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Dedication


This book is dedicated to the wonderful staff at the Canberra Region Cancer Centre — the doctors, the nurses, the wardsmen, the administration officers, the cleaners, the volunteers, everybody. While there is no joy in having cancer, there is great joy in dealing with happy, professional people, especially the nurses who bravely put up with my shenanigans, no matter how bizarre they were.




Vale Graham Wilson


Graham Wilson passed away on 17 April 2016 having just completed this second volume of Bully Beef and Balderdash. Graham had been fighting pancreatic cancer for some years, a struggle that failed to diminish his passion for military history, particularly the debunking of popular myths concerning the AIF. A former soldier and intelligence analyst, Graham served 26 years in the Australian Regular Army and a further eight years as a Reservist. He spent a crucial 10 years on the staff of the Department of Defence’s Directorate of Honours and Awards, a fertile breeding ground for what became his drive to demythologise the history of the AIF. Graham completed four books, wrote numerous articles and papers and also dabbled in historical fiction. His final work, a history of the AIF’s railway units, was well under way when his illness caught up with him. With his passing, the AIF has lost a champion who consistently maintained that its proud record of service did not need the embellishment of popular myth but stands on its own merits and will continue to stand proud into the future. The same could be said of Graham Wilson.
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Introduction


In 2012, I published a rather well received book entitled Bully Beef and Balderdash: Some Myths of the AIF Examined and Debunked. An excellent, very balanced review of the book, written by Justin Kelly, appeared in the winter 2012 edition of the Australian Army Journal. In his review Kelly wrote: ‘Wilson isn’t selective; he has apparently gathered all the myths surrounding the First (sic) AIF’. In response to this, in a letter to the editor addressing some points in the review, I wrote: ‘Not by a long chalk! Watch for Bully Beef Vol. II.’


Well, here it is.


As with its predecessor, the aim of this book is not to debase or insult the memory of the AIF, but rather to debunk a number of myths, big and small, well known and lesser known, connected with the Australian Imperial Force — Australia’s volunteer overseas army of the Great War. Why do this? Simply to help readers strip away the layers of poppycock which have passed for the history of the AIF for generations and allow the actual historical achievements of a magnificent fighting force to stand on their own merits.


Much of what currently passes for the ‘history’ of the AIF in the popular mind today is chauvinistic, nationalistic, jingoistic drivel. For this many people must bear the blame: the veterans of the AIF themselves, who spun more and more fantastic yarns about their service and experiences over the years, yarns which eventually became accepted as historical fact; populist writers masquerading as historians for whom facts were secondary to a good yarn, people such as Charles Buley, John Laffin and Patsy Adam-Smith; journalists, of various media and from the time of the Great War right up to the present day, to whom facts are an inconvenience not to be allowed to get in the way of a nice grabby headline and a heart-warming dose of ‘Australia is the best at everything’; politicians of all shades of the political spectrum for whom Australia’s military history and military achievements are always good for a vote-garnering sound bite or photo opportunity and for whom the facts are also immaterial.


All of these people through their efforts have created and continue to propagate a false image of the AIF; they do this by cloaking the real history of the force in myth. As I have stated in the past, some of the myths connected with the AIF do no real damage. To refer to my original book for an example, the somewhat bizarre, obscure and whimsical myth of the denial of the VC to Catholics does no damage at all. Some myths, however, do very real damage to the reputation and history of the AIF, for example the myth of the so-called ‘Battle of the Wazzir’. Some myths damage and denigrate the story of other armies, for example the myth of the AIF as the only all-volunteer force in World War I.


However, whether harmless or detrimental in themselves, all of the myths examined in this book mask the history of the AIF and sometimes even supplant it, and it is way past time that the many myths connected with the AIF were examined, debunked and put to bed.


As with the first book, research for this second serving was relatively easy, given that most of the official records on which the actual, true record of the AIF rests are both readily and easily available. War diaries, embarkation rolls and photographs are all available online at the Australian War Memorial’s website. Much additional contemporary information in the form of unit records, personal diaries, letters, etc. are just as readily available in hard copy in the Memorial’s Research Centre and there for the asking. The Memorial’s holdings represented the bulk of the research for this second book. As I have previously noted, it is the very ease of this research that makes the contemporary mythic popular version of the AIF totally reprehensible — the facts are there for the asking, but people are simply not prepared to look for them.


