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To Sir John Monash
A hundred years on, Sir, we dips our lids
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The only general of creative originality produced by the First World War.1


A. J. P. Taylor, writing in 1963 on Sir John Monash


A perfected modern battle plan is like nothing so much as a score for a musical composition, where the various arms and units are the instruments, and the tasks they perform are their respective musical phrases. Each individual unit must make its entry precisely at the proper moment and play its phrase in the general harmony.2


General Sir John Monash, Australian Victories in France in 1918


The Australians, die australischen, are very quick and cunning . . . They creep up in the night like cats to our trenches so that we don’t notice them. Last night they were in our trench and killed two men and dragged one away with them.3


German soldier’s letter to his mother dated 5 May 1918
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PROLOGUE



A REPRISE OF AMERICA ENTERING THE GREAT WAR


7 May 1915, off the coast of Ireland, the Lusitania mania begins


Sehrohr hoch. Up periscope.


There it is!


On this sunny early afternoon, just 11 miles off the Old Head of Kinsale on the coast of Ireland, Kapitänleutnant Walther Schwieger, the 30-year-old commander of the German U-boat U-20 – a man of notably calculating and ruthless disposition – can see the most extraordinary vessel. It is the Lusitania, a British cruiser that is the mightiest of Cunard’s ocean liners. Due to berth at Liverpool tonight, on her way from New York on her 202nd crossing of the Atlantic, laden with meat, medical supplies, copper, oil, machinery and also, Schwieger suspects – correctly – secreted war matériel. He knows she would boast about 700 crew, and be carrying,1 perhaps 13002 passengers. She’s a 32,000-ton beauty, 786 feet long, with engines of 68,000 horsepower that are pushing her gracefully through the water at some 21 knots – and not for nothing is she the current holder of the fastest Atlantic crossing at just four days, 16 hours and 40 minutes.


But can he actually fire at least one of the nine torpedoes the U-20 is carrying, through one of its four torpedo tubes, two in the bow and two in the stern, at a ship filled with innocent humanity?


He can.


500 metres . . . 400 metres . . . 350 metres . . . 325 metres . . .


‘Three hundred metres,’ Kapitänleutnant Schwieger keeps calling off the distance calmly. ‘Standby . . . standby . . . fire bow torpedo.’


On board the U-boat, all is silent bar the humming of the engines, as everyone in the submarine waits for the result. Suddenly, it is as if two giant cymbals have struck on both sides of their vessel, making everything shake!


Bullseye.


The torpedo has hit the Lusitania just below the bridge on the starboard side, and instantly explodes, blowing an enormous hole in her hull. Most catastrophically, that first explosion causes a second, even bigger, one as the ship’s boiler blows – and possibly even detonates the 175 tons of munitions the ship is secretly carrying. Within 30 seconds the ship is listing badly to starboard as tons of water rush into her shattered hull, while also sinking bow first.


Within minutes, and with one last blast of steam, the Lusitania heads straight to the ocean floor.


Satisfied, Kapitänleutnant Walther Schwieger gives the orders.


‘Auf 24 Meter tauchen!’


‘Dive to 24 metres.’3


•


In the Oval Office in Washington, just six hours later, President Woodrow Wilson is having a cup of tea when he is handed an urgent telegram that has been sent by American Ambassador Walter Page, in London: ‘The Lusitania was torpedoed off the Irish coast and sank in half an hour. No news yet of passengers.’4


Ashen-faced, though still calm, Wilson calls for more details as they come to hand, and the broad contours of the catastrophe are soon apparent. For the preliminary estimates are devastating. Over a thousand of the 2000 souls on board are thought to have died, and over 100 of them are Americans.


•


Despite the outrage, for the moment America remains out of a war that continues to set new and appalling records of carnage. From February to November 1916, the Battle of Verdun would engage three million combatants, of whom one million are killed or wounded. In a separate action, on 1 July 1916, the Battle of the Somme was launched – as British forces, with a French contribution, totalling over a million men, attempt to break through the strong German trench system east of Albert, in a campaign that would last four months. At campaign’s end, the British and French had suffered 600,000 casualties with 200,000 of them killed, while the Germans, similarly, had 500,000 casualties for 180,000 dead.


All for what?


The border of the Western Front – a 450-mile complex of trenches, stretching from Nieuport on the English Channel in Belgium, across the north and east of France, to the Swiss border, with four million men on each side defending it – had moved no more than 40 miles either way since September 1914, in the first months of the war. In most places it hadn’t moved at all, as an otherwise unstoppable force met an immovable object, and the most tangible result apparent at the time had been the shedding of oceans of blood . . .


•


The final straw for America came on 19 March 1917.


Mr President? We regret to inform you that another three American ships, Illinois, City of Memphis and Vigilancia, have been sunk by German U-boats. No fewer than 14,500 tons of shipping is now at the bottom of the Atlantic, and 15 further American lives have been lost.


President Wilson sank back into his seat. This was the end then. After everything he had done to keep America out of this dreadful war, Germany was now forcing his hand. There was no option but to go to war.


It would take over a fortnight from this point, but Congress finally agreed, and before lunchtime on Good Friday, 6 April, President Wilson is informed that the War Resolution, requiring only his signature to become valid, is on its way to the White House.


‘Stand by me, Edith,’ he says to his wife, after she hands him the gold pen he had recently given her as a gift.


Clenching his jaw, Wilson affixed his florid signature, and rose.


‘In an instant, wireless operators were transmitting the news to the world. For only the fourth time, the United States of America had declared war on a foreign nation.’5


Ultimately, however, the German leadership was not too alarmed. It was one thing for faraway America to declare war on them, but quite another for America to raise an army, train it, and transport it across the ocean through waters controlled by the U-boats. All that will take at least 18 months.


The tone is set by Admiral Müller, the friend and senior advisor to the Kaiser, who calmly noted in his diary on the day: ‘News from America that Wilson has carried his proclamation of a state of war through the Senate and the Congress. So we are actually at war with the United States. No one can say where this will lead, but we hope that the U-boat campaign will bring about the end of the war in Europe before America can take a serious hand.’6


Yes, that is the key. They must finish the war before the Americans can arrive in force.


And they try, they really try, and all the harder when the U-boat campaign fails to end the war, and so they must rely on their army . . .


On 21 March 1918, the Kaiserschlacht, the war for der Kaiser, is launched, with no fewer than one million German soldiers going over the top against the British forces, who have their backs to the French coast, defending the Channel ports and the key railway hub and supply town of Amiens, just ten miles to the west. And if the Germans can’t get to Amiens, they should be able to at least destroy it, if they can get their artillery perched atop Villers-Bretonneux.


Now, though advances had been initially spectacular as the exhausted and overwhelmed British forces had crumbled and withdrawn, the Australians had been sent for and thrown into the line.


In the ensuing six weeks, the Diggers fought 12 pitched battles against the Germans and won – let’s see – all 12.


General Ewen George Sinclair-Maclagan’s 4th Division had held the line at Dernancourt, while General Sir John Monash’s 3rd Division stopped the Germans cold on Morlancourt Ridge, between the Ancre and the Somme, and then south of the Somme there were two extraordinary Australian victories which had saved Villers-Bretonneux, the last on Anzac Day 1918.


For the moment Fritz had been halted, and the crisis had passed.


But how long would it be before the Germans attacked again?





