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Dedication


On 23 November 1930, Mrs E.J. Clark of Wilcannia wrote to the Army after reading a newspaper report of the discovery of the remains of nine Australian soldiers killed at Pozières 14 years before, only one of whom could be identified. Her son had been reported killed on 7 June 1917.


Dear Sir


I am enclosing a small slip of paper I cut out of the Broken Hill Barrier Miner saying that an Australian soldier’s body had been found with others. Would you kindly try and find out if my son Pte. Joseph Clark (45 Battalion) was among them? He left Australia in 1916 and was only seven months away when I got a cable to say he was wounded. Later I got another cable to say missing and wounded then later I got a cable to say killed in action.


I could never find out if my little boy’s body was ever found. He was not 23 years old. Do please try and find out if his dear body is amongst those found and you will oblige his anxious mother.


Mrs Clark received a reply one week later.


Dear Madam


I have to advise that the remains of your son, the late No. 2876 Private J. Clark, 45th Battalion, are interred in Plot 5, Row “A” Grave 21 of Wytschaete Military Cemetery situated 1 ¾ miles North North-West of Messines, Belgium. Mr. Richard Clark, the deceased’s Father, was notified to this effect on 27.4.23.


For all those who died.


For all those who suffered.




Introduction


The enemy must not get Messines Ridge at any price.


The Anzacs of Messines


The ground leapt beneath us again and again ... Rockets flared and spread ... All the guns opened, stunning comprehension. The greatest artillery fire of all time. Swelling and roaring it climbed up and up to climax beyond incredible climax. Waves of sound beat about us in a madness of vibration, a debauchery of sound. All past standards of measurement were useless.1


No battle in history had begun with such spectacular and sudden violence. Lieutenant George Mitchell of the Australian 48th Battalion was one of thousands of witnesses to this stupendous spectacle, very few of whom felt they could do it justice with mere words. At 3.10 am on 7 June 1917, after weeks of relentless shelling and months of preparation in full view of an enemy thoroughly alerted to its imminence, the British Second Army launched its assault on the Messines-Wytschaete Ridge. Almost half a million kilograms of high explosive in 19 giant mines erupted under the forward German lines. One of the few genuine surprises of the war, the mines produced the largest man-made explosion in history, creating an earthquake which shook the surrounding countryside. The British war correspondent Philip Gibbs, watching from Kemmel Hill seven kilometres away, described it as ‘a most terribly beautiful thing. The mines spilled lava into fountains of fierce colour, illuminating the countryside with red lights.’2 Hundreds of Germans died in an instant. While the terrified survivors were bracing themselves against the shaking walls of their dugouts, they were deluged with an artillery bombardment of unprecedented scale from 2226 guns and howitzers along with hundreds of trench mortars firing as fast as they could be loaded. Teams of machine-gunners fired a deadly hail of indirect fire which thrashed the ground as the shells tore it up. This storm of steel and thunder blasted the ground ahead of the British assault troops who rose from their assembly trenches in their thousands along a 14-kilometre front and attacked under its cover. Mitchell and his men watched in awe as the deep crimson glow from the mine explosions grew bright then slowly faded, realising what it meant for their enemy. ‘We knew it to be the funeral pyre of complete battalions.’3


[image: image]


The Battle of Messines, Charles Wheeler’s painting of the 3rd Division commencing its attack at 3.10 am on the morning of 7 June. The mine explosions to the north light up the sky and the shoulder of Messines Ridge with the ruins of the church of St Nicolas silhouetted against the pale glow of dawn (AWM ART03557).


Within two hours the ridge had fallen, its formidable defences overwhelmed by the assault troops of General Herbert Plumer’s army. After almost three years of stalemate and bloody failures on the Western Front, the Battle of Messines represented something entirely new, a revolutionary tactical scheme which produced the greatest and swiftest British success of the war. The victory was not due to any lack of resolve by the German command which declared that ‘the enemy must not get the Messines Ridge at any price’.4 The fatal decision to stand and fight magnified the scale of defeat and no price, however high, could buy them victory. The cost of defeat would eventually total some 24,000 German casualties, including over 7000 prisoners. German morale had also been dealt a heavy blow, particularly as the attack was fully expected and its launch date predicted to within a few days. ‘Out-planned, out-dug, and out-manoeuvred’, the defeat delivered a visceral shock to the German Army, wiping out one of the strongest positions on the Western Front.5 If Messines could not be defended, no German position was safe.


This is the story of the Anzacs at Messines and their contribution to the first major British victory of the First World War. Principally it is the story of the two Australian divisions of II Anzac Corps, partly because they were the dominating presence in the corps and partly because, for them, the battle raged on long after the opening day when it should have concluded. But this is not solely an Australian story. Though they outnumbered the New Zealanders, Anzac was never exclusively Australian and, in this battle, the name would have an even broader meaning. II Anzac, which included the 3rd and 4th Australian divisions as well as the New Zealanders, also included the British 25th Division. That there were English ‘Anzacs’ in the battle is an important truth. The British Army that triumphed at Messines was a quintessentially imperial one with English and Irish divisions fighting side by side with the Australians and New Zealanders in a battle launched by the huge mining enterprise in which Canadian and Australian tunnelling companies had assisted. While the Anzacs comprised one third of the attacking force at Messines, in looking at the battle through the lens of II Anzac Corps, this book seeks to place the Australian and New Zealand divisions firmly within their context as part of a larger coalition. This coalition was one that both benefitted and buffeted them, one in which they were both dependent and depended on and, as this narrative will show, one in which the Australians were not ‘fully trusted’ by any of their partners. At Messines, perhaps more than any other battle in the First World War, the unusual tactical arrangements meant the actions and decisions of each division of II Anzac Corps had a profound impact on the others. Hence, the story of the Anzacs of Messines is, like that of the British Army itself in the First World War, the story of a fraternal and occasionally fractious, but ultimately successful coalition.


The Anzac perspective is important for another reason. For the English and Irish divisions of IX and X Corps attacking in the centre and north of the Second Army’s front, the battle, while still very costly, was the closest to a walkover the First World War had produced. For II Anzac Corps however, Messines would be no cheap victory. The Commander-in-Chief, General Sir Douglas Haig, intervened late in the planning to dramatically increase the objectives, changes that would have a profound impact on the Australian divisions. Casualty figures for the Anzacs would be double those of the other two corps in Plumer’s army, an aspect which has been largely overlooked in the afterglow of such a resounding victory. The New Zealand Division would suffer needless losses occupying the ridge in unnecessary strength and the 25th Division, kept in the line longest, would suffer similarly. For the Australians, the second phase of the battle, which was supposed to conclude that same afternoon, staggered on for four days and would come perilously close to disaster. Towards its final stages it would begin to resemble the costly battles of the previous summer on the Somme. Given the role of pushing forward from the morning’s seizure of the ridge and capturing the final objective, the Australian attack would descend into almost indescribable chaos. Indeed, it is a chaos so impenetrable that it has defied almost all attempts across the years to untangle it. Problems of coordination and communication, particularly with II Anzac’s supporting artillery, would produce a crisis on the evening of the battle’s first day, one largely unknown to a command group congratulating itself on a great victory.