I fully realise that, in writing this second book I am (again) setting myself up for a barrage of abuse. The populist, mythological version of the AIF’s ‘history’ is so firmly entrenched in the Australian psyche that there will probably be many people who will refuse to accept the historical facts, even with the documentary proof placed in front of them. I am sure, for example, that while I make it clear that I consider the sacrifice of the 3rd Light Horse Brigade at The Nek in August 1915 a tragedy, the fact that I argue that the tragedy was not the result of a time delay between the lifting of the artillery barrage and the launching of the first wave of the attack, as just about everyone believes, will be viewed as heresy.


Before closing, I need to acknowledge and thank a number of people — first of all, Dr Roger Lee for agreeing to publish this book. My thanks extend also to the other people at the Army History Unit, particularly Dr Andrew Richardson, for their support and encouragement. I thank the staff at the Australian War Memorial’s Research Centre for their courteous and professional assistance. Brigadier Chris Roberts (retd), acknowledged expert on the Gallipoli campaign, was generous with advice and assistance, particularly on the chapter dealing with the supposed time delay at The Nek. Catherine Hall, Archivist of Xavier College, Melbourne, provided invaluable personal detail on Joseph Lalor. My friend Dr Peter Stanley provided — in the wee small hours of one bleary eyed morning — invaluable advice and guidance on the chapter dealing with field punishment. Another good friend, Bob Courtney, former Curator of Ordnance at the Australian War Memorial and international-level military marksman, provided invaluable input into the chapter dealing with ‘Abdul the Terrible’. Denny Neave and the folk at Big Sky Publishing, particularly Cathy McCullagh, my editor, extended their usual invaluable assistance. My children, Raymond and Rhiannon, always seem to be proud of their dad even when he is at his most eccentric. My beloved second son, Stephen, who is no longer with us, kept me company — his spirit is with me when I work. My adored grandchildren, Bridie, Stevie and Declan, whose smiles light up my day, can always be guaranteed to drag me away from the computer for a much-needed break. Likewise, my beloved wife, Sharon, always supports me in whatever I set out to do. Finally, I acknowledge with the most profound respect the men and women of the AIF who, from a chaotic beginning, built one of the finest fighting machines of the twentieth century and whose story does not need and never has needed myth to bolster it.
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CHAPTER 1


Australian donkeys


In the populist view of the history of World War I, one of the great Australian tenets of faith is the near universal incompetence of British generals, British officers and the British staff.


In a game of ‘round up the usual suspects’, the names of Kitchener, Haig, Gough, Hamilton, Murray and Stopford are commonly cited as ‘donkeys’, accompanied by lesser lights such as Hunter-Weston, Townshend, Lake, Dobell, Aitken and others, depending on the expertise of the commentator. Of course, while giving a grudging nod to a handful of well-known names such as Allenby, Birdwood and Plumer, the British Army’s detractors never seem to mention such names as Monro (whose moral courage led to the evacuation of Gallipoli), Bulfin (whose XXI Corps won the decisive Battle of Megiddo in Palestine in 1918, a battle known to the Ottomans as ‘the Rout of Nablus’), Chetwode (whose XX Corps performed flawlessly at Beersheba in 1917 in comparison to the bungling of the Australian Chauvel), Horne (developer of the concept of the ‘creeping barrage’), Jeudwine (whose battered 55th Division stood firm at Givenchy against the German Sixth Army in 1918 and probably saved the channel ports), Maude (whose meticulous planning and sound command completely turned the disastrous Mesopotamian campaign for the British), or Swinton (one of the driving forces behind the creation and adoption of the tank), among many others.


The opposite side of the coin of Australian derision of British ‘donkeys’ is, of course, the unspoken inference that Australia never suffered the blight of military incompetence. However, nothing could be further from the truth. While the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) had its share of brilliant officers and its larger share of solidly competent officers, it also had its proportion of homegrown dunderheads and wasters.