CHAPTER ONE



MONASH MANOEUVRES




[Haig] was certainly keen to bring on talent. Some highly competent men benefited from his patronage, such as Byng . . . and John Monash. Haig thought little of Birdwood as a general, and [Birdie’s] promotion to command [the] Fifth Army in 1918 may have owed something to Haig’s desire to promote Monash to command the Australian Corps.1


Gary Sheffield, The Chief: Douglas Haig and the British Army


We do not want Australia represented by men mainly because of their ability, natural and in-born among Jews, to push themselves . . .2


Charles Bean


We relieved the Australians. Loose was the word that seemed to fit these troops. Physically strong but loosely built in contrast to our stockier types, looser in the outer show of discipline, yet with an instinct for battle, brilliantly led by the ablest soldier of the war, General Monash. It is no surprise that the enemy had rather be anywhere else in the world than facing the Anzacs.3


Captain Anthony Eden, King’s Royal Rifle Corps, later to be UK Prime Minister 1955–1957





Early May 1918, the Western Front, a digger diarises, a piano is poached


Just as there is a calm before the storm, a trough before a wave, so too is there a lull after the storm is over, a serenity of sorts after the last receding rumble of the major battle has gone, leaving only the recurring echoes.


Such is the situation for the Australian forces, in the first days of May 1918, in France. For, oh, what a battle the Kaiserschlacht had been, and how well the Australians had done! But it had come at a huge cost: 12,000 casualties. For the moment the Australians must lick their wounds, rebuild their forces, and wait while Berlin works out what to do next. Given that the Germans retain a large reserve of troops, there is every chance that they will launch once more and the only questions are when, and where? As ever, the most likely answers are ‘soon’, and ‘at Amiens or Paris’.


Across the Australian Corps it is really only General Sir John Monash’s 3rd Division who, restless for more action, continue to push their line forward.


‘The Third Division had had enough of stationary warfare, and the troops were athirst for adventure,’ Monash would later recount. ‘They were tired of raids, which mean a mere incursion into enemy territory, and a subsequent withdrawal, after doing as much damage as possible. Accordingly I resolved to embark on a series of minor battles, designed not merely to capture prisoners and machine guns, but also to hold onto the ground gained.’4


Typically of Monash-organised excursions, they go well, with four small battles between 30 April and 7 May yielding several hundred prisoners who ‘impart a mass of valuable information’,5 numerous machine guns, and a net mile of gained territory!


‘During the last three days,’ Field Marshal Haig admiringly records in his diary after the last successful raid, ‘[the Australian 3rd Division] advanced their front about a mile . . . The ground gained was twice as much as they had taken at Messines last June, and they had done it with very small losses; some 15 killed and 80 wounded; and they had taken nearly 300 prisoners.’6


There is only one problem. The further Monash’s men push the Germans back to the east, in their positions just north of the Somme, the more it exposes their right flank to the Germans on the south.


‘I was in possession of much the higher ground,’ Monash would recount, ‘and was able to look down, almost as upon a map, on to the enemy in the Hamel basin, yet I was beginning to feel very seriously the inconvenience of having, square on my flank, such excellent concealed artillery positions as . . . Hamel Woods.’7


The obvious solution – and Monash attempts to persuade the Australian Corps Commander, General Sir William Birdwood, to do it – is to have the Corps attack south of the Somme as well, and take the village of Hamel and the basin it is positioned in. Alas, it is decided that for the moment the Australian forces there need more time to recover from their exertions of the previous six weeks.


At least, while the bulk of Diggers wait for the next move to be made, they are in a fine part of the world to be so waiting, with none appreciating it more than the gnarled veterans among them.


Training in Cairo they’d been in the blistering deserts. At Gallipoli they had been in bloody trenches. For two years on the Western Front they’d lived like moles in bloody, muddy trenches, stormed at with shot and shell . . . and now? Now, it is springtime in France! After their heroic efforts at Villers-Bretonneux and the subsequent German retreat, things are relatively quiet, as the Australian task is merely to hold the Western Front defending the key town of Amiens.


It places them in one of the most picturesque parts of France, a dreamy patchwork of wheat and maize fields, sheep and cattle paddocks, abandoned small villages with cobblestone streets . . . and many cellars still stocked with wine.


Yes, life does offer better things, but not for an Australian soldier it doesn’t. There is even a bit of shooting to be done, to keep them interested, and therein lies a tale.


For after the Germans’ failed attempt to take Amiens, the most forward elements of the German Army have come to a halt at the point where their offensive force has been equalled by defensive resistance. It means that rather than holding a well-thought-out, superbly engineered major system of built-up trenches, the exhausted Germans have simply dug in the best they can in the chalky soil, wherever they can, as they work out their next move. They no longer hold their own line with a combination of concrete pill-boxes, dugouts, rolls of barbed wire and carefully positioned machine-gun posts that can deliver devastating fire on any intruder within 400 yards. Instead they occupy a series of non-continuous trenches, with dangerous gaps between, guarded by rolls of barbed wire here and there, and machine-gun posts scattered sporadically rather than bristling from every part.


And there is no effort to strengthen their line! This is, in part, a measure of the Germans’ exhaustion and diminished resources, and also because their commander, Erich Ludendorff, has forbidden such consolidation on the reckoning they must keep the Allies guessing about whether they intend to advance once more, stay, or retreat.


[image: illustration]


Hence, what the Australians are up to now – holding the ten miles of the Western Front that they have just so wonderfully held over the last six weeks, with three Divisions in the front-line trenches at any time, and one Division in reserve for two weeks at a time before rotating. Far and away the most important part of the line they are holding is that which lies in front of the French town of Amiens, stretching from the River Somme, to the Roman Road, a cobblestoned thoroughfare – first built by the Romans nearly two millennia earlier – which goes east from Villers-Bretonneux to Saint Quentin. From atop the highest point of the Australian section – Hill 104, just 3000 yards back from the front-lines – you can see the full gloriousness of the French countryside, the rich mosaic of ancient villages, even more ancient farmlands boasting clover and wheat fields, and out to the left the timeless Somme, in a marshy valley winding its majestic way through the dreamy landscape. Ah, and of course, from here you can look straight across to German-held territory, including a dangerous bulge in their line around the village of Hamel and, just behind it, the hill of Wolfsberg, nearly as high as Hill 104 and covered with German observers watching them in turn.


They’ll keep.


For now, the tone is set by a few sentences in the diary of one Australian soldier occupying his trenches in this early part of May.


‘I wonder if I’ll ever see Australia again,’ he writes. ‘This life seems so unreal at times and one can see no end of the war in sight. The wood in front of us looks so beautiful in the sunlight and life seems so good, yet there is death in the . . . shells and whistling bullets.’8


Even though in comparison to what these men have lately known, it is all quiet on the Western Front, in many ways it is a little too quiet.


So quiet, in fact, if you cock your ear to the wind right now, you will hear something extraordinary.


For, yes, now, in the area a mile or so back from those front-line trenches, what is this that the Diggers have dragged out of an abandoned chateau, put on a ‘shell-torn cart’ and dragged back here to the Diggers’ dugout? Why, it is a grand piano! A huge one. A grand grand piano.


Well, yes, it had been found midst ‘sheets of music . . . strewn all over the floor, pictures & costly ornaments broken by shell fire, lovely cushioned chairs broken’, and has taken a bit of a hit, suffering ‘4 shrapnel holes in the woodwork’.9 But while the chateau itself looked fine from a distance and was ruined up close . . . this, this is quite the reverse!


For now look.


Up steps a Digger with intent, and with the grand theatricality of the maestro he maybe once was, his fingers stretching skywards before gliding downward, he starts to play.


And play, and play, and play! See his fingers flow over the keyboard with impossible speed. Hear the music float out over the bloody trenches that serve as ugly slashes through the fields of dandelions, daisies and daffodils, and watch what happens now.


For as his chords float forth, and the battered piano delivers a pitch-perfect performance, heads start to bob up in yonder trenches. The bloke on latrine duty throws down his shovel, and walks on over. Passing platoons stop their weapons check and gather round. The bloke hauling the mess-cart stops, and comes on over. Diggers in dugouts come on out, like moles from a hole after the winter is over, and springtime has arrived. A crowd of mud-men gathers around the messy maestro, as still he keeps on playing.