The presence of an English division in the II Anzac Corps order of battle at Messines reflected the evolution of ‘Anzac’ itself. In 1915 the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps that landed at Gallipoli was a small, poorly trained force consisting of the 1st and 2nd Australian divisions and the combined Australian and New Zealand Division. By early 1916, thanks to a flood of recruits, there were now two Anzac corps, with the New Zealanders making up a full division and the Australians with four divisions in the field poised to expand to a fifth with the arrival of the 3rd Australian Imperial Force (AIF) Division in France in November of 1916. A sixth AIF division was under formation in England, although that would soon be disbanded to reinforce the existing five. Distinct and individual in 1915, the Australian and New Zealand forces had grown even more so on the Western Front. By the summer of 1917, the New Zealand Division was widely considered one of the finest in the British Army. By contrast, although their bravery was unquestioned (even by their many critics), the Australians were not so admired. Though it must have pained the Australian Official Historian, Charles Bean, to admit it, he conceded that neither the British nor the New Zealanders had much faith in the Australians they would fight alongside at Messines. Pilloried for their poor discipline and leadership, the Australians had, unlike the New Zealanders, suffered a series of defeats and setbacks in 1916 and 1917. In July of 1916, the 5th Division had been virtually destroyed at Fromelles. At Pozières and Mouquet Farm in August and September, the 1st, 2nd and 4th divisions had the misfortune to be thrown into some of the most ill-judged and costly attacks of the drawn-out Battle of the Somme. By the summer of 1917 there were few such disasters among New Zealand’s battle honours, but they would come.


That the Australians differed in important ways from the New Zealanders and the English was obvious, but the two Australian divisions at Messines could hardly have been more different. The newly arrived 3rd Division under Major General John Monash was entering its first major battle and fighting alongside the most battle hardened Australian division in the 4th under Major General William Holmes. The 4th not only contained a high proportion of Gallipoli veterans, but had been in France for over a year and had fought in three major battles. They would need all the combat wisdom that such punishing experience had bought them. Remarkably, Holmes’ men would enter the battle of Messines just six weeks after the disaster of the First Battle of Bullecourt where they had been sent, in the words of one of their staff officers ‘to what was really certain destruction’.6 Bullecourt was merely the latest in a depressing catalogue of defeats for the AIF in the war thus far. With the catastrophe at Gallipoli in 1915, the unmitigated disaster of Fromelles and the 28,000 casualties it had suffered for paltry results on the Somme in 1916, the wrecking of another entire division at Bullecourt created a crisis of confidence in British leadership in 1917. Fortunately for the Australians, their move to the Second Army for the Messines attack brought them into what would be the most carefully planned major operation of the war. Plumer’s army had a strong reputation for staff work thanks to the considerable talents of its Chief of Staff, Major General Charles Harington, who oversaw all the preparations for the battle including the immense engineering and logistic force which had laboured for months under the watchful eyes of the Germans to prepare the attack. Plumer’s reputation for caution was also a welcome change for the Australians whose experiences under far less risk-averse British generals had been so ruinous at Fromelles, the Somme and Bullecourt. As well as the massive artillery support for the attack, the British held an ace up their sleeve in the remarkable two-year tunnelling and mining effort for which Messines is perhaps most famous. The story of the mines, how they were placed and defended (and why some are still there) is a fascinating one in itself.7 Thanks to the prodigious effort of the mining companies (including the 1st Australian Tunnelling Company) and the vision of the eccentric British mining engineer, Lieutenant Colonel John Norton Griffiths, the British achieved a degree of surprise previously regarded as impossible. Although the Germans knew they were being undermined at Messines, they understandably failed to appreciate the fantastic ambition of Norton Griffiths. Luck played its part and, while such an enormous gamble would never again be attempted, its success, though not central to the outcome, was a significant factor.


Equally remarkable is why a battle of such major significance — the first clear British victory of the war — should be so little known today. This may be partly due to the idea, lingering still, that military success was defined by sweeping advances and the seizure of enemy territory. Soon after the battle, the opposing trenches re-formed some three kilometres east of where they had been, the ridge had been won and lost and the fighting returned to the more usual routine of small attacks, artillery exchanges and sniping that characterised daily life on the front line. Seen in isolation and measured by major battles of previous wars, the results seem inconsequential. No major city was captured, the German Army was not put to flight and the Germans remained in possession of most of Belgium. Vital weeks would pass before the British attacked again and, when they did, a combination of rain and poor planning resulted in what Bean described as ‘the tragedy of August’.8 In September the British regained their momentum with a series of successful attacks with limited objectives based on the Messines model, but progress was slow and costly. A.J.P. Taylor in his 1963 history of the First World War devoted one error-riddled paragraph to the battle which concluded: ‘Two years of preparation and a million pounds of explosive had advanced the British front at most two miles. How long would it take at this rate to get to Berlin?’9
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Second Army commander General Herbert Plumer (left) with Generals Edmund Allenby (Third Army) and Henry Horne (First Army) (AWM H08558).


And yet, both sides knew at the time that the importance of Messines was not measured by the yard. As Sir Basil Liddell Hart wrote in 1924, ‘The peculiar glory of the Messines attack is that, whereas in 1918 the decline in the German power of resistance brought the conditions to meet the methods almost as much as the methods were developed to meet the conditions, on June 7th, 1917, the methods were perfectly attuned to a resisting power then at its height.’10 The British Official History would hail it as a ‘great victory’, while the German army group commander responsible believed it ‘one of the worst tragedies of the war’.11 For both, it represented a major turning point, although like most such moments in war, this was not obvious at the time. Messines, and the battles for the ridges to follow, exposed the fatal vulnerability of the German defensive strategy and did much to shape the ultimately disastrous decisions of the German High Command in the spring of 1918. Although Berlin would not fall through losing one ridge in Flanders, German defeat was a mere 17 months away.
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Map 1. The Western Front in northern Europe, May 1917