The British staff — officers posted in staff positions at various higher headquarters and responsible for the detailed planning of operations and management of formations — are often perceived as incompetent. This view overlooks the fact that the very raising of the AIF depended on British staff officers. Any examination of the headquarters that Major General Bridges took with him to Egypt in 1914 will reveal that four of his 14 staff officers were members (or in one case a former member) of the British Army — Major Duncan Glasfurd, his General Staff Officer Grade Two, hailed from the Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders; Captain John Gardner Austin, his Deputy Assistant Director of Ordnance Service, from the British Army Ordnance Department; Major John Gellibrand, his Deputy Assistant Quartermaster General, was an Australian-born graduate of the Royal Military College, Sandhurst, a former British Army officer and Staff College graduate; and Captain Jeremy Taylor-Marsh, Commanding Officer (CO) of the 1st Division Train, was a member of the British Army Service Corps (ASC).1 To these can be added the gloriously aristocratically named Captain Sergius Mortimer Emmanuel Rouault de Longueville de Bucy (the Marquis de Bucy), late 12th Lancers, who was appointed Assistant Provost Marshal (APM). It is also difficult to overlook Lieutenant Colonel Ewan Sinclair-MacLagan of the Yorkshire Regiment, who Bridges appointed to command the 3rd Brigade.


Given the fact that the Australian Army of the day contained just six staff-trained officers (that is, graduates of the British Staff College at Camberley or the Indian Army Staff College at Quetta, who were entitled to use the initials ‘p.s.c.’ after their names), Bridges would have had enormous difficulty filling the vital staff positions in Headquarters 1st Division without these British officers.


The officers listed above, all members of the derided British Army staff, provided sterling service to Australia. Sinclair-MacLagan and Gellibrand rose to the rank of major general and commanded Australian divisions. Glasfurd became a brigadier general and commanded the 12th Brigade from March 1916 until his death in action on 16 November 1916 (‘red tabs’ bleed too). Jeremy Taylor-Marsh, who had enlisted in the British Army as a cavalry private in 1894 and eventually gained a commission in the ASC, commanded the 1st Division’s supply units for the entire war and finished the war as a substantive lieutenant colonel in both the Australian and British armies. While the AIF appointment of the ‘Marquis de Bucy’ was terminated in September 1916, this was as a result of an agreement reached between the Australian Department of Defence and the British War Office to enable de Bucy to assume an appointment with the Munitions Department in the United Kingdom (UK). Prior to that, he had provided excellent service as APM 1st Division, Commandant AIF Base Details, Egypt, and Adjutant of the Convalescent Depot at Brockenhurst in Hampshire.
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Seated portrait of Major General E.G. Sinclair-MacLagan, Commander of the 4th Australian Division (AWM A03064).


Australian dependence on British staff officers continued until late in the war. At the time of the formation of the Australian Corps at the beginning of 1918, of the 20 staff positions on corps headquarters, from the General Officer Commanding (GOC) to Camp Commandant, 12 were held by British officers.2


Perhaps the best comment on the value to the AIF of this small band of professional British officers comes from eminent Australian military historian Professor Jeffrey Grey. Grey wrote of Sinclair-MacLagan that he was ‘an outstanding example of the talented professional British Army officers loaned to all the Dominion armies to help them get up to speed under the demanding pressures of modern war.’ This comment could equally apply to all the officers mentioned above.


This begs the question of how the Australian officers compared with the British ‘donkeys’. Basically, the AIF mirrored the British Army in that it produced a handful of brilliant officers, a large number of competent officers, and a few officers who, for various reasons, should either never have been commissioned in the first place or who should never have been placed in positions of senior authority. This latter assertion, however, is the point of this chapter. Contrary to popular Australian belief, the AIF had its own share of poor quality and, to some extent, unlucky officers.


It should be noted that, among the reasons for the ‘failure’ of some British officers during the Great War were personality differences or clashes, even feuds, with their superiors, or pure bad luck. Again, the AIF was not immune to this, as this chapter will explain.