Is it Brahms? Beethoven? Liszt? Mozart? Chopin? One of them German or Austrian coves, anyway?


Buggered if they know, most of them. But they know the Digger can play and play extraordinarily well, as the birds sing, and bombs burst in the distance.


A passing English major is so impressed, he asks will they sell the piano.


No.


Can the Germans in their trenches over yonder hear it, too?


They hope so. For they, too, must surely say, Play on, young man, play on. Das ist gute Musik!


Still the Digger does not look up, transported to a place far away, just as they all are, magically transported to a place where men aren’t set on killing each other, where you can see your families, and go out on a Saturday night with your best girl, and the following day have Sunday roast with Mum and Dad and Auntie Dot. Where you can go to bed every night, with full confidence that you will see the sunrise.


Oh, play, Digger, play, as these Australians far from home soak up every note, many of them luxuriating in the finest silk panties beneath their muddy strides, their luscious drawers purloined from the drawers of Madame who had left yonder chateau a few days before. One of them stands there dressed for a joke as a combination of a fine French gentleman and lady with ‘a tall black hat & white lace parasol’10 that he has also ‘souvenired’, as the Australians are pleased to call looting.


‘Lor’ isn’t it funny,’ one Digger notes admiringly in his diary of his brothers-in-arms. ‘They take nothing, not even war, seriously, though in the trenches Fritz learns what they are made of.’11


And yet while it is one thing to be such brothers-in-arms and feel that deep bond that comes with fighting for your life and the man beside you, while he does the same for you . . . it is quite another when your brothers-in-arms are your actual brothers, flesh of your flesh, blood of your blood, spirit of your spirit.


The Geddes brothers of the 13th Battalion are a case in point, and the middle one, Cliff, is right here, right now, soaking up the music. Originally from Warialda, up Moree way, the brothers Geddes – 35-year-old Sergeant Aubrey Geddes, 30-year-old Corporal Cliff Geddes and 24-year-old Sapper Stanley Geddes – had all been bank clerks before enlisting, and have been in the thick of the heavy fighting ever since. Aubrey, known as ‘Boo’ to the family, is with B Company of the 13th Battalion, while Cliff is with D Company of the same, and Stanley is with Brigadier Pompey Elliott’s 15th Brigade, serving with the 15th Company Field Engineers.


Like his brothers, Cliff – a distinguished looking fellow, who is neat, as Diggers go, and careful with his presentation, just as he had been raised – is dead keen to finish this damn war, and get home as soon as possible. Like them all, he is proud of Australia’s accomplishments in these parts, but a little pissed off that so often the Australians seem to be on their Pat Malone when the heavy lifting is to be done against Fritz.


‘It was a great performance of our Australian lads to drive Fritz out of this town of Villers Bretonneux,’ Cliff writes in his diary this evening. ‘Lately it seems always a case of the Pommies losing a position, & our chaps holding Fritz, or having to win back what the Pommies lost.’12


And it is dangerous, make no mistake. A bloke could be killed at any moment. Oddly, Cliff worries more about his brothers – particularly Boo even though he is in the same Battalion – than himself, but that is just the way it is.


‘Haven’t seen Boo since Monday night, trust he’s OK, they are not getting the shells in the front line we are back here, & if there’s no hop over, I think he’s pretty right, though one never knows what minute he’ll be hit at this game.’13


The two key questions that a lot of the Diggers want answered right now are: firstly, what will the Germans do next?; and secondly, when will the bloody Yanks dip their bloody oars in?


You see, it seems clear that the Germans are girding their iron loins for their next attack, which will be a big one, there can be no doubt. Since Russia pulled out of the war after the Bolsheviks took over late the previous year, German forces previously on the Eastern Front have been flooding into France at the rate of 20,000 a week, and as the Kaiserschlacht showed, Germany is eager to win the war before the weight of the Americans, who, in turn, are now flooding into France at the rate of 60,000 a week, can be felt.


But while the Germans arriving are fighting, the bloody Yanks aren’t and it is a real problem for those, like the Australians, who are holding the line.


Typical is the view of the British officer, Captain Hubert Essame of the 8th Division, who had recently fought by the side of the Australians as they re-took Villers-Bretonneux. His experience has convinced him that the Australian troops are the best in the war. But great boon that they are to the exhausted British forces, they will not be remotely enough.


‘A year had now passed since the Americans had entered the war,’ Essame would note, ‘and yet, apart from four good divisions in quiet sectors on the French front, they had contributed virtually nothing to the death struggle . . .’14


•


But, let’s get to grips.


How to find out exactly what the enemy intends to do now?


Obviously, grab a few and ask them!


For the word has gone out to the front-line Australian Battalions that ‘talkative Boche’15 are needed and a series of raids must be conducted on enemy lines to find the men they want. Every Fritz they capture builds more information as the Australians work out what Division they are from, how long they have been there, what activities they have been engaged in, how many troops they saw assembling in rear areas, and so forth. It will enable HQ to build a real picture of what Fritz is up to, and the Diggers are eager to hop to it. For to have the Squareheads so close, and so poorly defended, really does present an opportunity too good to miss, and so the Diggers embark on what they call ‘peaceful penetration’. (Clearly, the phrase has an etymological root that grows on the Allied side of the line, because on the German side, ‘peaceful’ it is not.)


Night after night, as part of this policy of peaceful penetration, groups of Diggers venture forth across No Man’s Land. Small patrols rather than large-scale attacks, they probe rather than assault, raid on the fly rather than seek to occupy permanently, dice delicately rather than slice savagely, take prisoners for interrogation – looking for ‘talkative Boche’16 just like HQ has been requesting – rather than try to wipe out entire battalions, infiltrate enemy posts by slipping between them before attacking from behind, rather than launch full-on frontal charges.


‘The Boche is no match,’ the 15th Brigade’s esteemed Commanding Officer, Brigadier Pompey Elliott, would note, ‘when it comes to personal combat. The Intelligence reports of these patrol encounters are joyful reading. I feel like going out myself for a rough and tumble, for the sport seems harmless for us as chasing and rounding up barn door fowls.’17


For all that, it really does require derring-do, the desire to hit hard and get out quickly, the capacity to quickly grab whatever opportunities present themselves.


Look here, for example, as on this sweltering May morning right in front of the Australian 18th Battalion’s position near Morlancourt, one of the sentries on duty with the Company of Lieutenant Alex Irvine18 has noticed something interesting.


‘When [Fritz] is awake,’ he tells Irvine, ‘he’s always chucking bottles and tins out of his post. There hasn’t been one come over the parapet for two hours now.’19


And it is true that this usually noisy German machine-gun post has fallen remarkably silent. Say, you don’t suppose that, after an exhausting night on the lookout for our usual night-time raids, Fritz is having a bit of a kip, do you?


Risking showing his head to have a ‘dekko’ above the Australian parapet, Lieutenant Irvine can’t help but notice that a volley of shots does not ring out. So he rises up fully, his flesh tingling, ready to dive back down at the first sign that the Germans are still at their post. Still nothing.


And so he ducks back down, rouses his own platoon and in short order the whole lot of them, 18 Australian soldiers strong, are in a mad dash across No Man’s Land! Their Australian compatriots in the front-lines watch them go with awe, ready to give heavy covering fire if the German machine-gun post suddenly starts spitting death. And yet, still there is nothing!


The Australians in the front-lines wait, not knowing what might be about to happen.


There.


No more than ten minutes later, the raiding party under Lieutenant Irvine re-emerges, this time with a couple of dozen sleepy German prisoners – and they have the German Maschinengewehr 08 machine gun in tow!


•


No Divisional commander pushes such raids more than Monash, for they fit neatly into his whole military philosophy: ‘A passive defence involved just as great an average daily wastage of fighting strength as active offensive operations, if well planned and executed.’20


So why not attack?