What was perhaps more alarming for the Germans was the relative ease with which the British were able to sweep aside their defences at a point which should have been impregnable and which they themselves had decided to hold ‘at any price’. This was due in no small way to the adoption by the British of the developing philosophy of the all-arms battle, something that would be justifiably termed a revolution in tactics and would shape conventional war to the present day. For the first time in any truly coordinated sense, artillery and armour were present alongside the assaulting infantry, assisted by an air force which (in the first stages of the battle) dominated the skies and performed the vital task of intelligence gathering and even ground attack. Coordination of firepower at Messines using armour, aircraft and indirect fire was designed to deliver infantry to a position they could occupy rather than have to fight for. The adoption of the new platoon formations with specialist roles and weapons was another innovation successfully employed at Messines. The fact that the battle was effectively concluded across most of the front in a day, with the majority of objectives achieved and with the casualty toll, although still heavy, far lower than in previous major battles, was an unprecedented and very welcome outcome for the British. The only failure was in the Anzac sector and that was but temporary. This was a far greater shock than the mine explosions and, more importantly, it drove home the unpleasant truth that the strategy of static defence — in which the Germans had invested heavily — was ultimately and fatally vulnerable. It was this, more than any other factor, which would move the land war towards its climax with inexorable certainty.


Another reason Messines slipped into the background of history is undoubtedly the bloody failure of the Flanders campaign for which the battle was the opening act. Although initially and stunningly successful, Haig’s 1917 campaign in Flanders has earned a reputation as one of the most disastrous (if not the most disastrous) in British military history. The memory of the battles which followed the victory at Messines and the optimism they provoked, would eventually sink without trace in the dreadful mud of Passchendaele in October. Into that swamp also sank the prospect of victory in 1917 and, along with it, Haig’s reputation, something to be argued over ever since. The ponderous and costly Flanders campaign ground on for five months and cost over 300,000 British casualties, petering out a mere eight kilometres from its launching point at Messines, its major objective unachieved and its meagre gains swept away within days by the German spring offensive of 1918. Against such a backdrop of catastrophe, the success at Messines indeed seems worthless. Lloyd George weighed in with his memoirs in 1931 and dismissed the battle with withering sarcasm as ‘a useful little preliminary to the real campaign, an aperitif provided by General Plumer to stimulate the public appetite for the great carousel of victory to be provided for us by G.H.Q.’ Although conceding it was ‘a perfect attack in its way’, Lloyd George had little interest in doling out praise to the army. His chief object in his narrative of the fighting in 1917 was to distance himself from the bloodshed and pen a jeremiad against Haig and the High Command on whom he heaped scorn, describing the Flanders campaign as an ‘insane enterprise’. This was one of his milder criticisms.12


However, while the significance of Messines may have been forgotten, its myths are remembered all too well. It is passed over as merely a ‘transitional’ battle whose success was supposedly unrepeatable due to the novelty of the mines. Herbert Plumer is transformed from a relatively unimportant army commander on the verge of dismissal into a kind of benevolent military mastermind and eventually ‘everybody’s favourite British General of the First World War’, a view which conveniently forgets his role at Passchendaele.13 Messines is trumpeted as a clear-cut ‘clockwork’ victory, where the casualty toll for the German defenders was significantly higher than the British, something which ignores both mathematics and the chaotic second phase of the battle. The figure for German deaths due to the mine explosions is routinely put at 10,000 — men who were ‘vaporised’ by the massive explosions. None of this is true. Nor is Messines’ most enduring and harmless myth — that Lloyd George heard the sound of the mine explosions from this ‘aperitif ’ at his country retreat in Surrey some 130 miles away (or occasionally in his rooms at 10 Downing Street), an impossibility recorded in the newspapers of the time and repeated unchallenged ever since. The truth about Messines, from its spectacular opening to its many moments of drama and crisis, is a great deal more interesting than its myths.
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The village of Messines before the war showing the rue d’Eglise with the church of St Nicolas in the background. Badly damaged by the fighting in 1915 and 1916, Messines was almost completely destroyed by the preliminary British bombardment. The village was captured by the New Zealand Division and Lance Corporal Samuel Frickleton of the New Zealand Rifle Brigade would win the first Victoria Cross of the battle at the end of this street (AWM C03120).


In Australia and New Zealand, where the battle should be very well known indeed, the chimeras of the First World War, particularly the inordinate focus on Gallipoli in the Anzac story, have undoubtedly overshadowed the wider history of the war. That the first major victory of the First World War in which the Anzac divisions played a pivotal role should be so little known today is partly due to our enduring fascination with Gallipoli. To even the most casual observer, Bean’s observation that ‘the influence of the Gallipoli campaign upon the national life of Australia and New Zealand had been far too deep to fade’ is obvious indeed, something reflected in the Australian national school curriculum which mandates that all Year 9 students will cover the battle of Gallipoli in depth while no such requirement extends to teaching about the Western Front.14 That such a concentration is disproportionate to its importance to the war’s outcome is equally obvious, but Bean was right in predicting that Gallipoli would come to mean much more than the heroic failure it was. His statement at the end of Volume II that ‘Anzac now belonged to the past’ however, was far less prescient and, if the proliferation of books, articles and films on Gallipoli is any indication, he might, if anything, have more correctly claimed that the future now belonged to Anzac.15


In one sense however, the battle of Gallipoli was very firmly consigned to the past by Messines and the battles which followed. By 1917 the war had changed utterly. The weapons, tactics and systems of command and control bore little similarity to those existing in 1914 and 1915. The vast and complex planning required to mount an infantry attack of 12 divisions, the enormous effort involved in the preparatory work, the arrangements for artillery, tank and air support required hundreds of separate units to communicate and coordinate their efforts. Mundane though it might seem, the ‘paper war’ as its opponents derisively termed it, was critical to the success of such a giant effort. Likewise, its failures could invite disaster. The voluminous and highly prescriptive orders for the 3rd Division, reaching down to the minutiae of sections, would be scoffed at by the Second Army’s Chief of Staff as micro-management, but the stark difference with the 4th Division’s staff work is one of the most interesting and important aspects of Messines. While the sparseness of the 4th Division’s orders, along with their ambiguities and omissions, can be partly explained by the lack of time available (and their losses at Bullecourt), there is little doubt about their influence on the battle. The fatal mistakes of the Australian 52nd Battalion on the afternoon of 7 June, deftly airbrushed by Bean in the Official History, were the direct result of poor staff work. The fact that such failures were not subject to inquiry after the battle merely underlined the problems in the 4th Division, and the contrast with the 3rd Division’s methods point to what would arguably be the turning point for Australian effectiveness in the war. Despite the problems however, the victory at Messines was a much longed for and very important one. It was particularly important for the Australian divisions to experience success and put an end to their procession of disasters on the Western Front. For the New Zealanders, it was their greatest achievement of the war to that point.