The establishment of the AIF provides a good start point. Without condemning the efforts of Bridges who, after all, was creating an army from scratch and forced to work with available men and structures, the procedure adopted for appointing officers to command the units of the 1st Division in 1914 was a recipe for disaster. In Bean’s words, Bridges:


… chose his brigadiers before recruiting opened, and had them attached to the commandants in their respective States to assist in organising and training their brigades. He left it to the brigadiers to nominate their regimental commanders, and to the regimental commanders to choose and secure the officers of their own units.3


To command his four brigades, Bridges chose three Australian Citizen Forces officers —McLaurin (a barrister) for the 1st Brigade, McCay (a barrister — for reasons unknown, Bean insists on referring to McCay as ‘M’Cay’, even though all records give the spelling as ‘McCay’) for the 2nd Brigade, and Monash (a civil engineer) for the 4th Brigade. To command the 3rd Brigade, Bridges opted for a professional British Army officer, the previously mentioned Sinclair-MacLagan.


These officers in turn selected their own battalion commanders and this is where the flaws in the system became evident. One example of the problems that resulted from Bridges’ system emerged with McLaurin, commander of the 1st Brigade. McLaurin apparently had so little knowledge of his fellow officers in New South Wales that, in a state of apparent despair, he turned to a junior officer, Captain W.J. Sherbon, Chief Clerk of the 2nd Military District, for advice. With the CO of 1st Battalion (Dobbin) already appointed, McLaurin selected his other three battalion commanders — Braund for the 2nd Battalion, Owen for the 3rd Battalion and Onslow Thompson for the 4th Battalion — on the advice of a captain.4


One of the early issues with AIF officers, particularly senior officers, was their fitness for service. In reviewing the personal details of the 16 lieutenant colonels appointed to command the infantry battalions of the 1st Division, one of the most remarkable aspects is their age. While the youngest battalion commander, Cannan of the 15th Battalion, was 32, the oldest, Clarke of the 12th Battalion, was 56. The average age of the 16 battalion commanders was in fact 47. Of the original 16 officers, 12 were relieved of command at Gallipoli as a result of illness, while all but one of the 12 returned to Australia for discharge. Only Wanliss of the 5th Battalion (who was 55 at the time of his appointment) managed to ‘soldier on’ in staff and administrative positions.


In fact, if brigade commanders are included in the equation and men who were killed (3), wounded and evacuated (1) or died of illness (1) at Gallipoli are excluded, only nine of a total of 20 managed to last for the duration of the campaign and go on to further service.


This issue of age and its effect on military competence was even more starkly demonstrated in the case of the original medical units at Gallipoli. Of the commanders of the four field ambulances and the clearing hospital, the youngest (Giblin of the 1st Australian Clearing Hospital) was 43, while Newmarch of the 1st Field Ambulance was 58 — their average age was 51. Of the five, only Sutton of the 3rd Field Ambulance saw out the whole campaign, the others all medically evacuated. However, although Alfred Sutton served for the entire campaign, his personal diaries record constant bouts of illness, extended periods of confinement to bed and unfitness for duty. Indeed, based on the accounts contained in his diaries, all that kept the obviously unfit Sutton on the peninsula was his hatred and distrust of the Assistant Director Medical Services, Colonel Neville Howse, and his paranoid fear that Howse would use Sutton’s illnesses to relieve him.
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Studio portrait of Major General William Throsby Bridges, Commander of the 1st Australian Division (AWM A02867).


Other officers also proved unequal to the task. Lieutenant Colonel W.G. Patterson, Deputy Adjutant and Quartermaster General (DA&QMG) for the 1st Division, for example, broke under the strain of Gallipoli, suffered a nervous breakdown and was invalided to Australia.5


The fact that a large number of men chosen for command or staff positions in the original AIF were later shown to be unfit for the demands of their service is a stark indicator of just how unprepared Australia was for war. It is also a clear lesson on the inadvisability of allowing senior commanders to choose their subordinate commanders based on the ‘old boy’ principle. Possibly the worst example of this was Sutton of the 3rd Field Ambulance. It was Sutton himself who, in his capacity as Senior Medical Officer of the 1st Military District, had nominated himself for command of the 3rd Field Ambulance at the outbreak of war. His nomination was submitted despite the fact that he was manifestly too old for the position and had several much younger, just as professionally qualified medical officers who could have filled the appointment. It is worth mentioning that Sutton did not serve out the war; he was medically boarded in 1917 and invalided to Australia for health reasons.