‘Feed your troops on victory,’21 is Monash’s favourite maxim, and he would later expand upon the theme:


‘The aim and end of all the effort and of all the heavy sacrifices of the Australian nation was victory in the field. Nothing that could be done would lead more swiftly and more directly to its fulfilment than an energetic offensive policy. The troops themselves recognised this. They learned to believe, because of success heaped upon success, that they were invincible. They were right, and I believe that I was right in shaping a course which would give them the opportunity of proving it.’22


Not for Monash keeping his troops in safe harbours. He wants them out there, in the field, looking for opportunities, getting used to the feeling of advancing, growing in self-confidence, in trust of each other, in belief that nothing could stop them – and accordingly he now insists on an ‘energetic offensive policy’. Lethargy must give way to action.


Of course, the frequency of such raids, and their success – inevitably pushing the German lines back – is noted.


Haig is not remotely surprised that, once again, it is the 3rd Division doing so well, for he has long noted that their Commanding Officer, General Sir John Monash23 – just recently on 1 January 1918, made Knight Commander of the Order of the Bath – is ‘a clear headed, determined commander’.24 When they had first met, back in December 1916, Haig had inspected the 3rd Division as they marched past in heavy mud, ’neath pouring rain, and at march’s end Haig had put his arm around Monash’s shoulder and said with entirely uncharacteristic warmth: ‘You have a very fine division. I wish you all sorts of good luck, old man.’25*


Everything he has witnessed since of Monash’s work with the 3rd Division has confirmed this opinion, through all the triumphs of Messines, Passchendaele and Morlancourt, Monash’s men had been to the fore, executing extraordinarily well organised battles. Haig had been so impressed that in September of the previous year he had invited Monash to dine with him, in the company of GHQ Chief of Staff and Deputy Chief of Staff – an extremely rare honour for a mere Divisional Commander – and shortly thereafter Haig had told the influential Australian journalist Keith Murdoch that it was his intention ‘that Monash should get an army corps’.27


For his part, Monash, while gratified by the Commander-in-Chief’s clear appreciation of his worth, is quietly underwhelmed by this most senior British officer.


‘Haig,’ he would later note, ‘was, technically speaking, quite out of his depth in regard to the minutiae of the immense resources which were placed in his hands to wield. I was, at first, quite dismayed to find that he obviously did not know the composition in detail of his own formations . . .’28


(Charles Bean would agree that much of the modern ways of warfare had passed Field Marshal Haig by at this stage, noting, ‘I suppose Haig is one of those British soldiers – old-fashioned simple gentlemen to the backbone – who abide till their death in the beliefs which they learnt at their mother’s knee.’29)


The point remains, however. In the here and now, Field Marshal Haig has had his eye on the Australian General and his Division for some time. Now, here they are again, these extraordinary Australians seemingly effortlessly pushing the Germans back. The Germans themselves, of course, more than notice the Australian successes.


‘The enemy, who has grown up in the Australian bush,’ a German soldier informs the papers at home, ‘wriggles to our posts with great dexterity from flank and rear in the high crops in order to overwhelm them. It has often happened that complete pickets [of our soldiers] have disappeared from the forward line without trace.’30


The Australian soldiers are also hugely encouraged when one of their disconsolate newly taken German prisoners says to them in remarkably good English: ‘You bloody Australians, when you are in the line you keep us on pins and needles; we never know when you are coming over.’31


All up, they are an impressive bunch these Australians, and not just because of their recent derring-do and sheer grit in successfully defending Villers-Bretonneux and Amiens. No, it’s the way they carry themselves, the confidence they project.


What is it?


Charles Bean thinks he has it.


‘The sergeants,’ he chronicles proudly, ‘are every one of them strong men who give whatever orders are given in the yard in a downright voice which admits no hesitancy. The officers move in the crowd with absolute confidence . . . a weak man, or an undetermined man would have no chance at all of having authority in that crowd. The officers are the sergeants of last year, and the sergeants are officers in embryo; and the corporals are budding sergeants.’32


That might be it?


There is a certain classlessness about them. Now, in the Australian forces, no-one becomes an officer and rises through the ranks because of the school they went to, or because of who they know in the higher tiers of the hierarchy. No, this far into the war the only way to become an Australian officer is to start on the bottom tier as a Private, and work your way up from there, rising on the respect of both the men around you and your immediate superiors. The idea of a good officer, under Monash, is not to be what the men call a ‘Brasso King’, and put all your energy into making sure your men are spick and span, and shine all the time – but to focus on what counts, fighting well, and often!


All up, they are an experienced mob, with just over half of the infantry and a little under three quarters of the artillery having served on the Western Front since 1916, and they know what they are doing. The only real problem is . . . there are just not quite enough of them.


In the course of their last battles in the Kaiserschlacht, the Australian Corps had lost 12,000 men in casualties, a number which had not been remotely replaced by ‘reinstoushments’, as the Diggers call33 those scattered few ‘deep thinkers’ who have at last arrived from home to bolster their dwindling numbers. But nearly all mature Australians who had wanted to volunteer for the war have already done so. In 1915, 165,000 volunteered, but in the first third of 1918 only 12,000. The best way forward thus, to rebuild the Corps back to full strength, is to keep the casualty rate low.


•


In the wake of the cataclysmic Kaiserschlacht battle – with so many forces battered, no few shattered, some officers discredited, some with minds broken – it is inevitable that there be a movement of respected officers to units requiring a kick up the backside. One of those tagged to be promoted, to take over and rebuild the all but destroyed Fifth Army, is General William Birdwood, the Englishman who has been commanding the Australian forces since the days of Gallipoli and through the trials and tribulations, tragedies and triumphs of the Western Front.


But with ‘Birdie’ due to leave within weeks, just who will take his place?


The only thing certain is that it will at last be an Australian officer, with the Australian government now insisting that, for the first time in the Great War, an Australian be appointed to command his fellow Australians. The days of automatically assuming that an English officer would be better suited for the role are gone.


There are two likely candidates.


Firstly there is General John Monash, the Commanding Officer of the 3rd Division which had done so well since coming into the line in November 1916 – specifically in the battles of Messines, Passchendaele and Morlancourt.


There is no doubt that Monash’s 3rd Division is the best performing of the Australian Corps, and that Monash is of a different mould from most Australian Generals. Quietly spoken, urbane, he had been a highly accomplished engineer before the war, with such iconic Victorian constructions as the Anderson Street Bridge across the Yarra River and the Fyansford Bridge at Geelong to his credit – among over 40 large bridges he had overseen the construction of, not to mention Melbourne’s Outer Railway Line and the iconic Melbourne Wool Exchange.


A fluent German speaker with degrees in arts and law, the Jewish intellectual had been born and raised in Jerilderie, a town that had first come to wider fame when the Kelly Gang had laid siege to it for two days in early February 1879. The then 14-year-old John Monash had been present at the time, on holidays from Scotch College in Melbourne, and had briefly talked to Ned Kelly. As a matter of fact, he would later be quoted as saying not only was the bushranger the most impressive man he’d ever met, but that, ‘a Sunday school superintendent couldn’t have given me better advice as to human conduct’.34 Certainly, as a leader of men, Monash had always displayed extraordinary skill ever afterwards, bringing a certain cerebral quality to his military planning – a superlative attention to detail – which has seen his plans proceed like smoothly oiled juggernauts sweeping all before them, rather than the mobile mincing machines used by other Generals. Monash’s men know that he values their lives, and they value him in turn.


The other candidate is General Sir Cyril Brudenell Bingham White, the highly regarded long-time Chief of Staff of General Birdwood, who has many achievements under his name in the service of the Australian Army, none greater than being the principal architect of the brilliant evacuation of Gallipoli, whereby 36,000 ANZACs had been able to steal away in under a week, including 10,000 soldiers on the final night – all without losing a man.