Any new work on the First World War has a responsibility to contribute something new and the story of II Anzac Corps in this battle presents such an opportunity. Nowhere else on the Second Army’s front would the brilliantly successful elements of the battle be so sharply juxtaposed with its worrying failures. Although Messines is a famous early example of the tactical scheme which would bring victory in 1918, II Anzac’s experience in the battle also sounded a series of warnings for the British Army which were tragically overlooked in the aftermath of so complete a victory. Four months later, the failure to fully absorb the lessons of such a rapidly evolving tactical landscape would partially contribute to catastrophe at Passchendaele. Another reason that new perspectives on Messines are possible is the astonishing richness and unprecedented availability of its records thanks to the efforts of libraries and archives across the world to digitise their records and make them available online. Hundreds of eyewitness accounts of the battle, particularly its spectacular opening, survive in letters and diaries. The papers of senior commanders such as Monash of the 3rd Australian Division and II Anzac’s commander, Lieutenant General Alexander Godley, add a vivid dimension to the narrative of command. An army is the military equivalent of a medium-sized city and the administrative paperwork for this battle, so complex in conception and lengthy in preparation, is enormous. Much of this relates to the unspectacular areas of logistics, communication and transport, but these contributed overwhelmingly to its success. II Anzac Corps itself produced a library-sized collection, including the detailed action reports from its composite units. While the focus of this work is largely on the Australian divisions, it draws heavily on the English and New Zealand records to explain the many complexities of the Anzac story of Messines and provides a fascinating glimpse into how these units fought together.


That we know more about the Australian story of Messines than we do of almost any other aspect of the battle is due in large part to the work of Charles Bean and the uniquely detailed Official History he would author. Neither the New Zealand nor British official histories would approach the quality and depth of the Australian history and, although he focussed on the Australian divisions, Bean included a wealth of additional detail from the German histories, a comprehensive narrative of the mining efforts at Hill 60 as an appendix to Volume IV and a thorough analysis of the strategic build-up to the battle as well as a summary of its outcomes and an appreciation of its importance. History’s debt to Bean doesn’t end there. As a witness to the battle, his notebooks, which include not only his own observations at the time but also those of key actors, are among the most important of primary sources. In the years following the war, he corresponded with hundreds of officers and enlisted men concerning key details, often astonishingly minor points which, although at times contradictory or confused, helped to build the most complete picture of the battle possible. We owe much to Bean also for the clarity and completeness of the Australian records of the battle (and the war) and his foresight in collecting and preserving the records of Allied units. The trove of detail in private correspondence that he amassed, far more than he could ever use, was preserved for future researchers. He sent his draft chapters to the British Official Historian, Sir James Edmonds, for comment and further inquiry and the unguarded comments of both historians provide fascinating insights. Such a wide-ranging and determined search was bound to unearth some treasure and he found it in the memoirs of a humble private from the 4th Division who left the most complete, lengthy and startlingly honest account of any participant in the battle. To Bean’s credit, he did not hesitate to use Private Denver Gallwey’s lengthy narrative alongside the records of generals to construct his history although, as will become evident, some of it was far too troubling to reveal. The result of all those endeavours is a master class for would-be historians, and his chapters on the 3rd and 4th Australian divisions’ attack at Messines are among his finest.


But they are also among his most problematic. Both of his major conclusions about the battle are highly contestable. Likewise, just why the Australian attack on 7 June fell apart so completely when across the rest of the Second Army front it was described as ‘unstained by any form of failure’ is a question the Official History only partially answers.16 Perhaps most important, his analysis of command, where it does occur, is largely uncritical (with one famous exception), a conclusion the uncomfortable facts about the Australian attack make difficult to justify. That Bean faced many challenges in writing the true and complete story of the battle is beyond doubt. He was certainly conflicted by his often well-justified admiration for some Australian officers and nowhere is this more apparent than at Messines. He had to cope with a British Official Historian reluctant to the point of dishonesty to admit British failings in the battle. He had to confront direct evidence of the brutality of Australian soldiers in the killing of surrendering Germans. All of this had to be dealt with at a time when most of the main actors were still alive and in the sober, measured and truthful history he had committed to write. In Bean’s defence, it would be manifestly unjust to condemn him for a largely uncritical account of a dearly won victory in which Australians had played a crucial role and where it was also impossible (and remains so) to tell the whole story in any case. However, much of interest and importance was either left unsaid or was hidden between the lines in his work. The failures and mistakes of the 4th Division’s attack, the searing criticism of the Australians by the British, the terrible sacrifice of the 45th Battalion in hopeless attacks in the Blauwepoortbeek Valley, the fatal blunders of the artillery in the second phase and Godley’s ineptitude in dealing with the battle’s many confusing twists and turns would all receive scant attention in the Official History. Discovering just how and why those problems arose and their sleeping influence on later battles is one of the aims of this book. It is a fascinating story, but it is also much more than that.


The Western Front is Australia and New Zealand’s largest war cemetery. In the peaceful fields and quiet villages of France and Flanders lie over 60,000 men from both countries who paid with their lives to end what was then the world’s most bitter and bloodiest war. Others paid dearly as well. Over 300,000 returned wounded, many forever traumatised. Thousands of bereaved lived out their lives in sorrow, their only comfort a photograph of a faraway grave and for some, not even that. The legacy of tragedy and loss is with us still in the silence of family attics and the faded sepia portraits of proud young men in uniform who never returned. The price of ending the war was heavy indeed. But it was ended through victory and defeat, by battles in which the Anzacs played an important and sometimes central role. As we move beyond the centenary of the First World War, it is now more important than ever that we revisit and consider anew the battles of the Western Front, and equally important that we understand their full significance in Australian, New Zealand and world history. The story of many of the great battles of 1918, the defence of Amiens, the offensives of August, the breaking of the Hindenburg Line, among others, are still to be critically re-examined in the modern era, as is the first real victory of the Great War in which the Australians and New Zealanders in a British army played a pivotal role — Messines.
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... one great and striking success ... will have far-reaching results.