Gallipoli was certainly a winnowing process for the AIF, clearly determining the fate of a number of officers who were either incapable of meeting the challenge of command or unfit for the rigours of the campaign.


Two officers whose incompetence, or at least demonstration of incompetence, emerged at Gallipoli were Hughes and Antill of the 3rd Light Horse Brigade. Frederic Hughes, a 56-year-old sharebroker and Citizen Forces officer was appointed to command the 3rd Light Horse Brigade in October 1914. As his professional staff officer he was sent Brevet Lieutenant Colonel John Antill, a brusque man almost universally known as ‘Bullant’. In common with a large number of the original battalion commanders from the 1st Division, Hughes was almost certainly too old for the rigours of war. Ten years younger, Antill had provided excellent service in the Boer War, commanding contingents of the New South Wales Mounted Rifles. However, he was hampered by his terse, almost antagonistic personality. Between them, the bungling of these two officers compounded one of the most disastrous actions of the Gallipoli campaign, the charge of the light horse at The Nek on 7 August 1915.


While the grave doubts of the ANZAC commander, Birdwood, over Hughes’ capacity are certainly recorded, Birdwood proved consistently reluctant to remove subordinates outright. Furthermore, he knew that Hughes’ staff included Antill, whose abilities he respected, and so decided to commit the untried 3rd Light Horse Brigade to the line, relieving the New Zealanders on Walker’s Ridge and Russell’s Top. Here the brigade was allotted a role in the so-called ‘August offensive’, its task to capture an enemy position known as The Nek.


Even though vital preconditions for the success of the proposed assault on The Nek were not met, the commander of the New Zealand and Australian Division, Godley, ordered Hughes to proceed with the attack at 4.30 am on 7 August 1915. With supporting New Zealand troops not in place, a vital enemy enfilade position not taken and the forward enemy trenches untouched, allowing their occupants to immediately open fire on the assaulting Australians, the attack quickly became a massacre.6


Hughes was not to blame for this, as he was simply following orders. However, once the assault commenced, Hughes totally mismanaged the battle. He left his headquarters at around the time the second wave of 150 men attacked, seeking a vantage point from which he could observe the assault. In so doing, he cut himself off from Antill and the rest of his headquarters. Once the third wave had been slaughtered, Hughes gave orders for the attack to be discontinued, but not in time to save the fourth wave. He appears to have become completely unnerved.


For his part, Antill, who remained at brigade headquarters when Hughes ‘went forward’, contributed to the disaster by failing to heed pleas by the CO of the 10th Light Horse Regiment to call off the third and fourth waves. In his defence, Antill believed reports that Australian signal flags, signifying success, had been seen in the enemy trenches and mistakenly believed that Hughes was actually controlling the brigade. On the other hand, Antill was known to harbour antipathy towards Brazier of the 10th Light Horse, who he considered incompetent, and almost certainly allowed this to sway his decision not to immediately call off the attack. Further confusion meant that not only did the third wave charge, but also a portion of the fourth wave, even after the attack had been cancelled.7


Following the assault, Hughes and Antill compounded their culpability when they attempted to lay the blame for the disaster at the feet of the artillery. This attempt to cover their own blunders was dismissed out of hand by Major General Walker, the commander of the 1st Division, which had provided most of the artillery.


Hughes was evacuated from Gallipoli on 20 September 1915 with typhoid. He did not return to his brigade but was medically repatriated to Australia in March 1916 and his AIF appointment terminated.8 Antill succeeded to temporary and then actual command of the 3rd Light Horse Brigade following the evacuation of Hughes.