The most favoured of the two to get the job is General Monash, and his admirers include Brudenell White himself, who will have no problems if Monash succeeds – but there are several notable dissenters, most particularly among such journalists as Australia’s first official War Artist, Will Dyson, and Charles Bean himself.


For Monash, Dyson tells Bean, has ‘the advertising strength which insists on thrusting or insinuating itself into the front rank. Monash will get there – he must get there all the time on account of the qualities of his race: the Jew will always get there.’35


•


On the face of it, what Field Marshal Haig would really like to do is precisely what the French would like to do, too: unleash the Americans. After America had declared war on Germany in April 1917, the first of the American troops had arrived in Europe in June, and as of now there are some one million American soldiers here! But they are yet to fight. Oh, they’d been involved in one or two small operations, but as yet they had refused to take part in any large-scale offensive operation. Their Commanding Officer, General John ‘Black Jack’ Pershing, insists his army is not only not yet ready to fight, but he really doesn’t want them thrown into the war until 1919, the year he expects the war to be won. For while there are currently 16 US Divisions in France, there are now eight more arriving every month, at a rate of 10,000 men every day, and by early 1919 the American Army would be larger than Britain’s. So why attack now, when in just six months he would have an unstoppable force of two million American soldiers? In the meantime, he does not want bits and pieces of his forces attached to other Allied forces in an effort to get them involved, get them blooded for action, despite the best efforts of the likes of Field Marshal Haig to convince him to do so.


It has been an issue for some time, close to coming to a head.


Back in late December of the previous year, Haig had gone riding with Pershing to press the Americans into action, and Pershing had at least conceded that, ‘If the situation becomes critical I am ready to break up American divisions and employ battalions and regiments to fill up your divisions.’36


Which was something. The problem had been that even when the Germans had launched their Kaiserschlacht in March 1918, shattering the British defences, Pershing had clearly not regarded the situation as critical enough, and the day had only been saved by the Australians.


For his part, General Sir Henry Rawlinson of the Fourth Army thinks that, for the moment, it is no great loss.


‘The Americans are beginning to arrive in large numbers,’ he records in his diary, ‘but they sadly lack training and their officers are far from good.’37


So, in the absence of other shock troops being available for the fresh fight, Haig must call on the Australians to do the honours.


16 May 1918, Australian Corps HQ, Bertangles, ‘a little Birdie’ gives Bean news


Charles Bean is never one to give himself airs. He does not throw his weight around as a Captain of the Australian Imperial Force, or – far more significantly – as Australia’s Official War Correspondent, a man who holds the reputation of the country’s fighting forces in his hands and, specifically, at the ends of his typing fingers. And yet still he could wish, sometimes, that some people might regard him with just a tinge of awe. Specifically, on this day he means his driver, ‘Boddy’, who, while polite to Bean, is positively deferential to every other bloody vehicle on the road!


‘Boddy does not drive the car as if I were a major-general,’ Bean would confide to his diary. ‘He generally waits upon any old lorry, box car, Ford, or Flying Corps tender, or even a steam roller, as if one were a sanitary corporal.’38


Irritating at the best of times, when Bean always has so much to do, it is positively frustrating on days like today, when he is about to engage in one of his favourite activities – visiting the highest officers of the Australian Corps HQ in their well-appointed chateau at Bertangles. There, as ever, among the 72 AIF officers and 230 other ranks housed in its gracious confines and nearby, he will have every chance of finding out precisely what the situation is in terms of coming plans, coming battles, casualty rates, numbers of returning wounded expected, as well as seeing the latest air photos taken by the airmen of the mighty No.3 Squadron, Australian Flying Corps.
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As it happens, Bean is only a short time in this three-storey 1734 masterpiece of French architecture, nestled in minutely manicured grounds, talking to this officer and that, as officious underlings scurry hither and thither, when the Sydneysider hears a clipped English voice summoning him. It can only belong to one person, and sure enough it is him, General Sir William Birdwood, who has heard Bean’s dulcet tones, and now asks him to come into his study for a moment, and close the door behind him.


Yes, General?


The two men get on well, and always have. There is a quiet capability about the English General, together with a quite un-English informality that has always appealed to Bean, just as it has appealed to the Australian soldiers, who refer to the diminutive 52-year-old as ‘good old Birdie’.39


And for his part, Birdwood has always admired Bean’s blend of professionalism and gumption: his strong work ethic placed at the service of getting the story right, his courage harnessed to regularly take him to the front-lines to actually understand what was going on, rather than rely, as so many ‘war correspondents’ did, on press releases together with interviews conducted at a safe distance from danger. (Not everyone agrees. Monash is less of an admirer of Bean, very quietly expressing the view that the Sydneysider’s style of writing is, ‘the apotheosis of banality’.40)


The relationship between Bean and Birdwood, thus, is an intimacy whereby the General knows he can tell the journalist important pieces of news which will help guide his coverage, without risking having that news appear in the newspapers, until such time as it is officially released. And this news is strong, ol’ Bean, so you must lean in close even as our conversation is regularly rumbled by the drone of low-flying planes overhead, heading to and from the aerodrome for No.3 Squadron, Australian Flying Corps, which is just a mile away.


In this conversation, the previously swirling rumours are now coming in to land as solid fact. And it is not just ‘a little birdie’ telling him so, it is the little Birdie, General Birdwood himself, advising that his job as Commander of the Australian Corps is to be split in two. At the end of the month, Birdwood will take leave of his command, to become Commander of the Fifth Army, elsewhere in France. While he will stay in charge of the whole of the AIF – which includes the Diggers in Palestine and Great Britain – command of the Corps in battle is to be handed to another, and General Birdwood has already written a formal recommendation to Defence Minister George Pearce as to who it should be.


Bean leans closer still.


Obviously, the Commanders of the five Australian Divisions, and Birdwood’s own Chief of Staff, General Sir Cyril Brudenell White, are the six candidates. Of these, Birdwood is quick to reject Harold Walker because he is an Englishman, while Ewen Sinclair-Maclagan is a Scot, and in no small way the whole point of this exercise – as pushed by Prime Minister Billy Hughes himself – is that the Australian Corps will be commanded by an actual Australian. Birdwood also rejects John Gellibrand, the Tasmanian who is notoriously ‘sensitive and often difficult’,41 as Bean describes him.


Which means . . .


‘White, Hobbs and Monash,’ Birdwood had already formally advised the Australian government, ‘must all be considered for Corps Commander.’


Now, though General J.J. Talbot Hobbs42 had done an excellent job with the 5th Division, Birdie is doubtful he is up to running an entire Corps, which leaves White and Monash. Of them all, he knows White’s great capacity better than anyone, and would be inclined to advise his promotion if Monash could be passed over.


As Bean recounts in his diary, ‘But Monash could not, Birdwood says. He had undoubted ability and success had met his work. Therefore he recommended Monash to command the Corps, White to come with him as Chief of Staff of the 5th Army.’43


Quietly, because it simply would not do to show his shock, and extreme disappointment, Bean reels. His worst fears risk being realised.


Monash in charge of the Corps!


His greatest friend, and richest source of information, Brudenell White, to depart with Birdie!


‘This is a very great blow,’44 Bean would confide to his diary, hurt, too, that he had not heard it from his great friend first. And beyond the loss of Brudenell White as a journalistic source, Bean, as an ever more proud and even proprietorial Australian, thinks it quite improper.




That White should leave the Corps is simply to make a misuse of the staff of the AIF. If White has a great value to the British Army he has a greater value to Australia. I have been thinking out the straightest strongest telegram I can [send] to Pearce.45





It will have to be good to change things. For the Defence Minister is already in possession of General Birdwood’s formal recommendation,




Of his ability, there can be no possible doubt, nor of his keenness and knowledge . . . I don’t think we could in justice overlook in any way his undoubted claims and equally undoubted ability to fill the appointment.46





Exactly. However great Brudenell White was as Chief of Staff, he had never actually been a front-line commander, while Monash had been leading men in battle since the days of Gallipoli onwards and had shone from the first, getting ever better as the war had progressed.