The Flanders Plan


Captain Oliver Woodward of the 1st Australian Tunnelling Company spent the night before the Battle of Messines with ‘nerves stretched to the breaking point’, checking and re-checking the cables and circuits connecting the mines at Hill 60 to the firing switches.1 Similar preparations were under way across the battle front at the 18 other workings in what was the First World War’s most ambitious and remarkable feat of engineering. Woodward was one of the few below the very senior levels of command aware of both the existence of the mines and the timing of the attack. Beneath Hill 60, and the nearby high point known as the Caterpillar, among the most hotly contested positions on the Western Front, the 3rd Canadian Tunnelling Company had placed 55,000 kilograms of high explosive in two giant mines. The Australians, having taken over from the Canadians in November of 1916, were responsible for ensuring that all the work and sacrifice invested in constructing and defending the mines would not be in vain. Woodward was right to be nervous. The mines, along with their detonators and the network of electrical cables to fire them, had been in place 30 metres below the damp Flanders clay for almost a year.2 The thought that some minor fault in the equipment, a break in a cable, or circuit failure would, at the eleventh hour, undo all the effort that had been invested, drove his relentless cycle of checks. ‘I approached the final testing’ wrote Woodward, ‘with a feeling of intense excitement.’3


For two years an unseen but immensely important battle had been fought underground at Messines as the British undermined the ridge and the Germans counter-mined to block them.4 It was a battle very few knew about and fewer still could face. By June 1917 the ground under Hill 60 was honeycombed with tunnels dug by both sides, the Germans searching for the galleries which led to the mines and the Australians digging to divert, deceive and block them. The suffocating darkness of the deep tunnels was the province of the brave. ‘Generally men are not afraid of death, but only of the manner of dying’ wrote Bernard Newman, companion writer to Captain Walter Grieve in his 1936 book on the tunnellers of the First World War. ‘No one envied the Tunneller his comparative security from enemy bombardment, deep in his burrow, usually far out in front of our front line. Everyone could easily visualise the special terrors which awaited him at every second of his duty – the collapse of a gallery, due to the wrath of Nature or enemy, and the subsequent waiting for death in its most horrible form, gasping for air until death came as a relief.’5 The tunnellers of Messines, most of them miners in civilian life, were fully aware of the dangers they faced, but those ‘special terrors’ did little to slow the incessant digging. Messines and Wytschaete today sit above an underground network of shafts, dugouts and tunnels so extensive that the ground above is still unstable in places. At the widest point of no man’s land, the tunnel entrances were over 600 metres from their mine chambers and, because the miners needed to penetrate the deep layer of water-bearing ‘Kemmel’ sands, a soggy glutinous soil which could not support tunnels, they were up to 40 metres deep. The deep vertical shafts through the Kemmel sands were created by ‘tubbing’, successively adding cylindrical segments of steel which bolted together creating a solid and watertight vertical shaft down to the layer of blue clay which was ideal for tunnelling. At Hill 60, the vertical shaft was 28 metres deep before it hit the clay layer and the two branches were eventually driven under the German lines. ‘Clay-kickers’, lying on wooden supports, used their feet to drive spades into the clay, the spoil bagged by an assistant and wheeled out along rails on small trolleys. The distinctive blue clay from the lower strata was then carefully hidden from airborne German cameras to disguise the fact that the British had driven shafts so deep below the surface. The tunnel was progressively boarded as the kickers drove forward at an impressive rate of up to eight metres a day. Although men could stand upright in the entrance galleries and ante-chambers, the narrow tunnels which ran for hundreds of metres to the working face were just over a metre high by half a metre wide. The claustrophobic narrowness was important for economy, but also because the tunnel had to be ‘tamped’ (sealed) for much of its length to concentrate the explosive force upward instead of back along the tunnel. With the two giant mines at Hill 60 and the Caterpillar placed and tamped in July and October 1916, the Australians defended them by creating ‘dummy’ tunnels, drawing the German miners away from the actual mine chambers by digging shallower works. Such back-breaking labour in the narrow, deep confines with the danger of death by carbon monoxide poisoning, a sudden crushing enemy explosion, slow suffocation or being trapped by a tunnel collapse required a nerve few possessed.
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Dead beat, the tunnel, Hill 60, Will Dyson’s drawing of an exhausted Australian soldier sleeping in the tunnel at Hill 60. The sketch poignantly captures the impact of the difficult and dangerous work of the tunnellers. Dyson set out to show the true impact of the fighting, at one point noting, ‘I never drew a single line except to show war as the filthy business that it was.’ (AWM ART 02210).


After two and a half years of digging, the British had successfully placed 25 mines under the ridge and zero hour was fixed for 3.10 am on 7 June.6 Most of the works had been silent for months. The lack of activity led the Germans to the mistaken conclusion that the British had abandoned most of their tunnels, and active counter-mining threatened few of the established mines. At Hill 60 however, fierce mining and counter-mining continued until the eve of detonation. Several times the Germans came close to breaking into the main galleries and, as the final hours approached, the galleries at Hill 60 were still guarded by listeners. As they maintained their lonely vigils on the night of 6 June, the men of IX, X and II Anzac Corps left their barracks and staging areas to begin their long, circuitous and intricately planned marches to arrive ready for the launch of the attack. Crawling towards the front lines in the dark at six kilometres per hour were 72 tanks which would support the infantry attack. Since coordination with the infantry was vital for the attack, the timetables and routes for the tanks were also carefully prepared to position them just in time for the assault. In the skies above the ridge, scores of British aircraft circled, occasionally diving to strafe the German trenches and masking the noise of the tanks. Nothing on this scale and with such grand ambition had been attempted by the British so far. At a press conference that night Harington would famously quip, ‘Gentlemen, I don’t know whether we are going to make history tomorrow, but at any rate we shall change geography.’7 By 2.00 am most of the nine divisions of assault troops were in their assembly trenches and the gunners stood silent and ready beside the huge dumps of shells waiting for the orders to unleash the heaviest bombardment of the war. In his memoirs, Oliver Woodward described the agonising anxiety of waiting as Brigadier John Lambert of the British 23rd Division, whose men were to capture Hill 60, stood beside him in the firing dugout, watch in hand, ready to count down the minutes to firing. As Lambert began the countdown from 10 seconds, Woodward grasped the handle of the firing switch.8


• • •


The chain of events that laid Woodward’s hand at the ready can be traced back to 1914 and the bloody deadlock which descended on the Western Front when the invading German divisions slowed and stalled in Flanders. Fighting around the medieval market city of Ypres began in October 1914 when the British commander, General Sir John French, fell back on the city, determined to hold his line with the small British Expeditionary Force of seven divisions. For centuries the Flemish who farmed the land around Ypres have known it as Heuvelland (Ridgeland) for the modest heights that gently undulate across the otherwise pancake-flat farmlands of Flanders. The low ridges radiating out from Ypres formed natural defensive lines and, with the French under General Ferdinand Foch defending the southern flank, the defenders of Ypres held back German attacks throughout October. The opposing lines began to take the shape which would become so familiar to the British defenders over the next three years, bulging out around Ypres with the city at the centre of a dangerous salient, an intrusion into the enemy lines. The southern quadrant of the salient was dominated by the Messines-Wytschaete Ridge which rises to just over 65 metres above the surrounding countryside commanding a view which sweeps to the far horizon.9 Woodward wrote that:


On leaving Ypres by the Lille Gate there is seen about two miles distant a low range of hills, the highest point of which is slightly over 100 feet above the level of the city. This ridge forms the northern section of what is known as ‘The Messines Ridge’. Virtually due east of Lille Gate, the Ypres-Menin railway runs through this ridge just to the north of the cutting here is the highest point ‘Hill 60’.10


On 31 October, German cavalry captured Messines and the heights to the south of Ypres and, two weeks later, French’s battered divisions held back an offensive aimed at capturing Hooge, just four kilometres to the north of the city. The fighting continued until 22 November when winter closed down the battle. The wreckage of the Schlieffen Plan had left the Germans in command of the ridges ringing the Ypres salient and both sides planning offensives for the spring. South of the city, the Germans began to dig in on their high tide mark on the Messines-Wytschaete Ridge. The villages on the crest of the ridge were slowly pulverised by regular shelling, the houses and public buildings systematically destroyed. Driven below the surface, the Germans began to fortify the villages. Cellars were strengthened and converted to dugouts, farms were turned to concrete fortresses and everywhere the crenelated trench lines meandered across the contours of the ridge. Linked by communication and supply trenches, they formed what became effectively a subterranean street network. The Church of St Nicolas in Messines, with its foundation stone laid in 1057 by Countess Adela of France, mother of an English queen, was gradually reduced to rubble. Her crypt now served as a German first aid and command post.11 Messines’ grandest and largest building was the Institute Royale de Messines, a school and orphanage for the daughters of Belgium’s war dead. In one of the Great War’s many cruel ironies, the orphans of Messines were put to flight by the invaders of 1914 and the Institute Royale, along with the sanctuary and comfort it offered to some of the most defenceless victims of war, was eventually obliterated by the fighting.


The Ypres salient would acquire an odious reputation in the First World War. The crescent of German lines around Ypres allowed the German artillery to target the British positions from three sides and nowhere within the salient was safe. For the Germans, their occupation of the Messines Ridge also produced a salient, although they held the high ground and, unlike the British, were not so easily observed and targeted. However, such broad intrusions into the enemy’s territory were obvious targets for attack at the curves’ extremities which could ‘pinch off’ the salient, surrounding and trapping an enemy in the line’s forward positions. Even to an untrained eye glancing at a map of the ridge, the key points for any British attack on the Messines-Wytschaete Ridge are so obviously the positions between Hill 60 in the north and St Yves in the south that no-one on either side was unaware of their importance. Thanks to the deadly equilibrium of the salient, and the spoil from the railway cutting that raised it slightly above the surrounding heights, the unimpressive Hill 60 became one of the most important positions on the Western Front and, by 1917, it had changed hands several times since the outbreak of war.


Plumer’s plan to attack the ridge and wipe out the threat to his southern flank was patiently developed over 1915 and 1916. While the British intention to capture the ridge was certainly no secret, the hugely ambitious mining program which began in 1915 certainly was. Although the mining at Hill 60 and other highly prized positions was a constant threat, at no stage did the Germans fully appreciate the massive scale of the mining effort nor the very real threat that it posed to their positions. Nevertheless, an attack on the Messines-Wytschaete Ridge in 1916, although it would have been an important tactical victory and removed a major threat to the Ypres salient, would still have been only of local importance. By May of 1917 however, a shift in the Allied grand strategy would bring an entirely different and far more significant purpose to the capture of Messines Ridge as the first important step towards a war-winning offensive.
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Map 2. The Ypres salient. The German offensive of 1914 stalled in Flanders and their armies occupied the ridge tops ringing the Belgian city of Ypres. The resulting salient with Ypres at the centre could be fired on from three directions and was a costly and dangerous position for the British to hold.


• • •


As the winter of 1916–17 closed in, fighting on the Western Front wound down. Major offensive operations were impossible during winter and this one would prove exceptionally severe. The opposing armies were occupied with the mundane but crucial business of preparing their winter quarters, strengthening defences and supply. All the while, shelling, sniping and raiding as well as illness produced the ‘wastage’ that so concerned the commanders of both sides. The winter itself took men from the firing line through trench foot, hypothermia and influenza, and an army confined to trenches in the winter of northern Europe, as both sides knew, was an army slowly yet surely wasting away. With the stalemate on the Western Front showing no signs of breaking, the Allies met at Chantilly in November of 1916 to plan for the coming campaigning season. They quickly agreed on a strategy of exerting maximum pressure on the Central Powers through coordinated offensives which would involve major attacks by the French and British north and south of the Somme, coordinated with offensives by the Russians, Italians and the minor powers on their own fronts. Such cascading hammer blows would, it was believed, rob the Central Powers of any opportunity to shift reserves to counter each individually. The advantages of an offensive strategy lay also in seizing the initiative, keeping the enemy off balance and forestalling any assault on their own lines. It was also a strategy which played to the Allies’ strength, for 1917 was judged to be the year in which the power balance in guns and men would be at its optimum in their favour. The awful casualties of Verdun and the Somme were weighed against what were believed to be even greater German losses and the mathematics of attrition promised to force a result even if the enemy’s lines remained unbroken.


The plan for 1917 which emerged from the conference committed Haig’s First, Third, Fourth and Fifth armies to attack again on the Somme in February, in conjunction with four French armies, the whole attack on a front of 62 miles stretching from Vimy Ridge, north of Arras, south to the River Oise. Following that, Haig would attack in Flanders, pushing the enemy from the Belgian coast and liberating the Channel ports of Ostend and Zeebrugge. This latter ambition was Haig’s chief urging at the Chantilly conference. It was ‘the expressed desire of the British Admiralty and War Committee, and to which [Haig], as trustee of Great Britain’s interests, attached great importance.’12 In its broad thrust, the Chantilly plan was a doubling down on the attrition strategy of 1916. No alternative plan was offered, much to the frustration of British Prime Minister David Lloyd George who, contemplating the disasters of 1916, feared more of the same. Attack was not only the default strategy of the British High Command; no other course of action was remotely politically acceptable to the French. Lloyd George, doubting both the judgement and competence of Haig and his command group, searched for and suggested alternatives in vain. Boxed in to a strategy he loathed and distrusted, Lloyd George seized on a rare French success for a way out.