While Antill’s command was initially successful, his handling of the brigade at Bir el Abd in the Sinai Desert on 5 August 1916 was flawed. He began well enough by penetrating the Turkish flank and overrunning the Turkish position at Hamisah, taking 425 prisoners. But as his regiments re-formed following the engagement they came under light shellfire. Antill appeared to lose his nerve and ordered a withdrawal which severely hampered the conduct of the remainder of the battle.9


Chauvel, the commander of Australian mounted troops, was probably glad to be rid of Antill when Birdwood requested his transfer to France as a ‘spare infantry brigade commander’. Antill elected to accept the offer and assumed command of the 2nd Brigade in France on 18 September 1916, but was evacuated to England in November 1916 due to illness. Antill eventually failed a series of medical examinations and was returned to Australia in September 1917, his AIF appointment terminated in December of that year.10


Neither Hughes nor Antill can be blamed for the conditions that blighted the light horse attack from Russell’s Top on the morning of 7 August 1915. However, both share a large portion of blame for the subsequent disaster, Hughes for his poor leadership and Antill for allowing his temperament and personal feelings to drive his decisions. Hughes was certainly not fit for the rigours of the Gallipoli campaign or the challenges of his command.


Another senior Australian officer to be relieved was Godfrey Irving, although this was possibly due more to bad luck than the result of bad performance. An officer of the Permanent Military Forces (PMF), Irving was originally sent to Egypt to take over the AIF’s training establishment as questions had arisen over the suitability of the commander of the training base (Colonel Sellheim). On surveying the situation in Cairo, however, Irving concluded that an injustice had been done and praised Sellheim’s work to the Minister for Defence. As a result, Sellheim remained in command of the base and was promoted to brigadier general while Irving assumed command of the 15th Brigade on 21 February 1916. In March 1916 he transferred to command of the 14th Brigade and also assumed acting command of the newly raised 5th Division until the arrival of Major General J.W. McCay from Australia on 22 March 1916 to take over command of the division. On 20 March 1916 the 4th and 5th divisions were ordered to move from their training area at Tel el Kebir to the Suez Canal, where they would replace the 1st and 2nd divisions, which had recently left for France. The 5th Division’s 8th Brigade made the journey by train, while the remainder of the division marched across the desert.


A combination of recent typhoid inoculations, poor physical conditioning, unsuitable clothing, new boots and high temperatures made the march a trial for many of the troops. On 28 March, the second day of the march, when Irving’s 14th Brigade halted for the midday break at 11.00 am, some of the men began to wander off in search of water. Perhaps for this reason, Irving decided to recommence the march shortly after midday. On the recommendation of Headquarters 5th Division, Irving made a detour away from some difficult sand hills towards a desert ridge which apparently offered a firmer surface. Following an hour’s marching in the noonday sun the brigade reached the ridge where a halt was called, the men now in a state of utter exhaustion with many collapsing from thirst and fatigue. The brigade dissolved into a rabble and eventually staggered into camp at Moascar. The next day the Prince of Wales reviewed the formation and there were demonstrations of feeling against Irving. McCay assessed Irving’s arrangements for the march as defective and relieved him of his command on 1 May 1916, replacing him with Lieutenant Colonel Harold Pope from the 16th Battalion. Irving was returned to Australia and his AIF appointment terminated.


Although bad luck contributed in part to Irving’s dismissal, there is no escaping the fact that the commander is always ultimately responsible for the actions and performance of his troops. Certainly the 14th Brigade’s sister formation, the 15th Brigade managed, through careful planning, sound organisation and good discipline to make the march without major incident.


The 15th Brigade was commanded by Harold ‘Pompey’ Elliott. When Elliott took command of the brigade in March 1916 he immediately took steps to have three of his battalion commanders removed as they were either too old or, crucially as far as he was concerned, unknown to him — Charles Davies of the 58th Battalion, Ernest Harris of the 59th Battalion and James Field of the 60th Battalion. This brought him into conflict with Brigadier General Brudenell White, the ANZAC Chief of Staff, who told Elliott that officers’ reputations were sacred. To this Elliott replied that the lives of his men were far more sacred. While White forced him to accept the officers, Elliott was eventually vindicated as all three men were medically discharged later in 1916, Davies for dysentery, Harris for ‘shell shock’ (on the first day of Fromelles) and Field for diabetes.