Charles Bean takes his leave of Birdwood with much to think about. In some ways, this day was always coming, and, as it happens, he has just been working to delay it for the last six months.


For yes, not long after the battle of Passchendaele, Bean had been granted an audience with no less than Field Marshal Douglas Haig, who had himself commented: ‘You have some very capable commanders in the Australian force . . . General Monash for example. He is a very capable man. He has made a great success of everything he has touched – a very solid man.’47


Knowing that Haig had already suggested to Bean’s supremely well connected colleague Keith Murdoch – later described by one of his biographers as Billy Hughes’ ‘voice . . . in Fleet Street . . . personal publicist, guide-to-the-British-mind, fixer, speech editor and errand boy’48 – that Monash might be given command of the Australian Corps, Bean had been quick to pounce.


‘Yes but if it meant any change in the position of General Birdwood it seems to me it would be a great pity. Gen. Birdwood has an independent position and standing which is of the utmost value to us. The Australians trust him . . .’


‘I know General Birdwood’s value but it seems to me that Australia should have [an Australian] Corps Commander,’ replies Haig.


‘Yes, sir, you know we look upon General White as the greatest soldier we have by a long way, we consider him the man whom Australia has produced in this war [ . . . ] It would be a very great pity if General Birdwood’s position were altered – he [knows] Australians as few men [do] . . .’49


In desperation, Bean does indeed go through with the extraordinary step of sending a cable to Defence Minister George Pearce – who is also acting Prime Minister in the absence of Hughes – urging him to take steps to ensure that General Brudenell White not be lost to the Corps, as he is ‘universally considered greatest Australian soldier’.50


The only thing that could be accomplished, however, would be to reverse the decision taken, and give Brudenell White command of the Australian Corps, at the expense of Monash.


Ultimately, however, the only man who can undo the decision, or at least sway the Cabinet to look at it again, is Prime Minister Billy Hughes, who is on the high seas, bound for Great Britain via Canada and the United States. After arriving in Vancouver, he is due to travel to Washington, DC, to meet with President Wilson, before catching a fast ship from New York across the Atlantic, arriving in London in mid-June in time to attend a meeting of the Imperial War Cabinet.


17 May 1918, Fourth Army HQ, Flixecourt, a commander performance


Conversations between Field Marshal Douglas Haig, the Commanding Officer of all British Empire Forces in France, and General Henry Rawlinson, the Commander of the Fourth Army, are not always the easiest. For you see, while there is no doubt Haig is Rawlinson’s Commanding Officer, there is likely some doubt on both their parts as to whether indeed Haig is the superior officer.


Either way, there can be little doubt as to which is more modern in his thinking.


Two years earlier, when they had been building up to the opening day of the Battle of the Somme on 1 July 1916, the two had strongly disagreed as to whether it was better to attempt to burst through all the German lines at once, or to concentrate on just shattering the key first line. Haig, typically, preferred they attempt the glorious headline-grabbing breakthrough; Rawlinson would have much preferred his ‘bite and hold’ tactics – hammering the first line, securing it, and then, and only then, moving forward.


Haig, typically, had insisted on his way prevailing – and had been demonstrably wrong. At the end of a disastrous day, the British forces had made few advances, and had lost almost 20,000 dead and 40,000 wounded. Thereafter, Rawlinson’s ‘bite and hold’ had become the tactic of choice. Yet, despite such things, when they meet they have clearly brought their moustaches from the same outfitter, for they are exactly the same thickness and shape. As ever, it is Haig’s moustache that bristles a little menacingly and Rawlinson’s that droops a little sadly and tiredly.


On this morning, however, as the two talk at General Rawlinson’s HQ at Flixecourt – which would have been a pleasant little village on the western side of Amiens, but for the overpowering smell coming from the local jute-weaving factory – they are in broad agreement.


With the immediate crisis having passed and the Kaiserschlacht stalled, it is time to begin planning the next step – attacking the Germans, beginning the push on their lines to break them. Now that the Germans’ big attack has been foiled, there is a growing sense of German exhaustion, and even of despair, and the right attack at the right place might just shatter them.


But where should the British make that attack?


‘I told Rawlinson,’ Haig would recount, ‘to begin studying in conjunction with General Marie-Eugene Debeney [commanding the neighbouring French First Army], the question of an attack eastwards from Villers-Bretonneux . . . I gave him details of the scheme.’51


A single glance at the map reveals then, the obvious target.


An attack on the German line at Le Hamel?


It makes a lot of sense. Though the Australians had done extraordinarily well to beat off the German attack around Villers-Bretonneux on 5 April, and then retake the town on 25 April, after the Germans had taken it from the British, in the final analysis Fritz had made one good gain for the day: the bulge in the map represented by their occupation of Hamel, just a mile to the north-east of Villers-Bretonneux and 1500 yards south of the Somme. It was a small red-brick village of just 300 people before the war, positioned in a saddle of land formed between two hills – the 240 foot high Wolfsberg, now held by the Germans, and a lesser hill, a low extension of Hill 104 a mile closer to Villers-Bretonneux, held by the Allies. Now, of course, all the villagers have fled, and the Germans have taken possession of Hamel and converted its many cellars into strongpoints. Taking it back will not be easy, not least because with Wolfsberg towering over it, any force building up before the village risks being spotted by the German artillery observers on high, and pounded out of existence.
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Beyond the bulge being merely unsightly on the map, it is troublesome for the fact that it allows the Germans to spy on Allied positions on either side, as well as bringing devastating enfilading fire upon them. Aside from that, if Fritz is building to have another go, then the pointy end of their spear could be Hamel, which is only nine miles from Amiens – still a vital railway junction for the Allies.


So if the Allies can take back Hamel, it would dull the German spear, thus helping to protect Amiens. It would also stop their spying and enfilading fire; force Fritz to reinforce his line along the Somme, weakening his thrust on Paris; and make future Allied assaults on the German line in these parts much easier. A single advance in that spot would bring myriad benefits.


Now, when it comes to deciding which forces should make the attack, the most obvious choice would be the Australians, who not only hold that part of the line at this time, but are proven first-rate soldiers. Rawlinson knows that better than anyone, for the Australians have been here, in the post of honour protecting Amiens, since the end of March.


‘I feel happier about the general situation, as I now have three brigades of Australians in reserve,’ General Rawlinson had noted in his diary six weeks earlier at the height of the Kaiserschlacht crisis, ‘so I think I shall be able to keep the Boche out of Amiens. I am to take over the Australian Corps on the 8th, with a front up to Albert. Hurrah!’52


Everything that had happened since had only confirmed his high opinion.


‘They are a splendid body of men, and Hobbs and Monash are both very good commanders,’ he had noted in his diary. ‘They are ready for any emergency, which is comforting.’53


Field Marshal Haig could not agree more and, as a matter of fact, is looking forward to once more meeting modern Australian General Monash this afternoon.


First, however, he must make a brief visit to see General Birdwood at the Australian Corps HQ, where he is able to congratulate ‘Birdie’ on his forthcoming appointment to take over the Fifth Army.


Birdwood is thrilled at the visit, writing in his diary, ‘Lovely Day. Very hot. Chief came to see me and was very nice about my becoming army commander, especially about my retaining GOC AIF.’54


Still, Field Marshal Haig does not stay long. For the main business of the day awaits, the meeting that he has been looking forward to.


•


As a broad rule, the Australian soldier has rarely impressed in this war when it comes to parade ground presentations. There is just something about him, which tends to the slightly slovenly in dress, the lacking in sharpness of salute, the ever so lightly tarnished when it comes to what should be gleaming brass and an extraordinary informality when it comes to interacting with officers.