General Robert Nivelle was elevated to Commander-in-Chief of the French armies on the Western Front following his successes at the head of the Second Army at Verdun. The apparent fresh genius of his methods, epitomised in his catchcry of ‘No more Sommes’, captured the enthusiasm of both political and military leaders — with the exception of a sceptical British General Headquarters (GHQ) — who believed that, in him was to be found the alternative to the ponderous and costly failures of 1916. Nivelle proposed a massive surprise attack in the spring of 1917 using over a million men in a large-scale encore of his victories at Verdun to shatter the German lines in the Chemin des Dames. The plan required the British to come under French command, take over some 22 kilometres of the line and attack in the north to draw in German reserves. Nivelle promised to win within 24 hours (48 at the outside) or close his offensive down. In effect, Nivelle guaranteed ‘no more Sommes’ by deluding himself (and the French government) that his strategy was certain to deliver success and, in the unlikely event of a reverse, promising to withdraw from the battle rather than throw good after bad by investing in a lost cause. Of course, if gamblers were really able to keep their promises to walk away, there would be no casinos.


Nivelle’s plan backfired spectacularly. The French ran into a German Army fully prepared and well aware of Allied intentions. Forty-eight hours later, Nivelle was no closer to putting the German Army to flight and winning and he continued hammering away until his army’s death ride finally ground to a halt on 9 May with the loss of 187,000 men and the French Army seriously damaged physically and psychologically. Having backed a loser, Lloyd George now found himself manacled to GHQ’s plan in Flanders. Adding to the grim outlook for the Allies, the March revolution in Russia threatened the Eastern Front. Despite assurances from the provisional Russian government on April 9, Haig seriously doubted that the Russians would be able to fulfil their commitment to the Chantilly agreement. Russia was not alone in its domestic troubles which, in October of 1917, would ultimately prove fatal.


Each of the Allied powers had its own vulnerabilities and, for the British, it was the Channel ports and the sanctuary they provided to the marauding, and increasingly successful German submarine fleet. Admiral Jellicoe’s memorandum of October of 1916 to the First Lord of the Admiralty (and former Prime Minister) Arthur Balfour made the dramatic claim that the submarine menace ‘may by the early summer of 1917 have such a serious effect upon the import of food and other necessaries into the allied countries as to force us into accepting peace terms. Such a situation would’, he added with truly English understatement, ‘fall far short of our desires.’13 Discussed at the War Committee meeting at the end of October, Jellicoe’s alarming estimation had the effect of bolstering the Navy’s long-held desire for the British Army to capture the Channel ports (thereby denying them to the German submarines) as well as providing the compelling case for an offensive in Flanders, plans for which had been drawn up in 1916. If England could be starved out of the war by the summer of 1917, the land operations planned at Chantilly would be pointless.14 Following its meeting on 21 November, the Committee was moved to write that ‘there is no operation of war to which the War Committee would attach greater importance than the successful occupation, or at least the deprivation to the enemy, of Ostend and especially Zeebrugge.’15 By April of 1917, with the Somme fighting at its height and Nivelle’s catastrophe about to unfold, Sir William Robertson wrote to Haig warning that ‘[T]he situation at sea is very bad indeed. It has never been so bad as at present.’16 Meeting this crisis in the way favoured by the Navy however, had its obvious difficulties. As the submarine bases were well behind German lines, a hitherto unprecedented advance by Haig’s armies would be necessary to capture them.


It would have surprised the miners at Messines, toiling away underground for months, that their ultimate objective was to defeat the enemy’s submarines. Finding and sinking them at sea was very much a hit and miss affair which, for the British Navy, was very much the latter. To capture the bases on the Channel coast however, required a land advance of over 24 kilometres. As the opposing lines had swayed back and forth by a mere handful of kilometres over a period of two years, this presented a monumental challenge. The new Flanders Plan also proposed the landing of a seaborne invasion force on the Belgian coast as a subsidiary operation, a scaled-down version of a far more ambitious earlier proposal by Winston Churchill for a full-scale combined assault by the British Army and the Royal Navy to sweep the Germans from the coast. Admiral Sir Reginald Bacon, who had specific responsibility for denying the Channel to U-boats, produced a paper for GHQ outlining the pros and cons of the amphibious landing. He proposed the use of monitors to batter the shore defences, a smokescreen to hide the surface vessels, and landing ships and tanks to deal with shore entrenchments and machine-guns. Testing with tanks proved they were capable of driving over the shore defences then in place, although tank tactics were still in their infancy.
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Map 3. The Flanders Plan. Haig needed to capture the Messines-Wytschaete Ridge to secure his right flank for the drive north-east towards the Channel ports of Ostend and Zeebrugge.


Bacon’s confidence was undiminished by the risks, although he conceded that ‘nothing in war is a certainty’.17 The Admiral believed (in a reprisal of the Dardanelles strategy) that the loss of some or even all of the monitors to shore batteries was worth the gamble given the prize on offer.18 ‘We must expect losses’ he wrote, ‘but we have a big object in view ... there is a good prima facie reason to suppose not only that it will be successful, but that it may be a very great success.’19 Bacon posed a number of questions in his plan, the first and most important of which was ‘Is the scheme impracticable?’ which he immediately batted away. ‘There is no inherent impracticability in the scheme, no flaw which condemns it and no gambling on the enemy doing the wrong thing at a critical moment.’20 Fortunately for the British, Bacon’s plan, fraught with risk and riddled with improbabilities, was never tested. Before it could be seriously considered however, Haig’s even more ambitious and challenging assault from the salient would need to succeed.
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Barbed wire was deployed in thick belts in front of trenches as a barrier to infantry assaults and had to be heavily shelled to create paths for the attacking infantry. Artillery in 1914–16 was only partially successful in cutting wire. The invention of the 106 fuze in late 1916, an instantaneous percussion fuze which exploded the shell on contact, was a revolutionary advance in wire cutting (Wikipedia Commons Barbed Wire).


Haig was grappling with the unpalatable truth, as was every First World War general, that a war of manoeuvre, breakthrough and encirclement was, for now at least, an impossibility. The failure of the Nivelle offensive ended all hope of rapid and sweeping advances that year. The tactical orthodoxy of piercing the enemy’s line, flanking and encircling his disorganised forces and pursuing the fleeing remnants with cavalry was consigned to the Edwardian past by the advent of automatic weapons, successive lines of defence, and even by the simple massing of wire in front of trenches. The chaotic battles of 1915 had proven that artillery would be the decisive weapon, but even a seismic shift in the science of gunnery and a dramatic increase in gun and shell production had not brought the hoped-for breakthroughs on the Somme in 1916. Even where tactical genius, surprise and local superiority in guns and men delivered successes, such as at Vimy Ridge, the attempt to exploit it often descended into overreach and, at times, disaster. As soon as infantry outran the protection of the guns, the advantage swung decisively back to the defender. The German response, to launch counter-attacks against exhausted assault divisions, often threw back attacking forces with heavy losses and regained lost ground. Moreover, the problems of supplying a truly mobile offensive would not be solved until the Germans almost managed it in their offensive of March and April of 1918. ‘All were agreed’, wrote Bean in the wake of Nivelle’s failure, ‘that grandiose enterprises aimed at “immediately breaking through the enemy’s front and ... at distant objectives” were now out of the question.’21


