six men who were killed when a single shell struck the 2nd Division headquarters on 29 October 1917.

				Continue along the path past the cemetery. After a short distance you will reach the remains of the first of two medieval towers, part of the original defences of the ramparts. Continue past the second tower and turn left at the intersection with another path. Follow this until you reach a small concrete structure on the edge of the path. This is one of two British pillboxes [6] that remain on the ramparts. They were built early in 1918 to defend against the German offensive that was closing in on Ypres. The Germans were eventually halted at Hellfire Corner, on the outskirts of the town.

				Carry on past the pillbox and follow the path as it leads off the ramparts. Opposite the main road on your left is the Ypres railway station [7]. It remained open for most of the war and was used to supply troops, ammunition and tanks to the town during the great offensives in the Salient. Little remained of the original building after the war and the modern station bears no resemblance to its predecessor. A British tank stood in the square opposite the station between the wars, but it was removed by the occupying Germans in the Second World War and scrapped.

				Follow the main road past the station and turn right onto Elverdingsestraat. This was the road most commonly used by troops as they marched into the shattered remnants of Ypres from their billets in the rear. After a short distance you will come to the Commonwealth War Graves Commission office [8] on the opposite side of the road. The team there will help locate graves and give directions to cemeteries, but this information is also readily available on the CWGC’s website, www.cwgc.org.

				Continue past the CWGC office until you reach a looming red building on the left. This is the Ypres prison [9], one of the few buildings in the town sturdy enough to withstand the ferocious German bombardments. Rudyard Kipling visited Ypres after the war and described the prison as a ‘fine example of the resistance to shell-fire of thick walls if they are thick enough’. For this reason an advanced dressing station was established here early in the war. Men who died while receiving treatment here were buried in one of three nearby cemeteries, the largest of which was known simply as the Cemetery North of the Prison. After the war the two other cemeteries were closed and the graves consolidated into this cemetery. To avoid distasteful connotations with the word ‘prison’, the cemetery was renamed Ypres Reservoir Cemetery. Walk to it now by turning left into the road just past the prison.

				Ypres Reservoir Cemetery [10] was begun in October 1915 and used until after the Armistice. At war’s end it contained 1099 graves and was enlarged by the concentration of graves from smaller cemeteries and the gathering of isolated graves from the Ypres battlefields. Today it contains 2613 graves, of which 143 are Australian. Twenty-two of these are unidentified.

				The most senior Australian soldier buried here is Major William Adams DSO, commander of the 3rd Pioneer Battalion. Adams was awarded the Distinguished Service Order in March 1917 for ‘all round conspicuously useful services’ and ‘constant devotion to duty’ since the formation of the battalion. He was killed by a shell while overseeing construction of a road near the front line on 15 October 1917 (grave I.H.43).

				Also buried here is Captain Eric Kerr of the 11th Field Ambulance, one of three officer brothers to serve in the war. He had earned a medical degree with honours and had, in the words of his widow, ‘every prospect of a brilliant future’. He was killed, aged 25, at Broodseinde Ridge on 4 October 1917 (grave I.C.17). His 21-year-old brother, Lieutenant Alan Kerr, had been killed in action at Pozières in July 1916. A third brother, Captain F Kerr, won the Distinguished Service Order while serving with British forces in the Royal Army Medical Corps.

				Two English brothers lie side by side in Row B of Plot V: Captain Henry Knott of the 9th Battalion Northumberland Fusiliers and Major James Knott of the 10th Battalion West Yorkshire Regiment. Henry died of wounds in Ypres in September 1915. What is unusual is that James was killed on 1 July 1916 at the Somme village of Fricourt, more than 120 kilometres away. Their father, Sir James Knott, was a major benefactor of St George’s Memorial Church in Ypres and lobbied the CWGC to have James’s grave moved next to his brother’s in Ypres. Respected war historian Paul Reed called this a ‘most rare, if not unique, occurrence’. Their headstones carry identical inscriptions: ‘Devoted in life, in death not divided’.

				Leave the cemetery and return to the street that passes the prison. Turn left and carry on until you reach a small church on the right-hand side of the street. This is St George’s Memorial Church [11], constructed in the 1920s to serve the families of English war grave workers living in Ypres and battlefield pilgrims from the United Kingdom. Construction of the church was largely funded by donations, and many families placed memorial plaques on the pews and walls to commemorate sons killed in the war. This huge collection of commemorative plaques is the main drawcard for most visitors, although services are still regularly held here.
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