It has been noticed, often with some envy, by the British soldiers.


‘Their total lack of swank of class distinctions among them is most refreshing,’ Private Reginald Wilkes, 16th Royal Warwickshires, would record of the Australians he’d come across the month before, near Hébuterne. ‘It is fine to hear their officers calling their men by their Christian names. It is very funny to see one of these colonials go up to a young English officer and say “Mate, can you tell us the time, please?” Their conventions and ways of speaking to officers would send some of our old soldiers crazy. It’s Tom, Dick and Harry with them, no Sirring and saluting.’55


For all that, on this day, the Diggers of the 10th Brigade of the 3rd Australian Division, formed up in a field east of the village of Allonville – just five and a half miles north-east of Amiens – really have made an effort to spruce up the best they can. ’Cos it’s not every day is it, cobber, that you get inspected by the Commander of the entire British Expeditionary Force?


And so they stand there at 2 pm, at strict attention, as a convoy of gleaming cars pulls up, and out steps Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig himself to be greeted warmly by the 3rd Division’s Commanding Officer, General Sir John Monash. The two briefly exchange pleasantries, before General Monash introduces Sir Douglas to the Commanding Officer of the 10th Brigade, Brigadier Walter McNicoll – the former headmaster of Geelong High, who looks like exactly that in a military uniform. Monash and McNicoll carefully lead Sir Douglas Haig along the front row of soldiers, as the great man inspects them, pausing occasionally to chat to this soldier or that. Reaching the end, the expectation is that Field Marshal Haig will simply turn back, or go back along the second row, but an old hand to beat all hands at this kind of thing – and knowing that Brigadiers always put their best and brightest in the front rank, with the less impressive men further to the back – the good General promptly heads along one of the lines further back, where he is surprised, and pleased, to see no diminution in the quality and presentation of the soldiers.


Returning to the front with Brigadier McNicoll so the soldiers can do a march past, he is impressed once more, and amazed at just how far the AIF soldiers have come from the early days of the war.


‘It was a grand sight,’ Haig wrote in his diary that evening. ‘Troops marched well, and were well turned out. The transport too was well cleaned and animals well-groomed and in good condition. The Australian is a different individual now to when he first came, both in discipline and smartness. Altogether it was . . . most inspiring . . .’56


What impresses him most, however, is Monash.


The more the two talk, the more Field Marshal Haig likes the cut of his jib, his obvious technical expertise, his logical way of thinking, the way he projects a confidence that whatever task he is asked to do, he and his men will be capable of it. Yes, it all confirms an opinion that Field Marshal Haig had noted down in his diary the previous year, after first meeting him. This really is a man to watch, and support: ‘General Monash, [is] in my opinion a clear headed determined commander.’57


To have Haig’s total support is no small thing, and as a matter of fact the Commander-in-Chief of all His Majesty’s forces in Western Europe has even expressed the view to Monash that if the Australians do not put him in charge of the Australian Corps, Haig would put him in charge of one of the British Corps.


‘Cables have gone to Australia . . .’ Monash had already written to his wife, ‘to get the approval of the Government to the arrangement, but I do not think that it will affect my appointment to the Corps, because that is a matter on which Sir Douglas Haig will insist on making his own appointment, and I am proud to say that he has selected me.’58


Monash knows that to have Haig’s support to this extent could even be a trump card to play at a later date, should Monash ever come under pressure from lesser forces.


•


‘Brewery Farm’ – a place which provides the modern former upon the ancient latter – sits right by the Hallue River on the outskirts of the small village of Querrieu, some seven miles north-east of Amiens, and is a wonderful base for the Allied war correspondents to make their sorties from, and return to.


On this late evening, Charles Bean is sitting alone at a table, gazing out the window and watching the river flow, still stewing over the news he had received from General Birdwood the day before.


Monash? It is just not right and . . .


And after a sudden outcry from the farm dogs, there is something of a commotion in the hallway, as three of his esteemed colleagues – the artist Will Dyson, the photographer Hubert Wilkins and his admired fellow journalist Fred Cutlack – return from what has likely been a well-lubricated dinner . . .


Bean blurts out the news: Birdie is to take command of the Fifth Army, taking White with him, and Birdie is recommending to the Australian government that Monash is promoted to take charge of the Australian Corps!




There was immediately a great consternation – war correspondents, artist and photographer sitting back around the table with their caps on the back of their heads discussing what was best to be done.59





In essence, their conversation centres on ‘the relative merits of White who does not advertise, and Monash who does’.60


By evening’s end, they are all, as Bean will record, of the one mind.


They want White to take command of the Australian Corps.


They want a man who ‘left others to appreciate his work, and left it to them whether he was good enough for any high position’ . . . [rather than] ‘Monash, who would leave no stone unturned and no underground channel untried’.61


Charles Bean is not above trying to take matters into his own hands, to actually try to alter the course of events by intervening outside the journalistic domain. Yes, in addition to writing to Pearce, Bean decides he must go to London with Will Dyson to lobby for a man who would never lobby for himself, Brudenell White . . .


Much later, Bean would expand on his reasoning: ‘Though a lucid thinker, a wonderful organiser, and accustomed to take endless pains, he [Monash] had not the physical audacity that Australian troops were thought to require in their leaders, and it was for his ability in administration rather than for tactical skill that he was then reputed. Moreover, a few of those who knew both men doubted whether Monash’s judgment would be as resistant as White’s to the promptings of personal ambition or whether he was as well equipped to overbear a wrongly insistent superior or the strain of a great disaster. They knew that Monash had an almost Napoleonic skill in transmitting the appearance of his capacity, and there was some belief . . . that he had sought his appointment by every means in his power.’62


17 May 1918, front-lines, east of Villers-Bretonneux, on the Roman Road, Boo to the Germans


‘What a strange existence!’


All day long, Cliff Geddes has been lying at the bottom of his trench. ‘There I was with my boots & equipment off, sleeping in the front line, blue sky overhead, bright sunshine, & skylarks singing in the air; & yet this cursed war goes on month after month, with good men dying daily in hundreds. Though it is so quiet here, we know any minute his guns could open & it would turn to Hell itself.’63


Indeed, even as Cliff is lying there, Fritz continues to ‘send over those horrible whizz-bangs, which are on you with a “swish” before you know they’re coming. They seemed to be just on top of our heads, but hit the edge of the town in rear, am glad he didn’t shorten his range by 150 yards.’64


This sense that life could end at any moment is not confined to himself. That morning, before dawn, he’d watched his elder brother Boo head out on patrol into No Man’s Land and for two whole hours had been on tenterhooks until Boo safely returned and he could breathe again. The very idea of what it would do to their parents if Boo is killed chills his soul as fast as a southerly buster in winter.


•


This is not just another cable.


For, coming from Acting Prime Minister and Defence Minister George Pearce, and addressed to General Birdwood, it gives the final imprimatur of official Cabinet approval to the recommendation made by Birdwood a week earlier, that his replacement as Commanding Officer of the Australian Corps be General Sir John Monash:




I approve all your recommendations as to appointments (stop) . . . Confirmed by Cabinet 21/5/18 (stop).65





There is no stopping it now. General Monash will take over from General Birdwood as Commander-in-Chief of the Australian Corps before the end of the month.


Late May 1918, Washington, DC, not so silly, Billy


A meeting of minds it isn’t. On the one hand, President Woodrow Wilson, the urbane former President of Princeton University. On the other, the irascible and outspoken Prime Minister of Australia, Billy Hughes, who – with his ever-present ear trumpet to help overcome his deafness – has stopped by Washington, DC, and the Oval Office, on his way to London. At particular issue on this day is what the postwar world will look like, specifically on this occasion, the fate of New Guinea, which, before the war, had been a German territory. Though the Australians now occupy it, having captured it in September 1914, Woodrow Wilson forcefully puts the view that New Guinea should become a Japanese protectorate, while Hughes is equally insistent that it should remain under Australian control. No matter what Hughes says, however, Wilson ‘sat as unresponsive as a sphinx in the desert’,66 and the meeting does not go long.