The only tactical scheme which offered any hope of success against the German defensive strategy would become known as ‘bite and hold’, a process succinctly described by Bean as consisting ‘of minutely-prepared offensives with limited objectives ... Accordingly, advances were now to be limited to the ground that could be enclosed within an overwhelming artillery-barrage.’22 The logic of artillery superiority transformed the battle into something close to mathematical certainty. If sufficient guns could be massed to batter down the enemy’s trenches, kill and demoralise their occupants, suppress his own guns and provide protective creeping barrages for the attacking infantry, then the Germans could be methodically pushed back. By continuing to oust the Germans from one prepared defensive position after another, prising his fingers one by one from his grip on France and Belgium, victory (albeit local) would surely follow. ‘[W]ith the artillery now available to the Allies’, Bean continued,


successes of that sort should be attainable almost whenever desired. If economy of life was carefully planned for, these attacks should furnish what those on the Somme had never furnished - a practical method of wearing-down the enemy. No opponent could indefinitely endure shocks like that of the first Arras-Vimy attack. If they could be repeated often and quickly, the enemy’s power of resistance must become more and more exhausted and more extensive thrusts might then become possible.23
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Defence in depth. These two ruined pillboxes were part of the strong German third line behind Fromelles which the 5th Division failed to reach in that battle on 19 July 1916. They were not captured until 1918 (AWM E04034).


The coming summer campaigning season would indeed bear this out, but as events in the latter stages of Haig’s offensive from Ypres would show, all hinged on the two ‘ifs’ in Bean’s paragraph. A slight shift in the balance of advantage, shortcomings in planning and supply or adverse weather conditions could undo such tactics with disastrous consequences.


The Third Battle of Ypres, as the British offensive in Flanders would come to be known was, despite its ultimate failure, based on these sound strategic foundations. Flanders was one of the few places where such methods promised decisive results. For most of the Western Front, the only concern raised by the loss of a few miles of territory, as Bean pointed out, was a moral one:


But northeast of Ypres a British advance of twelve or fifteen miles would so endanger the German garrisons on the Belgian coast that the enemy must either withdraw them or run the grave risk of seeing them cut off; and it was certain that the German leaders would not willingly give up the enormous moral and physical advantages of close access to the English Channel ... They must hold the Ypres front at all costs.24


Haig believed that, with the enemy compelled to stand and fight, the tactics of the successive hammer blows in Flanders ‘would render the position of the Germans precarious even if their power of resistance had not then been broken down.’ Moreover, what was effectively inching forward in its initial phases might well translate into a breakthrough if the demoralisation that Haig believed was near were to set in. It was the critical meeting of 4 May in Paris where Lloyd George and the British High Command met with the French Premier and Minister for War along with the chiefs of the British Army and Royal Navy, that launched the British offensive in Flanders and the Battle of Messines that opened it. In the shadows cast by the Nivelle disaster, the main objective of the British representatives was to ensure the French remained in the fight with all the vigour agreed to at Chantilly. There was obvious self-interest in their actions given that one of the main objectives of the Flanders Plan was to defeat the submarine menace. Happily for the British, self-interest aligned with previously agreed policy and they succeeded in securing the French commitment to large-scale attacks in support. Lloyd George gave his cautious support to the Flanders Plan on the proviso that the French did their utmost to support the offensive in accordance with the Chantilly strategy of concerted action.


• • •


Messines then would be the first of these hammer blows, as no thrust to the north-east would be safe from enfilading artillery unless the ridge was in British hands. Bean described the salient as resembling a sickle with the blade sweeping around Ypres and the handle formed by the Messines-Wytschaete Ridge. ‘No British commander could attempt to capture the blade of the sickle leaving the Germans in possession of the handle (Messines-Wytschaete) behind his southern flank.’25 With that flank secure, Haig could begin his drive over the ridge tops of Flanders and across the plains beyond. Although blizzards had blanketed the Western Front with snow in mid-April, Haig was eager to use every day of the spring and summer to push the Germans back. There was little time to spare.


The man entrusted with command of the Second Army’s attack at Messines had not been short of time to draft and redraft his plans to capture the ridge. Despite the fact that he would face exceptionally strong and well-prepared positions, and the Germans fully anticipated his attack, Plumer held advantages that no other British general had previously enjoyed, nor would again in the First World War. The first of these was that his tunnelling companies had decisively defeated the Germans underground and planted over a million pounds of explosives directly beneath the German lines, a fatal danger of which they were largely unaware. The second was that during May, with the Flanders Plan now the main British effort, Haig had provided the Second Army an artillery force of such overwhelming power that it almost guaranteed the success of Plumer’s attack. Finally, despite a vigorous debate within Crown Prince Rupprecht’s command group, the German decision to stand and fight on the ridge rather than withdraw so that the massive British punch would simply swing through thin air, would turn a potential setback into a true disaster.26


Haig met with his army commanders on 7 May and revealed his plan for the Flanders offensive and its importance to the grand strategy. Plumer’s Second Army, consisting of IX Corps, X Corps and II Anzac Corps, had the job of capturing the Messines-Wytschaete Ridge and, with that secure, either Rawlinson or Gough would then push on to the north-east with a larger force of 16 divisions. Plumer’s plans to capture the ridge were discussed at that meeting. Bean claimed in his Official History that Plumer and Harington’s scheme involved an advance up the ridge in stages over three days, which he wrote ‘undoubtedly erred on the side of over-caution’ and which Haig overruled, insisting the ridge be captured in one day. Harington, in his post-war correspondence with Edmonds, strongly refuted this. ‘I have no recollection whatsoever of any idea of the Messines attack being spread over several days and Plumer never had any doubts. I was with him on May the 7th when Haig decided on Messines & asked Plumer when he cd do it. “Today month” was the reply & we did.’27 Despite being aware of Harington’s statement, Bean left his version of this important point unchanged.28 What is certain is that Haig considered the original plan too modest, believing also that it made no provision for exploiting a panicked German retreat should this occur. Haig saw far more clearly the opportunities in the hand that Plumer held and consequently staked far more on these, insisting that the capture of the ridge be achieved in one day in order to exploit any advantage that might present itself, particularly to threaten the German gun line. Even if the Germans pulled their guns out of danger (which was likely), the proposed finish line would provide Haig’s right flank with considerably more safety as he pushed north-east from the Ypres salient.
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