Having sacked Irving from command of the 14th Brigade, James McCay was to suffer more or less the same fate later in the war.


McCay, a teacher, solicitor, politician and part-time soldier, was appointed to lead the AIF’s 2nd Brigade, which he commanded at Anzac and Helles. At Helles he suffered a bad leg wound during the disastrous Second Battle of Krithia on 8 May 1915, an action which cost the 2nd Brigade 1000 casualties. Some, probably unfairly given that he had been given just 35 minutes to prepare for an assault across open ground, blamed these losses on McCay. Following the 2nd Brigade’s return to Anzac, McCay was designated to assume command of the newly raised 2nd Division. However his still unhealed leg wound reopened and he was medically evacuated to Australia.


Eventually recovered from his wound, McCay was nominated to assume command of the 3rd Division, then forming in Australia. But for various reasons he returned to Egypt to take command of the newly raised 5th Division instead. It was here that McCay became embroiled in the debacle of the desert march that saw Godfrey Irving relieved of command of the 14th Brigade.


Although the 5th Division was the last Australian division to sail from Egypt in June 1916, it was the first to be committed to action, at Fromelles in July 1916. As at Krithia the previous year, McCay once again had the misfortune to be part of an ill-planned and ill-advised attack. Much of the responsibility for this — the most costly 24-hour period in the AIF’s history — lay with the British commander, Lieutenant General Sir Richard Haking, GOC XI Corps. However others, including McCay, who was extremely enthusiastic about the operation, must share some of the blame. In the wake of the battle, McCay’s unpopularity with his men increased, not just as a result of the shattering defeat, but because of his reported refusal to arrange a truce with the enemy to collect the wounded. His relationship with his subordinates also deteriorated when he sacked Colonel Harold Pope after the attack, concluding that Pope, who could not be roused from a deep sleep, was drunk, although it is more likely that Pope was simply exhausted.


McCay had quite a run of bad luck, beginning with the infamous desert march, the blame for which some have at least partially accredited to him. This was followed by the debacle at Krithia, which was not his fault but for which he still attracted some blame; he was also wounded at Krithia and the wound would plague him for the rest of his life. Finally, he was blamed by some for the disaster at Fromelles which was, again, not entirely his fault.


On the other hand, McCay probably did bear some responsibility for the poor performance of Irving’s brigade during the desert march in 1916. After all, McCay was the divisional commander, responsible for the planning and conduct of the march, and thus must accept at least some of the responsibility for the 14th Brigade’s poor performance. He certainly bears no blame for the disaster at Krithia, having protested the orders he was given and then having most gallantly led his men into action, suffering a debilitating and eventually life changing wound as a result.


[image: image]


Profile portrait of Major General James Whiteside McCay, Commander of the 5th Australian Division. Note the ‘A’ on his sleeve indicating service on the Gallipoli peninsula (AWM A03729).


However it was his contribution to the disaster at Fromelles for which McCay must bear the greatest burden. Without examining the details of the discussions, decisions and counter-decisions in the lead-up to the battle, it is worth mentioning that, not only were both Birdwood and Brudenell White opposed to the operation, largely due to the inexperience of the Australian troops (the 5th Division and elements of the 4th Division), but the commander of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF), General Haig, also had severe misgivings. Haig was only persuaded to permit the operation to proceed by the constant optimistic urging of the commanders involved, Monro of the First Army, Haking of XI Corps, to which the 5th Australian Division was to be ‘lent’ for the operation, and McCay.


On the latter point, Bean records that:


The fact that his division, though last of the A.I.F. to arrive in France, would be the first in serious action, gave M’Cay much gratification.11


McCay’s eagerness to get to grips with the enemy and be the first Australian commander to ‘blood’ his division on the Western Front seems to have overwhelmed his common sense and military experience. McCay also gave orders for the employment of machine-guns that severely hampered their usefulness in the assault, directing that Vickers machine-guns were only to be brought forward ‘when it is fairly clear that we hold all [the enemy] trenches’. Even more bizarrely, McCay directed that Lewis guns were not to be used in the assault but were to be brought forward after the last waves of their battalions had completed the assault.12
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