Returning to his Washington hotel, Hughes receives a cable from his friend Keith Murdoch, drawing his attention to the fact that he is very unhappy that Monash has taken over as Commander of the Australian Corps in France.


Keith also points out, with alarm, that his own preferred candidate of Brudenell White has gone with Birdwood to London to have administrative command only of the wider AIF. Prime Minister, you must act to change this, for . . .




Some officers . . . claim that in operations, strategy and understanding of Australians [White] is immensely superior to Monash whose genius is for organization and administration and not akin to the true AIF genius of front line daring and dash.67





In response, Prime Minister Hughes is unsure. He has nothing against Monash at all personally, but a very high regard for Keith Murdoch and his views. This will bear some looking at when he gets to London in the middle of June.


•


Did someone say daring and dash?


Monash’s men of the 3rd Division would be surprised at any assertion that he and they lacked it as in their last four weeks on the Somme they have, with some help from 2nd Division, in a series of small attacks and ‘peaceful penetrations’, advanced the line between the Somme and the Ancre some 2000 yards on a 5000 yard wide front, at the loss of precious few casualties.


Typical of Monash, though he knows he will soon be taking over the entire Australian Corps, his efforts with the 3rd Division do not waver for a moment, as, leading into the final week of May, he and his 3rd Division relieve the 4th Division in their positions on the Western Front – holding down the far southern flank of the British section of the line – and Monash takes up residence at the old 4th Division HQ at Glisy, right by Villers-Bretonneux.


On the first night there, settling in to his chair in the large and gracious study, the incoming Commander-in-Chief of the Australian Corps takes the opportunity to write a few notes to those in the know, who have sent him quiet congratulations on his appointment. His second note is to the highly influential Keith Murdoch, who had been most gracious in his praise. True, Monash does not remotely trust Murdoch, but so Machiavellian is he in his manoeuvres, it is better to maintain at least a façade of civility.




When replying to your previous letter . . . [I] failed to appreciate . . . that the main purpose was to tender me promise of personal support and help me in the responsibilities which are about to be imposed on me . . . I now take the opportunity of thanking you very sincerely for your proffered assistance . . . I am thoroughly assured that we both have one purpose in view, and that is the welfare of our Australian troops and the interests of Australia . . . You may be sure that I will gladly avail myself of your great experience and your patriotism . . .


Yours very sincerely,
John Monash68





27 May 1918, Laon, Paris in peril


Now the Allies know.


The Germans do have another battle plan – take Paris!


It begins in the early hours with a fearful bombardment on the French forces positioned 40 miles south-east of Amiens, between Soissons and Rheims, and continues throughout the day with some 1,000,000 German soldiers pouring through the old French lines and advancing with an ease that is quite shocking. By sundown they have advanced six miles, to be within 52 miles of Paris. By sundown of the next day, another five miles. And another and another! In the first week of Operation Blucher, as the Germans call it, the front-line has advanced a spectacular 30 miles – even more than the first days of Operation Michael, which had begun the Kaiserschlacht back on 21 March.


Paris watches, agog, as the Germans are now just 30 miles from the city’s outskirts.


What can be done to stop the monstrous German advance?


The driving force behind the German offensive, General Erich Ludendorff, had, in fact, initially planned this move on Paris as more of a feint than anything else, knowing that if his forces could get within striking distance of Paris, the Allies would be forced to move troops away from the fighting in Flanders – where German soldiers are within 30 miles of the crucial Channel ports. And yet, both he and the Allies had been startled by how well the push on Paris had worked – feint or not – as the German forces had broken through, captured no fewer than 50,000 Allied troops and now actually threaten the French capital!


Forget Flanders, they actually could take Paris, in which case France would have to surrender! The only pause for the Germans now comes not because of Allied resistance, but because the German supply line is so stretched it cannot quite catch the foremost troops. A tipping point has been reached, but for whom?


•


Not for nothing will General Monash put all his correspondence over the machinations to remove him as Commander-in-Chief of the Australian Corps in his personal files under the title of ‘Keith Murdoch’s Intrigue’.69


Not for nothing will General Monash write to Prime Minister Hughes, directly questioning Murdoch’s right to be the spokesman of the AIF.70


For he is not only aware of Murdoch’s machinations – word gets around among senior circles of the Australian Corps very quickly – but deeply aggrieved by them.


And he is not the only one.


One who is notably appalled at the injustice of it is Colonel Thomas Dodds, who is on General Birdwood’s personal staff.


Taking it upon himself, he quietly contacts the Australian Defence Minister George Pearce to ‘positively assure’71 the powers back home in Australia that the views of Murdoch, and Bean for that matter, are not remotely reflective of the views of the many senior officers in France he has personally consulted on the matter, and for that matter are also ‘entirely opposed to the feeling of the whole AIF’.72


•


At least not all of the press are against General Monash.


A case in point is the Australian journalist Arthur O’Connor, of the Weekly Despatch, who is ushered into the Victorian’s presence in the last gasp of May, at the Bertangles HQ, in order to write a profile of him for Australian home consumption. Already, of course, O’Connor knows a fair bit of his subject’s background, including his fame as an engineer in Melbourne, and that even in ‘the heyday of his success he conceived the idea that a knowledge of law would be helpful. Monash never hit on a good idea without translating it into action. So he became a barrister and solicitor.’73


He also knows how quickly Monash had risen through the ranks, once the war had begun, how from beginning as a mere military censor, he had gone to Gallipoli, where he had commanded the 4th Brigade, only being evacuated on the last day; and then in 1916 he had been given command of the 3rd Division, where he had added to his wonderful reputation thereafter, being particularly outstanding in the Battle of Messines in 1917.


More recently of course, in his role as ‘the personification of the offensive spirit’, Monash had thrown one of his brigades at the Germans who had first captured Villers-Bretonneux, ‘and with unexampled dash they drove the Boche clean over the horizon’.


But the feel of the man, in person, his aura, is really something. Carved out of granite, ‘his broad shoulders and deep chest are surmounted by a big head thickly covered with tawny grey hair, brown eyes, alert yet kindly, moderately heavy moustache, a strong mouth’.


Of course in journalism there is a general ideal, in serious newspapers, not to gush in too overwhelming a manner, but, in this case, this journalist decides to give himself the day off.


‘To the newspaper interviewer he is an ideal subject,’ O’Connor will tell his readers. ‘He speaks quietly, deliberately, unhesitatingly, and displays a masterly grip of every detail in the splendid organisation which he has created and maintained. First and last Monash is a strong man. He is intellectual, original, democratic – a confirmed believer in the system of promotion from the ranks – he is a born organiser, though pleasant socially, he is no seeker after cheap popularity, and if I am any judge of character he can be ruthless when the occasion calls for ruthlessness.’74


A small parenthesis here. On the subject of promotion from the ranks, Monash is passionate.


‘From almost the earliest days of the war,’ he will later recount, ‘violence was done to a deep-rooted tradition of the British Army, which discouraged any promotion from the ranks, and stringently forbade, in rare cases where it was given, promotion in the same unit . . . The Australian Imperial Force changed all that. There was thus no officer caste, no social distinction in the whole force. In not a few instances, men of humble origin and belonging to the artisan class rose, during the war, from privates to the command of battalions. The efficiency of the force suffered in no way in consequence. On the contrary, the whole Australian Army became automatically graded into leaders and followers according to the individual merits of every man, and there grew a wonderful understanding between them. No officer dared to look after his own comfort until every man . . . had been fed and quartered. If the Australians hate anything, it is the superior airs which put a gap between them and their leaders . . . . artificial distinctions irk them badly.’75
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